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Laozi
The sage of the unnameable
c. 6th century BCE (traditional)

A semi-legendary figure — by tradition, a royal archivist who grew weary of civilization, rode west on an ox, and
wrote the Daodejing (roughly 5,000 characters) at a gatekeeper's request before vanishing. Scholars suspect
the text was compiled over centuries by many hands, which is itself a lovely TOK problem. Its opening move is
a direct challenge to everything Socrates stands for: the deepest reality — the Dao, the Way — cannot be
captured in words at all.

KEY IDEAS
The Dao that can be named is not the
eternal Dao
The source and pattern of everything is real and can
be lived, but not defined. The moment you pin it
down in language, you have lost it. Where Greek
philosophy begins by demanding definitions, Daoism
begins by warning against them.
Wu wei — effortless action
Acting with the grain of things rather than forcing
against it — the way water flows around obstacles
yet carves canyons. The skilled ruler, teacher, or
artisan accomplishes the most by imposing the least.
The power of the soft and the low
Water is the weakest thing and defeats the hardest.
Valleys receive everything. The Daodejing
systematically flips ordinary hierarchies: yielding
beats forcing, not-knowing beats cleverness,
emptiness (the hole in the hub, the space in the pot)
is what makes things useful.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The Tao that can be told is not the eternal
Tao; the name that can be named is not the
eternal name.”
Tao Te Ching, ch. 1 (trans. James Legge)

“To realize that you do not understand is a
virtue; not to realize that you do not
understand is a defect.”
Tao Te Ching, ch. 71 (trans. Victor H. Mair)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Wu wei means doing nothing — Daoism is a
philosophy of laziness and passivity."
Actually — Wu wei is effortless action, not inaction
— the difference between fighting a river and
steering with its current. Think of a master potter or
athlete "in flow": maximal effectiveness, minimal
forcing. The Daodejing is largely addressed to rulers
— it's advice for acting well, not for opting out.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Language · Scope
Can all knowledge be expressed in words or
symbols?
The Daodejing’s opening is history’s most famous “no.”
Set it against Socrates’ demand for definitions and let
students argue which starting point serves knowledge
better.
The Knower · Scope
Are there situations where “knowing how” is
more important than “knowing that”?
Wu wei is knowing-how elevated into a whole
philosophy: water-like skill that cannot be reduced to
statable rules.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Zhuangzi, Heraclitus, Socrates, William James

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is the claim in the Daodejing's famous opening, and why is it a challenge to Greek philosophy? →
The Dao that can be spoken/named is not the eternal Dao — ultimate reality can be lived and followed
but not defined in language. Greek philosophy (especially Socrates) treats definition as the gateway to
knowledge; Laozi treats it as a distortion.
2. Explain wu wei with an example. What is it NOT? → Effortless action — working with the grain of a
situation rather than forcing it, like water flowing or a skilled athlete in flow. It is NOT laziness or doing
nothing; it's achieving more by forcing less.
3. Why does the authorship of the Daodejing itself make a good TOK case study? → "Laozi" may be
legendary and the text compiled over centuries by many hands. This raises questions about sources,
authorship, and whether a text's wisdom depends on knowing who wrote it — a neat problem for history
and literature as areas of knowledge.
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Confucius
The teacher of ten thousand generations
551 – 479 BCE

Born into modest circumstances in the state of Lu (modern Shandong, China), Confucius spent years wandering
between courts, mostly failing to convince rulers to govern virtuously — and succeeding instead as a teacher.
His students compiled his sayings into the Analects. His radical idea: a person becomes fully human not
through solitary reasoning but through cultivation — learning, ritual, and relationships practiced over a lifetime.

KEY IDEAS
Knowledge as self-cultivation
Learning is not information transfer but character
formation: study, practice, and reflection braided
together for life. "Learning without thought is labor
lost; thought without learning is perilous" — he
demanded both.
Ren and li — humaneness through ritual
Ren (humaneness, benevolence) is the highest
virtue; li (ritual propriety — from ceremonies down to
everyday courtesy) is how you train it. You become
considerate by practicing the forms of consideration,
the way a musician becomes musical through scales.
The rectification of names
Good knowledge and good society both require that
words match realities — a "ruler" who doesn't rule, or
a "teacher" who doesn't teach, corrupts thought and
order alike. Getting language right is a moral and
political task.
Honest ignorance
"When you know a thing, hold that you know it; when
you do not, allow that you do not — this is
knowledge." Socratic ignorance, discovered
independently, a world away.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“When you know a thing, to hold that you know
it; and when you do not know a thing, to allow
that you do not know it — this is knowledge.”
The Analects, Book II, ch. 17 (trans. James Legge)

“Is it not pleasant to learn with a constant
perseverance and application?”
The Analects, Book I, ch. 1 (trans. James Legge)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Confucianism is just blind obedience to
authority and rigid tradition."
Actually — The Analects makes remonstrance —
respectfully telling superiors they are wrong — a
duty, and Confucius scorned ritual performed without
genuine feeling ("If a man is without ren, what has he
to do with ritual?"). He also accepted any student
who came with effort, regardless of birth — quietly
radical in an aristocratic age.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Perspectives
How much of our knowledge depends on our
interactions with other knowers?
Confucius’ answer — nearly all of it — marks the
deepest East–West contrast in this guide: the knower
cultivated by teachers, family, and ritual rather than
self-made by reason.
Language · Methods
To what extent do the names and labels that
we use help or hinder the acquisition of
knowledge?
The rectification of names claims everything hangs on
this: when words drift from realities, thought and social
order corrupt together.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Socrates, Aristotle, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. How does Confucius' picture of gaining knowledge differ from the Greek picture? → For Confucius,
knowledge is lifelong self-cultivation — study, ritual practice, and reflection within relationships and
community — rather than an individual's reasoning toward truth. The knower is formed by others, not
self-made.
2. What are ren and li, and how do they relate? → Ren is humaneness/benevolence, the highest virtue; li
is ritual propriety — the practiced forms of respect and ceremony. Li trains ren the way scales train
musicality: you become humane by rehearsing humane forms — but ritual without genuine ren is empty.
3. What is the rectification of names, and why does knowledge depend on it? → The demand that words
match realities — that a "ruler" actually rule, a "teacher" actually teach. If names drift from reality,
thought, judgment, and social order all corrupt. Accurate language is treated as the foundation of both
knowledge and good governance.
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Heraclitus
The philosopher of flux
c. 535 – c. 475 BCE

A famously cryptic aristocrat from Ephesus (modern Turkey), Heraclitus wrote in riddling fragments and earned
the nickname "the Obscure." He claimed that everything is in constant change — fire was his image for reality
— yet beneath the change runs a hidden order he called the logos. He is where Western philosophy's argument
about change and stability begins.

KEY IDEAS
Everything flows (panta rhei)
"You cannot step into the same river twice" — the
water is always new, and so are you. Reality is
process, not fixed things.
The logos
Beneath the flux there is a rational structure common
to everything. Most people sleepwalk through life
without noticing it.
Unity of opposites
Day and night, war and peace, the road up and the
road down — opposites define each other and belong
to one whole. Tension itself creates order, like a bow
or a lyre.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Upon those who step into the same rivers,
ever different waters flow.”
Fragment (Diels–Kranz B12)

“The way up and the way down are one and
the same.”
Fragment (Diels–Kranz B60)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Heraclitus said nothing can be known
because everything changes."
Actually — The opposite: he believed the logos —
the pattern within change — absolutely could be
known, if you paid attention. It was later thinkers
(and Plato's worry) who concluded that pure flux
would make knowledge impossible.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Natural Sciences · Scope
Do the natural sciences rely on any
assumptions that are themselves unprovable
by science?
The logos is the original version of science’s founding
assumption — that change is patterned and the pattern
discoverable. No experiment can prove it; every
experiment presumes it.
Mathematics · Perspectives
What is it about mathematics that enables
mathematical results to remain unchanged
over time?
Run the contrast: if everything flows, why has the
Pythagorean theorem never changed? A doorway into
what kind of objects mathematics is about.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Laozi, The Buddha, Plato, G.W.F. Hegel

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What did Heraclitus mean by "you cannot step into the same river twice"? → Reality is constant change
(flux). The river's water is always different — and so is the person stepping in. Things are processes, not
fixed objects.
2. What is the logos, and why does it matter for knowledge? → The hidden rational order underlying all
change. It matters because it means change is patterned, not chaotic — so knowledge of a changing
world is still possible.
3. How does the "unity of opposites" show up in his thinking? → Opposites (day/night, up/down) define
each other and form one whole; tension between them creates order, like the string of a bow. Conflict
isn't the enemy of order — it produces it.
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The Buddha
The physician of the mind
c. 5th century BCE

Siddhartha Gautama, a prince from the foothills of the Himalayas, sheltered from all suffering — until, tradition
says, he saw an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and a wandering ascetic. He abandoned the palace, nearly
starved himself pursuing extreme austerity, rejected that too, and awakened while meditating under a fig tree.
He then taught for forty-five years — not a god or a prophet, but, as he framed it, a doctor offering a
diagnosis and a cure for the human condition.

KEY IDEAS
Impermanence (anicca)
Everything that arises passes away — moods, bodies,
empires, thoughts. Suffering comes largely from
clinging to what cannot be held. Heraclitus' river,
discovered independently on another continent
within the same century.
No-self (anattā)
Look inward for the solid, permanent "self" and you
find only shifting processes — sensations,
perceptions, thoughts, none of them in charge. The
"I" is like a river or a flame: a continuity, not a thing.
This is the exact claim Descartes' cogito denies.
The Four Noble Truths
A physician's structure: the symptom (life involves
suffering), the diagnosis (craving causes it), the
prognosis (it can cease), the prescription (the
Eightfold Path of ethical, mental, and attentional
training).
Test it yourself
In the Kalama Sutta, the Buddha tells a confused
village not to accept teachings on authority, tradition,
scripture, or clever argument alone — but to test
them in experience and observe the results. An
empiricism of the inner life.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“All that we are is the result of what we have
thought: it is founded on our thoughts and
made up of our thoughts.”
The Dhammapada, verse 1 (trans. F. Max Müller)

“Do not go by reports, by legends, by
traditions, by scripture, by logical conjecture,
by inference, by analogies, by agreement
through pondering views, by probability, or by
the thought 'This contemplative is our
teacher.'”
Kalama Sutta, Aṅguttara Nikāya 3.65 (trans. Thanissaro
Bhikkhu)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Buddhism is pessimistic — it says life is
nothing but suffering and the self isn't real, so
nothing matters."
Actually — The First Noble Truth is a diagnosis, not a
verdict — and it comes bundled with a cure. And
anattā doesn't deny that experience exists or that
your choices matter; it denies a permanent,
unchanging essence behind them. Practitioners
generally report the outcome as liberating, not bleak.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Scope
Can other people know us better than we
know ourselves?
Anattā radicalizes the question: introspection,
examined closely, fails to find the very self it assumes.
Pair with the Descartes collision.
Religion · Methods
What role do authority and testimony play in
the pursuit of knowledge?
The Kalama Sutta is a startling data point: a religious
founder instructing followers not to accept claims —
including his own — on authority or scripture alone, but
to test them in experience.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
René Descartes, David Hume, Heraclitus

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is anattā, and how does it collide with Descartes' cogito? → No-self: introspection reveals only
changing processes (sensations, thoughts, perceptions) — no permanent, unified "I" behind them.
Descartes ran the same inward experiment and concluded the opposite: a thinking self is the one
certainty. The clash makes introspection itself the question.
2. Lay out the Four Noble Truths using the physician analogy. → Symptom: life involves
suffering/unsatisfactoriness. Diagnosis: its cause is craving/clinging. Prognosis: it can cease.
Prescription: the Eightfold Path — training in ethics, mental discipline, and wisdom.
3. What epistemic advice does the Buddha give in the Kalama Sutta, and why is it surprising? → Don't
accept claims merely on authority, tradition, scripture, hearsay, or clever reasoning — test them in your
own experience and watch their results. Surprising because a religious founder is telling followers not to
take even his teachings on faith alone.
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Socrates
The gadfly of Athens
470 – 399 BCE

A stonemason's son who wrote nothing — everything we know comes through his students, especially Plato.
Socrates spent his life in the Athenian marketplace asking people to define the things they claimed to know
(justice, courage, piety) and showing them they couldn't. Athens eventually tried him for corrupting the youth
and impiety; he accepted the death sentence and drank the hemlock rather than abandon the examined life.

KEY IDEAS
The Socratic method (elenchus)
Knowledge-testing through relentless questioning:
propose a definition, find a counterexample, refine,
repeat. The goal isn't humiliation — it's exposing
what we assume but haven't examined.
Socratic ignorance
"I know that I know nothing" — awareness of the
limits of your own knowledge is the necessary
starting point of real inquiry.
The examined life
"The unexamined life is not worth living." Ideas about
virtue and knowledge aren't academic — how you
think determines how you live.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The unexamined life is not worth living.”
Plato, Apology, 38a

“I neither know nor think that I know.”
Plato, Apology, 21d (trans. Benjamin Jowett)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Socratic ignorance means Socrates was a
relativist — nobody knows anything, so all opinions
are equal."
Actually — He believed truth existed and was worth
dying for. His ignorance was intellectual humility:
recognizing unexamined belief is not knowledge.
That's the opposite of "anything goes."
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Scope
What criteria can we use to distinguish
between knowledge, belief and opinion?
The elenchus is this question turned into a lifestyle:
every definition Socrates demands is a hunt for exactly
these criteria.
The Knower · Ethics
As knowers, do we have a moral duty to
examine our own assumptions and biases?
The examined life answers with a life — and a death.
Socrates treats unexamined belief as an ethical failure,
not merely an intellectual one.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Confucius, Laozi, Plato, David Hume, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Describe the Socratic method in your own words. What is its goal? → Testing claims to knowledge
through questioning: demand a definition, expose contradictions with counterexamples, refine. The goal
is to reveal unexamined assumptions — not to win, but to get closer to truth.
2. What did Socrates mean by "I know that I know nothing"? → Intellectual humility: he was aware of the
limits of his knowledge, unlike those who confidently mistook opinion for knowledge. This awareness is
the starting point of genuine inquiry.
3. Why is Socrates a problem for historians of philosophy? → He wrote nothing. We know him only
through others (mainly Plato), so it's genuinely hard to separate the historical Socrates from Plato's
character — itself a nice TOK problem about sources.



Pillars of Western Thought 7

ANCIENT GREECE  ·  6 of 42

Plato
The idealist
c. 428 – 348 BCE

Socrates' most brilliant student, shattered by his teacher's execution. Plato founded the Academy — arguably
the first university — and wrote philosophy as dramatic dialogues starring Socrates. His answer to Heraclitus'
flux: the changing physical world is only a shadow of a perfect, eternal realm of Forms, which true knowledge
grasps through reason.

