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Presentazione

Ogni Lezione offre uno spaccato delle principali 
tematiche affrontate dai filosofi e dalle correnti di 
pensiero fondamentali della storia della filosofia 
studiata nel corso dell’anno scolastico.

Il volume è composto da tre Unità: 
la prima affronta la filosofia dalle 
sue origini fino alla Scolastica; la 
seconda tratta i principali filosofi 
della modernità, dal Rinascimento 
fino a Hegel; la terza, infine, offre 
una carrellata delle principali correnti 
filosofiche del Novecento.

Dopo la parte prettamente teorica, la 
sezione degli esercizi offre un ampio 
spaccato di attività, che aiutano lo studente 
ad approfondire sia gli aspetti linguistici sia 
quelli più prettamente filosofici.
Numerose le competenze linguistiche 
(Vocabulary, Listening, Speaking, Reading 
comprehension, Writing, Check your 
understanding, Video activity) esercitate, 
sempre esplicitate in corrispondenza di 
ogni esercizio.

Lesson 1 • Philosophies of the natural and human world  

Unit 1 • From ancient philosophy to Scholastic

2
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1 Philosophies 
of the natural 
and human world

Lesson

In the póleis of the 5th century BCE, and in particular in the Athens of Pericles, 

intellectuals and philosophers began to think of the natural and human world in a 

different way.

The explanation of natural processes, which had previously been rooted in myth 

and divine intervention, came to be based on rational rules and principles immanent 

in nature itself. Even the behaviour of individuals and social groups came to be 

explained and justified according to rational principles, values and motivations 

that depended entirely on human relations and interests.

Can being and becoming be reconciled rationally?

Philosophers of the natural world living in this new context 

were faced first of all with the advancing of knowledge 

in natural phenomena, expecially in astronomy. On a 

theoretical level, they went beyond Parmenides’ theories 

which affirmed the reality of becoming.

The question that these philosophers asked themselves was 

whether it was possible to reconcile Parmenides’ point of 

view (which expressed the need to think about reality without 

contradiction) with the need to explain change and diversity 

which were part of the reality of experience. In other words, 

was it possible to reconcile being and becoming in a single, 

coherent vision?

The solution lay in considering the fundamental nature 

of reality as a multitude of eternal, unchanging elements 

while becoming, that is the apparent being born and dying 

of things, was explained as the mixing and breaking down of 

these original elements.

This theoretical compromise aimed at reconciling the 

Eleatic need to conceive being (in this case the elements) 

as eternal and unchanging with the empiric evidence of 

becoming which characterises natural phenomena.

Although the philosophers of the time all acknowledged 

this pluralistic vision, they disagreed on the idea 

of nature. While Anaxagoras (499-428 BCE) and 

Democritus (5th century-4th century BCE) presented 

an image of nature in rational terms, Empedocles 

(5th century BCE) proposed a theory that was not entirely 

free of magical and religious elements (though based 

on learning) which confirmed that he still saw a strong tie 

between myth and lógos.

New ideas on culture and education

The Sophists’ line of inquiry was not the cosmos and natural phenomena but the 

social and human world, in particular values and language.

The Sophists backed the idea of the independence and the virtues of the individual 

who was given new opportunities by the social and economic transformations in 

process. This lead to a new concept and form of education – paidéia - that was 

functional to the educational needs at this historical period in time of the democratic 

poleis and the new governing classes.

In particular, with the advent of democracy and a wider participation of citizens 

in the running of institutions, lógos (the skill of speaking in front of an 

audience with persuasive effectiveness) acquired a growing importance.

Homer’s paidéia, which tended towards aristocratic values and ideals, 

was replaced instead by the Sophists’ model of education based on 

a rational humanistic and practical culture which no longer 

addressed the elite but all people, or at least a much wider range 

of ordinary citizens. This new system of education which was 

based on the democratic state and targeted the man of the 

póleis, recognised in knowledge the great spiritual force of 

that age, a force able to mould man: it is from this idea 

that the western idea of culture is derived.

