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What is the relationship between knowing and
understanding? Discuss with reference to two areas of

knowledge.

Knowing is one thing; understanding is something else. Knowing refers to the possession of
facts or information. It is surface cognition, while understanding is a profound grasp of concepts,
correlations, and meaning. This play seems more interesting when viewed through the opposite
lenses of Natural Science and Art since these two approach knowledge differently yet
culminates in the pursuit of knowledge.

Natural Science knows when it begins from observations, measurements as data, and
theorizes. A scientist may "know" the periodic table or formulate gravity; it is when that
knowledge connects to what happens in the real world, e.g., how elements react with each other
or the curvature of spacetime, that they understand. In art, knowing recognizes an artist's
techniques or eras of history. Still, understanding embarks on the emotional resonance that
underpins the context and input of a work without it transcending facts and stimulating an
association with the human experience.

Knowing and understanding are two things. Knowing is a construct on which understanding is
built. Natural Science and Art were brought together to show that knowledge does not mean
much but forms part of an understanding that creates authentic patterns and meanings.

Natural science:

There is a claim in natural science that knowledge is objective and universally valid, derived
from verifiable evidence and repeatable experiments.

Natural science assigns itself to objective methods of observation and experimentation, thus
making them consistent and replicable across space. For example, in physics, the rules of
gravity, coined by Sir Isaac Newton and expanded much later by Albert Einstein through his
General Theory of Relativity!, show such a universality. Testable principles learned in gravity
can be replicated and verified by scientists all over the globe using their techniques without any
regard for differences in cultures of different times. Such boundary is worth mentioning within

the claim for objectivity that pertains to Natural Sciences because it reveals how human

1 Pappas, Stephanie. "What Is General Relativity?" Space.com, Future US Inc., 7 Oct. 2017,
www.space.com/17661-theory-general-
relativity.html#:~:text=Yet%20Newton's%20laws%20assume%20that,pulls%20at%20rocks%20in%20spac
e.&text=In%20the%20decades%20since%20Einstein,matching%20the%20predictions%200f%20relativity
. Accessed 23 Mar. 2025.



civilizations have come to rely on it. The repeatability and consistency of results yield Natural
Science its epistemic authority and reinforce its claim to objective knowledge.

From the Theory of Knowledge (TOK), this example marks the action of sense perception and
logic as the predominant ways of knowing within Natural Science. Sense perception allows
scientists to observe natural phenomena around them, while reason enables them to deduce
logical rules from the occurrences they encounter. Such objectivity from these methods solidifies
knowledge claims in Natural Science and spreads them globally.

A counterclaim also exists that knowledge in Natural Science is contextual and transforms
according to cultural paradigms; hence, the claim of universality cannot hold. The very thing
about natural science would be to achieve objectivity, but it is biased by cultural and historical
paradigms through which scientific knowledge comes to be known and claimed.

The idea of paradigm shifts by Thomas Kuhn2 can also be found in this phenomenon,
considering that any prevailing paradigm breakage is typically followed by new evidence and
subsequent scientific knowledge changes. For instance, before the Copernican Revolution, the
geocentric model of the universe was accepted in scientific and cultural circles, placing Earth at
its center. This system survived through empirical observations and remained integrated with
the religious and philosophical worldviews of the time. Later, however, this geocentric theory
was displaced by a heliocentric model of the universe, the one introduced by Nicolaus
Copernicus, due to growing astronomical data. Here was the turn whereby culture and history
marked their footprints on knowledge development and acquisition in science, pointing out
where subjectivity becomes possible.

This has important implications in TOK, namely that faith and perspective also act as ways of
knowing in the Natural Sciences. Faith in the preset geocentric model has long inhibited the
acceptance of heliocentrism. At the same time, perspective has transformed the understanding
of what it means to be human. In sum, natural sciences can be perceived as objective but are
tied up to the sociocultural milieux in which they operate, thereby questioning their universal
applicability.

Claim and counterclaim present an idea of the difficulties in knowing in Natural Science: it is a
quest for objective truth and a product of its historical and cultural context. Empirical evidence
will always lend scientific knowledge credibility and universality, while paradigms and

perspectives acknowledge this area's evolving, dynamic quality. This dynamic raises questions

2 Kuhn, Thomas S. Kuhn's Paradigm Shifts. University of Idaho Library, www.lib.uidaho.edu/digital/
turning/pdf/Kuhn's%20Paradigm%20Shifts.pdf. Accessed 23 Mar. 2025.



about how to judge scientific knowledge to be genuinely objective or to understand that
proposition best. Such approaches deepen attempts at holism with these two dimensions.
"Understanding" and "knowing" become more multifaceted and complicated when using key
TOK terminology such as reason, sense perception, faith, and perspective, which may find
application in Natural Science.

Art:

There is a claim that art transcends factual and linguistic borders through emotional and cultural
experience; thus, it provides a universal language of expression.

