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Praise for Sophie’s World


‘A marvellously rich book. Its success boils down to something quite simple – Gaarder’s gift for communicating ideas’


Guardian


‘An Alice in Wonderland for the 90s … Sophie’s World is being talked up as philosophy’s answer to Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time … this is a simply wonderful, irresistible book’


Daily Telegraph


‘An extraordinary achievement’


Sunday Times


‘Challenging, informative and packed with easily grasped, and imitable, ways of thinking about difficult ideas’


Independent on Sunday


‘A terrifically entertaining and imaginative story wrapped round its tough, thought-provoking philosophical heart’


Daily Mail


‘A unique popular classic’


The Times


‘Seductive and original … Sophie’s World is, as it dares to congratulate itself, “a strange and wonderful book”’


TLS




[image: title]




Sleigh Ride
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On New Year’s Eve, for as long as Anna could remember, the families in her village had gone up to the mountain pastures on a sleigh. The horses had been groomed and dressed, and the sleighs had been adorned with bells and flaming torches to cut through the darkness. Sometimes a piste-basher was sent up in advance so that the horses wouldn’t get stuck in loose snow. But every New Year’s Eve without fail they went to the mountains, not on skis or scooters but on horse-drawn sleighs. Christmas was a magical experience, but it was this sleigh ride into the mountain meadows that was the real winter adventure.


New Year’s Eve was a special time. Normal rules did not apply, and everyone mixed freely. On that evening they left one year behind and entered the next. They stepped over an invisible boundary between what had been and what would be. Happy New Year! And thank you for the old one!


Anna loved this time of year. She couldn’t decide which part she liked the most: the ride up the mountain to celebrate the last hours of the old year, or the trip back down, wrapped up tight in a blanket with Mum’s, Dad’s or a neighbour’s warm arm around her shoulders.


But on New Year’s Eve the year Anna turned ten, no snow had fallen either on the mountain plateau or on the lowlands. Jack Frost had long held the countryside in his icy grip but, apart from the odd small drift, the mountains were untouched by snow. Even the high mountain terrain lay bare beneath the open sky, stripped of its winter cloak.


Adults muttered about ‘global warming’ and ‘climate change’, and Anna made a note of these new terms. For the first time in her life she had a sense that the world was in disarray.


But to the mountains they had to go, whatever the conditions, even though the only possible way to get there would be by tractor. They would also have to go during the day – without snow on the plateau, it would be too dark to see your hand in front of your face at night. Even torches would be of little use, and tying them to the tractors and trailers would look silly.


So it was that five tractors and trailers wound their way slowly through the birch trees carrying delicious food and drink. Snow or no snow, they had to raise a glass to the New Year and perhaps organise some games on the frozen meadows.


The absence of snow had not been the only talking point that Christmas. Over the holidays, reindeer had been spotted down by the farms, and people joked that Father Christmas might have left behind a couple on his rooftop travels.


Anna had sensed that there was something scary, something alarming about this. Reindeer had never strayed down to the villages before. Anna had seen pictures in the newspaper of farmers trying to feed a poor, frightened creature: Wild Reindeer in Mountain Villages the caption had read.


The procession of tractors set off, and Anna was in the first trailer with a few of the other children. The higher they climbed, the more the frozen landscape looked like glass. It must have rained before the frosts came, trapping water underneath.


They caught sight of an animal carcass on the roadside, and all the tractors stopped. It was a reindeer, frozen stiff, and one of the men explained that it had starved to death.


Anna didn’t quite understand. But later, when they were up in the mountains, she saw that the whole area was frozen over. Every last pebble and plant was trapped below the sheet of ice.


They passed Lake Brea. Here the five tractors stopped again and the drivers switched off their engines. They were told the ice was safe, and everyone rushed out on to the lake, adults and children alike. The ice was transparent, and shouts of excitement rang out as they realised they could see trout swimming beneath their feet.


