
 

Theory of Knowledge for the IB Diploma 

�New course structure

•  The coursebook and Teaching for Success are structured to mirror the new course structure, 
with chapters dedicated to the core theme, each of the five optional themes and the five 
areas of knowledge (AOKs).

•  They include the new core theme on ‘Knowledge and the Knower’ which allows students to 
reflect on themselves as knowers and thinkers. 

•  Chapters on the new optional themes on ‘Knowledge and Technology’ and ‘Knowledge and 
Politics’ are included, with real-world examples of TOK, such as topical issues like fake news, 
social media ‘filter bubbles’ and more. 

�New knowledge framework

•  Chapters are structured according to the knowledge framework, with a section dedicated to 
each of the four elements: Scope, Perspectives, Methods and Tools, and Ethics.

•  The coursebook and Teaching for Success contain knowledge questions relating to the relevant 
element of the framework in each section.

•  The Skills for Success book contains a chapter devoted to the knowledge framework, with  
in-depth discussions of each of the four elements.

�Conceptual learning

•  Both the coursebook and Teaching for Success feature an introductory chapter containing  
in-depth discussions of each of the twelve course concepts.

•  Concept Connection boxes in the subsequent chapters highlight the relevance of one of these 
concepts to the topic being discussed.   

�TOK in the real world 

Real-world examples are drawn on throughout the coursebook to illustrate the issues raised by the 
TOK course. In-depth examples are labelled as Case studies.

�Deeper thinking 

Deeper Thinking boxes are designed to help students think through some of the difficult issues 
or dilemmas that the TOK course raises in the depth required. 

�Common mistakes – TOK traps  

Our authors have identified some common mistakes that students make when studying TOK. 
These are labelled TOK trap.

�Assessment support including guidance on the NEW TOK Exhibition  

•  Assessment advice relating to both the essay and the new TOK Exhibition are included 
throughout the coursebook.

•  IA prompts feature in the coursebook at appropriate points, to inspire students to start 
thinking about their exhibitions.

•  Both Teaching for Success and Skills for Success feature a chapter containing in-depth advice 
for teachers and students about how to approach each of the assessment components.

�Develop diverse and balanced arguments with a variety of activities and 
tasks

•  The coursebook contains more than 150 activities designed to help students check their 
understanding and engage with the ideas being discussed. QR codes are used to link to related 
online activities and resources. 

•  Teaching for Success includes guidance on how to use these activities in the classroom, as well as 
further activities and detailed lesson plans. 

Try the full Coursebook for free – order your eInspection copy using the order form or visit www.hoddereducation.com/TOK
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established beyond reasonable doubt, under the conditionsich currently exist. Peer review is a 

way for scientists to check each other’s work, to validate the processes used to generate claims, 

and to correct any errors in reasoning that may have marred the findings.

 ACTIVITY 

Which technological 
developments do you 
think have had the 
greatest impact on our 
ability to perceive the 
natural world more 
accurately? Why?

CONCEPT CONNECTION

Objectivity

Another important reason for peer review is that 
scientific knowledge must be made as objectively as 
possible. The aim of science is to find out about the 
world as it is, not as scientists think or feel or believe 

or wish it to be. One function of the scientific method 
is to screen out as much as possible any bias or 
subjectivity on the part of the scientist, and peer review 
acts as a final check for any such interference with 
facts.

Another method which arises from the fifth assumption is the ongoing development of new 

technologies and continuing research in fields about which we already know a great deal. The 

microscope and the telescope are both examples of technological developments that allowed 

scientists to see parts of the physical Universe previously inaccessible to humans, given our 

limited eyesight. Both of those developments led to major changes in scientific understanding. We 

don’t know what technological advances might yet open up the world, and so the effort to develop 

them continues. With every new invention, scientists revisit past findings.

■■ The image on the left shows microscopic imagery of sodium borate, while the telescope on the right

enables us to make new discoveries in astronomy. What other technological developments have

radically changed our understanding of the world?

The fact that scientific findings are contingent also means that we cannot prove things in science 

the way that we can prove them in mathematics. In creating proofs, mathematicians are able to 

account for every conceivable instance of what they are studying. We saw in Chapter 9 that in 

proving the Pythagorean Theorem, Pythagoras was able to demonstrate that the theorem accurately 

described every possible right triangle. Scientists cannot do the same thing: for example, no 

scientist could ever observe every green plant that exists, let alone all the ones which might exist in 

the future, to show that they use photosynthesis to create food for themselves from light.

