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Essay Tips: Examples 
These paragraphs are taken from various points in the essays; as such it is quite hard to judge them 
out of context, but some general pointers should emerge from discussion. 
 

1 Can literature tell the truth, better than other arts or areas of knowledge? 
 
    First we must determine what is meant by truth.  Truth is different in different areas of 

knowledge.  Mathematical truth is different from the truth in literature.  In mathematics it is true that 

1 + 1 = 2, because if you have one book, and then another book, you will always have two books in 

total.  All of mathematics is based on truths such as these that are definite and factual. In literature 

truth is not definite.  Literature can be ambiguous and subjective.  It can hold a different truth to 

different individuals as they relate to the piece differently.  For example, the line from the poem 

‘After Apple Picking’ “there may be two or three / apples I didn't pick upon some bough, which 

remembers wasted opportunities in the lifetime, may convey different truths about life to an old man 

than to a youth. 

 
2 Mathematicians have the concept of rigourous proof that leads to knowing something 

with complete certainty.  Consider the extent to which complete certainty might be 
achievable in mathematics, and at least one other area of knowledge. 

 
There is more to Mathematical certainty than rigourous proof; we come to certainty 

gradually, with use and over time.  I was taught in middle school that 1!  does not exist.  This was 

certain for me.  But I now know from my higher-level maths course that 1! does exist, and it is i.  

I initially had problems believing my teacher, and I was very uncertain about this ‘truth’, but now, 

I'm using i so often and in so many mathematical calculations that it has taken on its ‘own life’ for 

me and I feel certain about it. So in maths there is a psychological and emotional component to 

certainty as well as a strictly logical one.  While I am only a low-level mathematician, this idea is 

supported also by the mathematician G.H. Hardy, who believes that “there is strictly no such thing 

as mathematical proof… proofs are …designed to affect psychology… …devices to stimulate the 

imagination of pupils”.  We shall return to this point about imagination and psychology later, when 

we examine ethical knowledge. 

 

3 It is an oversimplification to claim that some ways of knowing providers with facts, others 
provide us with interpretations? 

 
The universe depends on Quantum Theory, Buddy Holly is a good musician and squares have 

four corners.  All of these are pieces of information from different areas of knowledge, which involved 

the use of different ways of knowing.  But are they facts?  Are they interpretations?  Or might it be 

possible that they are both? 
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4 Our senses tell us that a table, for example, is a solid object.  Science tells us that it is 

mostly empty space. Thus two sources of knowledge generate conflicting results.  Can we 
reconcile such conflicts? 

  
Damien Hurst described his art installation of a tiger shark in a tank of formaldehyde as the 

“Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living”.  In biology, I would describe the 

tiger shark as Galeocerdo Cuvier (Family Carcharhinidae).  Here two different areas of knowledge, 

art and science, apparently conflict as the same object is not only being labelled in different ways, it is 

“being” two different things at once.  This is more than just a straight linguistic conflict.  The two 

different users of language actually want us to see the object in two different contexts.  As art, the 

shark is a metaphor for mortality both as a predator capable of causing death and as an animal that was 

itself once alive.  From a taxonomical point of view, however, it has a place in the natural kingdom, 

with a specific family genius and species descriptor, from which we infer certain physical and 

behavioural characteristics  - not metaphorical ones.  Once want to appreciate that language is being 

applied to different areas of knowledge in order to understand the different aspects of a single entity 

the conflict does appear to be resolved. 

 
 
 
  
5 Are reason and emotion equally necessary in justifying moral decisions? 
 
 

Often reason and emotion conflict in when we justify our ethical beliefs.  “Thou shalt not steal” 

is an example of ethical knowledge that most of us believe in, and we would probably say that we 

have good reasons for believing in it.  However, there are cases when this belief is very difficult to 

apply.  Suppose you were the father of a family and your children were starving.  You are out one day 

looking for food, when you pass a baker's shop.  There is nobody in it and you have the chance to steal 

a loaf of bread.  What do your reason and emotion tell you about how you should behave?  Your 

reason would you that stealing is wrong, but your emotional love for your family would tell you that 

it's more important to feed your family than to worry about right and wrong.  Under such 

circumstances, you would probably use emotion to justify the moral decision that it was right to take 

the loaf of bread and reason would not be such an important way of knowing.  This emotion can 

overpower reason in justifying ethical knowledge. 
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Teachers Notes: EXAMPLES 
 

Give students these paragraphs to read.  They can then discuss each one in groups, and work out how 
well the examples have been used in each case.  The following suggestions may be helpful – though 
note that examples can be used in different ways for different purposes and need to be adapted to the 
forms and structure of the essay. 
 
Example 1: This is a weak use of examples – even though the basic point may be sound. 

• The mathematics example, 1 + 1 = 2 is clichéd; worse, it does not really tell us anything about 
mathematical truth.  It does not support analysis. 

• While it may be true that 1 + 1 = 2 is always mathematically definite and factual, the example 
of the books is not helpful; we can find examples from the physical world, where such truths 
do not hold (one raindrop plus one raindrop equals one bigger raindrop).  So this example 
seems to have been chosen without actual care for the complexities of the situation. 

• The line from the poem, while fresh and presumably from the student’s own reading, is used to 
support the claim that literature is ‘ambiguous and subjective’ , but it does not really allow the 
reader to understand the claim any better.  That is, it too does not support analysis but simply 
acts as description. 

 
Example 2:  This is a good use of an example 

• The example is clearly from the student’s own educational experience.  
• As well as original, the example shows a clear sense of reflection and self-awareness on the 

part of the student. 
• The use of the quote is good; it bridges from the example in Maths to Ethics, via the concept of 

‘imagination’. 
 

Example 3:  You cannot really tell how good these examples are… 
• This was an introductory paragraph; the examples have clearly been chosen to contrast and to 

immediately illuminate the problem of distinguishing between fact and interpretation.  As such 
they are successful, but if these are not referred to again then they are undeveloped and have 
rather a ‘throwaway’ feel to them. 

• If the essay revisits these examples and develops them then they might provide a narrative 
thread on which to hang analytical points; this might be an excellent structuring device for an 
very open essay title. 

 
Example 4: This is a very good use of an example 

• What immediately stands out is the way the student does not say “here’s a TOK point and 
here’s an example of that point”.  Rather the example is integrated into the point being made, 
and it is not clear where the example ends and the analysis starts. 

• The example is used as a mechanisms to compare different areas of knowledge; as such it 
supports and furthers the analysis, and is used to move the essay forward, rather than just 
punctuate it. 

 
Example 5:  This is a very poor use of an example. 

• It is hypothetical, not real. 
• It is an extreme example, and lacks all nuance and understanding of subtlety. 
• The example is completely contrived to support the point that emotion can overpower reason. 
• Even though contrived to do so, the example completely fails to demonstrate that emotion can 

overpower reason.  One might equally argue from this example, that the father's reason told 
him to steal the food, and his emotion (fear of being caught?) told him not to steal it. 

 