KEY IDEAS
Theory of Forms
Every beautiful thing fades, but Beauty itself doesn't.
Perfect, unchanging Forms (Justice, Equality, the
Circle) are the real objects of knowledge; physical
things are imperfect copies.
The Allegory of the Cave
Prisoners mistake shadows on a wall for reality.
Education is the painful climb into sunlight — and the
freed prisoner has a duty to go back down and tell
the others, even if they resist.
Knowledge vs. opinion (episteme vs. doxa)
Opinion can be true by luck; knowledge must be
justified and grasped through reason. Plato set the
terms of this distinction for the next two millennia.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The prison-house is the world of sight, the
light of the fire is the sun.”
Republic, Book VII (trans. Benjamin Jowett)

“In the world of knowledge the idea of good
appears last of all, and is seen only with an
effort.”
Republic, Book VII (trans. Benjamin Jowett)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "The Cave is just a metaphor for ignorant
people believing dumb things."
Actually — It's about all of us — everyone starts
chained. And its sting is in the return: the
enlightened prisoner goes back into the dark and is
mocked (a clear nod to Socrates' fate). It's an
allegory about education, its pain, and its obligations.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Perspectives
Is the truth what the majority of people
accept?
The Cave is the definitive “no”: the majority are
watching shadows, and the one who has seen sunlight
gets mocked. Note the bite — Athens’ majority voted to
execute his teacher.
Mathematics · Perspectives
If mathematics is created by humans, is it still
possible to accept mathematical truths as
objective facts about the world?
Mathematical Platonism — the view that mathematical
objects are discovered, not invented — is named for
him and remains a live position among working
mathematicians.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Socrates, Heraclitus, Aristotle, René Descartes

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Explain the Theory of Forms and the problem it solves. → Perfect, eternal Forms (Beauty, Justice,
Circle) are the true objects of knowledge; physical things are imperfect, changing copies. It solves
Heraclitus' problem: if the physical world constantly changes, knowledge needs stable objects — the
Forms provide them.
2. Retell the Allegory of the Cave in 3–4 sentences. What does each element represent? → Prisoners
chained in a cave mistake shadows for reality. One escapes, painfully adjusts to sunlight, and sees the
real world (the Forms; the sun = the Form of the Good). Returning to free the others, he is mocked.
Shadows = appearances/opinion; the climb = education; the return = the philosopher's duty.
3. What is the difference between episteme and doxa? → Episteme is genuine knowledge — justified,
grasped by reason, aimed at what is stable. Doxa is opinion or belief — it might happen to be true, but
without justification it isn't knowledge.
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Aristotle
The great observer
384 – 322 BCE

Plato's student for twenty years, tutor to Alexander the Great, founder of his own school (the Lyceum). Where
Plato looked up to the Forms, Aristotle looked down at the world — dissecting animals, cataloguing
constitutions, inventing formal logic. In Raphael's School of Athens, Plato points to the sky and Aristotle
gestures at the earth. That's the whole disagreement in one image.

KEY IDEAS
Knowledge starts with observation
Forms don't live in a separate realm — the form of a
thing is in the thing. To understand the world, study
it: collect, compare, classify. He effectively invented
biology as a discipline.
Logic and the syllogism
All humans are mortal; Socrates is a human;
therefore Socrates is mortal. Aristotle was the first to
formalize what makes reasoning valid — the toolkit
every AOK still depends on.
The golden mean & eudaimonia
Virtue is a skill of hitting the middle between
extremes (courage sits between cowardice and
recklessness), practiced until it becomes character.
The goal: eudaimonia — flourishing, not just
pleasure.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“All men by nature desire to know.”
Metaphysics, Book I, 980a (trans. W. D. Ross)

“Virtue is a mean between two vices, that
which depends on excess and that which
depends on defect.”
Nicomachean Ethics, Book II, 1106b (trans. W. D. Ross)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Aristotle's science was wrong about almost
everything, so he doesn't matter."
Actually — Many conclusions were wrong (heavy
objects falling faster, geocentrism) — but the method
of systematic observation, classification, and logical
argument is the ancestor of science itself. Judge
thinkers by the tools they built, not just the answers
they got.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Language · Methods
To what extent do the classification systems
we use in the pursuit of knowledge affect the
conclusions that we reach?
Aristotle’s categories organized Western knowledge for
two millennia — the best available case study for
whether taxonomies describe the world or impose
order on it.
The Knower · Ethics
In what ways do ethical judgments differ from
other kinds of judgments?
His answer: ethical judgment is a trained skill of hitting
the mean, closer to a musician’s ear than a
mathematician’s proof.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Plato, David Hume, Confucius, William James

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is the core disagreement between Plato and Aristotle? → Where knowledge comes from and
where forms live. Plato: reason grasps perfect Forms in a separate realm; the senses mislead. Aristotle:
the form is in the thing itself; knowledge starts with careful observation of the physical world.
2. What is a syllogism? Construct one of your own. → A formal argument where a conclusion necessarily
follows from two premises. E.g., All IB students take TOK; Maria is an IB student; therefore Maria takes
TOK. Validity depends on structure, not content.
3. Explain the golden mean with an example not used in this guide. → Virtue is the middle point between
two vices. E.g., generosity sits between stinginess (deficiency) and wastefulness (excess); honesty
between brutal bluntness and flattery. Any reasonable example works — the key is naming both
extremes.
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Zhuangzi
The dreaming butterfly
c. 369 – 286 BCE

Laozi's greatest heir — and the funniest philosopher in this guide. A minor official who turned down a prime
ministership (he preferred, he said, to drag his tail in the mud like a turtle), Zhuangzi wrote parables, jokes, and
dream-riddles that quietly dismantle human confidence. His most famous: he dreamed he was a butterfly,
fluttering happily — then woke, and could not say whether he was a man who had dreamed of being a
butterfly, or a butterfly now dreaming he was a man.

KEY IDEAS
The butterfly dream
If dreams feel completely real while we're in them,
what certifies that this — right now — is waking?
Zhuangzi posed Descartes' dream problem nineteen
centuries early, and drew the opposite moral: not
anxiety, but a light grip on our certainties.
Perspectivism — the "this" and the "that"
Every judgment is made from a perch. What is "right"
from here is "wrong" from there; the monkey
trainer's "three in the morning, four at night" versus
"four in the morning, three at night" enrages or
delights the monkeys, though the total never
changes. The sage learns to move between
perspectives rather than defending one.
Knack — knowledge that can't be told
His skill parables (the cook whose blade never dulls
because he carves along an ox's natural seams; the
wheelwright who can't put his craft into words) point
at expertise that lives in the hands, not in statements
— and mock book-learning that mistakes words for
the knowing itself.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“He didn't know if he was Zhuang Zhou who
had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly
dreaming he was Zhuang Zhou.”
Zhuangzi, ch. 2 (trans. Burton Watson)

“Your life has a limit but knowledge has none.
If you use what is limited to pursue what has
no limit, you will be in danger.”
Zhuangzi, ch. 3 (trans. Burton Watson)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Zhuangzi is a pure relativist — no view is
better than any other, so nothing matters."
Actually — His target is dogmatism, not judgment
itself. The skill stories celebrate genuine mastery —
the cook really is better than a clumsy butcher. What
Zhuangzi deflates is the certainty that your current
perspective is the final one; the ideal is flexible
responsiveness, not paralysis.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Scope
Are there situations where “knowing how” is
more important than “knowing that”?
The ox-carving cook is the classic parable: mastery that
lives in practiced responsiveness and cannot be
handed over as statements.
The Knower · Perspectives
Is an understanding of the perspective of
other knowers essential in the pursuit of
knowledge?
His riverside fish debate stages the problem of other
minds in four lines — and the monkey-trainer story
shows the sage succeeding precisely by entering
others’ perspectives.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Laozi, René Descartes, Plato

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Retell the butterfly dream. What epistemological problem does it raise? → Zhuangzi dreamed he was a
butterfly; on waking he couldn't tell if he was a man who dreamed of being a butterfly or a butterfly
dreaming he's a man. The problem: dreams feel fully real from inside, so no experience can certify by
itself that you are currently awake — the same puzzle Descartes later used.
2. How do Zhuangzi and Descartes respond differently to the same dream problem? → Descartes treats it
as a threat and builds a system to escape it, hunting for indubitable certainty (the cogito). Zhuangzi
treats it as a liberation: hold your certainties lightly, stay flexible, live well amid transformation. Same
puzzle, opposite temperaments.
3. What do Zhuangzi's skill parables (like the ox-carving cook) suggest about knowledge? → Some
genuine knowledge is embodied knack — it lives in practiced responsiveness, can't be fully put into
words, and isn't learned from books. This challenges the assumption that real knowledge must be
statable propositions.
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Averroes (Ibn Rushd)
The Commentator
1126 – 1198

A judge, physician, and philosopher of Córdoba in Muslim Spain, Ibn Rushd wrote commentaries on Aristotle so
thorough that Latin Europe knew him simply as “the Commentator” — Dante placed him among the virtuous
pagans and sages. Against theologians who declared philosophy a threat to faith, he argued that reason and
revelation are two routes to a single truth. It was largely through his work, translated from Arabic, that Aristotle
re-entered Christian Europe and reached Aquinas.

KEY IDEAS
One truth, two paths
Demonstration (philosophy) and scripture
(revelation) cannot ultimately conflict, because truth
is one. Where the literal words of scripture seem to
contradict what reason proves, the text should be
read allegorically. Reason is not faith’s enemy but its
deeper interpreter.
Reason answering reason
His Incoherence of the Incoherence rebutted
al-Ghazali’s attack on the philosophers point by point
— a model of settling questions of faith by argument
rather than authority, from inside a religious
tradition.
Knowledge as a human inheritance
Truth belongs to no single people. Ibn Rushd worked
openly from Greek pagan philosophy within Islam,
and his Aristotle then passed to Jewish and Christian
thinkers — knowledge crossing every religious border
it met.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“For truth does not oppose truth, but rather
agrees with and bears witness to it.”
The Decisive Treatise, §12 (trans. Richard C. Taylor)

“The Law summons to reflection on beings,
and the pursuit of knowledge about them, by
the intellect.”
The Decisive Treatise (trans. George F. Hourani)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “A medieval Muslim philosopher must have
subordinated reason to religious dogma.”
Actually — He gave demonstrative reason
remarkable authority — enough that later “Latin
Averroists” were accused of teaching a scandalous
“double truth.” Ibn Rushd himself held there is one
truth reached two ways; his whole project was
harmonizing faith with rigorous philosophy, not
surrendering one to the other.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Religion · Methods
Are faith and reason interdependent?
Set his answer beside Aquinas on the very same official
question: two devout philosophers, one Muslim and one
Christian, independently building faith–reason
syntheses. A ready-made cross-tradition comparison
for the religion theme.
Religion · Perspectives
Can there be religious knowledge that is
independent of the culture that produces it?
Ibn Rushd bet that demonstrative truth is universal,
reachable by reason across Greek, Muslim, Jewish, and
Christian traditions alike — his own biography being the
evidence.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, Søren Kierkegaard

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. How does Ibn Rushd reconcile philosophy and scripture when they appear to conflict? → He holds truth
is one, so demonstrative reason and revelation cannot really contradict. Where scripture’s literal sense
clashes with what reason proves, the passage should be interpreted allegorically. Reason becomes the
deeper reader of revelation.
2. Why is Ibn Rushd historically important for Western thought, beyond his own ideas? → His Arabic
commentaries preserved and transmitted Aristotle to medieval Europe. Translated into Latin, they let
Aristotle re-enter Christian philosophy and reach thinkers like Aquinas — a key case of knowledge
crossing civilizations.
3. What was the “double truth” charge, and did Ibn Rushd hold it? → Later Latin Averroists were accused
of teaching that something could be true in philosophy yet false in religion (and vice versa). Ibn Rushd
himself did not hold this — he maintained a single truth reachable by two routes, reason and revelation.
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Thomas Aquinas
The harmonizer of faith and reason
1225 – 1274

Born to Italian nobility who so opposed his joining the poor Dominican order that his brothers kidnapped and
imprisoned him for a year — he joined anyway. Classmates called the quiet giant "the dumb ox"; his teacher
predicted the ox's bellowing would fill the world. It did: his Summa Theologiae undertook the most ambitious
synthesis in Western thought — proving that Aristotle's newly rediscovered philosophy (arriving in Europe via
Muslim scholars) and Christian faith were partners, not enemies.

KEY IDEAS
Faith and reason: two roads, one truth
Truth cannot contradict truth. Reason, working
properly, can establish a great deal on its own —
even God's existence — while some truths (the
Trinity, salvation) exceed reason and require
revelation. An apparent conflict between faith and
science just means someone, somewhere, has made
an error.
The Five Ways
Five arguments for God's existence from observable
features of the world — motion, causation,
contingency, degrees of perfection, and order —
most famously the "unmoved mover," borrowed and
baptized from Aristotle. Whatever you conclude, they
are attempts to reason toward God, not leap.
Natural law
Basic moral knowledge is readable from human
nature by reason alone — no scripture required.
Because all humans share that nature, some ethical
truths are available to every culture and tradition.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Grace does not destroy nature but perfects
it.”
Summa Theologica, I, q. 1, a. 8 (trans. Fathers of the English
Dominican Province)

“It was necessary for our salvation that there
be a knowledge revealed by God, besides
philosophical science built up by human
reason.”
Summa Theologica, I, q. 1, a. 1 (trans. Fathers of the English
Dominican Province)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "As a medieval theologian, Aquinas must
have taught blind faith over reason."
Actually — Almost the reverse: he gave reason
enormous authority — pagan Aristotle is cited on
nearly every page as simply "the Philosopher," and
he insisted faith that contradicts demonstrated
reason is misunderstood faith. Kierkegaard's leap is
the opposite pole; Aquinas thought you could walk
most of the way.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Religion · Methods
Are faith and reason interdependent?
This official question is essentially Aquinas’ life’s work,
and his answer is yes: two roads to one truth, with
reason walking most of the way. Stage him against
Kierkegaard’s leap.
Religion · Methods
Are religious beliefs rational?
The Five Ways are the canonical attempt at
yes-by-demonstration — and Aristotle reaching Aquinas
via Muslim commentators adds a
knowledge-transmission story worth telling alongside.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Averroes (Ibn Rushd), Aristotle, Søren Kierkegaard,
Ernest Becker

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. How does Aquinas see the relationship between faith and reason? → As partners aimed at one truth:
reason can establish much independently (including, he argued, God's existence), while revelation
supplies truths beyond reason's reach. Since truth cannot contradict truth, any apparent faith–science
conflict signals an error on one side.
2. What are the Five Ways, in general terms? → Five arguments reasoning from observed features of the
world — motion, causation, contingency, degrees of perfection, and natural order — to the existence of
God, most famously the "unmoved mover" adapted from Aristotle.
3. Why is the route Aristotle's works took to reach Aquinas significant for TOK? → Aristotle largely
reached medieval Europe via Arabic translations and Muslim commentators (Averroes, Avicenna). It
shows knowledge as something transmitted, translated, and transformed across civilizations — and
raises questions about credit and the myth of self-contained "Western" thought.
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Niccolò Machiavelli
The clear-eyed realist
1469 – 1527

A Florentine diplomat who spent fourteen years watching princes, popes, and mercenaries up close — then lost
everything when the Medici returned to power. Arrested, tortured, and exiled to his farm, he wrote The
Prince partly as a job application (it failed). His scandalous move: to study politics as it actually is, not as
moralists wish it were — founding political analysis as a field with its own kind of knowledge.