Natural scientists, then, do not try to prove things, and when peers attempt to replicate an 

experiment to see whether the findings were sound, they do not try to prove the original scientist 

right; instead they try to prove him or her wrong. This process is called falsification. If an attempt 

to falsify a scientific claim succeeds, then the claim is wrong. If an attempt to falsify a claim 

fails, however, then the original claim is strengthened. If the claim is repeatedly supported by 

experiment, then it becomes stronger and, over time, may rise to the level of a theory, especially if 

the claim fits in with knowledge about how related processes work.

Finally, this assumption is the reason that scientists call established frameworks ‘theoriess’, rather 

than ‘proofs’ or ‘facts’. Scientists don’t call anything a theory until enough evidence has been 

amassed to make the knowledge virtually certain. But in science, because the process is inductive, 

IA prompt
4 What features of 

knowledge have 
an impact on its 
reliability?
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 CASE STUDY 

Sámi people, Finland

In the Sámi culture of northern Finland, another sort 
of myth is told, this time underscoring how sometimes 
myths give us a way of understanding particular events. 
In this instance, it is the return of the Sun, and how, 
things might not end up working the same as they’ve 
worked before (thereby emphasizing the role of ritual in 
maintaining how things are).

In this account, based on a fragment of a poem called 
‘The Death of Sun’s Daughter’, the title character lies 
close to death yet yearns to see her father one last 
time. He has gone beyond the horizon and has yet to 
rise again. She laments that ‘the herd shrinks, the pest 
rages, insects torment, Children grope about in the 
dark’ (Kárrái/Thomas). With her final breath she begs 
her father to rise again and return the world to light.

Here we see an understanding of the world that is 
deeply dangerous and frightening. In the homelands 
of the far north, where the Sámi live, the Sun can 
disappear for months on end (depending on how far 
north you live). The understanding captured in this  
myth provides a personal connection to the darkness  
of the winter but doesn’t hide the fact that the Sun’s 

disappearance is a genuine threat and needs to be taken 
seriously. The Sun might not return so one must take 
care to work to maintain the safety of the community 
in light of this fact. So, whether or not people genuinely 
believe this story to describe what happens every winter, 
it provides the knowledge needed to act accordingly.

Not all indigenous myths are aimed at telling the origins 
of the cosmos or cosmological events; some are more 
limited, but these do not have any less impact on teaching 
the individual about his relationship to the world. Like 

 CASE STUDY 

Kaluli creation myth

The creation myth of the Kaluli people of central Papua 
New Guinea (who are generally non-literate) starts with 
a completely formless land, populated with people, who 
quickly become cold and hungry. From within the ranks 
comes one person who gathers the people together and 
begins assigning them various roles in the natural world, 
from streams and rivers, to plants, trees and animals. 
The people left over after this dividing are the ancestors 
of the humans living today. 

This myth, which may be considered ‘true’ by the 
individuals in the community, teaches an important 
point, that the human beings of the tribe are no 
different than anything around them, as everything is 
essentially the same, just taking on a different form. 
Thus, the myth teaches that humans are not ‘other’ 
than the world around them (Schieffelin 93–94). 

Interestingly, the fact that the Kaluli people are non-
literate underscores the importance of myths in the 
community – without the intuitive and relatable myths, 
the knowledge of their relationship to the world 
would disappear. 

■■  The Sámi people live in northern Europe, where the Sun 

may not rise for months during the winter
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 ACTIVITY 

Consider the groups 
that you are part of. 
They might be social, 
religious, academic or 
related to sports or 
other skills or interests. 
1 Compile a list of 

knowledge or 
beliefs that are 
common or which 
overlap in that 
community. 

