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The belief that literature is valuable, not only for the pleasure it 
provides, but also for what it can teach students, is assumed to 

be an uncontroversial claim. The issue at stake in TOK is determining 
what the nature and scope of that literary ‘knowledge’ might be. The 
tension is not the value of literary truth, which is unproblematic, but 
the question of whether truth is a literary value.

Students who understand something about truth as a literary value 
will be able to engage more fully in the debate about what constitutes 
valid literary discussions, knowledge of which is crucial in assessments 
such as the English literature individual oral commentary (IOC).

Conceptions of  
literary truth

Looking at truth as a literary value seems to be a logical place to start 
in a discussion about knowledge in literature. Knowledge questions that 
can be posed include

 ■ Is truth a necessary standard of literary value?
 ■ Is truth part of what makes great literature ‘great’?

Furthermore, if we value literature for its truth, is that because a 
certain kind of truth is involved? Perhaps an understanding of literary 
value could even lead us to think of knowledge in an entirely different 
way from that seen in the sciences, for example. After all, areas such 
as the sciences and history seem to do a much better job of accurately 
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Does Othello utilise a 
double time scheme?

Is truth a necessary 
criterion of 
literary value?
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1 Combining your understanding of literature and TOK, write up 
and discuss at least two knowledge questions that this article raises.
2 Looking at the English literature assessment criteria, discuss how 
it can be interpreted in relation to your chosen texts.

Questions and activities 

justifying the content of their respective fields, so what exactly does 
literature add to the knowledge debate, apart from a good story?

Let’s start by looking at four alternative concepts in the debate about 
literary truth:

 ■ ringing true 
 ■ sincerity
 ■ clarity 
 ■ beauty

Ringing true
In Principles of Literary Criticism (1924) the critic I. A. Richards identified 
two senses of truth relevant to literary criticism:

 ■ acceptability
 ■ ringing true

A question about how emotionally or intellectually satisfying you 
found the conclusion of a text to be might assume that the falsity 
of a happy ending to a tragedy, such as A View from the Bridge or 
Othello, would be unsatisfying and unacceptable to those who have 

fully responded to the rest of the work. In other words, a text fails to 
‘ring true’ if it seems unconvincing, exaggerated or implausible.

This might prompt the question of what leads you to consider a 
tragic protagonist’s downfall to be, in some sense, suitable and fitting?  
To answer this, you would need to demonstrate your knowledge of how 
the whole text fits together, so that the conclusion has a ‘true ring’ to 
it. Fleshing out this idea of ‘ringing true’ could be valuable both as a 
literature and a TOK student, and demonstrates how both theory and 
practice can complement each other.  Literature teaches truths, but TOK 
sharpens what exactly those truths comprise.

Sincerity
Another view sees literary truth as sincerity or honesty. The opposite 
would be sentimentality or affectation. A work is ‘true’ in this sense if 
it does not attempt to deceive, flatter, charm or soften the edges — if 
it confronts ugly facts with an unblinking eye.

Do you find it distracting when there are contrivances in a text such 
as coincidences, unresolved questions, unconvincing resolutions or 
chance meetings? If you do, then you could evaluate whether these may 
have been intended. For example, The Importance of Being Earnest can 
be criticised for its lack of realism and its superficiality, but this would 
need to be set in the context of its satire of Victorian manners and the 
conventions of the well-made play.

It is possible that a play is simply badly written, but do bear in mind 
that the IB and your teacher have already provided a high degree of 
quality control in their choices. In another example, it can be claimed that 
Shakespeare imperceptibly deploys a double time scheme in Othello in 
order to sustain the dramatic tension of the climactic conclusion. Others 
might argue that the inconsistency of Desdemona being murdered 
within a day or two of her arrival in Cyprus, while at the same time 
Bianca complains that Cassio has kept away from her for a week, creates 
a distracting flaw.

Whichever is your opinion, being aware of the possible reasons for 
the contradiction in time schemes should reflect well on your knowledge 
of the play’s structure. Moreover, the question of a play’s honesty might 
spark off a good class debate.