KEY IDEAS
The effectual truth (verità effettuale)
Ignore imagined republics and ideal princes; study
what rulers actually do and what actually works.
Machiavelli deliberately breaks with the entire
tradition — Plato to Aquinas — that treated politics as
a branch of ethics.
The politics of appearance
A prince need not have every virtue, but must appear
to have them; the crowd judges by eyes and
outcomes. Political knowledge includes stagecraft —
managing perception is part of ruling. (Students will
recognize the social-media version instantly.)
Virtù and fortuna
Roughly half of events, he estimates, are governed
by fortune — but skill (virtù) can prepare for the flood
before it comes. A theory of what knowledge and
foresight can and cannot control.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Since love and fear can hardly exist together,
if we must choose between them, it is far safer
to be feared than loved.”
The Prince, ch. 17 (trans. Luigi Ricci)

“It appeared to me more appropriate to follow
up the real truth of the matter than the
imagination of it; for many have imagined
republics and principalities which have never
been seen or known to exist in reality.”
The Prince, ch. 15 (trans. W. K. Marriott)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Machiavelli was evil — he celebrated
cruelty and taught tyrants to be wicked."
Actually — He described what succeeds, and his
other major work (the Discourses) reveals a
passionate republican who preferred free states.
Scholars still debate whether The Prince is advice,
description, or even a coded warning to citizens
about how princes operate. "Machiavellian" as a
synonym for evil says more about our discomfort
with his honesty than about him.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Politics · Scope
How is the practice of politics distinct from
the discipline of political science?
Machiavelli stands at the birth of the distinction — the
moment politics became an object of detached study
rather than a branch of moral instruction.
Human Sciences · Ethics
Is the role of the human scientist only to
describe what the case is or also to make
judgements about what should be the case?
The effectual truth is the “describe only” position in its
rawest form — and five centuries of moral outrage at
him show what is at stake in the choice.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Aristotle, Thomas Hobbes, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is the "effectual truth," and why was it revolutionary? → The commitment to study politics as it
actually operates — what rulers really do and what really works — instead of ideal states and moral
prescriptions. Revolutionary because the whole prior tradition treated politics as applied ethics;
Machiavelli made it an empirical subject with its own kind of knowledge.
2. Why does Machiavelli say appearance matters more than reality for a prince? → Because the public
judges by what it sees and by results — few ever touch the reality behind the performance. So managing
perception is itself political knowledge, and the gap between seeming and being is where power
operates.
3. What complicates the popular image of Machiavelli as simply "evil"? → His Discourses champion
republics and civic freedom; The Prince may be description, desperate job-seeking, or even a warning
that exposes princes' methods to everyone. He reported what succeeds rather than praising it — and the
shock may lie in the honesty, not the morality.
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Michel de Montaigne
The gentle skeptic of the tower
1533 – 1592

A French nobleman who retired at thirty-eight to a tower library, painted his ceiling beams with skeptical
maxims, and invented a new genre for a new question: the essai — an “attempt” — to study the one subject
nearest at hand, himself. His motto, struck on a medal: “Que sais-je?” — What do I know? Writing amid
France’s savage wars of religion, where people slaughtered each other over certainties, Montaigne made doubt
a form of humanity.

KEY IDEAS
Que sais-je? — revived skepticism
Montaigne rediscovered ancient Pyrrhonian
skepticism and turned it on his own age: our beliefs
vary with custom, upbringing, mood, even digestion.
The proper response isn’t despair but humility — and
suspicion of anyone willing to kill for a certainty.
The essay as a method of knowing
Instead of building systems, Montaigne thinks in
public: trying ideas, contradicting himself, recording
how his views change. The essay treats the knower
— with all his biases and moods — as part of the
data. Every TOK exhibition commentary is a
descendant.
“Of Cannibals” — the view from elsewhere
After meeting Tupinambá men brought to France
from Brazil, Montaigne wrote that we call
“barbarous” whatever is not our own custom — and
that Europe’s religious massacres were crueller than
anything reported of the “cannibals.” Cultural
self-awareness, four centuries early.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“What do I know? (Que sais-je?)”
Essays, Book II, ch. 12, 'Apology for Raymond Sebond'

“When I play with my cat, who knows whether
she is not amusing herself with me more than I
with her?”
Essays, Book II, ch. 12, 'Apology for Raymond Sebond'

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “A skeptic like Montaigne believes in nothing
and corrodes all knowledge.”
Actually — His skepticism was practical and
humane: hold beliefs with a loose grip, stay curious,
tolerate difference. In an age of dogmatic slaughter,
doubting your own certainty was a moral
achievement — closer to intellectual first aid than to
nihilism.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Scope
Why are the criteria for what counts as
knowledge not obvious?
The Essays are 1,300 pages of this question lived out
loud: every criterion Montaigne tests — custom,
reason, the senses, authority — turns out to wobble
under inspection.
Indigenous Societies · Ethics
Can the practices of one individual or culture
be judged with any validity by applying the
moral values of another generation or another
culture?
“Of Cannibals” is the founding European text for this
question — written by a man who actually spoke with
Brazilian Tupinambá and turned the judgment back on
Europe.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Socrates, René Descartes, Ailton Krenak

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does “Que sais-je?” capture about Montaigne’s approach to knowledge? → Permanent, humane
self-questioning: our beliefs are shaped by custom, mood, and upbringing, so certainty deserves
suspicion — especially certainty people are willing to kill for. Doubt becomes an ethical stance, not just
an epistemic one.
2. What is the argument of “Of Cannibals,” and why is it historically remarkable? → That “barbarous”
just means “not our custom”: judged evenhandedly, Europe’s religious wars were crueller than the
practices Europeans condemned in Brazil. Remarkable because a 16th-century European used contact
with the Tupinambá to critique his own culture rather than theirs.
3. How is the essay itself a theory of knowledge? → It treats knowing as an attempt (essai) by a
particular, biased, changing person — so it records the knower along with the known, embraces revision
and self-contradiction, and rejects the pretense of a system built from nowhere.
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Galileo Galilei
The starry messenger
1564 – 1642

A Pisan mathematician who pointed a new Dutch invention at the night sky and saw what no human had seen:
mountains on the moon, moons around Jupiter, phases of Venus — cracks in the ancient cosmos. His Sidereus
Nuncius (1610) made him famous; his insistence that Copernicus was physically true made him dangerous.
Tried by the Inquisition in 1633, he spent his last years under house arrest — still writing, now about how things
move.

KEY IDEAS
The book of nature is written in
mathematics
Nature, Galileo argued, is a book legible only to those
who learn its language — mathematics, its characters
triangles and circles. Physics since is the working-out
of that wager: the deepest descriptions of reality are
equations.
The instrument as a new sense
The telescope didn’t just sharpen vision — it revealed
objects no unaided eye could ever access. Some
scholars refused to look, or distrusted what glass and
curvature might fabricate. Their question was
actually good: why should we trust an instrument?
Calibration, prediction, and convergence became the
answer.
Experiment and idealization
Rolling balls down inclined planes to slow gravity,
imagining frictionless surfaces that don’t exist —
Galileo studied nature by simplifying it, trading
Aristotle’s rich everyday descriptions for controlled,
measurable, repeatable situations. Modern
experimental method starts here.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“This grand book, the universe, is written in
the language of mathematics, and its
characters are triangles, circles, and other
geometric figures, without which it is humanly
impossible to understand a single word of it.”
The Assayer, 1623 (trans. Stillman Drake)

“I do not feel obliged to believe that the same
God who has endowed us with sense, reason,
and intellect has intended us to forgo their
use.”
Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina, 1615

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Galileo vs. the Church was a simple war of
science against religion.”
Actually — The history is messier: Galileo was a
believing Catholic, Jesuit astronomers confirmed his
observations, and the collision involved rivalries,
politics, personality (he mocked the Pope’s argument
in print), and disputes over who may interpret
scripture. The real lesson is about knowledge and
authority — which is more interesting than the
cartoon.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Technology · Methods
To what extent are technologies, such as the
microscope and telescope, merely extensions
to the human senses, or do they introduce
radically new ways of seeing the world?
This official question is Galileo’s biography: the
telescope created facts no sense could reach, and the
fight over trusting it is the founding debate about
instrument-mediated knowledge.
Natural Sciences · Methods
Why are many of the laws in the natural
sciences stated using the language of
mathematics?
His “book of nature” wager is the classic answer — and
it quietly smuggles in a Platonic assumption about
reality that students can excavate.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Aristotle, Plato, Thomas Kuhn

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What did Galileo mean by the “book of nature,” and what does the claim assume? → That nature’s
deep structure is mathematical, so real physical knowledge must be written in equations, not qualitative
descriptions. It assumes reality itself has mathematical form — a near-Platonic wager that has paid off
spectacularly but can’t itself be proven by experiment.
2. Why did some contemporaries refuse to trust the telescope, and why does their objection matter? → A
tube of curved glass could plausibly distort or fabricate; nothing guaranteed that what it showed of the
sky was real. The objection matters because it poses a genuine TOK problem — why trust instruments? —
answered over time by calibration on known objects, converging observations, and successful
prediction.
3. How did Galileo’s method differ from Aristotle’s approach to nature? → Aristotle described nature’s
rich ordinary behavior through observation and classification; Galileo idealized and intervened —
frictionless planes, controlled rolling-ball experiments, measurement over qualities — trading everyday
realism for repeatable, mathematical precision.
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Francis Bacon
The prophet of method
1561 – 1626

Lawyer, essayist, and Lord Chancellor of England — until a bribery scandal ended his political career and freed
him for his real ambition: the total reconstruction of human knowledge. His Novum Organum (1620) —
the “new instrument,” a direct shot at Aristotle’s Organon — argued that learning had stagnated for two
thousand years because scholars debated books instead of interrogating nature. He died, fittingly, of a chill
caught while stuffing a chicken with snow to test refrigeration.

KEY IDEAS
The idols of the mind
Four centuries before “cognitive bias” had a name,
Bacon catalogued the systematic errors that distort
knowing: the Idols of the Tribe (flaws built into
human nature — seeing patterns, favoring confirming
evidence), the Cave (personal quirks), the
Marketplace (language misleading thought), and the
Theatre (inherited systems and dogmas). Method
exists to defend us from ourselves.
Organized, collaborative inquiry
Knowledge shouldn’t be a lone genius’s flash but an
institution: teams gathering observations, running
experiments, compiling results across generations.
His fictional research utopia inspired the real Royal
Society — science as a cooperative enterprise with
procedures.
Knowledge is power
The point of knowing nature is commanding it — “for
the relief of man’s estate”: medicine, agriculture,
navigation, invention. Bacon fused truth-seeking with
technology and human welfare, defining the modern
scientific project’s ambition and its dangers in one
phrase.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Human knowledge and human power meet in
one; for where the cause is not known the
effect cannot be produced.”
Novum Organum, Book I, Aphorism 3 (trans. James
Spedding)

“The human understanding is like a false
mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly,
distorts and discolours the nature of things by
mingling its own nature with it.”
Novum Organum, Book I, Aphorism 41 (trans. James
Spedding)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Bacon invented the scientific method, and
science works by his pure induction — just gather
facts until theories emerge.”
Actually — Bacon was method’s prophet more than
its practitioner, and his purest induction isn’t how
science actually proceeds — Popper showed
theory-free fact-gathering is impossible, since you
must already decide what to observe. His durable
legacy is different: bias-awareness, experiment over
authority, and research as an organized, collective
institution.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Human Sciences · Perspectives
What forms of protection against research
error and bias are available to human
scientists?
The idols are the original answer: name the mind’s
systematic distortions, then build methods — controls,
procedures, communities of checkers — precisely
because individual knowers can’t be trusted alone.
Politics · Perspectives
How might knowledge reflect or perpetuate
existing power structures?
Bacon coined “knowledge is power” as a promise;
Foucault inverted it into a warning. Students holding
these two profiles own the same question from
opposite ends — stage the debate.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Aristotle, Karl Popper, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Name and explain two of Bacon’s idols of the mind. → Any two: Tribe — distortions built into human
nature itself, like pattern-hunger and confirmation bias; Cave — an individual’s temperament and
education skewing judgment; Marketplace — words and loose language misleading thought; Theatre —
received philosophical systems and dogmas staged as truth.
2. What was Bacon’s institutional vision for knowledge, and what did it inspire? → Inquiry as an
organized, collaborative, multi-generational enterprise — teams compiling observations and experiments
under shared procedures rather than lone scholars disputing texts. It inspired the Royal Society and the
basic architecture of modern research institutions.
3. What is the strongest criticism of Baconian induction, and who made it? → That theory-free
observation is impossible: you must already have expectations to know what to record, and no pile of
confirmations can prove a universal claim. Popper made it central, replacing induction with conjecture
and attempted refutation.
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René Descartes
The doubter who wanted certainty
1596 – 1650

A French mathematician (Cartesian coordinates — that's him) writing as the Scientific Revolution shook every
inherited certainty. Descartes' project: demolish everything he believed, doubt anything that could be false —
the senses, mathematics, even whether he was dreaming — and see what survived. One thing did: even to be
deceived, I must exist as a thinking thing. Cogito, ergo sum.

KEY IDEAS
Methodic doubt
Doubt as a demolition tool: treat anything that could
possibly be false as if it were false, and rebuild
knowledge only on what survives. Radical skepticism
used to defeat skepticism.
Cogito, ergo sum
"I think, therefore I am." Even a deceiving demon
can't trick me about my own existence as a thinker —
the act of doubting proves the doubter. The one
unshakeable foundation.
Mind–body dualism
Mind (thinking, non-physical) and body (extended,
physical) are two different kinds of substance. This
launched 400 years of debate — and modern
neuroscience is still arguing with him.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“I think, therefore I am.”
Discourse on the Method, Part IV, 1637

“This 'I' — that is, the soul by which I am what
I am — is entirely distinct from the body, and
would not fail to be whatever it is even if the
body did not exist.”
Discourse on the Method, Part IV, 1637

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Descartes was a skeptic who believed we
can't know anything."
Actually — Doubt was his method, never his
conclusion. He doubted everything precisely to find
what couldn't be doubted, then rebuilt knowledge on
that certainty. He's the anti-skeptic using the
skeptic's tools.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
History · Methods
If our senses are sometimes unreliable, does
this mean that eyewitness testimony is an
unreliable source of evidence?
His dream argument is the philosophical engine
beneath this practical question — students can run
methodic doubt on courtroom testimony and historical
sources.
Mathematics · Scope
Is there a distinction between truth and
certainty in mathematics?
Descartes took mathematics as the model all
knowledge should meet — certainty or nothing.
Whether that standard fits any AOK is the fight he
started.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
The Buddha, Plato, David Hume, William James

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Walk through Descartes' method of doubt. Why does he doubt the senses and even math? → He treats
anything possibly false as false: the senses (they've deceived him before), the physical world (he could
be dreaming), even math (an all-powerful demon could deceive him about 2+3). The goal is to find
something immune to all doubt.
2. Why can't the cogito be doubted? → Because doubting is thinking, and thinking requires a thinker.
Even if a demon deceives me about everything else, there must be a "me" to deceive. The act of doubt
proves the doubter's existence.
3. What is mind–body dualism, and why is it still debated? → The view that mind and body are
fundamentally different substances — non-physical thought vs. physical matter. Still debated because it
struggles to explain how they interact, and neuroscience keeps finding physical bases for mental life.
The "hard problem" of consciousness is its descendant.
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Thomas Hobbes
The geometer of politics
1588 – 1679

Born prematurely when his mother panicked at news of the Spanish Armada — "fear and I were born twins,"
he later joked — Hobbes lived through the English Civil War and made fear the foundation of his political
science. Discovering Euclid at forty, he fell in love with geometry's certainty and set out to do for politics what
geometry did for space: derive, step by rigorous step, why humans need a sovereign — his Leviathan.

KEY IDEAS
The state of nature
Strip away government and law, and rational, roughly
equal people competing for scarce goods — unable
to trust one another — slide into a war of all against
all, where life is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short." The problem isn't wickedness; it's the logic of
insecurity.
The social contract
The escape: everyone surrenders the right to private
violence to a sovereign power that enforces peace.
Political authority isn't divine or natural — it's a
rational agreement born of fear and self-interest. This
move launched three centuries of contract theory.
Reason as reckoning
Thinking, for Hobbes, is computation — adding and
subtracting names and consequences. Disorder in
society begins with disorder in definitions, so the
sovereign must also settle the meanings of contested
words. (He anticipated the computational theory of
mind by three centuries.)

