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“The whole point of knowledge is to produce both meaning and purpose in our personal
lives.” Assess the validity of this statement.
Word count: 1600

As a society, we have a tendency to overlook intention. We blindly accept our
obligations and routines once they become systemic and normal. The idea that “the whole
point of knowledge is to produce both meaning and purpose in our personal lives,” to me,
is a little bit of an idealized concept, especially in today’s context. When I make this
assertion, it is important to identify the factors that have lent to this detachment from
passion and curiosity regarding learning—in my opinion, it is inextricably linked to the
capitalist society in which we live, in which “practical” (or pre-professional) knowledge
is most valuable. While in the modern world, most countries aim to provide education to
their entire population—this emphasis on education also has perpetuated a socially
stratified society in which people believe that education is the key to wealth and
comfortable living. With that being said, I believe that there are some human curiosities
that are eternally present regardless of the societal changes throughout generations.
Essentially, I believe that as long as humans are on the earth, they will question how it is
they got there, what their purpose is, and where they will go after death; but certain areas
of knowledge are more likely to become detached from this concept because of the
selfish nature of man in the context of social hierarchy and monetary gain. Thus, in
response to the claim that the whole point of knowledge is to create purpose in one’s

personal life, I agree with this title, but conditionally: while often an Area of

Knowledge’s identity is inherently connected to purpose and meaning, knowledge can

almost always become convoluted because of its association with the societal

implications and benefits following the pursuit of practical knowledge in respective

fields.
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Inherently, the Area of Knowledge of Religious Systems is connected to purpose.
The intention of religious systems is to create purpose and find meaning in human life.
To create a system of divinity is to find a philosophical and spiritual hierarchy in which a
person does not center the universe around himself: in a person’s commitment to God
comes a plethora of moral obligations and essentially an ethical code. Obviously, there is
a similar role in the fields of Ethics and Philosophy. As I mentioned earlier, I would
argue that it is an eternal truth that humans will always gravitate towards trying to find
who they are, what their purpose is, and where they will go particularly after death. In a
way, this is the quintessential question of life. Religious Systems aim to answer this
question—whether that is through one deity, like in Judaism, a series of Gods like in
Hinduism, or a way of life like in Buddhism. Studying religious systems gives solace to
those who are craving the answer to that question—and when humans truly entrench
themselves in their religion through learning: whether that is in a place of worship,
through a holy scripture, or a peace of mind as in meditation, they can be at peace in that
they have found a meaning and purpose for their life.

With that being said, it is important to acknowledge that prominent figures
in religious systems may fall prey to convolution of purpose. For example, there are
several examples of powerful members of the Catholic Church and other religious
institutions creating corruption and betraying the trust of their millions of followers. With
the extreme power and privilege that religious systems are often granted—even
considering the purity and strength of connection between religious systems and
significance, purpose, and meaning—there can be a negligence of these original morals in

the beneficiaries of the institution’s power.
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Independent of its societal perceptions, I would typically say that the purpose of
the Area of Knowledge of Natural science is to shed light on and serve issues that we
face in the natural world, and that the natural science is actually driven by sheer curiosity
and commitment to uncovering and solving the world’s most prominent issues. In and of
itself, this is a very purposeful and meaningful role for a field of study to have in our
society. But, I am a firm believer that we cannot separate knowledge from the people
who pursue it and attempt to have it; we can’t look at knowledge in a “vacuum” in a
theoretical lens. Thus, in our society today, driven by power dynamics and wealth
associated with the professional field of the Natural sciences, purpose can become
convoluted in the venture for comfort For example, the idea that pharmacists choose to
give experimental drugs curing Ebola to the most privileged humans—leaving thousands
to die in West Africa because their lives are seen as somehow more invaluable—is a very
grave concept. According to Arthur L. Caplan, “The reasons for different treatment are
partly about logistics...[and] partly about economics...”" While initially a chemist may
have been intrigued by molecules and atoms—or maybe had an interest in serving the
world to find cures to the most plaguing sicknesses —sometimes, it is inevitable that
people succumb to either their own selfish desires or their job’s obligation to capitalizing
on others. Further, when there are entire institutions that control certain industries—
especially rooted in the capital behind the field—this subversion is more likely. Thus, the
issue is less that the scientist is selfish and more that his place in society is mandated by
the “business side of things”. The purpose that drove a scientist to become what he is

may have been pure at the conception of this idea, but the meaning becomes convoluted

1 http://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2014/08/06 /why-do-two-
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with the place that he takes in society, and the temptations and power dynamics that come
with it.

Additionally, it is important to note that there is no clear distinction, even just
regarding the theoretical entities of Areas of Knowledge, between the meaning that belies
humanities versus math and science. I would argue that one of the Areas of Knowledge
that is perhaps least susceptible to this “desacralization” is the Mathematics. From my
personal experience, I can’t really imagine a scenario where someone who isn’t truly
captivated with math (I would argue they would have to actually be enchanted, honestly)
is lured into the study of mathematics. Perhaps, economics and business would be the
fields that would tangentially be considered based in a mathematical foundation, I
suppose, but in its purest form—I still wouldn’t say businessmen and investors are the
professionals of the field of Math. Mathematicians, in my mind, devote themselves to the
abstract, intellectually rigorous area of study, but only because they truly love it and want
to discover more about it and further the study. Although this is not the clear-cut meaning
and purpose that we see from the religious studies, there still needs to be genuine interest
because the privilege and power that comes with the aforementioned fields is a lot less
attainable for successful mathematicians.

In my own personal experience, when I went to Eritrea (my parent’s native
country) two summers ago, I learned that I was completely ignorant of the political
turmoil and repression of human rights and this instilled a sort of purpose in my life.
Following my trip, I became obsessed with the pursuit of knowledge regarding this topic.
In IB Math, I focused my IB exploration on exponential Internet growth in the world and

what it means to not be exposed to this surge in technology like in the instance of the
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people of Eritrea (under authoritarian powers who intend to censor and moderate
assembly among young people who pose the threat of overthrowing the government). I
learned about authoritarian regimes in History and Spanish; I wrote my IB Extended
Essay on how Imperialism affected Eritrea’s outlook on government and their consequent
pariah status. I would definitely say that the whole point of knowledge in all of these
instances was to create purpose in my personal life and my connection to my roots and
family members in Eritrea. T am at the point in which I believe I want to study
development and African studies in college —and then work in this specific field. This is
a field without a large market value and very little gain for me on the surface, but in a
deeper sense, [ would be cultivating my connection to my background. If this is to
become my primary career, my motivating factor will be a pure purposeful perspective in
the subject and a strong passion for the material. However, if perhaps my education in
development leads to a position of power in Eritrean politics, my desire to learn more
about development in Eritrean could be subverted, as money and power become the most
overt driving factors.

As humans, we have a fundamental desire to create meaning for our lives: this can
be as heroic as saving people, or as seemingly selfish as having fun. I think that it is
important to try and look at Areas of Knowledge as separate entities dependent only on
their own natural laws and intentions, but then also take a step back and look at how
society has utilized them—and where and how we reward people for pursuing knowledge
in these fields. It is increasingly apparent that meaning and purpose is hard to come by in
every day professions, because of the pressure society puts on us to learn for capital —and

a lot of times our own inward pressures to succeed and often the meaning and purpose we
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were glad to have found originally are subconsciously subverted for our own comfort and

happiness.
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