
 

 

AOS Essay 
 
Discoveries can challenge social norms and provide intensely meaningful insight for an 
individual, however it can also have destructive ramifications. The different ways that 
discoveries can affect people are explored in Bill Bryson’s non-fiction novel “A Short 
History of Nearly Everything” (ASHONE) and Peter Weir’s film “Dead Poets Society”. 
Despite their different forms, both texts portray the different effects of discoveries 
provoke audiences to challenge their own social norms. 
 
Discoveries can challenge the status quo and result in intensely meaningful insight and 
a sense of emancipation for the individual. In ‘ASHONE’, Bryson uses the analogy of a 
lichen to challenge the view that humans must have a divine purpose for existence; 
“what is life to a lichen? But its impulse to be is every bit as strong as ours, arguably 
even stronger”. The comparison of a human life to the life of lichen challenges the way 
humans see existence and purpose. The inclusive language relates personally to the 
responder, inspiring them to challenge their own view of human life needing a divine 
purpose. This has an intensely meaningful effect on both Bryson and the responder, 
helping them to feel emancipated from the social pressure of the search for meaning of 
existence. Bryson also explores this in his personification of the world; “sometimes the 
world just isn’t ready for a good idea” showing how new perspectives provided by 
discoveries most often challenge the status quo. He uses a nonchalant tone and casual 
syntax to give the impression that this is a frequent occurrence; a perspective-changing 
discovery is made, and it is subsequently rejected due to the way it challenges social 
norms. However this implies the potential of “good ideas” to change the world, 
suggesting the positive and constructive effects that discoveries can have. 
 
Similarly to ‘ASHONE’, ‘Dead Poets Society’ aims to challenge social pressures and 
structures, resulting in a sense of freedom for the individual. The transformative 
characterisation of Todd Anderson from apprehensive and shy to emancipated shows 
how a change in perspective leads to a sense of freedom. Anderson’s transformation 
occurs when Keating asks him to “Yell YAWP like a barbarian! Free up your mind!”. 
After initial inhibition, Anderson frees himself; “Good god boy, there is a poet in you 
after all.” The circular camera angle shows the audience that a change is happening 
within Todd Anderson at this moment, symbolising the way he discovers the feeling of 
freedom. The emancipation felt by Anderson shows how his change in perspective lead 
to a renewed perception of himself. This is further illustrated when Mr Keating stands 
on his desk in the classroom and proclaims “I stand upon my desk to remind myself to 
see the world from a different perspective”. The low camera angle symbolises the power 
felt by an individual by going against societal norms. Keating then jumps off his desk, 
which shows the freedom and emancipation that discoveries can being. In this way, 
both ‘ASHONE’ and ‘Dead Poets Society’ explore the positive and constructive ways that 
discoveries can affect individuals. However, discoveries can affect people in different 
ways, so while these texts depict the positive and meaningful effects of discoveries, they 
also explore the dark and destructive ramifications that discoveries can bring about.  
 
While discoveries can be intensely meaningful and insightful, they can also be 
destructive and damaging. In ‘ASHONE’ Bryson explores the lasting destruction that 
discoveries can bring about through his discussion of chlorofluorocarbons. He 
described the way that chlorofluorocarbons were discovered and used in aerosols for 



 

 

decades, only for a new discovery to find that they are the main cause of the destruction 
of the ozone layer. The constant contrast between the greatness of the discovery at the 
time and the long term destruction it has caused shows the responder that discoveries 
can have destructive ramifications. Furthermore, Bryson uses a paradox to illustrate the 
contradictory nature of discoveries; “humanity is the living universe’s greatest 
achievement and it’s worst nightmare simultaneously”. The paradox creates a 
disturbing sense of familiarity for the audience as they come to question the damaging 
effects of humanity.  
 
In conjunction with Bryson’s depiction of the damaging ramifications of discoveries, 
Weir also illustrates their destruction in ‘Dead Poets Society’ through Neil Perry’s 
suicide. The suicide of Neil Perry occurs after he performs in a production of ‘a 
midsummer nights dream’ and feels free, and is then told by his father that he must 
attend military school. A clear contrast is established between the artistic nature of the 
play, and the rigidness of the prospect of military school. This shows that once a person 
feels liberated through a process of discovery, it is almost impossible to go back to 
conformity. The juxtaposed imagery of “puck’s crown” on the windowsill and Perry’s 
shadow just before his suicide reinforces the destructive ramifications of his discovery 
of freedom, and how this has led to his suicide. The ominous music, darkness and 
shadows throughout the scene create a tone of damage and darkness. In this way, 
Bryson and Weir explore the often-ignored destructive side of discoveries, and show 
how they affect people in different ways.  
 
Both ‘ASHONE’ and ‘Dead Poets Society’ depict the way discoveries challenge social 
norms and affect people in different ways; while discoveries can be insightful and 
liberating, they can also be destructive and damaging. This prompts audiences to 
challenge their own social norms and question they way they receive discoveries.  


