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For this Theory of Knowledge exhibition, I have selected the prompt: “What makes a
good explanation?” I believe this prompt is particularly significant as explanations are
at the core of sharing conceptual knowledge. Throughout this essay, an explanation will be
defined as a reasoned answer to an implicit or explicit question. Contrary to factual answers,
explanations can be followed up by “Why?” and are about gaining understanding.

Object 1: The explanation of catalysts and inhibitors

from my previous chemistry textbook

Figure 1: A page from a
previous science textbook of

mine.4

This object is a page from my previous chemistry textbook
explaining catalysts and inhibitors. The book was designed
to teach Grade 11 chemistry in Quebec. However, not
everything inside it was accurate, like the description of
inhibitors on this page, which is almost entirely false.
In fact, although the book correctly depicts the effect of
inhibitors, its justification for their behaviour is wildly
inaccurate. How can false statements be considered to be
good explanations?

A true explanation of inhibitors might require an entire
book. Furthermore, a more complex explanation may only
have confused students at that stage of their understanding
of chemistry. This small, simple, and false explanation did
its job: it provided an initial understanding of a concept to
students learning about it for the first time. This highlights
an important characteristic of explanations: they need to
be at an appropriate level of complexity for their
target audience, even if that requires sacrificing
accuracy. This implies that no explanation can be
universally acceptable, as the accuracy of an explanation

should depend on one’s prior knowledge of the subject.
This iterative approach to learning is at the heart of how pure sciences are taught, as

it would not be useful to go too far in depth into a completely new subject right at the
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beginning. In this case, the author of the book simply judged that this explanation of
inhibitors would provide students with a sufficient understanding, in line with their level in
Chemistry.

Object 2: Some quotes from the Bible

Figure 2: A few relevant quotes
from the Bible.1,2,3

This object is the Bible, and more specifically, a few
quotes from the Bible, the fundamental book of a
few religions, notably Judaism and Christianism.6 The
presented quotes show a religious explanation of what
happens after death. The first one (Ecclesiastes 12:71)
highlights a distinction between body and soul and
the second and third one (John 5:28,292) explain that
resurrection will come either in heaven or hell.

Those explanations are unprovable. The scientific
method’s rigour to determine the truth from myths
cannot be applied here, as this is religious knowledge.
Does this mean that this explanation is bad? Of course
not. As of 2019, more than 60% of Canadians 15 years
old or older described themselves as Christian,5 and
many of them believe in some way, shape or form
this explanation to hold some truth. Why do those
people prefer this explication over a more scientific
one? Because for nothing to happen after death
doesn’t actually feel like an answer; it doesn’t provide
a sense of fulfillment.

This highlights another important characteristic of good explanations : the receiver
usually needs to feel a sense of content from the explanation. If an explanation is
not satisfying enough, because it is too vague, concludes by “we don’t know”, or is devoid
of meaning, it will often not be generally considered as a good explanation, even if it is
technically correct. In this case, science cannot bring forward an answer fulfilling enough for
everyone, which is where religion takes place.

Conclusion

This exhibition presented two occurrences of explanations in science and religion. Through
those examples, two of the main characteristics of good explanations were highlighted : a
good explanation needs to be adapted to its target audience in terms of complexity and, in
general, a good explanation needs to provide its receiver with a sense of fulfillment. This
exhibition also showed that fitting to those criteria often requires sacrificing accuracy and
provability, but that those trade-offs may well be worth it. Those characteristics are useful
to be aware of when trying to share conceptual knowledge as they will facilitate the reception
of understanding.
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