In putting these ideas into practice, the Sophists 

introduced a new concept of knowledge focussed on 

acquiring skills (in particular the art of rhetoric), 

compiling a true encyclopaedia of knowledge 

and proposing a new concept of areté, centred on 

civic virtues.

Anaxagoras.

Democritus.

Empedocles.
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From the Renaissance to new science
Modern science began to take shape as a new form of knowledge:•  that concerned the quantitative aspects of phenomena, examined with the aid of mathematics;
•  that was well-structured and described with a meticulous use of language;•  that was based on a shared method of inquiry which did not exclude a comparison with alternative theories and experimental verification;•  that was public and controllable, that could evolve and be enriched over time and, if necessary, merge with more general theories;•  that aimed at identifying the laws of phenomena and thus able to predict how they would develop;

•  that was rich in potential practical applications.These characteristics came about gradually through a series of complex processes, just as the relationship between the scientific revolution and Renaissance culture was complex. The new science undoubtedly had its roots in Renaissance culture and shared its criticism of Medieval thinking. Indeed, in its early stages, scientists preferred to refer back to antiquity and to the works and ideas of the great scientists of that time, as for example Archimedes. In the shaping of some of the first modern scientists (e.g. Kepler) there were traces of the traditions of magic, Hermeticism, Pythagoras and astrology that had been given a lot of attention during the Renaissance. Mostly, Platonic mathematism, typical of the Renaissance, was easily recognisable in the visions of the universe – described on the basis of mathematical and geometrical models – that were envisioned by the great scientists of the time like Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) and Galileo Galilei (1564-1642). At the same time, however, there were also signs of a break with the cultural ideas, attitudes and practices of the past. In particular, scientists rejected a humanist culture that looked back to the past, to the documents of antiquity, to an abstract world that they wanted to replace with the real world, i.e. the natural world that they began to observe systematically. 

11 Modern science: 
a new image of man 
and the world

Lesson

scientists preferred to refer back to antiquity and to the works and ideas of the scientists of that time, as for example 
first 

described on the basis of 
models

like 
1642). At the same time, however, there were also 

with the cultural ideas, attitudes and practices of the past. In particular, scientists 

Galileo Galilei.

Although they recognised that the progress of modern science was not possible without the knowledge that had been gained in the past, even in the distant past, they nevertheless criticised the philosophy of antiquity in that it did not explain the real world. Hence, the authority of tradition (represented by Aristotelianism and more in general by the scholars of antiquity) was replaced by reason and experience.While the Renaissance had led to a decline in the cultural universe inherited from the Middle Ages, the scientific revolution completely undermined the cosmology of antiquity and the Middle Ages and rejected the occult sciences branded as secret, irrational and unverifiable.

The end of long-standing certainties
What were the new images of the world that the scientific revolution produced?On discovering that the earth moved, Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1547) overturned one of the founding beliefs of cosmological thought of antiquity and caused the collapse of a whole system of cosmology and the branches of physics linked to it. After Copernicus, scientists like Galilei came to the conclusion that if like the other planets, the earth rotated round the sun, it stood to reason that the reality of the earth was identical to the reality of other celestial bodies. Contrary to the ideas of Aristotle, earthly and celestial phenomena both depended on the same laws that could be studied by a single science – mechanics.

The idea of the world as an infinite universe rather than a closed world was revolutionary but also traumatic. If the universe was infinite, then there could be an infinite number of worlds. If the earth was just a small planet roaming an 

Copernican 
heliocentrisc system, 

1708.
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After reading the text, answer the following questions.

1. What was the new tendency in philosophy in 5th century Athens? How was it related to the 

social and political context of the time?

2. What was the greatest theoretical challenge for these philosophers? Were they able to 

overcome it? How?

Use your own words to define the following Greek words.
Then explain their meaning in the context of the new philosophies.