Art is not competent within the bounds of factuality or linguistic expressions; instead, it acts as a
successful medium of emotional and cultural import for transcendental insights into the meaning
of being. Say, Vincent van Gogh's Starry Night3: It is not just a paint job with colors and tails of
brushes; it is a configuration of his emotional furies, his images of life, and, for the most part, the
human condition itself. The swirling slopes, brilliant colors, and dreaminess all conjure visions of
amazement and introspection, regardless of cultural or linguistic background. In its emotional
warmth, the painting invites the viewer softly inside into every possible variance of feeling
experienced by the artist and to reflect upon those emotions and grasp an understanding that
reaches far beyond mere factual knowledge.

From a Theory of Knowledge perspective, this case study highlights emotion and imagination as
crucial for knowledge acquisition within Art. Emotion allows for a personal engagement with the
artwork, while imagination promotes the viewer's interpretation of its meaning and context. The
artwork's emotional impact is universally felt interpersonally while challenging individual
perspectives. A mutual understanding ensues, which transcends the boundaries of mere
knowledge acquisition.

A counterclaim also exists that the interpretation of art is subjective, thereby hindering the
creation of universally shared understanding. Though the transformational capacity of art into
intense emotional states is evident, the interpretation is always subjective, arising from the
interpreters' individual beliefs and cultural backgrounds.

As an illustration, Pablo Picasso's Guernica* evokes a spectrum of meanings depending on the

audience's knowledge of the historical context of the artwork. Those who understand the

3 van Gogh, Vincent. The Starry Night. 1889. The Museum of Modern Art, www.moma.org/collection/
works/79802#:~:text=The%20Starry%20Night%20is%20based,richly%20colored%20than%20the%20day.
%E2%80%9D. Accessed 23 Mar. 2025.

4 Picasso, Pablo. Guernica. 1937. PabloPicasso.org, www.pablopicasso.org/guernica.jsp.. Accessed 23
Mar. 2025.



Spanish Civil War and the bombing of Guernica, for example, would see a critique of violence
and suffering in the painting. Those not versed in its context will never get the picture; instead,
they ponder the abstract forms and distorted figures, forgetting the intended message before
their eyes. The diversity of interpretation inherited in art among different perspectives causes
difficulty in building some universal understanding.

Regarding TOK, the second proposition emphasizes the influence of perspective and faith as
ways of knowing that meet at the crossroads of Art. Perspective frames the viewers'
interpretations of artwork with their culture and personal milieu; faith involves believing in the
artist's intent and message, making a viewer want to engage in an artwork's meaning. That
subjectivity questions the idea that art can convey a universally shared insight and thus points to
its limits as a source of knowledge.

The claim and counterclaim articulate the duality of Art as an avenue to the depths of emotional
and cultural understanding and a field practically ruled by subjective interpretation. To some
degree, the universal character of the emotions that art evokes allows it to transcend the
barriers of language and reach across diverse contexts where empathy and insight are
cultivated; conversely, art is viewed through the lens of individual perspectives, cultural
contexts, and historical learnings, ensuring the subjectivity of its interpretation, further curtailing
its ability to impart somewhat shared meaning across the universal experience.

From within the framework of several key TOK concepts, such as emotion, imagination,
perspective, and faith, one can interrogate the various implications of the role of Art in
understanding. These very qualities that make Art draw mixed interpretations and promote
contrasting perspectives become, at the same time, a subjective arena of knowledge. Art thus
urges us to embrace complexity and differentiation in understanding human emotion and the
various approaches to meaning-making.

This shows that Art's relation with knowledge and understanding is not set on some conclusive
and particular pathway but, instead, is defined by its forgiving ability to raise questions, deem
assumptions invalid, and recall the self. Be it for the popular currency of Starry Night or the
tectonic complexity of Guernica, Art provides ample testimony to the rich interplay between
knowing and understanding, offering a prime perspective through which the richness of human

experience may be explored.

Conclusion:



The interplay between knowing and understanding reveals the depth and complexity of human
cognition, particularly when examined from Natural Science and Art perspectives. Natural
Science emphasizes learning through empirical traditions and objective methods, which
underscore natural phenomena' being to understanding. The scientific paradigm shift imparts
the tendency of cultural-historical contexts to challenge such knowledge on universal grounds.
Conversely, Art invokes strong emotional and cultural connections beyond language barriers
and facticities, with subjectivity being the roadblock to common interpretation.

In these instances, the core application illustrates that knowing and understanding, while
distinguishable, are interdependent. Knowledge provides building blocks for information,
whereas understanding organizes such bits into coherent insight that adds meaning and
comprehension through perceptibility. Therefore, natural Science and Artistic expressions
demand that all knowledge informs understanding-ability by considering contexts,
interpretations, and connections among ideas across varying dimensions of reality.

Knowing and understanding will ultimately enrich our perspectives of the world and strengthen
our allegiance to paying attention to its complexities and delicacies. The nature of the
relationship gives credence to a more inclusive understanding of cognition and will, therefore,

be doubted as the examination of meaning-making across disciplines.
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