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Discovery Concept Notes 

Like past areas of study, ‘discovery’ is a broad idea which is difficult to pin down. This not only makes 

it hard to pin down and talk about, but it also means students have to be prepared for a wide range 

of possibilities in their exams. This document is about unpacking discovery and looking at it 

conceptually from different angles so you can get comfortable and confident with it.  

What We Can Be Sure About 

One thing that seems common to every discovery is that it’s a moment, or combination of moments, 

which shifts a person’s, or people’s, perception about something. This is a good example of just how 

unhelpfully broad you need to get to say something uncontroversial and universally agreeable about 

discovery (and even then I’m not sure).  

But it does give us a good starting point and a small list of things we can interrogate further: 

 Just what do we mean by ‘moments’ and what can that include? 

 What kind of ‘shifts’ are acceptable? Is remembering something forgotten a ‘shift’, for example? 

 Why person or people? And does the discoverer affect the discovery? 

 Perception? Why not ‘knowledge’?  

We’ll look at these one by one in detail. 

Moments  

Before we even start talking about ‘moments’, this is a useful place to consider what happens in the 

lead up to the moment of discovery. The rubric doesn’t seem to think there’s any rules here and 

suggests that discoveries can be both unexpected and planned but this is a question well worth 

considering. Why do discoveries sometimes happen and other times they don’t?  

Think about fishing – it’s entirely possible, for example, to be drifting along in a boat when a flying 

fish misjudges a jump and lands in your boat, and it’s entirely possible to be fishing for hours without 

even a nibble. Is discovery like this? Even if we can do things to improve our chances, does discovery 

ultimately depend on some element of coincidence and fortune? But even though a fisher can’t 

guarantee a successful fishing trip, by staying locked up at home they can guarantee they won’t 

catch anything. Is discovery like that too? Can we never guarantee making a discovery, but can we 

guarantee not making a discovery, e.g. by keeping a closed mind or by being aggressively stubborn? 

Is there anything we can say about when and why that moment of discovery will (or won’t) come?  

But assuming it does come, what does this moment look like? First of all, do we need to recognise it 

as a discovery or can it happen without us realising it? Do all discoveries have a defined point in time 

where they happen or can they occur over a sustained period of time, piece by piece? One example 

is scientific discoveries. For simplicity’s sake we might say “oxygen was discovered in 1774 by Joseph 

Priestly”. However this ignores a before (Priestly building on the work of others who had discovered 

oxygen without recognising it as oxygen) and it ignores an after (refining our understanding of 

oxygen to be more accurate, a process which lasted until the 1780s).  



 

In short, this ‘moment’ of discovery, does there always need to be a single point in time? If you say it 

can be a combination of moments in time, what do you call this extended period of discovery? Can’t 

it just mean a whole bunch of small discoveries are happening in quick succession?  

Shifts 

For a discovery to happen there must be a difference between the periods before and after the 

discovery. However, what sort of thing do we count as an acceptable difference? 

The rubric considers the discovery of something new as well as rediscovery. Are you happy with 

this? Is it really a ‘discovery’ if it isn’t new? But why should newness be relevant? If you learn 

something and it changes your outlook, big deal if you knew it before.  

But putting that aside, there are more interesting questions here. Many of the texts you encounter 

will represent discovery as leading to growth, maturity, a better understanding of self and world. But 

can the ‘shift’ be undesirable and unwelcome? Take the example of little Marge Simpson1. In one 

episode, as a child, she runs onto a plane thinking her Dad is a pilot only to discover he’s a flight 

attendant. She screams in horror. Do examples like these indicate a discovery is not always a good 

thing? The rubric certainly considers this possibility, but their wording of ‘confronting and 

provocative’ still has positive connotations. Can discoveries be irredeemably destructive?  

Person or People 

This is by far the most interesting (i.e. complicated) part of discovery. How is discovery influenced 

not only by the content of the discovery itself but by who it affects? 

Take the example above about little Marge Simpson. She screams in horror, but why should she? We 

can easily imagine a different person being just as surprised by the same discovery but merely 

shrugging and saying “oh, okay”. Likewise think back to the fishing example and how we considered 

the impact of what the fisher does. How can the attitudes and choices of an individual affect the 

making, significance and consequences of a discovery? 

More examples are easy, just imagine any circumstance where someone is confronted and can 

either use it to enrich or devalue their life. One example is someone fired from a job or faced with a 

cheating partner who can be devastated by the news and develop destructive habits or use it as an 

opportunity to pursue other goals.  

But this has one big issue attached to it. 