Reading
 comprehension

A

Reading
comprehension

and Writing

B

Exercises

Complete with a word which collocates.

Example:
To obey
To enforce  a law

To pass

1. supply verbs

...............................................................................

............................................................................... change

...............................................................................

2. supply adjectives

...............................................................................

............................................................................... principles

...............................................................................

3. supply prepositions

 ...............................................................................

to break ...............................................................................

 ...............................................................................

4. supply adjectives

...............................................................................

............................................................................... processes

...............................................................................

Vocabulary
C

Paidéia AretéLógos Pólis

What was the new tendency in philosophy in 5th century Athens? How was it related to the 

What was the greatest theoretical challenge for these philosophers? Were they able to 

Then explain their meaning in the context of the new philosophies.

...............................................................................

...............................................................................

...............................................................................

Pólis

Lesson 13 • Pascal: the human condition
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Use your own words to define the following phrasal verbs.
To long for To look for To give up

Complete the tasks below.
1. Work with a partner. Find idiomatic expressions that incorporate either the word fool or foolish. Do you already know any of them?
2. “Stay hungry. Stay foolish” is a famous quote. Who said these words? In which circumstance? What’s the story behind it? Do a little research. 3. Then discuss the quote in small groups. Give reasons to support your points of view.

Complete the tasks below.
1. What’s the meaning of the word rift?
2. Below is a photograph of the Rift Valley. Describe it in 100 to 150 words. Make sure you know the vocabulary to describe a landscape. Otherwise, do a little research to learn it. 

Vocabulary 
and Speaking

F

Writing
G

Thus, he believed it was necessary to reject Descartes’ philosophy which claimed everything could be explained by geometrizing reason and which was ........................................... by ........................................... certainties. Human reason had to be aware of its limits and had to realise that there was a multitude of things that were beyond it and that could only be sensed but could not be explained by the ........................................... of mathematical ............................................

Make as many words as possible from the words below. Follow the example given. 
Reason (N) Argumentation Trauma Alleged Rigour Method Enigma PhilosophicalReasoning (N)

Reasonable (Adj)
Reasonably (Adv)

Reason out (V)
Reason with (V)
Reasoned (Adj)

Match the following words to their proper definition.
1. To fuel a. To slide and lose balance 
2. To allege b. To attach, to close with a button, hook
3. To annihilate c. To power, to worsen
4. To swallow up d. To claim, to state without proving
5. To waver e. To fool, to make someone believe something that is false6. To drift f. To praise someone, often to persuade them to do something7. To slip g. To absorb completely
8. To fasten h. To destroy, to belittle
9. To flatter i. To hesitate, to lose confidence 
10.  To deceive l. To float

Use the verbs listed above to write sentences or short pharagraphs. 

Reread the paragraph Man as the angel and the beast. Find words in it which mean the following.
1. consider someone or something of little importance
2. moaning
3. disapprove of one’s behaviour, consider someone responsible for something bad that happened
4. pitiable, unhappy, unfortunate
a.  ...........................................
b.  ...........................................

c.  ...........................................
d.  ...........................................

Vocabulary
B

Vocabulary
D

Writing
D

Vocabulary
E Use your own words to define the following concepts.

Reasons of the heart • Esprit de finesse • Relativity of ethical-political principles

Check your 
understanding

H

Work in small groups and discuss the following topics.
1. Compare Pascal and Descartes’ philosophical thought. What is their most important legacy in your view?
2. Would you define Pascal as an optimist or a pessimist? And why?3.  Which one of the two philosophers has more to say to the modern world? And why?

Speaking
I
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Lesson 21 • Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard: criticism of rationality

Unit 3 • From Schopenhauer to contemporary
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101

Listen to the text carefully and fill in the blanks.

room • whole • truth • irony • antithetical

reasoning • awareness • critical • driving • genuine

Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard’s critical approach to Hegel’s rationalism and his 

system of the Spirit greatly influenced their way of philosophising.