2 What 
disagreements 
are there in the 
community? 

3 Are there ways of 
managing those 
disagreements?

Communities of knowers might also refer to groups that are linked through knowing how to 

do certain things. Netball and baseball players, skateboarders, gymnasts and bassists all know 

how to do specific things and have skills which bring them into a community. The notion of 

communities of knowers can also be used to make sense of more traditional or more formal 

academic disciplines such as those in the AOKs: historians, mathematicians, biologists and 

psychologists all form communities of sorts. In each of these cases, a group of people share 

propositional and ability knowledge and can meaningfully engage with one another in relation 

to that knowledge. There might not be a single set of knowledge they all share, and they might 

even disagree on certain claims within their community, but there are important overlapping 

beliefs and skills which bring them into a close relationship which they do not share with 

others. Not having that knowledge is a way of showing that you do not belong to a community 

or only stand on the edge of it. I know that I am not a central member of a community of 

knowers if I cannot participate meaningfully in that knowledge. 

By way of a loose definition, therefore, we might say that a community of knowers is a group 

of people who share similar relationships to a body of knowledge, beliefs, assumptions or 

opinions. They also share knowledge of methods about how to build knowledge in the field 

and are able to collaborate meaningfully in the practice of that knowledge.

■■ Individuals and communities
Having established the notion of a ‘community of knowers’, how can it help us understand 

ourselves as individual knowers? 

We, as knowers, are related to a community of knowers

Our individual knowledge and perspectives are often defined by being related to a community 

of knowers. Individuals generally (perhaps not always) are part of larger groups. In terms of 

TOK, the idea is that we, as knowers, stand within communities of knowers. Knowledge is 

deeply embedded and networked, meaning that the methods we use to construct knowledge, the 

claims that we arrive at and the perspectives we take as individuals are connected and take their 

meaning from the wider community.

DEEPER THINKING

Generalization and stereotyping

Knowledge about the world, and people in the world, 
is often generalized; that is, the claims are about 
groups rather than individuals. When economists 
talk about ‘the market’ or when psychologists talk 
about behavioural trends across populations, they are 
not talking about individuals. Similarly, when talking 
about ‘communities of knowers’ we are talking about 
general features which can be used to group people 
together. What might be the dangers of this sort 
of generalization? How might our thinking about 
individuals be influenced knowing that they identify, or 
we identify them, as part of a group?

Whether justified or not, people might have certain  
beliefs about these communities, and it might be  
unfair to use these beliefs about the community to  
describe someone in that community. This is the root  

of the injustice of ‘stereotyping’, where we place an  
individual into a community and then unfairly pre-judge 
that individual based on what we think is true about 
that community.

■■ It is easy to pigeonhole people into particular groups
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Before Linnaeus proposed his system of classification, the dominant 

perspective was that living things existed in a strict hierarchy, in which each 

plant or animal was lesser than all those above it in the hierarchy. There was 

one long chain of being. Linnaeus’ system rearranged the whole perception of 

the relation of living things to each other by introducing groups: he proposed 

three kingdoms, and then, within those very large groups, a series of 

increasingly smaller groups. He retained some of the old idea of the hierarchy 

by organizing hierarchies within the groups, but he did away with the one 

long chain of being.

The Linnaean system of classification is still with us today, although it has been 

revised, including two major changes: we no longer use it to classify non-living 

things, and the hierarchical arrangement of kingdoms and orders has been 

dropped. We now view all members of the same level of classification as being 

equal; this change represents another paradigm shift which arose largely out of 

the Darwinian revolution. Linnaeus’ classification showed how living creatures 

are related to each other, but it made no attempt to explain how those 

relationships came to be. Only when Darwin proposed the theory of evolution 

did we get that explanation. The development and acceptance of the theory of 

evolution, which completely altered our understanding of species development, 

may have been the biggest paradigm shift in the history of biology.

TOK trap
Many students want to write about the Copernican Revolution in their TOK essays, often using 
it as an example of a paradigm shift. There is nothing wrong with the idea of doing so, but 
far too often students are not careful about their facts. They think that they know something 
about Copernicus and the shift from the geocentric universe to the heliocentric universe, and 
too often students make the mistake of relying on sweeping generalizations 
which are, in fact, wrong. To give just one example: as we noted in Chapter 1, 
Nicolaus Copernicus published his theory of the heliocentric universe in a book 
entitled De Revolutionibus in March of 1543, and then died two months later. 
The Catholic Church did not ban the book until 1616 (Solis). You can use the 
QR code on the right to read more about the history of Copernicus and the 
Catholic Church.

Galileo, on the other hand, was indicted for his ‘heretical support for Copernicus’ heliocentrism’ 
(Linder) in 1616. An important idea to take away from this TOK trap is that it is always going to be 
wise to do some research about any example you wish to use in your TOK essay, rather than trying 
to rely on easy generalizations or ‘facts’ you think you know from sometime in the past.