Out came balls, hockey sticks and toboggans. But Anna walked on her own along the shore, studying the frozen heath. Under a thin membrane of ice she saw moss and lichen, crowberries and black bearberries with crimson leaves. It was as though she had moved into a more precious, a more refined, world. Soon, though, she spotted a dead mouse … and another. Under a dwarf birch she found a dead lemming. By now Anna understood, and she no longer felt as though she was on an adventure. She had known that mice and lemmings survived winter in the mountains by hiding between bushes and scrub, under soft blankets of snow. But if there were no blankets of snow, the mice and lemmings would not survive.


Now Anna was in no doubt why the reindeer had strayed down to the lowlands. And it had nothing to do with Father Christmas.
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Six Years Later




Dr Benjamin
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Anna was sitting at home with her parents in their old timber house. It had been dark for hours, and her dad had lit candles on the mantelpiece and windowsill. It was 10 December, and there were only two nights left before she turned sixteen.


Her mum and dad were huddled on the sofa. They were watching a film about the Pacific Ocean, an adventure story about naval battles. Or was it a documentary about one of those legendary eighteenth-century sea captains? Anna wasn’t sure; she wasn’t really following.


She sat at the dining-room table casting the odd glance at the Pacific as it flickered across the television screen. She was holding a large pair of scissors and was cutting articles out of old newspapers.


In August, Anna had started upper secondary and, after just a few days at the new school, she got to know Jonas, who was in the class above her. They quickly became good friends and for a few days they pretended to be a couple, as a sort of game, but then they realised that was exactly what they were.


Anna sat hunched over her cuttings with a big mug of tea. She smiled at how suddenly life could change.


But she had been prepared for changes – after all, she was turning sixteen. Today, at last, she had been given her Aunt Sunniva’s old ring. She had known for a long time that she would inherit it on her birthday. But she had been given it today because her mum was going to a conference early the next morning. They had a formal dinner – her mum had been to the bakery and brought back a marzipan cake with a red rose on top – and after the meal, the ruby was unpacked from an old jewellery box and presented to Anna. She wore it for the rest of the evening and, while she was cutting up the newspapers, she could not keep her eyes off the ring.


It was more than a hundred years old – some said several hundred years. And there were so many exciting stories about the jewel.


She had also been given the smartphone she had asked for. She could now get online with just one touch of the screen – but that was nothing compared to how wonderful her ring was.


But the ring wasn’t the strangest thing that had happened to Anna that year. The strangest had to be her trip to Oslo in October.


Ever since she was small, Anna had been told she had a lively imagination. If she was asked what she was thinking, she would reel off endless stories, and no one had thought this was anything other than a good thing. But that spring, Anna had begun to believe some of the stories. She had a feeling that they were being sent to her, perhaps from another time, or even another reality.


In the end, Anna’s parents persuaded her to have a chat with a psychologist. After several sessions, the psychologist said she would like Anna to be examined by a psychiatrist in Oslo. Anna didn’t mind this. She had nothing to be ashamed of, she thought; in fact it made her feel special.


But she had set one condition: that her parents couldn’t come. Jonas offered to go with her. Her mum and dad insisted that one of them had to accompany her. They reached a compromise: she was allowed to take Jonas, but Mum would go too, if she promised to sit in another train carriage.


So the three of them turned up at the Rikshospital where Anna had her appointment with the psychiatrist. But neither her mum nor Jonas was allowed to go in with her, at least not at first, and Anna could see that this was a terrible blow to her mother. She had wanted so much to be involved. But for now she had to sit and wait with Jonas.


Anna liked Dr Benjamin from the moment she saw him. He was in his fifties and had long, greying hair tied into a ponytail. In one ear he had a tiny violet star, and in the breast pocket of his black jacket he had a red felt pen. There was a playful glint in his eyes and he watched her intently.


She could still remember the first thing he said after they had shaken hands and he had closed the door behind him. He told her that Lady Luck was smiling on them because his next appointment had been cancelled. They had all the time in the world.