If the meaning of a discovery can change depending on the person who is affected by it, doesn’t that 

mean discoveries are ultimately subjective? That there is nothing that can be said about the 

discovery independent of the context it occurs in? Suppose we make a simple discovery, e.g. it’s 

going to rain tomorrow, and for one person this saves their farm and crops but for another it’ll 

overflow the river and flood their home. Is the discovery of rain therefore a positive or a negative 

thing? Surely it depends, but it’s the same discovery! Can we ever say anything totally objective 

about a discovery?  

                                                           
1 Clip available here (apologies for quality): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Fllc64Vy4c  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Fllc64Vy4c


 

And finally, is discovery a passive or an active phenomenon? Do people make discoveries, or do 

discoveries happen to people? Both? If both can happen, what does it depend on? And what about 

inadvertent discoveries, for example Marge’s one, are they examples of making discoveries or 

discoveries happening? 

Perception 

Finally, when we say discovery requires a shift, a shift in what exactly? Above we discussed the 

subjectivity of discovery, so does that mean we can make discoveries about things which are untrue? 

For example in the Jim Carrey movie Bruce Almighty, Bruce’s long-term girlfriend sees him kiss a co-

worker but doesn’t see him push her away. This has extensive consequences, including breaking up. 

Is this a ‘discovery’ of infidelity, or do discoveries require truth to them?  

It seems preferable to suggest discoveries shouldn’t be untrue, that discovery needs to be a shift in 

knowledge and not just perception. But it’s harder to find a reason why. Untrue discoveries are still 

moments that lead to a change in a person, why is truth relevant? Just as we say discoveries can be 

either planned or unexpected, why can’t we say discoveries can be true or untrue? Is this acceptable, 

or do you feel mistaken discoveries are no discoveries at all? 

This leads in to one final question to ask: what are the consequences of discovery? We’ve so far 

discussed the process of and getting to discovery as well as what it is. But now that we have all that, 

what happens after? Are discoveries different, whether in scale, significance and effect, or is there 

something that can be said for all of them? 

Do discoveries only exist from the time they’re discovered, or are they always there? Similarly, is a 

discovery a change in the world or a change in the person? To use an example from above, whether 

or not she ever found out Marge’s father was always a flight attendant and never a pilot. Are 

discoveries always and entirely located within the person? If you think of discovery as an ‘event’ 

which occurs, are they internal or external events? 

Conclusion 

There’s a bunch more stuff to discuss about discovery in the rubric and from the texts you’ll 

encounter, but if you find yourself getting stuck for things to say about it then this is a handy 

reference sheet for all the different ideas about and ways to approach discovery. Your job is to find a 

thesis or way of thinking about discovery in your texts and analyse how that thesis is represented by 

the composer’s language devices in clear, persuasive writing. If you do that, nothing more can be 

asked of you.  

  



 

Appendix 

Above, the document referred to the discovery of oxygen. In Thomas Kuhn’s book The Structure of 

Scientific Revolutions, there is a good extended discussion of the ‘discovery’ of oxygen which is 

useful as a class prompt (slightly edited for clarity): 

Look once more at our example. Priestley’s c laim to the discovery of oxygen is based 

upon … isolating a gas that was later recognized as a distinct species. But Priestley’s 

sample was not pure, and, if holding impure oxygen in one’s hands is to discover it, 

that had been done by everyone who ever bo ttled atmospheric air. Besides, if 

Priestley was the discoverer, when was the discovery made? In 1774 he thought he 

had obtained nitrous oxide, a species he already knew; in 1775 he saw the gas as 

dephlogisticated air, which is still not oxygen. Lavoisier’ s claim [to the discovery of 

oxygen] may be stronger, but it presents the same problems. If we refuse … Priestley, 

we cannot award it to Lavoisier for the work of 1775 which led him to identify the gas 

as the “air itself entire.” Presumably we wait for the  work of 1776 and 1777 which led 

Lavoisier to see not merely the gas but what the gas was. Yet even this award could be 

questioned, for in 1777 and to the end of his life Lavoisier [had a mistaken impression 

of what oxygen was]. Shall we therefore say that  oxygen had not yet been discovered 

in 1777? Some may be tempted to do so. But [his mistake] was not banished from 

chemistry until after 1810, and lingered until the 1860’s. Oxygen had become a 

standard chemical substance before either of those dates.  

Clearly we need a new vocabulary and concepts for analyzing events like the discovery 

of oxygen. Though undoubtedly correct, the sentence, “Oxygen was discovered,” 

misleads by suggesting that discovering something is a single simple act.  

 