Clarity
This is the idea of a literary text being able to ‘see’ things clearly without 
illusion. It is a prominent theme in Iris Murdoch’s philosophical writing:

‘ ‘Truth’ is something we recognize in good art when we are led 
to a juster, clearer, more detailed, more refined understanding. 
Good art ‘explains’ truth itself, by manifesting deep conceptual 
connections. Truth is clarification, justice, compassion. ’Iris Murdoch’s conception of artistic truth is of particular interest 

because, as a novelist herself, she saw the pursuit of a kind of truth as 
integral, not just to her own writing, but to that of all great literature:

‘ What we learn from contemplating the characters of 
Shakespeare or Tolstoy...is something about the real quality 
of human nature, when it is envisaged, in the artist’s just and 
compassionate vision, with a clarity which does not belong to 
the self-centred rush of ordinary life... . [T]he greatest art...shows 
us the world...with a clarity which startles and delights us simply 
because we are not used to looking at the real world at all. ’Truth here becomes almost an epiphany of clear vision, a Eureka 

moment or lightning bolt of clearness (possibly out of the blue).

Is it necessary 
for literature to 
‘ring true’?
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Why do you find certain fictional characters interesting? You may 
have been psychologically intrigued by murderers in texts such as 
Sherlock Holmes, Perfume or Macbeth, which gave you a clearer or 
more just vision of human nature. With this type of question, you 
are required to show your reflectiveness on those eureka moments 
and explain what it is you ‘saw’ with clarity.

Beauty
Keats’ famous line ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’ (from his ‘Ode 
on a Grecian Urn’) might suggest yet another notion: that beauty 
is sufficient for truth, that nothing could be beautiful and false. 
However, it is not just truth that is hard to tie down here, but 
also beauty itself. Perhaps the underlying idea is not that different 
from the truth Murdoch sees in an artist’s ‘just and compassionate 
vision’. What is beautifully expressed under the clarity of such a 
vision cannot be anything but true.

Arguably, this is one reason why many schools insist that English 
literature courses teach at least one Shakespeare text, as his writing 
is seen as the epitome of poetic genius. As a TOK student, you might 
wish to counter this claim with something like Plato’s argument that 
writers are simply master orators whose rhetoric is able to seduce 
gullible audiences into thinking they speak with real authority. 
Again, one can envisage the sparks flying between students and 
English teachers. My advice is: don’t be afraid — all good teachers 
want to be challenged with your arguments. 

Some of my students asked me to justify my teaching of Ian 
Fleming’s James Bond paperback Casino Royale in part 4 of the 
literature course. My response was to produce a 256-page book 
of literary criticism of topics ranging from the analysis of 007’s 
masochism, voyeurism and hyper-mobility, to examinations of the 
2006 film’s testicular torture scene and the changing role of the 
secret agent in a post-9/11 world order. I must admit, I have a harder 
time justifying Keats to them…

Conclusion
There seems little doubt that many of these poetic conceptions of 
truth do connect with literary value. The IOC questions track some 
of these conceptions extremely well and confirm their relevance. 
If truth means acceptability or sincerity, then truth, arguably, is a 
value of literature. 

However, this can seem a hollow victory for the arts. After all, 
nobody supposes for a moment that beauty or ‘ringing true’ is 
a mark of truth in the discourses of mathematics, history or the 
sciences. Hence, the question that remains is whether poems, novels 
or dramas really can hold their own in the company of such areas 
of knowledge (AOKs)?  

If literature is to be valued for its truth, the thought seems to be that 
it cannot be ordinary empirical truth. However, the danger then is that 
literature becomes an optional extra or just ‘the icing on the cake’ (to 
quote Mr Irwin from The History Boys). If literary truth is too removed 
from scientific truth, and if it appears to be making up its own rules 
as it goes along, then the risk is that it will not be taken seriously by 
students and it will never fare well in a comparison with other AOKs 
like the sciences or mathematics.

This is a hugely difficult challenge for the arts. At least, students who 
are engaged in such debates might do better in their IOCs, but more 
significantly, they might also be able to ‘see’ the world more clearly. 
What do you think?

Can you justify the 
novel Casino Royale 
being part of a 
literature course?
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