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The life of man [is] solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.”
Leviathan, Part I, ch. 13, 1651

“True and false are attributes of speech, not of
things.”
Leviathan, Part I, ch. 4, 1651

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Hobbes believed human beings are
naturally evil."
Actually — His state of nature is a structural trap,
not a verdict on character: reasonable people who
can't trust each other must strike first in self-defense,
making conflict rational even among the decent. It's
a coordination problem — closer to game theory than
to a sermon about sin.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Politics · Methods
What role do political authorities and
institutions play in knowledge-creation and
distribution?
Hobbes gives the maximal answer: without an authority
to fix the meanings of contested words, shared
knowledge itself unravels into conflict.
Language · Ethics
Can we define words such as good and bad in
terms of objective features of the world?
For Hobbes, “good” is simply the name each person
gives to what they desire — which is exactly why he
thinks a sovereign must settle public definitions.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Niccolò Machiavelli, René Descartes, Confucius

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Why does conflict arise in Hobbes's state of nature, if people aren't evil? → Rough equality plus
scarcity plus mutual distrust makes preemptive aggression rational: if I can't trust you not to strike first,
my safest move is striking first — and you reason identically. Conflict emerges from the structure of
insecurity, not wicked character.
2. What is the social contract, and what does it imply about political authority? → An agreement in which
individuals surrender the right to private violence to a sovereign who enforces peace. It implies
authority is grounded in rational consent driven by self-interest and fear — not divine right or natural
hierarchy.
3. What does Hobbes mean by reason as "reckoning," and why does he think the sovereign must define
words? → Reasoning is computation with names — adding and subtracting their consequences. Since
disputes over contested words (justice, right, heresy) fuel conflict, stable society needs an authority to
fix public meanings. Knowledge and political order are intertwined.
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David Hume
The gentle skeptic
1711 – 1776

A cheerful Scot — beloved dinner guest, best-selling historian — with the most quietly devastating mind of the
Enlightenment. Hume pushed empiricism to its limit: if all knowledge comes from experience, then some of our
most confident beliefs (cause and effect, the future resembling the past) turn out to rest on habit, not reason.
He never said stop believing them. He said: notice what your believing is actually built on.

KEY IDEAS
Impressions and ideas
All mental content traces back to sense experience.
Ideas are faded copies of impressions — even fantasy
creatures are recombined experience (a golden
mountain = gold + mountain).
The problem of induction
The sun has always risen; will it tomorrow? Any
answer assumes the future resembles the past —
which is exactly what needs proving. Science's core
inference can't be logically justified, only trusted
from custom.
Causation as habit
We never observe causation — only one event
constantly following another. "Cause" is a feeling of
expectation the mind projects onto the world after
repeated pairings.
The is–ought gap
You cannot derive what ought to be from what is.
Facts alone never generate values — a fault line
running through every ethics debate since.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Custom, then, is the great guide of human
life.”
An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, §V, 1748

“[Mankind] are nothing but a bundle or
collection of different perceptions, which
succeed each other with an inconceivable
rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and
movement.”
A Treatise of Human Nature, Book I, Part IV, §VI, 1739

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Hume proved science is irrational, so we
shouldn't trust it."
Actually — Hume never abandoned science or
ordinary belief — he played billiards trusting cause
and effect completely. His point is about the
foundations: induction rests on custom rather than
logical proof. Science works; its justification is just
stranger than we assumed.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Natural Sciences · Methods
What is the role of inductive and deductive
reasoning in scientific inquiry, prediction and
explanation?
The problem of induction lives inside this question:
every scientific prediction generalizes past to future,
and Hume showed that inference rests on habit, not
proof.
Natural Sciences · Ethics
Can moral disagreements be resolved with
reference to empirical evidence?
The is–ought gap is the classic “no”: facts alone never
settle values, so every empirical argument in ethics
smuggles a value premise students can learn to spot.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Aristotle, René Descartes, Immanuel Kant, The
Buddha

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. State the problem of induction in your own words. → Inferences from past to future (or observed to
unobserved) assume nature is uniform — that the future will resemble the past. But that assumption can
only be supported by past experience, which is circular. So induction rests on habit, not logical proof.
2. What does Hume think we actually observe when we say A causes B? → Only constant conjunction — A
repeatedly followed by B, plus contiguity and priority in time. The "necessary connection" is a feeling of
expectation in the mind, projected onto the world.
3. Explain the is–ought gap with an example. → Descriptive facts alone can't yield prescriptive
conclusions. E.g., "Humans naturally eat meat" (is) doesn't by itself establish "Humans ought to eat
meat" (ought) — a value premise must be added. Any example showing the smuggled value works.



Pillars of Western Thought 19

EARLY MODERN  ·  18 of 42

Immanuel Kant
The great synthesizer
1724 – 1804

A professor in Königsberg, Prussia, so punctual that neighbors reportedly set their clocks by his walks. Hume's
skepticism jolted him "from dogmatic slumber," and his response was a Copernican revolution in reverse:
instead of asking how the mind conforms to reality, ask how reality-as-experienced conforms to the mind. We
never know the world raw — space, time, and causality are the mind's own formatting.

KEY IDEAS
The mind structures experience
The mind isn't a passive camera; it's an active editor.
Space, time, and causality are the built-in software
through which all experience gets processed.
Knowledge is a joint product of world and knower.
Phenomena vs. noumena
We know the world as it appears to us (phenomena),
never things-in-themselves (noumena). There is a
reality behind appearances — it's just permanently
beyond direct knowledge.
The categorical imperative
Act only on principles you could will as universal law
— and always treat persons as ends, never merely as
means. Ethics grounded in reason itself, not
consequences or feelings.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Thoughts without content are empty,
intuitions without concepts are blind.”
Critique of Pure Reason, A51/B75, 1781

“Have courage to use your own reason!”
Answering the Question: What Is Enlightenment?, 1784

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Kant says reality is all in your head."
Actually — No — the noumenal world genuinely
exists and constrains experience; we just can't know
it unfiltered. Kant is rescuing objectivity, not
abolishing it: because all humans share the same
cognitive structure, science delivers knowledge valid
for everyone.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Methods
How do our expectations and assumptions
have an impact on how we perceive things?
Kant is this question’s architect, radicalized: not merely
expectations coloring perception, but the mind’s
built-in structure making experience possible at all.
Politics · Ethics
When the moral codes of individual nations
conflict, can political organizations, such as
the United Nations (UN), provide universal
criteria that transcend them?
The categorical imperative is the strongest
philosophical case for universal criteria — and Kant
himself sketched a league of nations that the UN dimly
echoes.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
David Hume, René Descartes, G.W.F. Hegel

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What was Kant's "Copernican revolution" in philosophy? → Reversing the question: instead of asking
how the mind conforms to objects, ask how objects-as-experienced conform to the mind. Space, time,
and causality are contributed by the knower — knowledge is co-produced by world and mind.
2. Distinguish phenomena from noumena. → Phenomena: the world as it appears through our cognitive
filters — knowable. Noumena: things as they are in themselves, independent of any observer — real, but
permanently beyond direct knowledge.
3. How does Kant's view answer Hume on causation? → Hume showed causation can't be found in
experience. Kant agrees — and relocates it: causality is one of the mind's built-in categories that makes
experience possible at all. It's not derived from experience; it's a precondition of it.
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G.W.F. Hegel
The philosopher of history
1770 – 1831

Writing in the shockwaves of the French Revolution and Napoleon, Hegel proposed something audacious: ideas,
cultures, and freedom itself develop through history, driven by contradiction. Truth isn't a fixed answer you
find; it's a process that unfolds — each stage of thought generating its own opposition and being absorbed into
something richer. History, for Hegel, is "the progress of the consciousness of freedom."

KEY IDEAS
The dialectic
Thought advances through contradiction: a position
reveals its internal tensions, generates its opposite,
and the clash resolves into a richer view that
preserves what was true in both — which then starts
the cycle again.
Geist (Spirit)
The collective, developing mind of humanity —
expressed in a culture's art, religion, politics, and
philosophy. Individuals think inside their historical
moment; the moments themselves develop.
The master–slave dialectic
His famous thought experiment: self-consciousness
requires recognition by another. The "master" who
dominates gets hollow recognition; the "slave" who
works and transforms the world gains real
self-understanding. Hugely influential on later
theories of freedom and identity.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only
with the falling of the dusk.”
Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Preface, 1820

“The history of the world is none other than
the progress of the consciousness of freedom.”
Lectures on the Philosophy of History (trans. J. Sibree)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Hegel's dialectic is a simple formula: thesis
+ antithesis = synthesis."
Actually — Hegel never used that slogan for his own
method (it comes from describing Fichte, an earlier
philosopher). His dialectic is looser and more organic
— positions collapse under their own internal
contradictions rather than meeting tidy opposites.
The three-step formula is a useful training wheel, but
flag it as a simplification.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Perspectives
How can we know that current knowledge is
an improvement on past knowledge?
The dialectic is the boldest “we can”: each stage
preserves what was true in what it replaced. Set
against Kuhn and Foucault for the full progress debate.
History · Scope
Is all knowledge in some sense historical
knowledge?
Geist makes the answer yes: every thinker, method,
and standard belongs to a developing historical
moment — including ours.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Karl Marx, Heraclitus, Immanuel Kant, Søren
Kierkegaard, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Explain how the dialectic works, and what's misleading about "thesis–antithesis–synthesis." →
Positions develop by contradiction: a view exposes internal tensions, generates opposition, and resolves
into a richer view preserving what was true in both — then repeats. The three-term slogan is a
simplification Hegel never used for himself (it described Fichte); his process is more organic.
2. What is Geist, and how does it change how we think about individual knowers? → The collective
developing mind/spirit of humanity, expressed in cultures and institutions. It implies individuals never
think from nowhere — our concepts and questions are shaped by our historical moment.
3. What does the master–slave dialectic suggest about recognition? → Self-consciousness needs
recognition from another. The dominating master receives only forced, hollow recognition; the slave,
through work and struggle, develops genuine self-understanding. Freedom and identity are relational,
not solo achievements.
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Søren Kierkegaard
The passionate individual
1813 – 1855

A melancholy Dane who spent his short life walking Copenhagen, publishing under a swarm of pseudonyms,
and picking fights — with the established church, with polite society, and above all with Hegel. Where Hegel
built a vast System explaining everything, Kierkegaard asked the question the System forgot: what is it like to
be a single, existing human being who must actually choose how to live? He is widely considered the father of
existentialism.

KEY IDEAS
Subjectivity is truth
For questions of existence — how to live, what to
commit to, whether to have faith — what matters is
not just the content of a belief but how you hold it:
with passionate, personal commitment. A detached,
objective stance toward your own life is a way of
avoiding it.
The leap of faith
In Fear and Trembling he wrestles with Abraham,
commanded to sacrifice his son. Faith, Kierkegaard
argues, cannot be reached by argument or evidence
— it requires a leap beyond reason, made in "fear
and trembling," with no guarantee.
The three stages of existence
The aesthetic life (chasing pleasure and novelty)
collapses into boredom and despair; the ethical life
(duty, commitment, marriage) gives shape but
confronts our failure; the religious life requires the
leap. Each stage is entered by choice, not argument.
Indirect communication
Existential truth can't simply be handed over like
information — so he wrote through pseudonymous
characters who disagree with each other, forcing
readers to decide for themselves. The method is the
message.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Life can only be understood backwards; but it
must be lived forwards.”
Journals, IV A 164, 1843

“Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.”
The Concept of Anxiety, 1844

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Subjectivity is truth means truth is relative
— whatever you feel is true for you."
Actually — Kierkegaard never denied objective truth
in mathematics, science, or history. His claim targets
a different domain: for existential questions (faith,
love, how to live), objective detachment is the wrong
instrument — what matters is the quality and passion
of your commitment. That's a claim about how truth
must be held, not a license to believe anything.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Religion · Scope
Is faith a prerequisite for religious
knowledge?
His leap says yes in the strongest sense: religious truth
is available only from inside passionate commitment —
the spectator’s standpoint sees nothing.
Religion · Scope
Is the point of knowledge to produce meaning
and purpose in our lives?
The three stages reframe knowledge as existential:
what matters is not accumulating information but
choosing how to exist. Detached knowing about life is
his target.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
G.W.F. Hegel, Socrates, William James

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does Kierkegaard mean by "subjectivity is truth" — and what does he NOT mean? → For
existential questions (faith, love, how to live), truth requires passionate personal commitment — how
you hold the belief matters, not just its content. He does NOT mean all truth is relative: math, science,
and history remain objective. His point is that detachment is the wrong mode for questions about your
own existence.
2. Why does faith require a "leap," according to Kierkegaard? → Because faith concerns what reason and
evidence cannot settle. Abraham had no argument that could justify his trust — faith is a commitment
made beyond reason, with no guarantee, in "fear and trembling." If it could be proven, it wouldn't be
faith.
3. Describe the three stages of existence. Why can't you argue someone from one stage into the next? →
Aesthetic (pleasure-seeking, ends in boredom and despair), ethical (duty and commitment, confronts our
inadequacy), religious (the leap of faith). Each transition is a free, personal choice about how to exist —
precisely the kind of decision that arguments and evidence can inform but never make for you.
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Karl Marx
The unmasker of ideology
1818 – 1883

A German philosopher-economist who spent his exile years in the British Museum reading room, dissecting
capitalism and organizing revolution. Marx took Hegel’s engine of history and, in his words, turned it right
side up: the motor of change isn’t Spirit developing through ideas but real human beings producing their
material life. His most disruptive claim for TOK: much of what a society “knows” — its common sense, morality,
even its philosophy — quietly serves the interests of whoever holds economic power.

KEY IDEAS
Historical materialism
To understand a society’s ideas, look first at how it
produces and distributes the means of life. The
economic “base” (who owns what, who works for
whom) shapes the “superstructure” of law, politics,
religion, and philosophy built on top of it.
Ideology and false consciousness
The ruling ideas of any age tend to be the ideas of its
ruling class — presented as timeless common sense.
Ideology is knowledge that looks neutral while
serving power, and false consciousness is mistaking
those interested ideas for the natural order of things.
Knowledge is never disinterested
There is no view from nowhere in social matters.
Every economics, every history, every morality is
written from a position within the class struggle —
the question is always whose interests a body of
knowledge advances.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The philosophers have only interpreted the
world, in various ways; the point, however, is
to change it.”
Theses on Feuerbach, XI, 1845

“It is not the consciousness of men that
determines their being, but, on the contrary,
their social being that determines their
consciousness.”
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Preface,
1859

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Marx believed economics mechanically
determines everything people think, leaving no room
for ideas to matter.”
Actually — His considered view is subtler: the base
conditions and constrains the superstructure, but
ideas, law, and culture react back on material
conditions. He was diagnosing how power shapes
knowledge, not claiming humans are puppets of the
economy — later Marxists debate the exact leash
length to this day.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Politics · Perspectives
To what extent are our political views shaped
by society, family backgrounds, education or
social class?
Marx gives the maximalist answer and a mechanism for
it — a perfect anchor for the politics theme, and a claim
students can test on their own inherited assumptions.
Politics · Ethics
Can knowledge be divorced from the values
embedded in the process of creating it?
Ideology is essentially “no” with an argument: even the
most objective-seeming social knowledge carries the
fingerprints of the interests that produced it.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
G.W.F. Hegel, Michel Foucault, Friedrich Nietzsche

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Explain the base and superstructure. What claim about knowledge does it make? → The economic base
(relations and forces of production — who owns and who labors) shapes the superstructure of law,
politics, religion, and philosophy above it. The claim: a society’s knowledge and values are conditioned
by its material and economic arrangements, not floating free of them.
2. What is ideology, and how does it relate to false consciousness? → Ideology is a body of ideas that
presents the interests of the dominant class as universal common sense. False consciousness is people
accepting those interested ideas as the natural, neutral order — misrecognizing power-serving beliefs as
plain truth.
3. How does Marx both continue and reject Hegel? → He keeps Hegel’s dialectic — history advancing
through contradiction — but rejects its idealism. For Hegel, Spirit/ideas drive history; for Marx, material
production does, with ideas largely reflecting economic conditions. He described this as standing Hegel
back on his feet.
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Friedrich Nietzsche
The perspectivist with a hammer
1844 – 1900

A philology prodigy made full professor at twenty-four, Nietzsche resigned in chronic illness and spent a decade
wandering the Alps and Italian coast, writing electric, aphoristic books almost nobody bought. In 1889 he
collapsed into madness; his sister then edited his unpublished notes to court German nationalists — a distortion
that took scholars decades to undo. His question haunts every later thinker in this guide: when the old
foundations of truth and value collapse, what happens to knowledge?