Sunlight poured into the white room and Anna looked out at the red and yellow leaves on the trees. She spotted a squirrel scurrying up and down a pine tree.


‘Sciurus vulgaris,’ she said. ‘Or the common squirrel. But in England it’s not that common any more. The American grey squirrel has killed them off.’


The psychiatrist’s eyes widened and Anna wondered whether he was impressed by what she had said. As he swung round on his chair to see the squirrel, Anna noticed a photograph in a red frame on his desk. It was of a beautiful woman – was she his daughter or his wife? Anna wanted to ask him, but the next moment he turned back and obscured the picture, and she forgot.


She had of course wondered what a psychiatric examination might be like. It wasn’t easy to imagine how a psychiatrist would look inside her head, but she had assumed he would begin by studying her eyes with a special instrument; the eyes were the window to the soul, after all. She had supposed that he would also try to peer into her head through her ears, nose or mouth – psychiatrists had trained as doctors, unlike psychologists. She wasn’t sure how much she’d actually believed that the doctor would do these things, but they had spooled through her mind like reels of film. She had definitely been frightened that he might hypnotise her and empty her mind of all its secrets. Anna didn’t like to lose control and she didn’t want to reveal all her secrets.


But all they had done was talk. The psychiatrist asked her a lot of interesting questions, and the conversation was so much fun that Anna dared to ask him questions back. What about the doctor? Did he ever come up with strange stories? Did he also have dreams where he was a different person? Had his dreams ever come true?


Eventually, Dr Benjamin reached his conclusion.


‘Anna,’ he said, ‘there’s nothing to suggest you are ill. You have an unusually active imagination and an uncanny ability to visualise things you haven’t experienced. This may feel overwhelming sometimes, but there is nothing wrong with you.’


Anna didn’t think there was anything wrong with her either. She had been convinced she wasn’t ill. She felt duty-bound to remind him that she sometimes believed her own fantasies. She said it felt as though the things she thought and imagined came to her from the outside, and not from within.


He sat there nodding.


‘I think I got that,’ he said. ‘You may have such an active imagination that it seems to overflow. You can’t believe that you made it all up yourself. But imagination is a quality everyone possesses, to a greater or lesser extent. Everyone has their own dream world. Not everyone, however, can remember what they dreamed the night before. This is where you appear to have a rare gift. You take what you dream at night …’


Anna laid all her cards on the table:


‘But I still get a feeling that the dreams come to me from another world. Or from another time.’


The psychiatrist nodded again. ‘The ability to hold beliefs lies deep in our natures. We, as humans, have always felt as though we’re in contact with supernatural forces, whether gods, angels or ancestors. Some people have claimed that they’ve seen these figures with their own eyes, or even met them. Some people are more willing to believe than others. Everyone is different. Some people are almost unbeatable at chess or mental arithmetic. Others are almost unbeatable in the field of imagination or belief, and perhaps Anna Nyrud is a world champion!’


Anna looked out at the sunlight playing on the vibrant autumn leaves.


‘Had you believed that all the bees in your garden were controlled by the CIA, and they were buzzing round your house to spy on you, then maybe you might have a serious mental disorder—’


‘How do you know I have a garden?’


‘The psychologist’s report said you told her you’d prefer not to meet a reindeer in your garden.’


Anna laughed. ‘She didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. But I love the garden. And the bees …’


‘Oh yes?’


‘Bees are part of nature, like you and me. Obviously they aren’t controlled by the CIA. They’re controlled by their genes. I also think they’re a kind of indicator of how healthy the planet is.’


‘Exactly. And what you’re saying to me isn’t crazy or what we psychiatrists call a “bizarre notion”.’


While they were talking he occasionally glanced at the computer screen. He was doing it again now, and Anna realised the document claiming his attention must have been a report from the psychologist in her village.


‘Is there anything you’re afraid of, Anna?’


She answered at once. ‘Global warming.’


The psychiatrist gave a start. He was clearly an experienced doctor but he had been surprised by her answer.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I mean, I’m afraid of climate change. I’m afraid that we’re risking our climate and environment without a second thought for future generations.’