Reason and ........................................... were confined to small spaces while new spaces were 

opened up to dimensions of the human condition that had previously been ignored. 

Schopenhauer believed, for example, that the most profound, most ....................................  

dimension of reality could not be contemplated by the intellect but could be found 

only through the body in which desires, passions, life’s ........................................... force, 

attributable to the Will, were felt. This world was distinguished by traits that were  

........................................... to the material world of appearance, the object of science; it was 

concealed, obscure, elusive and uncontrollable, totally different from the orderly 

world of reason.

Kierkegaard was also ........................................... of modern rationalism, particularly 

Hegel’s, as a rationalistic approach did not allow for the most authentic and most 

crucial aspects – man, the single individual and the dialectic of freedom.

Reason, in fact, could not expect to include the ........................................... of reality in 

a single, unified scheme because man could not be reduced to a system, to any 

approach that was construed in «the language of abstraction and sub specie aeterni». 

Listening
A

Objective thought, which considered ........................................... as an object to which 

man related, was the wrong approach. According to Kierkegaard, the truth was 

subjectivity, the existing spirit looked for truth, as a truth for me in which I am 

existentially involved and which must be taken up into my life, and which I recognise 

as the most important thing.

There wasn’t ........................................... for certainties or a system of the spirit but for irony in 

the socratic sense of the word, that is a method which started from «I know that I do 

not know» and which revealed the presumed knowledge of those who, in actual fact, 

did not know. .................................... helped to constrain the excessive, unfounded ambitions 

of thought and led to an ...................................... of ourselves and to an acceptance, 

therefore, of our limits.

Match the words to their proper definitions.

1. Rationality a. Take care of someone or something while growing

2. Belittle b.  Liberty

3. Criticism c. Statement not supported by evidence

4. Idealism d. Support or approve

5. Dialectic e. Ability to think and make decisions based on logic and reason

6.  Freedom  f. Thorough analysis and judgement

7.  Endorse  g.  In philosophy, the system that asserts the mental or immaterial nature 

of reality or of its knowledge

8.  Claim  h.  Devalue the importance and meaning of someone or something/

Underrate

9.  Nurture  i. In philosophy, the system that asserts truths by settling differences

Complete the table.

Noun Adjective Verb Adverb

Subjectivity Subject to subject Subjectively

Rationally

Individuality
to criticise

Romantic

With a partner, answer the following questions.

 − Why was Hegelian philosophy challenged?

 − What are the positive and negative sides of rationality? Provide arguments to support your 

opinion.

Write a report (max. 15 lines) about the vision the self and subjectivity 

according to Kierkegaard and Schopenauer. Explain whether you agree or not 

with their views and why. 

Vocabulary
B

Vocabulary
C

Speaking
D

Writing
E

Kierkegaard, on the other hand, seemed to follow a reverse trend placing man, the 

single, physical being in flesh and blood, at the centre of his thoughts. But it was an 

individual that had nothing to do with Protagoras’ man, «the measure of all things» 

or with the man of Humanism, of seventeenth-eighteenth century Realism or of 

Idealism that proudly affirmed his centrality and his self-sufficiency and counted 

on his own strength and rationality. Kierkegaard’s single individual was left to 

himself, lost his bearings, fell into desperation and failed to find fulfilment. For 

him, every search for truth ended up in checkmate and his only hope was to give 

himself up totally to God. The single individual, therefore, had an unconditional 

relationship with the Absolute and did not exist outside a Christian context which 

was the only place where he could find fulfilment.

The idea of progress, which nurtured the Enlightenment and was one of the guiding 

thoughts of the eighteenth century, was for Schopenhauer one of the illusions that 

man fed himself on: in a world dominated by the Will, what progress could there be 

for man? For Kierkegaard, progress was a way for man to escape from himself and 

from a meeting with God. The only real form of progress was to reclaim a relationship 

with the Christian God through faith.
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1 Philosophies 
of the natural 
and human world

Lesson

In the póleis of the 5th century BCE, and in particular in the Athens of Pericles, 
intellectuals and philosophers began to think of the natural and human world in a 
different way.