KEY IDEAS
Perspectivism
There is no view from nowhere — all knowing is from
some vantage, shaped by interests and drives. But
Nietzsche's conclusion isn't despair: the more
perspectives we can occupy on a thing, the more
complete our "objectivity" becomes. Seeing from
many angles beats pretending to see from none.
The death of God
His madman's announcement isn't atheist gloating —
it's alarm. European truth, morality, and meaning
were all secured by religious foundations; as belief
erodes, everything built on it wobbles. The great
danger is nihilism, and his life's work was seeking
what could bear weight instead.
Genealogy of morals
Our moral concepts have histories: "good and evil,"
he argued, emerged from specific power struggles
and resentments, not from heaven or pure reason.
Tracing a value's pedigree changes how it grips you
— the method Foucault later aimed at prisons and
clinics.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“God is dead. God remains dead. And we have
killed him.”
The Gay Science, §125 (trans. Walter Kaufmann)

“There is only a perspective seeing, only a
perspective 'knowing.'”
On the Genealogy of Morals, Third Essay, §12 (trans. Walter
Kaufmann)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Nietzsche was a nihilist and a proto-Nazi."
Actually — He diagnosed nihilism as the looming
catastrophe to overcome, not a position to hold —
and he mocked German nationalism, broke with
Wagner partly over antisemitism, and ended
friendships over it. The Nazi association was
manufactured largely by his sister's posthumous
editing. Read him as the doctor who named the
disease, not the disease.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Politics · Perspectives
Is there ever a neutral position from which to
write about politics or from which to judge
political opinions?
Perspectivism generalizes the “no” beyond politics to
all knowing — with the constructive twist that
objectivity is rebuilt from many perspectives rather
than from none.
The Knower · Ethics
Do established values change in the face of
new knowledge?
Genealogy is this question weaponized: discovering
where “timeless” values actually came from changes
their grip — and the death of God is the largest
historical case.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Plato, Søren Kierkegaard, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Explain perspectivism. Does it make objectivity impossible? → All knowing occurs from some
perspective shaped by interests — there is no view from nowhere. But Nietzsche redefines rather than
destroys objectivity: it becomes the achievement of consulting many perspectives, so the goal is
multiplying vantage points, not pretending to have none.
2. What does the "death of God" mean, and why is it announced with alarm rather than celebration? →
The erosion of the religious foundations that secured European truth, morality, and meaning. The
madman is alarmed because everything built on those foundations — including confidence in truth itself
— is destabilized, threatening nihilism. It's a diagnosis of crisis, not a victory speech.
3. What is genealogy as a method, and what question does it raise about knowledge? → Tracing the
historical origins of concepts and values — showing, e.g., that "good and evil" emerged from particular
power struggles. It raises the genetic-fallacy question: does exposing a belief's origins undermine its
truth or authority, or merely explain how it arose?
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William James
The pragmatist
1842 – 1910

Harvard's restless polymath — trained as a doctor, founded American psychology, wrote philosophy in prose
people actually enjoyed. James asked a disarmingly practical question: what difference does a belief make
in lived experience? Truth, for him, isn't a static mirror of reality; it's what proves itself in the long run of
experience. He also gave us the phrase "stream of consciousness" — thought flows; it doesn't march in discrete
steps.

KEY IDEAS
Pragmatism: truth is what works
The "cash value" of an idea is the difference it makes
in practice. Beliefs are instruments; true ones are
those that survive testing against experience over
time.
The stream of consciousness
Thought is continuous, flowing, and personal — not a
sequence of separate ideas like beads on a string.
Some experiences (he called them ineffable)
overflow what language can capture.
The will to believe
When a choice is live, forced, and momentous — and
evidence can't settle it — we have the right to
believe ahead of proof. Sometimes believing (in a
friendship, a recovery, a cause) helps make the thing
true.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Consciousness does not appear to itself
chopped up in bits. It is nothing jointed; it
flows. A 'river' or a 'stream' are the metaphors
by which it is most naturally described.”
The Principles of Psychology, ch. IX, 1890

“Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is
made true by events.”
Pragmatism, Lecture VI, 1907

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Pragmatism means truth is whatever you
want it to be — if it works for you, it's true."
Actually — James's test is public and long-run, not
private and instant: an idea must keep squaring with
experience, cohere with other established truths, and
survive challenge. Comforting illusions fail that test
precisely because reality pushes back.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Methods
What constitutes a “good reason” for us to
accept a claim?
Pragmatism’s answer: a claim’s long-run performance
— what it predicts, enables, and survives — is the
reason. Truth is tested by consequences, not by
resemblance.
The Knower · Methods
Are intuition, evidence, reasoning, consensus
and authority all equally convincing methods
of justification?
The Will to Believe carves out the special case: when
evidence cannot settle a live, forced, momentous
option, passional commitment becomes a legitimate —
sometimes self-fulfilling — basis.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
John Dewey, David Hume, René Descartes, Aristotle,
Søren Kierkegaard

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does James mean by the "cash value" of an idea? → The concrete difference a belief makes in
practice — in prediction, action, and experience. Ideas are instruments; their worth is what they do, and
truth is what proves itself against experience over the long run.
2. Why is "stream of consciousness" a better metaphor than "train of thought," according to James? →
Because thought is continuous and flowing, not a chain of separate, linked ideas. Experience has fringes,
overlaps, and transitions — a stream, not discrete cars coupled together.
3. Under what three conditions does James say we may believe ahead of the evidence? → When the
option is live (genuinely believable to you), forced (you can't avoid choosing), and momentous (the
stakes are significant) — and evidence cannot settle it. Then believing is legitimate, and can sometimes
help make the belief true (e.g., trusting someone builds the trust).
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John Dewey
The philosopher of experience
1859 – 1952

America’s most influential philosopher of education, and a pragmatist heir to William James. Dewey resisted
putting art on a pedestal in a museum, sealed off from ordinary life. In Art as Experience (1934) he argued that
the aesthetic isn’t a property locked inside precious objects — it’s a quality of lived experience, the
heightened, unified engagement you can feel before a painting, in a garden, or watching a craftsman work.
Knowing, for Dewey, is something we do, not something we passively receive.

KEY IDEAS
Art as experience
A work of art is not the object on the wall but the
experience it makes possible when a perceiver
actively engages it. The aesthetic is the moment
ordinary experience becomes complete and vivid —
which means art is continuous with life, not walled off
from it.
Learning by doing
We know the world by acting on it and undergoing
the consequences — inquiry is a transaction between
a living creature and its environment. Knowledge is
tested and grown in experience, never handed down
whole from authority.
The museum conception, rejected
Treating art as rarefied objects for elite
contemplation severs it from the everyday
experiences — work, ritual, nature — where the
aesthetic actually lives. He wanted to restore art’s
continuity with the rhythms of ordinary life.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The actual work of art is what the product
does with and in experience.”
Art as Experience, 1934

“Art is the complete culmination of nature, and
science is properly a handmaiden that
conducts natural events to this happy issue.”
Experience and Nature, 1925

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Art as experience just means art is
subjective — beauty is whatever each person
happens to feel.”
Actually — Dewey isn’t reducing art to private taste.
An aesthetic experience has structure — build-up,
tension, and consummation — that the object
genuinely helps produce. Meaning arises in the
interaction between perceiver and work, not from
either alone, and can be discussed, refined, and
taught.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Arts · Methods
Can some knowledge in the arts only be
gained through experience?
This official question is Dewey’s thesis nearly verbatim
— the ideal anchor for opening the Arts as an area of
knowledge.
The Arts · Scope
Are the arts best seen as a system of
knowledge, a type of knowledge or a means of
expressing knowledge?
Dewey reframes the whole question: art is a mode of
experience and knowing, not a container of facts — a
provocation students can weigh against science.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
William James, Aristotle, Arthur Danto

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does Dewey mean when he says art is an “experience,” not an object? → The artwork proper is
the vivid, unified experience that occurs when a perceiver actively engages the object — not the physical
thing sitting on the wall. The aesthetic is a quality of that lived, complete engagement.
2. Why does Dewey criticize the “museum conception” of art? → Because isolating art as rare objects for
elite contemplation cuts it off from the everyday experiences — work, nature, ritual — where the
aesthetic actually arises. He wanted art seen as continuous with ordinary life.
3. How does “learning by doing” express Dewey’s view of knowledge? → Knowledge comes from acting
on the world and undergoing the results — an active transaction between organism and environment —
rather than passively receiving fixed truths from authority. Inquiry is something we do and test in
experience.
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Bertrand Russell
The logician
1872 – 1970

An aristocrat orphaned young (his secular godfather was John Stuart Mill), Russell co-wrote Principia
Mathematica — a heroic attempt to derive all of mathematics from pure logic that takes hundreds of pages
to reach 1 + 1 = 2. He discovered the paradox that cracked those very foundations, went to prison for
opposing World War I, won the Nobel Prize in Literature, and campaigned against nuclear weapons into his
nineties. His faith: careful logical analysis of language can dissolve philosophy's oldest puzzles.

KEY IDEAS
Logical analysis of language
Ordinary grammar misleads us. "The present King of
France is bald" looks like a statement about a person
— but there is no such king. Russell's analysis
rewrites it into logical form and the puzzle dissolves:
the sentence is simply false, not mysteriously about a
non-existent being. Method: don't debate the
surface; expose the logic underneath.
Russell's paradox
Consider the set of all sets that are not members of
themselves — is it a member of itself? Either answer
contradicts itself. This one-sentence bomb, found in
1901, shattered the foundations of set theory and
forced mathematics to rebuild — a live
demonstration that even math's certainty has cracks.
Knowledge by acquaintance vs. description
You know your own toothache directly
(acquaintance); you know Napoleon only through
descriptions and testimony. Most of what we "know"
— history, science, other minds — is knowledge by
description, inherited from others. A tidy map of how
little we verify firsthand.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“Philosophy is to be studied, not for the sake of
any definite answers to its questions, since no
definite answers can, as a rule, be known to be
true, but rather for the sake of the questions
themselves.”
The Problems of Philosophy, ch. XV, 1912

“Mathematics may be defined as the subject in
which we never know what we are talking
about, nor whether what we are saying is
true.”
'Mathematics and the Metaphysicians', 1901 (in Mysticism
and Logic, 1918)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Logic and mathematics deliver perfect,
unshakeable certainty."
Actually — Russell devoted his life to that hope and
personally documented its retreat: his own paradox
wounded the foundations, and Gödel later proved no
rich formal system can prove its own consistency.
Russell's honest lesson is that even our most rigorous
knowledge rests on foundations we choose and
cannot fully secure.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Mathematics · Scope
Is absolute certainty attainable in
mathematics?
Russell’s paradox is the star witness: the man who tried
hardest to secure mathematical certainty personally
discovered the crack in its foundations.
Mathematics · Methods
What is meant by the term “proof” in
mathematics, and how is this similar to, or
different from what is meant by this term in
other areas of knowledge?
Principia Mathematica shows proof at its most rigorous
— hundreds of pages to reach 1 + 1 = 2 — a
benchmark for comparing “proof” in science, history, or
law.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Plato, David Hume, Ludwig Wittgenstein

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. How does Russell's analysis dissolve the puzzle of "The present King of France is bald"? → The
sentence secretly asserts: there exists exactly one present King of France, and he is bald. Since no such
king exists, the claim is simply false — no mysterious non-existent entity required. Logical form, hidden
beneath grammar, dissolves the puzzle.
2. State Russell's paradox and explain its significance. → The set of all sets that are not members of
themselves: if it's a member of itself, it shouldn't be; if it isn't, it should be. It exposed a contradiction at
the foundations of set theory, forcing mathematics to rebuild and undermining the dream of effortless
certainty.
3. Distinguish knowledge by acquaintance from knowledge by description. Why does the distinction
matter? → Acquaintance is direct experience (your own pain, this color patch); description is knowledge
mediated by concepts and testimony (Napoleon, atoms, other countries). It matters because nearly all
our knowledge turns out to be by description — resting on trust in sources rather than firsthand contact.
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Ludwig Wittgenstein
The philosopher who did it twice
1889 – 1951

Heir to one of Europe's great steel fortunes — he gave the money away — Wittgenstein stormed into Russell's
Cambridge rooms, wrote his first masterpiece in the trenches of World War I, declared philosophy's problems
solved, and quit to teach elementary school. Then he came back and spent his remaining decades
demolishing his own earlier system. He is the rare thinker who appears in the history of philosophy twice,
on opposite sides.

KEY IDEAS
Early: the limits of language
The Tractatus argues language works by picturing
facts — so it can only meaningfully state how things
are in the world. Ethics, meaning, the mystical: real,
perhaps, but unsayable. The book famously ends:
whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be
silent.
Late: meaning is use
The Investigations rejects the picture theory. Words
are tools, and their meaning is their use inside
"language games" — practices woven into ways of
life. "Water!" can be a request, a warning, a
chemistry answer. To understand a word, watch what
work it does.
Family resemblance
Socrates demanded the single essence behind every
concept. Wittgenstein's reply, 2,300 years late: look
at "game" — board games, ball games, solitaire, tag
share no one common feature, only overlapping
similarities, like family faces. Many concepts have no
essence to find, and the search itself was the
confusion.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The limits of my language mean the limits of
my world.”
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, §5.6, 1921

“The meaning of a word is its use in the
language.”
Philosophical Investigations, §43, 1953

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "The later Wittgenstein showed language is
vague and meaning is impossible to pin down — so
communication is hopeless."
Actually — Nearly opposite: ordinary language
works perfectly well in its home practices. Confusion
arises when philosophers pluck words out of their
working contexts — when "language goes on
holiday." His therapy dissolves pseudo-problems so
that everyday meaning can be seen clearly, not
despaired of.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Language · Scope
Is it possible to think or know without
language?
Both Wittgensteins live inside this question: the early
one draws the limits of thought at the limits of
language; the later one grounds meaning in shared
practices no private thinker could invent.
Language · Ethics
If ethical terms and concepts cannot be easily
defined, does this mean that they are
meaningless?
Family resemblance says no: “good,” like “game,” can
work perfectly well through overlapping uses without a
single essence — undefinability marks a different kind
of concept, not an empty one.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Bertrand Russell, Socrates, Laozi

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does "meaning is use" claim, and how does it differ from the picture theory? → The picture
theory (early Wittgenstein) says sentences mean by mirroring facts. "Meaning is use" (later) says words
are tools whose meaning is the work they do within language games embedded in practices — the same
word can command, warn, or describe depending on the game being played.
2. Explain family resemblance using an example. Whose method does it challenge? → Concepts like
"game" have no single feature common to all instances — only overlapping similarities, like
resemblances across a family. It challenges Socrates' assumption that knowing a concept requires
finding its one essential definition.
3. What does Wittgenstein mean by language "going on holiday"? → Philosophical confusion arises when
words are detached from the everyday practices where they function — asking what "time" or "mind"
really is in the abstract, outside any use. The cure is returning words to their working contexts,
dissolving the pseudo-problem.
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Susanne Langer
The philosopher of symbolic form
1895 – 1985

One of the first American women to build a major career in philosophy, Langer argued that the human mind
runs on symbols — and that we have badly misunderstood art by holding it to the standards of language. In
Philosophy in a New Key (1942) she distinguished two ways of symbolizing the world, and used the distinction
to explain something stubborn: why music and art seem to “say” something real that no sentence can
translate.