■■ Perspectives in the reception of scientific knowledge
A final aspect of the relationship between perspectives and scientific knowledge that we 

will consider in this chapter is the way in which one’s perspective affects how one receives 

scientific knowledge. In the present day, some scientific knowledge which has been thoroughly 

substantiated by scientific methods (which we will investigate in the next section of this chapter) 

is seen as being highly controversial or flat-out wrong by some communities. Some examples 

of these are the theory of evolution, the existence of global warming and the efficacy of 

vaccinations. Each one of these scientific findings challenges strongly held beliefs. These beliefs 

are extremely difficult to dislodge, even when they are strongly contradicted by facts and by other 

people within the community.

IA prompt
13 What features of 

knowledge have 
an impact on its 
reliability?

 ◆Geocentric: The idea 
that the Earth was at the 
centre of the Universe.

 ◆Heliocentric: The 
heliocentric model of the 
Universe puts the Sun at 
the centre of the Universe.

 ◆Efficacy means 
effectiveness in terms 
of solving the particular 
problem that needed 
solving.  Vaccines are 
‘efficacious’ because they 
eliminate disease.

■■ The taxonomic hierarchy we use today is 

based on that proposed by Linnaeus in the 

seventeenth century

 ACTIVITY 

Discuss the following 
question with your 
classmates:

How does a paradigm 
shift represent a shift 
in perspective?
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■■ Replicability
An important way of testing claims in the sciences is replicability (meaning to replicate or copy). 

The idea is that if what some scientist claims is ‘true’, then another scientist can run the same  

experiment and come up with similar findings. Successfully replicating results means that  

there were no hidden influences or biases or manipulation of the results. If a different scientist  

with perhaps a different background and perspective arrives at the same results, then the results 

are said to be reliable. However, being able to replicate studies in the human sciences can be a 

FPO
[11_13a]

FPO
[11_13a]

FPO
[11_13a]

■■ Is it possible to replicate precisely a study in the human sciences?

DEEPER THINKING

The Hawthorne Effect

This discussion of Project Implicit raises a challenge 
to the usefulness of some forms of data gathering in 
the human sciences, called the Hawthorne Effect (or 
the Observer Effect). The general idea is that people 
behave differently when they know they are being 
observed (or tested). In the 1920s and 1930s, a series 
of experiments took place in a factory in Hawthorne 
(a city in the US) to see whether or not lighting levels 
would have an effect on the productivity of workers 
in the factory. Researchers found, however, that 
continually decreasing the light actually correlated with 
an increase in production. Could it be that the darker 
it was the more effective the factory workers were? 
This seemed implausible. The final conclusion was that 
the workers were not responding to the light at all, 
but rather were responding to the fact that they were 
being observed and so worked harder, wanting to ‘do 
well’ (Kenton 2019a). You might have experienced this 
if your school has ever been inspected by some outside 
body or your class has been inspected by the principal 
or head teacher. You might have noticed that the 
lessons offered while the teacher is being observed are 

significantly different than the day-to-day lessons and 
the students tend to behave better!

This highlights another important challenge to the 
human sciences, namely the humans involved can 
influence the data if they know they are being tested. 
If they want to promote a certain conclusion, they 
might behave quite differently. In the implicit bias test 
above, participants might not want to appear biased, 
so they will try their best to avoid giving the impression 
that they are. This will have an effect on the final 
data, even though the designers of the experiment 
have tried to avoid such an influence. One way to 
overcome this problem is by instructing that the test 
be taken a number of times to provide an aggregate. 
However, this suggests that data collected after a single 
experiment is not valuable. Another way to avoid the 
observer effect would be to conduct the experiment in 
such a way that the subjects being tested don’t know 
that they are the subject of an investigation, but this 
raises serious ethical issues about whether or not the 
participants have consented to take part. One famous 
example of this is the Milgram experiment, which we 
will discuss later in this section.

 ACTIVITY 

Use the QR code to find out more about Project Implicit and take the test. 
1 What do you think the point of a test like this is? 
2 Are there values written into this test? 
3 How might the results of a test like this impact our future behaviour?

IA prompt
11 Can new 

knowledge change 
established values 
or beliefs?
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