The explanation of natural processes, which had previously been rooted in myth 
and divine intervention, came to be based on rational rules and principles immanent 
in nature itself. Even the behaviour of individuals and social groups came to be 
explained and justified according to rational principles, values and motivations 
that depended entirely on human relations and interests.

Can being and becoming be reconciled rationally?

Philosophers of the natural world living in this new context 
were faced first of all with the advancing of knowledge 
in natural phenomena, especially in astronomy. On a 
theoretical level, they went beyond Parmenides’ theories 
which affirmed the reality of becoming.

The question that these philosophers asked themselves was 
whether it was possible to reconcile Parmenides’ point of 
view (which expressed the need to think about reality without 
contradiction) with the need to explain change and diversity 
which were part of the reality of experience. In other words, 
was it possible to reconcile being and becoming in a single, 
coherent vision?

The solution lay in considering the fundamental nature 
of reality as a multitude of eternal, unchanging elements 
while becoming, that is the apparent being born and dying 
of things, was explained as the mixing and breaking down of 
these original elements.

Anaxagoras.
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This theoretical compromise aimed at reconciling the 
Eleatic need to conceive being (in this case the elements) 

as eternal and unchanging with the empiric evidence of 
becoming which characterises natural phenomena.

Although the philosophers of the time all acknowledged 
this pluralistic vision, they disagreed on the idea 
of nature. While Anaxagoras (499-428 BCE) and 
Democritus (5th century-4th century BCE) presented 
an image of nature in rational terms, Empedocles 

(5th century BCE) proposed a theory that was not entirely 
free of magical and religious elements (though based 

on learning) which confirmed that he still saw a strong tie 
between myth and lógos.

New ideas on culture and education

The Sophists’ line of inquiry was not the cosmos and natural phenomena but the 
social and human world, in particular values and language.

The Sophists backed the idea of the independence and the virtues of the individual 
who was given new opportunities by the social and economic transformations in 
process. This lead to a new concept and form of education – paidéia - that was 
functional to the educational needs at this historical period in time of the democratic 
poleis and the new governing classes.

In particular, with the advent of democracy and a wider participation of citizens 
in the running of institutions, lógos (the skill of speaking in front of an 

audience with persuasive effectiveness) acquired a growing importance.

Homer’s paidéia, which tended towards aristocratic values and ideals, 
was replaced instead by the Sophists’ model of education based on 

a rational humanistic and practical culture which no longer 
addressed the elite but all people, or at least a much wider range 

of ordinary citizens. This new system of education which was 
based on the democratic state and targeted the man of the 

póleis, recognised in knowledge the great spiritual force of 
that age, a force able to mould man: it is from this idea 
that the Western idea of culture is derived.

In putting these ideas into practice, the Sophists 
introduced a new concept of knowledge focussed on 

acquiring skills (in particular the art of rhetoric), 
compiling a true encyclopaedia of knowledge 
and proposing a new concept of areté, centred on 
civic virtues.

Democritus.

Empedocles.
in the running of institutions, 

audience with persuasive effectiveness) acquired a growing importance.
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After reading the text, answer the following questions.

1. What was the new tendency in philosophy in 5th century Athens? How was it related to the 
social and political context of the time?

2. What was the greatest theoretical challenge for these philosophers? Were they able to 
overcome it? How?

Use your own words to define the following Greek words.
Then explain their meaning in the context of the new philosophies.

Reading
 comprehension

A

Reading
comprehension

and Writing

B

Exercises

Complete with a word which collocates.
Example:
To obey
To enforce  a law
To pass

1. supply verbs

...............................................................................

............................................................................... change

...............................................................................

2. supply adjectives

...............................................................................

............................................................................... principles

...............................................................................

3. supply prepositions

 ...............................................................................

to break ...............................................................................