KEY IDEAS
Two kinds of symbol
Discursive symbolism — language, logic,
mathematics — strings meaning out in sequence,
word after word, and can be translated and
paraphrased. Presentational symbolism — a painting,
a melody, a dance — presents its meaning all at
once, as an indivisible whole that resists being
unpacked into propositions.
Art as the form of feeling
A work of art is a symbol of the forms of human
feeling — not the artist venting emotion, but a
crafted structure that shows what an emotion is
shaped like. Music, she wrote, is a “tonal analogue of
emotive life”: it articulates feeling too subtle and
fluid for words.
Knowledge beyond the sayable
Because presentational symbols can’t be reduced to
statements, art carries genuine knowledge — about
inner life — that language literally cannot express.
The limits of the sayable are not the limits of the
knowable.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“All art is the creation of forms expressive of
human feeling.”
Feeling and Form, 1953

“Music expresses feeling as words express
ideas.”
Philosophy in a New Key, 1942

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “If art can’t be put into words, then it’s just
feeling, not a real form of knowledge.”
Actually — Langer’s point is precisely the reverse:
art is a symbolic form with its own logic, conveying
knowledge of feeling that discursive language is
structurally unable to state. Being non-verbal makes
it a different kind of knowing, not the absence of one.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Arts · Scope
Is artistic knowledge something that cannot
be expressed in any other way?
Langer supplies the theory behind this official question:
presentational symbols are non-translatable by design,
so art becomes the only vehicle for certain knowledge
of feeling.
Language · Scope
Can all knowledge be expressed in words or
symbols?
Her discursive/presentational split is a precise,
teachable answer — some knowledge lives in symbols,
but not in words — and it links the arts theme directly
to knowledge and language.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Ludwig Wittgenstein, William James, Arthur Danto

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Distinguish discursive from presentational symbolism. → Discursive symbolism (language, logic)
presents meaning sequentially, element by element, and can be translated or paraphrased.
Presentational symbolism (art, music, image) presents meaning all at once as an inseparable whole that
cannot be broken into propositions.
2. What does Langer mean by calling art a symbol of feeling? → An artwork is a crafted form that
articulates the shape or structure of human feeling — not a discharge of the artist’s emotion, but a
symbol showing what emotive life is like. Music, for her, is a tonal analogue of the forms of feeling.
3. How does Langer’s view bear on the claim that knowledge must be expressible in language? → She
rejects it: presentational symbols convey real knowledge of inner life that discursive language cannot
state. So there is genuine knowledge that lives in non-verbal symbols — the limits of words are not the
limits of knowing.
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Karl Popper
The falsificationist
1902 – 1994

In 1919 Vienna, young Popper noticed something odd: Marxists and Freudians saw confirmation everywhere —
no event could possibly contradict their theories — while Einstein staked general relativity on a single risky
prediction that the 1919 eclipse could have destroyed. That contrast became his life's work. Fleeing Nazism to
New Zealand and then London, he argued that science grows not by proving theories right, but by
honestly trying to prove them wrong.

KEY IDEAS
Falsification
No number of confirming observations proves a
universal theory (Hume was right) — but one
counterexample can refute it. So science advances
by bold conjectures followed by ruthless attempts at
refutation. A theory's strength is measured by the
risks it takes.
The demarcation criterion
What separates science from pseudoscience isn't
subject matter or confidence — it's falsifiability. A
claim that no conceivable observation could
contradict ("the stars incline you to...") isn't deep; it's
untestable. Astronomy risks; astrology hedges.
The open society
Popper extended fallibilism to politics: since no one is
immune to error, no authority deserves unchecked
power. Democracy's deepest virtue is not choosing
good rulers but removing bad ones without
bloodshed — institutionalized error-correction.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“A theory which is not refutable by any
conceivable event is nonscientific.
Irrefutability is not a virtue of a theory (as
people often think) but a vice.”
Conjectures and Refutations, 1963

“Every genuine test of a theory is an attempt
to falsify it, or to refute it.”
Conjectures and Refutations, 1963

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "If theories can never be proven, science is
just guessing and nothing is really known."
Actually — Popper's conjectures are disciplined, and
surviving severe tests earns a theory corroboration —
rational grounds for preferring it, even without final
proof. Knowledge grows through error elimination,
the way a species evolves. Fallibility is the engine of
progress, not its denial.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Natural Sciences · Methods
Is there a single “scientific method”?
Popper’s candidate: conjecture and refutation.
Whatever the field, science happens wherever bold
theories are exposed to tests that could destroy them.
Natural Sciences · Scope
Is prediction the primary purpose of scientific
knowledge?
For Popper, risky prediction is not just science’s
purpose but its entry fee — Einstein’s eclipse gamble is
scientific precisely because it could have failed.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
David Hume, Socrates, Thomas Kuhn

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Why does Popper say falsifiability, not confirmation, is the mark of science? → Confirmations are
cheap — flexible theories can absorb any observation. But universal theories can never be proven by
examples (the induction problem), while one genuine counterexample can refute them. So a theory is
scientific to the degree it makes risky, testable predictions that could fail.
2. How does falsification respond to Hume's problem of induction? → By conceding it: science never
validly proves theories from repeated observations. Instead, science works deductively in reverse — bold
conjectures tested by attempted refutation. Knowledge grows through eliminating errors, so induction's
failure never mattered.
3. Contrast Einstein and astrology on Popper's criterion. → Einstein's relativity made a precise, risky
prediction (light bending measured at the 1919 eclipse) that could have refuted it. Astrological claims
are typically vague enough to fit any outcome, so nothing could count against them. Risk-taking makes
the first scientific; unfalsifiability makes the second pseudo-science.
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Alan Turing
The mind of the machine
1912 – 1954

In 1936, a 23-year-old Cambridge mathematician imagined a simple device reading and writing symbols on a
tape — and proved one such universal machine could perform any computation whatsoever. That
thought experiment became the computer. Turing then helped break the Nazi Enigma cipher at Bletchley Park,
shortening the war — and in 1950 asked the question that still shadows every chatbot: can machines think?
Prosecuted in 1952 for homosexuality and chemically castrated by the state he had helped save, he died two
years later; Britain’s formal pardon came in 2013.

KEY IDEAS
The universal machine
Computation is just rule-governed symbol
manipulation — and one sufficiently general machine
can simulate any other. Every phone and laptop is a
Turing machine; “software” is the discovery that
procedures themselves can be data.
The imitation game
“Can machines think?” is hopelessly vague, so Turing
replaced it: if an interrogator conversing by text
cannot reliably tell machine from human, what
grounds remain for denying the machine
intelligence? Judge by performance, not by peeking
inside — a behavioral test students now run daily
without realizing it.
The limits of computation
Turing also proved what machines cannot do: no
algorithm can decide, for every program, whether it
will ever halt. Even the realm of pure mechanical
reasoning has provable boundaries — a companion
result to Russell’s paradox in the story of certainty’s
limits.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“I propose to consider the question, 'Can
machines think?'”
Computing Machinery and Intelligence, 1950

“We can only see a short distance ahead, but
we can see plenty there that needs to be
done.”
Computing Machinery and Intelligence, 1950

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Passing the Turing test proves a machine is
conscious.”
Actually — Turing deliberately sidestepped
consciousness — the test is a criterion for attributing
intelligence based on behavior, staying silent about
inner experience. Whether flawless performance
implies (or could ever reveal) experience is exactly
the question Koch’s science and the hard problem
take up.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Technology · Scope
In what sense, if any, can a machine be said to
know something?
Turing’s answer: if performance is indistinguishable,
the burden shifts to those who deny it. Pair with Koch,
who holds the same question and answers the opposite
way — simulation is not experience.
Technology · Methods
Is artificial intelligence restricted to
processing information or can it also allow
machines to acquire knowledge?
His 1950 paper anticipated the modern move: he
proposed building learning machines — child-machines
educated rather than programmed — decades before
machine learning existed.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
René Descartes, Bertrand Russell, Christof Koch

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is the imitation game, and what philosophical move does it make? → A text-only conversation in
which an interrogator tries to distinguish machine from human; reliable indistinguishability counts as
machine intelligence. The move: replace an unanswerable metaphysical question (“can machines
think?”) with an operational, behavioral test.
2. What does the Turing test deliberately NOT claim? → Anything about consciousness or inner
experience. It’s a criterion for attributing intelligence from behavior; whether a perfect performer
actually experiences anything is left open — the gap Koch and the hard problem live in.
3. What did Turing prove about the limits of computation? → The halting problem is undecidable: no
algorithm can determine, for every possible program, whether it will eventually stop. So even pure
mechanical reasoning has strict, provable boundaries — certainty’s limits extend into mathematics itself.
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António Damásio
The neuroscientist of feeling
b. 1944

A Portuguese-American neuroscientist who studied patients with damage to the brain’s emotional centres and
found something that overturned 400 years of dogma: they could still reason abstractly and score well on IQ
tests — yet made catastrophic real-life decisions, unable to choose a lunch spot or keep a job. His conclusion,
and the title of his most famous book, names the thinker he set out to correct: Descartes’ Error. Reason
without emotion isn’t pure; it’s broken.

KEY IDEAS
Descartes’ error
The split between a reasoning mind and a feeling
body is not just wrong but backwards. Emotion isn’t
the enemy of good reasoning — it’s a necessary part
of it. Patients who lose emotional signalling lose the
ability to decide well, even with intellect intact.
The somatic marker hypothesis
The body tags options with feelings — a gut sense of
“this went badly last time” — that quietly prune the
impossible number of rational possibilities down to a
livable few. What feels like cool deliberation rides on
a substrate of bodily emotion.
Feeling as the ground of self
Consciousness, for Damásio, begins not in abstract
thought but in the body’s continuous mapping of its
own states. The self is built from feeling upward —
closer to the Buddha’s bundle of processes than to
Descartes’ pure thinking thing.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“This is Descartes' error: the abyssal
separation between body and mind.”
Descartes' Error, 1994

“We are not thinking machines that feel; we
are feeling machines that think.”
António Damásio (widely attributed)

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Damásio shows emotion is superior to
reason, so we should trust our feelings over our
thinking.”
Actually — His claim is integration, not inversion:
good judgment requires reason and emotion working
together. Emotion unchecked by reason misfires as
surely as reason stripped of emotion. He dismantles
the hierarchy itself, rather than flipping it upside
down.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Methods
Are intuition, evidence, reasoning, consensus
and authority all equally convincing methods
of justification?
Damásio gives intuition a neural mechanism (somatic
markers), reframing it as compressed bodily evidence
rather than the opposite of reason — a evidence-based
way into the reason/emotion debate.
Human Sciences · Methods
What assumptions underlie the methods used
in the human sciences?
His lesion studies expose the buried Cartesian
assumption — that cognition can be studied apart from
emotion and body — that shaped psychology for a
century.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
René Descartes, The Buddha, Christof Koch

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is “Descartes’ error,” according to Damásio? → The belief that reason is separate from — and
superior to — emotion and the body. Damásio’s patients showed the opposite: with emotional processing
damaged but intellect intact, their decision-making collapsed. Emotion is a necessary component of good
reasoning, not its enemy.
2. Explain the somatic marker hypothesis. → The body attaches emotional “markers” to options based on
past experience — a felt sense of likely good or bad outcomes — that rapidly narrows an unmanageable
range of rational choices to a few. Deliberation rides on this bodily substrate.
3. How does Damásio’s account of the self compare to Descartes’ and the Buddha’s? → Against
Descartes’ pure thinking self, Damásio builds the self from the body’s continuous self-mapping upward
— feeling first, thought later. This converges with the Buddha’s anattá: a self that is an assembled
process, not a fixed essence.
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Christof Koch
The hunter of consciousness
b. 1956

A German-American neuroscientist who spent decades — first with Nobel laureate Francis Crick — chasing the
“neural correlates of consciousness”: the specific brain activity that turns electrochemistry into felt experience.
Once confident the brain would explain consciousness outright, Koch has become the field’s most prominent
champion of integrated information theory, a view so bold it edges toward the idea that consciousness may
be far more widespread in nature than we assumed. He even famously lost a 25-year bet to philosopher David
Chalmers about whether the mechanism would be found by 2023.

KEY IDEAS
The hard problem
Explaining what the brain does (processing,
attention, memory) is the “easy” problem. The hard
problem is why any of it is accompanied by inner
experience at all — why there is something it is like
to see red. No amount of mechanism obviously
bridges that gap.
Neural correlates of consciousness
Rather than solve the hard problem head-on, find the
minimal brain activity sufficient for a given conscious
experience. A rigorous, testable research program —
and a bet that experience has a locatable physical
signature.
Integrated information theory (IIT)
Consciousness corresponds to how much a system
integrates information (a quantity called Φ).
Radically, this implies consciousness comes in
degrees and isn’t exclusive to brains — a
provocative, contested claim that experience is a
fundamental feature of certain physical
organizations.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“How can the brain, three pounds of highly
excitable matter, a piece of furniture in the
universe, subject to the same laws of physics
as any other piece, give rise to subjective
experience?”
The Feeling of Life Itself, 2019

“Integrated Information Theory is a deep
theory in the sense that it explains many facts,
predicts new phenomena, and can be
extrapolated in surprising ways.”
The Feeling of Life Itself, 2019

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Neuroscience has basically explained
consciousness — it’s just brain activity.”
Actually — Koch’s own trajectory is the rebuttal: a
leading scientist who lost a public bet that the
mechanism would be nailed down, and who now
backs a theory precisely because standard
neuroscience leaves the hard problem open. The gap
between brain activity and felt experience remains
genuinely unsolved.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Technology · Scope
In what sense, if any, can a machine be said to
know something?
IIT gives a startling criterion: a machine might process
brilliantly yet have near-zero Φ — high performance,
low consciousness. Sets up a direct clash with Turing’s
behaviour-only test.
Natural Sciences · Scope
What knowledge, if any, is likely to always
remain beyond the capabilities of science to
investigate or verify?
The hard problem is the leading candidate for a
permanently hard case — first-person experience
resisting third-person method. Ideal for the
limits-of-science discussion.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Alan Turing, René Descartes, António Damásio

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is the “hard problem” of consciousness? → Explaining why physical brain processes are
accompanied by subjective experience at all — why there is “something it is like” to be conscious.
Distinct from the “easy” problems of explaining functions like attention or memory, which mechanism
can address.
2. What does integrated information theory claim, and why is it controversial? → That consciousness
corresponds to a system’s degree of integrated information (Φ). Controversial because it implies
consciousness is graded and not limited to brains — potentially present, in tiny degrees, in many
integrated physical systems.
3. Why is Koch’s lost bet with Chalmers a good TOK story? → A world-leading consciousness scientist
publicly wagered the neural mechanism would be identified within 25 years — and conceded in 2023. It’s
a vivid, honest illustration of the limits of current knowledge and of intellectual integrity when evidence
doesn’t cooperate.
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Thomas Kuhn
The paradigm shifter
1922 – 1996

A Harvard physicist who, preparing a history course, actually read Aristotle's physics — and realized it wasn't
bad science but a different world of thought with its own coherence. His 1962 book The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions became one of the most cited academic works of the century and gave the culture a
phrase it now uses daily (and usually incorrectly): the paradigm shift.

