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SAMPLE TOK ESSAY GUIDE 

 

Knowledge claims must be filtered through the critical lens of reason. Do you agree? 

 

Key to Curriculum 2022 Links: 

Core Theme (CT): Knowledge & the Knower* Optional Themes (OT) 

F1: Perspectives & Expertise OT 1: Knowledge and technology 

F2: Contexts of Knowledge OT 2: Knowledge and language 

F3: Questioning & Methods & Evidence OT 3: Knowledge and indigenous societies 

F4: Truth & Evidence OT4: Knowledge and politics 

F5: Application of knowledge OT 5: Knowledge and religion 

F6: Change & Limits of knowledge 

*See our website for explanations of these six foundations based on the Core Theme of 

TOK. 

 

Clarifying the terms of the Q: A ‘knowledge claim’ means different things in the 

context of different AOKs. In Science, a knowledge claim must be open to the process of 

testing through the scientific method.  In History, a knowledge claim can involve 

multiple interpretations from different experts. (F1/3). In the Arts, a knowledge claim 

can be made either by the artist in the form of an art work or by a critic who judges its 

value. In each case, the idea of a ‘filter’ implies removing something from the knowledge 

claim; it involves the process of refining the knowledge. The term ‘lens’ immediately 

links to the notion of ‘perspective’ while ‘critical’ and ‘reason’ go together to suggest the 

process of filtering is largely one of questioning, qualifying and, perhaps essentially, 

justifying knowledge. (F1/3/4).  

 

Putting all this together, the Q seems to suggest that we must never take knowledge at 

face value.  We must put it through a rigorous scrutiny so as to establish strong 

knowledge. Some good filters to explore would be the three truth tests:  pragmatic, 

coherent and consensus. (F4/5). What are we filtering out of knowledge and why? We 

are trying to filter out any hidden assumptions, biases or errors which might lead to 

vagueness or an abuse of knowledge, so that at the end of this filtering process we are 
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left with some sort of objective, shared knowledge that can be used for the benefit of 

everyone.  But is this always possible? 

 

Developing the Q: The Q reminds us of Socrates' saying: 'The unexamined life is not 

worth living.' What did he mean? Should we question everything, even at the expense of 

our own personal (and social) happiness and sanity? From another angle computer 

technology seems to be a better than a human way of ‘filtering’ key details in making 

sense of the vast amount of data that our world generates about all aspects of life.  

Consider how experts try to predict movements in the stock market However, this begs 

the question whether AI algorithmic data processing is the same as expert humans who 

filter knowledge through the ‘critical lens of reason’. (F5/OT1).  

 

The openness of the Q allows you to look at numerous knowledge claims (make a list in 

advance relating to the OTs or AOKs you studied) and what they attempt to establish. At 

first glance, wouldn't we tend to agree with the assertion? Surely, everything is open to 

critical questioning: we like to be certain about things and get to the truth of them. 

However, is reason the best method for reaching the truth of knowledge claims? 

Consider beliefs in invisible person-like beings, such as spirits, demons, ghosts, fairies 

or gods. There is, for example, a great debate between atheists and religious believers 

about the status of knowledge claims such as ‘God exists’ or ‘Jesus rose from the dead’. 

Are such statements to be taken literally or metaphorically? If the latter, then surely no 

amount of ‘critical’ filtering through the ‘lens of reason’ will help us establish the truth of 

such claims since we have no empirical evidence with which to work. (F4 & OT2/5). 

 

Looking closer, you'll see that there are lots of things to ask yourselves. First, is the main 

assertion itself a knowledge claim and thereby open to rational criticism? Why? Second, 

what is the actual status of the assertion (think about the words 'must be')? How does 

this affect our judgment? Finally, what does it mean to be 'rational' and what does being 

'critical' involve? Presumably the metaphor of a 'critical lens' means to test all 

knowledge claims against the rigour of logic, giving grounds or reasons for the 

knowledge claims; that is, you will have to look at which claims are made through 

inductive reasoning and which through deductive reasoning (F3).  Please don't simply 

re-gurgitate class notes! The focus of the question is undoubtedly on the value of reason 
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as a WoK, but you will need to look at how the other WoKs might be involved in any 

inductive or deductive process to establish the truth of knowledge claims. Look at the 

problem of induction and Popper's attempt to solve it. In other words, in the context of 

the H & N Sciences, is the filtering process individual or collaborative as part of the 

scientific method? (F2) 

 

Further thoughts: perhaps you think that there are some knowledge claims that ought to 

be left secret and hidden from the public: for example, economic claims regarding how 

the Government spends people's taxes (OT4), or even scientific claims about how we can 

now clone humans. This introduces an ethical dimension to the Q and opens up one of 

your favourite TOK preoccupations: conspiracy theories! Just remember not to base the 

whole of your essay on conspiracies – you can do that when you get to your ToK 

Exhibition. Finally, as TOK students, it's vital that you present clearly the 'grounds' on 

which you base your agreement or disagreement with the claim of the Q. Why, in the last 

resort, is it a good (or right) thing to question everything? 

Theme connections:  

 Reason alone may not be the most reliable test for the truth of knowledge claims. 

Sacrificing emotion in favour of rational criticism could be problematic. (F4) 

 The title assumes the search for truth of shared knowledge claims and personal 

happiness is mutually exclusive. (F1) 

 Subjective knowledge claims as in indigenous societies belonging to an oral 

tradition would be hard to process through rational criticism. Explore what a 

non-rational criticism of a knowledge claim might look like. (OT3) 

 Examine the link between inductive reasoning and the human tendency to 

stereotype people. The use and abuse of our ‘critical lend of reason’ in 

social/political situations is worthy of study. (OT4) 

 In ethical terms, notice how and under what circumstances we tend to rationalize 

situations to our own advantage. 

Perspectives: Take different knowledge claims from each AoK and attempt to test 

them: which ones have good reasons to believe in them? Which ones do we believe 
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without any rational grounds (and why)? Which ones are based on inductive arguments 

and which on deductive? Does the reasoning involve any logical fallacies?  

History: In the aftermath of 9/11, President Bush's statements about sustaining a 'war 

on terror' led to air strikes on Iraq. How did these serve to provide a smokescreen to 

carry out a personal political agenda? You can take statements about historical events or 

even claims that purport to make knowledgeable statements about the future and 

explore the problems of bias and selection that need filtering out to build reliable 

historical knowledge.   

Maths: Mathematical knowledge claims are surely watertight; that is, once established, 

they are unquestionable. For example, the internal angles of a triangle are equal to 180 

degrees. Does this knowledge claim need any filtering through the critical lens of reason 

to be reliable?  

Arts: Aesthetic statements are, however, beyond rational criticism, aren't they, since 

they are always based on personal opinion or taste (think about this!)? Thinking of 

different perspectives on the value of art may lead to a discussion of one rule of thumb 

used to measure its quality: ‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder’. 

N Sciences: the role of reason is surely of paramount importance. It sets in motion the 

examination of evidence and is crucial in the peer review process as part of testing 

knowledge claims. This is how new scientific knowledge can grow from old knowledge. 

However, an expert’s ‘critical lens’ can become distorted by extraneous (non-scientific 

factors like fame, as evidenced in the case of the ‘cold fusion’ hypothesis. 

H Sciences: Classical economists assume that individuals behave rationally in given 

situations. That is, economic decisions are motivated by the highly self-interested desire 

to maximise utility for the individual. However, recent developments in Behavioural 

Economics question this assumption, minimizing the role of critical reasoning in 

making economic choices… 

 