 ...............................................................................

4. supply adjectives

...............................................................................

............................................................................... processes

...............................................................................

Vocabulary
C

Paidéia AretéLógos Pólis
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2 Socrates: philosophy 
as a way of life

Lesson

The courage of truth

Socrates (circa 470-399 BCE) left an indelible mark on Western cultural tradition in 
the evolution of philosophy. To a certain extent, he can be considered the inventor 
of philosophy or, at least, the man who gave philosophy a new meaning.

It is with Socrates, in fact, that the idea of philosophy as a way of life came about. 
He considered philosophy as something to be lived, not merely thought and talked 
about. The most important moments in his life were characterised by harmony 
between words and facts: it was this harmonic accord that distinguished Socrates 
from the Sophists. As the philosopher Michel Foucault put it: Socrates was free to 
say exactly what he thought because what he thought was exactly what he did. The 
Sophists instead were able to make passionate and beautiful speeches about courage 
but were not courageous themselves.

Socrates aroused feelings of hostility and aversion, he alarmed the power holders 
and made them suspicious of him and they condemned him to death. Socrates 

described himself as a horsefly at the flanks of the city (which he compared 
to a pedigree horse) with the task of reproaching each and every citizen 

everyday in order to convince them to lead a life of virtue. He was not 
afraid to confront the most important sages of his time (politicians, poets, 
priests, Sophists) and demonstrated how empty and presumptuous their 
knowledge was.

He considered it his duty to encourage citizens to constantly question and 
review their convictions and values. He represented the social conscience 
of a city and an historical movement. In this sense Socrates’ philosophy 
upturned human life, revolutionising the idea of common sense and the way 
of living and working, as Plato said.

The symbolic power of his death and the enormous echo it had among his 
followers and in centuries to come emanated from the moral intransigence 

with which the philosopher asserted his ideas and his vision of the world and from 
the rigorous coherence with which he upheld his choices right to the very end.

Socrates.
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Jacques Louis David, 
The death of Socrates, 

1787.

Joint inquiry and dialogue

To engage in dialogue meant to know how to listen, to ask and answer questions 
without avoiding the questions asked. It implied considering the interlocutor as an 
active partaker in the joint inquiry and not someone who was simply expected to 
agree with certain theses. For each one of the participants, to engage in dialogue 
meant to be willing to reconsider their own positions, if necessary, and to recognise 
the validity of the reasoning of others, putting to one side any hostile positions, 
and being ready at the same time to defend their own ideas with conviction, 
coherence and strong argumentation.

Socrates believed it was essential to teach people to reason and to reflect 
autonomously in order to reach one’s own convictions and to make the most 
appropriate choices. By engaging in dialogue, the philosopher planted seeds in his 
interlocutors. These seeds were the ability to question oneself and others, to reflect 
and understand. They would sprout and produce fruits wherever the ground was 
fertile and properly cared for.

What was essential for Socrates was not to make the people in Athens knowledgeable 
(as the Sophists intended knowledge) but to make them aware of themselves and 
the limits of their knowledge. The techniques of dialogue adopted by Socrates 
were similar to those of the Sophists so much so that Plato considered his oratory 
competence, subtlety and logical, linguistic elegance capable of competing with 
those of the most celebrated champions of his time. But the aims and theoretical 
focus of Socratic questioning went beyond those of the Sophists and investigated 
crucial issues for the existence of individuals (choice of values, ability to 
understand which actions were right and wrong) and thus required full participation 
in discussion and reflection.

Unlike the Sophists, Socrates did not consider discourse as a simple tool of 
persuasion aimed at affirming one’s own opinion above the subjective opinions of 
others. It served, instead, to find an objective truth. To do this, discourse had to be 
concise and not rich in rhetorical artifices as the Sophists claimed.

Socrates did not use his own oratory ability to impress and influence the listener in 
order to gain consensus but with an educational function.

© Istituto Italiano Edizioni Atlas
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