KEY IDEAS
Normal science and paradigms
Most science isn't revolutionary questioning — it's
skilled puzzle-solving inside a shared paradigm: the
framework of exemplary theories, methods, and
assumptions a field takes for granted. Textbooks,
training, and instruments all live inside it.
Scientific revolutions
Anomalies the paradigm can't digest accumulate
until crisis breaks — and the field undergoes a gestalt
switch to a new framework: Ptolemy to Copernicus,
Newton to Einstein. Old data gets reinterpreted;
textbooks are rewritten as if the new view were
always obvious.
Theory-laden observation
Rival paradigms are partly "incommensurable": they
define terms differently and count different things as
evidence, so their advocates partly talk past each
other. Even seeing is trained — where Aristotle saw
constrained fall, Galileo saw a pendulum.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The historian of science may be tempted to
exclaim that when paradigms change, the
world itself changes with them.”
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, ch. X, 1962

“Normal science often suppresses fundamental
novelties because they are necessarily
subversive of its basic commitments.”
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, ch. V, 1962

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Kuhn proved science is irrational — just
fashion and mob psychology, one paradigm no better
than another."
Actually — Kuhn spent his later career rejecting that
reading of his own book. He held that revolutions are
driven by good reasons — accuracy, scope,
fruitfulness — and that later paradigms are
demonstrably better problem-solvers. His claim is
that theory choice isn't settled by logic and data
alone, not that it's arbitrary.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Natural Sciences · Perspectives
What role do paradigm shifts play in the
progression of scientific knowledge?
This official question is Kuhn’s book title turned
interrogative — the student who masters this profile
owns the term everyone else misuses.
Natural Sciences · Perspectives
How does the social context of scientific work
affect the methods and findings of science?
Normal science is his answer in miniature: training,
textbooks, and community consensus determine which
puzzles count — and even what observers see.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Karl Popper, G.W.F. Hegel, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is a paradigm, and what is "normal science"? → A paradigm is the shared framework of
exemplary theories, methods, standards, and assumptions a scientific community works within. Normal
science is puzzle-solving inside it — refining, extending, and applying the framework rather than
questioning it.
2. Describe the structure of a scientific revolution with an example. → Anomalies the reigning paradigm
can't resolve accumulate → crisis of confidence → a rival framework reinterprets the field → gestalt switch
and rewritten textbooks. Example: Ptolemaic astronomy's mounting epicycles giving way to Copernicus,
or Newtonian mechanics to Einstein.
3. What does it mean that observation is "theory-laden," and why does it matter for TOK? → What
scientists perceive and count as data is shaped by their training and framework — Aristotle saw impeded
fall where Galileo saw a pendulum. It matters because it challenges the ideal of neutral observation:
even at the level of seeing, the knower shapes the known (Kant's point, historicized).
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R.G. Collingwood
The re-enactor of the past
1889 – 1943

An Oxford philosopher who was also a practicing archaeologist of Roman Britain — so he thought about
historical knowledge with dirt under his fingernails. His central question: how can we know the past at all, when
it no longer exists to be observed? His answer, laid out in The Idea of History (1946), reframed the whole
discipline: to understand a past action, the historian must re-enact the thought behind it in their own
mind.

KEY IDEAS
The inside and outside of an event
Every historical event has an “outside” (Caesar’s
body crossing a river) and an “inside” (his intention
in defying the Senate). Natural science stops at the
outside; history’s real object is the inside — the
thought that made the action what it was.
History as re-enactment
To know why an agent acted, the historian re-thinks
the agent’s thought — reconstructing the problem
they faced and the reasoning that made their choice
make sense. Historical knowledge is thought
rethinking past thought, not a spectator cataloguing
dead facts.
All history is the history of thought
Since the historian’s evidence only becomes
intelligible when interpreted as the expression of
thought, there is no bare “what happened” beneath
interpretation. Questions and answers, not isolated
facts, are the units of historical understanding.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“All history is the history of thought.”
The Idea of History, 1946

“The history of thought, and therefore all
history, is the re-enactment of past thought in
the historian's own mind.”
The Idea of History, 1946

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Re-enactment means the historian just
imagines or empathizes their way into feeling what
people felt.”
Actually — Collingwood means disciplined
rethinking of reasoning, not emotional projection.
You reconstruct the agent’s problem and the logic of
their solution, then test it against the evidence. It’s a
rigorous, evidence-constrained method — critical
thought, not sympathetic daydreaming.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
History · Methods
What is unique about the methodology of
history compared to other areas of
knowledge?
Collingwood’s re-enactment thesis is the classic answer
— history’s method targets the thought inside events,
something no natural science attempts. The anchor
text for the history AOK.
History · Perspectives
Is empathy more important in history than in
other areas of knowledge?
His re-enactment sharpens the question and corrects it:
history needs rigorous rethinking of reasoning, which
forces students to separate disciplined reconstruction
from mere emotional empathy.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
G.W.F. Hegel, Thomas Kuhn, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is the difference between the “inside” and “outside” of a historical event? → The outside is the
observable physical happening (a body crossing a river); the inside is the thought or intention expressed
in it (defying the Senate). History’s distinctive object is the inside — the thought — not merely the
physical event.
2. Explain historical re-enactment. What is it NOT? → To understand a past action, the historian rethinks
the agent’s thought — reconstructing their problem and the reasoning behind their choice — and tests it
against evidence. It is NOT emotional empathy or imagining feelings; it is disciplined,
evidence-constrained rethinking of reasoning.
3. Why does Collingwood say “all history is the history of thought”? → Because evidence only becomes
historically intelligible when read as the expression of thought; there is no meaningful “bare fact”
beneath interpretation. Historical understanding proceeds through reconstructing the thoughts (and the
questions and answers) behind the record.
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Simone de Beauvoir
The philosopher of the Other
1908 – 1986

A French existentialist philosopher, novelist, and public intellectual whose The Second Sex (1949) became one
of the most consequential books of the century. Her most quoted line — “One is not born, but rather
becomes, a woman” — carries a radical epistemological claim: knowledge and identity are situated, shaped
by a body and a social position the knower did not choose. She insisted that the supposedly universal, neutral
knower has, historically, quietly been a man.

KEY IDEAS
Woman as the Other
Cultures have positioned man as the default Subject
— the standard human, the one who knows — and
woman as the Other, defined only in relation to him.
The “neutral” standpoint of much knowledge is not
neutral at all; it is a particular position mistaken for
the view from nowhere.
Becoming, not being
There is no fixed feminine essence delivered at birth.
Gender is produced through lived situation,
expectation, and social training over time — which
means what looks like natural “woman’s nature” is a
historical construction that could be otherwise.
Situated freedom
We are always free, yet always situated — embodied,
historically placed, constrained by others’
expectations. Genuine knowledge of the human
condition must start from that ambiguity rather than
from an abstract, disembodied knower.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“One is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman.”
The Second Sex, Vol. II, 1949

“Representation of the world, like the world
itself, is the work of men; they describe it from
their own point of view, which they confuse
with absolute truth.”
The Second Sex, Introduction, 1949

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Beauvoir was only a feminist activist, or
merely Sartre’s follower applying his ideas to
women.”
Actually — She was an original philosopher whose
account of the situated, embodied knower and of
ethical ambiguity stands on its own — and in places
corrects Sartre. The Second Sex is a rigorous work of
philosophy, history, and social science, not a
derivative pamphlet.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Knower · Perspectives
What shapes my perspective as a knower?
Beauvoir is this official question’s sharpest voice: body,
gender, and social position shape the knower, and the
“universal” standpoint often smuggles in one particular
perspective. Central to the knower core theme.
Human Sciences · Perspectives
To what extent is it legitimate for a
researcher to draw on their own experiences
as evidence in their investigations in the
human sciences?
The Second Sex weaves lived female experience into
rigorous analysis — a live case for whether situated,
first-person knowledge strengthens or compromises
human-science inquiry.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Søren Kierkegaard, Michel Foucault, Hannah Arendt

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does Beauvoir mean by woman as “the Other”? → That cultures set man as the default Subject —
the standard, knowing human — and define woman only in relation to him, as the deviation or Other. The
“universal” knower is therefore secretly particular: a male standpoint mistaken for a neutral one.
2. Unpack “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” → There is no fixed inborn feminine essence;
womanhood is produced over time through social situation, expectation, and training. What is taken as
natural “woman’s nature” is a historical construction — and so could be otherwise.
3. What is “situated freedom,” and why does it matter for knowledge? → The idea that we are genuinely
free yet always embodied and socially placed. It matters because it denies the abstract, disembodied,
view-from-nowhere knower: real knowledge of the human condition must begin from our particular,
ambiguous situation.
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Hannah Arendt
The thinker of dark times
1906 – 1975

A German-Jewish philosopher who fled the Nazis, was briefly interned, and escaped to New York — then spent
her life asking how civilized nations manufacture atrocity. Covering the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a chief
organizer of the Holocaust, she expected a monster and found a bureaucrat of clichés. Her verdict — the
"banality of evil" — remains one of the most misunderstood and important ideas of the twentieth century.

KEY IDEAS
The banality of evil
Eichmann's evil flowed not from demonic hatred but
from thoughtlessness — careerism, cliché, and a
refusal to imagine the human meaning of his actions.
Catastrophic evil can be committed by people who
never decide to be evil.
Thinking as inner dialogue
Real thinking is the silent conversation you have with
yourself — the "two-in-one" that must live together
afterward. Its moral function: it makes it harder to do
what you couldn't face having done.
Truth and politics
Factual truth is fragile: unlike math, facts depend on
witnesses, records, and trust, so organized lying can
genuinely destroy them. The deepest danger isn't
believing lies — it's a cynicism in which nobody
believes anything.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“It was as though in those last minutes he was
summing up the lesson that this long course in
human wickedness had taught us — the lesson
of the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying
banality of evil.”
Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963

“The trouble with Eichmann was precisely that
so many were like him, and that the many
were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they
were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly
normal.”
Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Banality of evil means Eichmann's crimes
were minor, or that Arendt excused him."
Actually — She supported his death sentence.
"Banal" describes the perpetrator's shallowness, not
the deed's scale: the horror is precisely that
monstrous evil needed no monster — only an
unthinking functionary. That makes it more
frightening, not less.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Politics · Scope
In what ways is factual evidence sometimes
used, abused, dismissed and ignored in
politics?
“Truth and Politics” is her essay-length answer: factual
truth depends on witnesses and trust, so organized
lying can genuinely destroy it — and cynicism finishes
the job.
The Knower · Ethics
As knowers, do we have a moral duty to
examine our own assumptions and biases?
Socrates’ question, inherited and darkened: Eichmann
is her case study of what the failure of that duty makes
possible.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Socrates, Immanuel Kant, Michel Foucault

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What did Arendt mean by the "banality of evil" — and what did she NOT mean? → That Eichmann's
monstrous crimes arose from thoughtlessness — careerism, cliché, failure to imagine consequences —
not demonic intent. She did NOT mean the evil was trivial or excusable; she endorsed his sentence. The
frightening point: great evil doesn't require great villains.
2. Why does Arendt think factual truth is more fragile than mathematical truth? → Facts depend on
witnesses, testimony, documents, and trust — all of which can be destroyed or corrupted by organized
lying. 2+2=4 can be re-derived by anyone; a destroyed historical fact may be gone for good, and
pervasive lying breeds cynicism where nothing is believed.
3. What is the connection Arendt draws between thinking and morality? → Thinking is a silent dialogue
with yourself, and you must live with your inner partner afterward. This self-accounting inhibits
participation in evil. Eichmann's defining trait was the absence of this dialogue — he spoke and thought
in ready-made clichés.
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Marshall McLuhan
The oracle of media
1911 – 1980

A Canadian literature professor who noticed something everyone else looked straight through: we obsess over
what media say and ignore what media do. His Understanding Media (1964) made him a global celebrity — on
talk shows, in Woody Allen cameos — announcing that the medium is the message: each new technology of
communication rewires perception, thought, and society regardless of its content. He predicted a “global
village” of instant electric connection decades before the internet arrived to prove him right — and wrong in
instructive ways.

KEY IDEAS
The medium is the message
The real effect of television isn’t any program; it’s
how TV restructures attention, family life, and
politics. Print made us linear, private, silent readers;
electric media make us simultaneous and tribal.
Study the water, not just the fish.
Media as extensions — and amputations
Every medium extends a human faculty: the wheel
extends the foot, writing extends memory, the
camera extends the eye. But each extension numbs
what it replaces — outsource memory to writing (or a
phone) and the unaided faculty withers. Every
technology is a trade.
The global village
Electric media collapse distance, re-immersing
humanity in a single, instantaneous, emotionally
reactive community — less like enlightened
cosmopolitans, he warned, than like a village:
intimate, gossipy, and prone to collective passions.
Reads uncomfortably like a description of the feed.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The medium is the message.”
Understanding Media, 1964

“The new electronic interdependence
recreates the world in the image of a global
village.”
The Gutenberg Galaxy, 1962

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “McLuhan was a cheerleader for new media
and technological progress.”
Actually — He insisted he was probing, not
approving — a diagnostician, not a fan. His point was
that media reshape us most when we don’t examine
them, and that understanding a medium’s effects is
the only available defense. Awareness, not
celebration, was the program.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Technology · Scope
Have technological developments had the
greatest impact on what we know, how we
know, or how we store knowledge?
McLuhan’s whole framework answers: “how we know”
— each dominant medium restructures the knower
before it delivers a single fact. Students can run the
analysis on their own phone habits.
Technology · Perspectives
Do social networks reinforce our existing
perspective rather than boosting our
engagement with diverse perspectives?
The global village, darkened: McLuhan foresaw that
instant connection would produce tribal intensity, not
calm pluralism — a 1964 prediction students can test
against their feeds.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Plato, Immanuel Kant, Alan Turing

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does “the medium is the message” mean? Give an example. → A medium’s deep effect is how its
form restructures perception, thought, and social life — not its content. E.g., regardless of what anyone
posts, the smartphone itself changes attention spans, social rhythms, and what “being informed”
means.
2. Explain McLuhan’s extension/amputation idea with one technology. → Each medium extends a faculty
while numbing what it replaces: writing (or a contacts app) extends memory while unaided memory
atrophies; GPS extends spatial navigation while the internal map fades. Every technological gain quietly
prices in a loss.
3. In what ways was the “global village” prophetic — and in what ways a warning? → Prophetic: electric
media would collapse distance into one instantaneous, interconnected community — essentially the
internet. Warning: villages are tribal, emotionally reactive, and gossip-driven; he predicted intensity and
conflict from connection, not automatic harmony.
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Ernest Becker
The mortality theorist
1924 – 1974

A restless cultural anthropologist who was pushed out of several universities for refusing to stay in his
disciplinary lane, Becker synthesized psychology, anthropology, and theology into one unsettling thesis:
human culture is largely a defense against the knowledge that we will die. His masterpiece, The
Denial of Death, won the Pulitzer Prize two months after cancer killed him at forty-nine — an irony he faced with
startling composure in a famous deathbed interview.

KEY IDEAS
The denial of death
Humans are the animal that knows it will die — a
terror too large to live with consciously. So we
repress it and channel it into "hero systems": cultural
projects (achievement, family, nation, art, faith) that
promise our lives cosmic significance and something
of us will outlast the body.
Religion as immortality project
Religions, on Becker's account, are humanity's most
developed systems for managing mortal terror —
converting death from annihilation into transition,
and individual lives into parts of an eternal story.
Crucially, he thought secular systems (careers,
ideologies, empires, personal brands) do the same
job, usually less honestly.
Terror Management Theory
After his death, psychologists turned his thesis into
testable science: in hundreds of experiments, subtly
reminding people of death ("mortality salience")
measurably intensifies their defense of their
worldview — harsher judgments of outsiders,
stronger patriotism, deeper attachment to their
beliefs. A philosophical claim became an
experimental research program.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the
human animal like nothing else; it is a
mainspring of human activity — activity
designed largely to avoid the fatality of death,
to overcome it by denying in some way that it
is the final destiny for man.”
The Denial of Death, 1973

“The knowledge of death is reflective and
conceptual, and animals are spared it.”
The Denial of Death, 1973

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Becker is just saying religion is a
comforting lie for people afraid of death."
Actually — His critique is universal, not
anti-religious: every culture — including proudly
secular ones — runs on immortality projects, and the
atheist building an empire of achievements is
managing the same terror. Becker (steeped in
Kierkegaard) argued religion at its best is among the
more honest responses, because it at least faces the
fear directly.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Religion · Scope
If knowledge is a map, what is the territory
that religion represents?
Becker’s stark answer: the territory is mortality.
Religions map the terror of death into meaning — and
the question becomes whether a map’s function tells
us anything about its accuracy.
Human Sciences · Methods
To what extent are the methods used to gain
knowledge in the human sciences
“scientific”?
Terror Management Theory is the live case: an
existential thesis converted into mortality-salience
experiments — Popper’s falsifiability standard applied
to Becker’s own ideas.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Søren Kierkegaard, The Buddha, Karl Popper

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What is a "hero system," and what problem does it solve? → A cultural framework (religion, nation,
career, family legacy, art) through which individuals earn a sense of lasting significance. It solves the
uniquely human problem of knowing we will die: it converts unbearable terror into meaningful projects
that promise something of us survives.
2. Why does Becker's theory apply to secular people as much as religious ones? → Because the
underlying terror is universal: atheists channel it into achievements, ideologies, movements, or legacy
just as believers channel it into faith. All culture, on his account, is immortality-seeking — religion is
simply the most explicit version.
3. What is Terror Management Theory, and why is it significant for TOK? → The experimental program
built on Becker: reminding people of death measurably strengthens their defense of their worldview and
hostility to challengers. Significant because it shows an existential/philosophical claim being converted
into falsifiable science — and offers a causal account of why worldview disagreements get so heated.
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Arthur Danto
The theorist of the artworld
1924 – 2013

An American philosopher and art critic who walked into a 1964 gallery, saw Andy Warhol’s Brillo Boxes —
plywood replicas indistinguishable from supermarket cartons — and found a philosophical bomb. If an artwork
can look exactly like an ordinary object, then what makes one art and the other not cannot be anything
you see. His answer launched a whole theory of art: the difference lies in an invisible atmosphere of
interpretation he named “the artworld.”