The psychiatrist paused for a few seconds. ‘And that is a valid fear – which unfortunately I cannot help you with. If you’d said you were afraid of spiders it would have been different. In cases like that we talk about phobias, and then we treat the patient; we expose them to the thing they’re scared of. But we can’t treat your fear of global warming.’


She looked Dr Benjamin in the eye and then glanced at the earring in the shape of a star.


‘Do you know how many billions of tonnes of carbon dioxide we’ve released into the atmosphere over the last ten years?’


To Anna’s surprise, the psychiatrist didn’t miss a beat. ‘I think today there’s about forty per cent more carbon dioxide in the atmosphere than there was before we seriously started burning oil, coal and gas, cutting down forests and farming intensively. It’s more than 600,000 years since the CO2 level was so high, and the problem is man-made.’


She was impressed. Not many people had these answers at their fingertips. ‘There is already so much gas out there,’ she said, ‘that no one can predict the consequences. And the emissions are getting worse …’


Dr Benjamin was leaning forwards with his palms on the desk. He looked down for a second or two then he peered up at her again. He seemed almost dumbfounded.


‘Well, this isn’t my line of work. But let me tell you that I share your concerns about the burning of carbon. Although, come to think of it, perhaps this does have something to do with psychiatry …’


While he paused she said, ‘Go on. I’m listening.’


‘Sometimes I ask myself whether we live in a culture that intentionally represses fundamental truths. Do you understand what I mean by that?’


‘I think so. We try to forget unpleasant things.’


‘That’s exactly what I meant.’


Anna had a brainwave. She had no idea why the thought had popped into her head; it was as though it came from another world. She heard herself say, ‘What would you have said if I told you I was afraid of Arabs?’


He chuckled. ‘I would have suggested you spent some time with Arabs. I think that would be the most effective treatment.’


‘Cool …’


‘But we don’t treat patients’ concerns about global warming. I suppose the question is: wouldn’t we be better off looking for a way to treat lack of concern. Obviously we shouldn’t allow ourselves to grow accustomed to this threat. We must try to come to terms with it.’


The psychiatrist had spoken to her like an adult from the beginning, and she liked that very much indeed. He had spoken to her as an equal. Even so, when he asked if she belonged to an environmental organisation, she was taken aback. She had not expected to be asked that in a doctor’s surgery. But she was the one who had brought the subject up.


She said there were no environmental organisations where she lived. Everything revolved around going to school and going to work, tinkering with cars and motorbikes and then partying and drinking at the weekend.


‘The young man you came with, is he your brother?’


She laughed.


‘Oh, no, that’s Jonas. He’s just my boyfriend.’


She thought she sounded cool when she put it like that. He’s just my boyfriend.


He laughed along with her.


‘Is Jonas as interested in the environment as you are?’


She said: ‘He’s in the year above me and takes physics, chemistry and biology. So he’s learning a bit about the world, of course.’


‘Of course.’


‘And global warming isn’t just a matter of opinion any more. Either you know about it or you don’t.’


‘I agree with you, Anna. It wouldn’t surprise me if less than one per cent of the Norwegian population can explain what the carbon balance is.’


Anna felt her heart leap a little. The carbon balance was something she had been discussing with Jonas recently. ‘Can you? I mean, can you explain what the carbon balance is?’


After switching off the computer and clearing away the papers on his desk, the psychiatrist turned to Anna. He began by explaining the carbon cycle. Plants absorb carbon dioxide from the air by photosynthesis and the carbon attaches itself to living organisms. Carbon dioxide is released into the air when animals breathe and when organic material breaks down. The carbon balance is the remarkable equilibrium which exists between the amount of CO2 released into the atmosphere by volcanic eruptions and the amount which is broken down by the wind and weather, and becomes part of the earth’s crust. This balance had been constant for many hundreds of thousands of years, and humans had had no effect on this cycle. So they were able to ignore it.
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