KEY IDEAS
The artworld
What transfigures a commonplace object into an
artwork is not a visible property but a context: a
background of art theory and art history that lets us
see it as art. Membership in the category “art” is
conferred by that interpretive world, not read off the
surface.
Indiscernible counterparts
Two perceptually identical objects — Warhol’s box
and the grocery carton — can differ in that one is art
and one isn’t. So the essence of art must be invisible,
which means seeing is never enough; knowing art
requires knowing its theory and history.
The end of art
Once art became self-aware enough to ask “what is
art?” from inside itself (Warhol’s move), no single
style could claim to be the destination of art history.
“The end of art” means not death but total freedom
— the end of one governing narrative.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“To see something as art requires something
the eye cannot descry — an atmosphere of
artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of
art: an artworld.”
'The Artworld', The Journal of Philosophy, 1964

“In our post-historical period, there is no
special way works of art have to be. There is
no one direction history is taking; all artistic
styles are possible.”
After the End of Art, 1997

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Danto’s ‘end of art’ means he thought art
was finished, dead, or worthless.”
Actually — The opposite: he meant art was
liberated. With no obligatory next step in a historical
progression, anything became possible. “End” refers
to the close of a single directional story about art, not
to art ceasing — he kept writing criticism celebrating
new work for decades.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
The Arts · Perspectives
Who determines what art is valued, and on
what criteria?
Danto’s artworld is the sharpest possible answer to this
official question — value and even arthood are
conferred by an interpretive community, not by the
object. Pair with Warhol’s Brillo Box as the exhibition
case.
The Arts · Methods
Does convention play a different role in the
arts compared to other areas of knowledge?
The indiscernible-counterparts puzzle shows
convention and shared theory doing work that no
amount of looking can replace — a vivid way into how
art is known.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
John Dewey, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Susanne Langer

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What philosophical problem did Warhol’s Brillo Boxes pose for Danto? → They were visually
indistinguishable from ordinary supermarket cartons, yet one was art and one was not. So whatever
makes something art cannot be a visible property — the difference must lie somewhere the eye can’t
reach.
2. What is “the artworld,” and what work does it do? → An invisible background of art theory and art
history that lets an object be seen and classified as art. It confers arthood through interpretation and
context rather than through any perceptible feature of the object itself.
3. What does Danto mean by “the end of art”? → Not that art has died, but that the single historical
narrative directing art toward some goal has ended. Once art turned to asking “what is art?” from
within, no style was obligatory — the result is openness and freedom, not termination.
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Robin Wall Kimmerer
The botanist of two knowledges
b. 1953

A plant ecologist, university professor, and enrolled member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, Kimmerer was
trained to see plants as objects of data — and spent her career discovering that the traditional ecological
knowledge of her ancestors saw things her instruments missed. Her book Braiding Sweetgrass (2013) became
an unlikely long-running bestseller by arguing that Western science and Indigenous knowledge are not rivals
but two complementary ways of knowing the same living world.

KEY IDEAS
Two ways of knowing, braided
Western science measures, isolates variables, and
asks “how”; Indigenous knowledge observes
relationships over generations and asks “who” and
“to what end.” Neither is complete alone. The
metaphor is braiding — distinct strands gaining
strength together.
Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)
Detailed, place-based, empirically grounded
knowledge accumulated over centuries of
observation and passed down through practice and
story. Long dismissed as folklore, it is increasingly
recognized by science as rigorous data of a different
form — and often ahead of it.
Knowledge as reciprocity
Knowing carries obligation. In the “honorable
harvest,” to take knowledge or resources from the
living world is to incur a duty of care in return.
Knowledge is embedded in a relationship of gratitude
and responsibility, not neutral extraction.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“All flourishing is mutual.”
Braiding Sweetgrass, 2013

“Becoming indigenous to a place means living
as if your children's future mattered, to take
care of the land as if our lives, both material
and spiritual, depended on it.”
Braiding Sweetgrass, 2013

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Indigenous knowledge is spiritual tradition,
not real empirical knowledge like science.”
Actually — TEK is built on centuries of systematic
observation and testing — which plants heal, when
species return, how fire shapes a forest — and
repeatedly proves accurate where science later
confirms it. Kimmerer, credentialed in both, presents
them as different rigorous methods, not fact versus
feeling.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Indigenous Societies · Methods
Does what is seen to constitute “good
evidence” vary from culture to culture?
Kimmerer, fluent in both systems, is the ideal guide to
whether generations of relational observation and
controlled experiment are rival standards of evidence
or complementary ones.
Natural Sciences · Perspectives
How does the social context of scientific work
affect the methods and findings of science?
Her career shows Western science’s object-and-data
framing is itself a cultural choice — visible only once
set beside another knowledge system.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Thomas Kuhn, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Aristotle

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does Kimmerer mean by “braiding” Western science and Indigenous knowledge? → That they are
complementary, not competing: science excels at mechanism and measurement; Indigenous knowledge
excels at long-term relationships and responsibilities. Like strands of a braid, they are stronger woven
together than apart.
2. What is traditional ecological knowledge, and why was it long underrated? → Place-based knowledge
built from centuries of systematic observation, passed on through practice and story. It was dismissed
as anecdote or folklore because it didn’t match Western science’s form — despite often being empirically
accurate and predictive.
3. How does “knowledge as reciprocity” differ from the standard scientific stance? → It treats knowing as
carrying obligations — take from the living world and you owe care in return (the honorable harvest).
This contrasts with an ideal of detached, neutral extraction of facts, embedding knowledge in
relationship and responsibility.
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Linda Tuhiwai Smith
The decolonizer of method
b. 1950

A Māori scholar from Aotearoa New Zealand (of Ngāti Awa and Ngāti Porou) whose Decolonizing Methodologies
(1999) reframed a word many take as neutral: “research.” For colonized peoples, she argued, research has
been an instrument of empire — outsiders extracting knowledge about Indigenous communities, defining them,
and profiting, while the communities themselves were treated as objects rather than knowers. Her work
launched a global movement to put Indigenous peoples in charge of knowledge about themselves.

KEY IDEAS
Research as a colonial practice
“Research” is, in her famous phrase, one of the
dirtiest words in the Indigenous vocabulary. Western
inquiry classified, measured, and collected
Indigenous peoples — knowledge production
entangled with dispossession, not innocent of it. Who
studies whom, and who benefits, are knowledge
questions.
Whose questions, whose benefit
Every project encodes an agenda: what gets asked,
what counts as valid method, who owns the findings.
Genuinely decolonizing knowledge means Indigenous
communities setting the questions and controlling
the results — research by and for, not merely about.
Indigenous methodologies
Legitimate knowledge can be built on Indigenous
protocols, relationships, and ways of knowing — not
only imported Western frameworks. This challenges
the assumption that there is one universal, neutral
standard of rigorous inquiry.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“The word itself, 'research', is probably one of
the dirtiest words in the indigenous world's
vocabulary.”
Decolonizing Methodologies, Introduction, 1999

“The term 'research' is inextricably linked to
European imperialism and colonialism.”
Decolonizing Methodologies, Introduction, 1999

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Decolonizing methodology just means
rejecting science and Western knowledge entirely.”
Actually — Smith doesn’t discard rigor or science;
she exposes the power relations inside how
knowledge is produced and demands accountability
about whose interests it serves. The aim is just and
self-determined knowledge, not anti-intellectualism
— often Western and Indigenous methods used
together, on Indigenous terms.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Indigenous Societies · Scope
Who owns knowledge?
This official curriculum question is the beating heart of
Smith’s work — from research ethics to intellectual
property to who profits from studying a community.
Politics · Perspectives
How might knowledge reflect or perpetuate
existing power structures?
Smith supplies the sharpest case: the research
apparatus itself as a mechanism of colonial power — a
bridge straight to Foucault’s power/knowledge.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Michel Foucault, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Ailton Krenak

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Why does Smith call research a colonial practice? → Because historically, outsiders studied Indigenous
peoples — classifying, defining, and collecting knowledge about them — in ways bound up with
dispossession and control, while treating those communities as objects of study rather than knowers
with authority over their own knowledge.
2. What does “decolonizing methodologies” actually call for? → Shifting power in knowledge production:
Indigenous communities setting the questions, choosing methods (including their own protocols), and
controlling and benefiting from findings — research by and for Indigenous peoples, not merely about
them. Not a rejection of rigor, but accountability about whose interests it serves.
3. How does Smith’s work connect to Foucault? → It’s power/knowledge applied to colonialism: the
research apparatus is an institution that produces authoritative knowledge while enacting control.
Deciding what counts as valid inquiry, and who is authorized to conduct it, is itself an exercise of power.
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Ailton Krenak
The philosopher of the forest
b. 1953

An Indigenous leader, writer, and philosopher of the Krenak people of the Rio Doce valley in Brazil — and one of
the most influential Indigenous voices in the Portuguese-speaking world. A key figure in winning Indigenous
rights in Brazil’s 1988 constitution, he became in 2023 the first Indigenous person elected to the Brazilian
Academy of Letters. His slim, piercing book Ideas to Postpone the End of the World (2019) challenges the
modern West’s deepest assumptions about who counts as a knower and what the world is for.

KEY IDEAS
Postponing the end of the world
“The world” has already ended many times — each
Indigenous people erased by colonization lived
through the end of its world. His philosophy resists
the modern story of a single humanity marching
toward one future, offering instead many worlds,
many ways of living and knowing worth preserving.
Nature is not a resource
The separation of “humanity” from “nature” is the
founding error of the modern West — the move that
turns rivers, mountains, and forests into inert
resources to exploit. For Krenak, a mountain can be a
grandfather and a river a person; knowledge means
relationship with living beings, not inventory of dead
materials.
Against a single humanity
The universalist idea of one Humanity, he argues, has
mostly meant forcing everyone into European norms.
Real richness lies in the plurality of peoples and
cosmologies — a direct challenge to any knowledge
system that claims one neutral, universal standpoint.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“A humanity that does not recognize that the
river which is in a coma is also our
grandfather.”
Ideas to Postpone the End of the World, 2020

“My provocation about postponing the end of
the world is precisely to always be able to tell
one more story.”
Ideas to Postpone the End of the World, 2020

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — “Krenak romanticizes the past and wants
everyone to reject modern technology and live in the
forest.”
Actually — He isn’t prescribing a return to the past;
he’s questioning modernity’s myth of inevitable
progress and its treatment of nature as inert. His
writing is playful and pointed, aimed at expanding
whose knowledge counts — not at nostalgia or
blanket technophobia.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Indigenous Societies · Perspectives
To what extent is our perspective determined
by our membership of a particular culture?
Krenak makes the modern nature/culture divide visible
as one cosmology among many — the strongest case in
the guide that even “obvious” categories are culturally
seated.
Indigenous Societies · Scope
Why is there sometimes a strong connection
between indigenous knowledge and
cosmology?
His river-as-ancestor is not metaphor but knowledge
framework: cosmology determining what kinds of
beings can be known and how.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Michel de Montaigne, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, René
Descartes

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. What does Krenak mean when he says the world has already ended many times? → Each time
colonization destroyed an Indigenous people’s way of life, that people lived through the end of its world.
He uses this to puncture the modern assumption of a single humanity heading toward one shared future,
and to value the plurality of surviving worlds.
2. Why does Krenak reject the idea of nature as a “resource”? → Because separating humanity from
nature turns living beings — rivers, mountains, forests — into inert materials to exploit. In his view a
river can be a person and a mountain an ancestor; knowledge is relationship with living beings, not
inventory of dead stuff.
3. How does Krenak challenge the idea of one universal “Humanity”? → He argues the universalist ideal
has largely meant imposing European norms on everyone, erasing other peoples and cosmologies.
Genuine value lies in plurality — many ways of knowing and living — which denies any single neutral,
universal standpoint on knowledge.
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Michel Foucault
The archaeologist of power
1926 – 1984

A French historian-philosopher who studied the institutions everyone else took for granted — asylums, clinics,
prisons, schools — and asked an unsettling question: who decided what counts as sane, sick, criminal, or
normal, and what power did that decision serve? His answer bound the two together: knowledge and
power produce each other. Every system that classifies people also governs them.

KEY IDEAS
Power/knowledge
Not "knowledge is power," but deeper: systems of
knowledge (psychiatry, criminology, medicine) define
categories of people — and those definitions
authorize institutions to manage them. To classify is
already to govern.
Discipline and the Panopticon
Bentham's circular prison — where inmates might
always be watched, so they police themselves — is
modern power's blueprint. Schools, offices, and
(students will note) social media all train
self-surveillance.
Genealogy: history against progress
Tracing how "obvious" concepts (madness, sexuality,
criminality) were assembled at particular moments,
for particular purposes. What looks natural and
timeless usually has a datable birth certificate — and
could have been otherwise.

IN THEIR WORDS · VERIFIED
“There is no power relation without the
correlative constitution of a field of knowledge,
nor any knowledge that does not presuppose
and constitute at the same time power
relations.”
Discipline and Punish, 1975

“The 'Enlightenment', which discovered the
liberties, also invented the disciplines.”
Discipline and Punish, 1975

COMMON MISCONCEPTION
Myth — "Foucault claimed truth doesn't exist and
everything is just power."
Actually — His question was different: how do
societies decide what counts as true, who is
authorized to say it, and through what institutions?
Studying the machinery that certifies truth isn't the
same as denying truth — he called these systems
"regimes of truth" precisely because truth-production
is real and consequential.
TOK KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Politics · Perspectives
How might knowledge reflect or perpetuate
existing power structures?
The official curriculum question that simply is Foucault:
power/knowledge is the thesis that classification and
governance produce each other.
Language · Perspectives
If the categories that we use necessarily
empower or marginalise, is it ever possible to
produce knowledge that does not either
reflect or challenge existing power
structures?
Diagnostic manuals, crime statistics, report cards, “For
You” feeds: every ready-made exhibition object for this
question sits in his casebook.

IN CONVERSATION WITH
Friedrich Nietzsche, G.W.F. Hegel, Socrates, Hannah
Arendt

TEST YOURSELF · COVER THE ANSWERS FIRST
1. Explain "power/knowledge" — how is it different from the slogan "knowledge is power"? → "Knowledge
is power" says knowing things gives you an advantage. Foucault's claim is structural: systems of
knowledge define categories (sane/insane, normal/deviant) and thereby authorize institutions to manage
the people classified. Knowledge and power produce each other; classification is already governance.
2. What is the Panopticon, and why did Foucault treat it as a symbol of modern power? → A prison design
where inmates can always potentially be observed, so they regulate their own behavior. Foucault saw it
as the model of disciplinary power: modern institutions (schools, workplaces, exams — and now feeds
and metrics) work by training people to watch themselves.
3. What does genealogy do to concepts that seem natural or timeless? → It reconstructs when, how, and
for what purposes they were assembled — showing that categories like "madness" or "criminality" have
specific historical origins and served particular interests. If a concept was made, it could have been
made differently — which opens it to question.


