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that you’ll need to know in order to genuinely excel. In philosophy, knowing that a philosopher 

developed a theory is good, but to be a good philosopher you’ll have to know how to use that 

information in the service of your own argument. Knowing the net worth of a company might 

be important in a business management case study, but you will also have to be able to use that 

information in an analysis to show top-level skills in your assessment.

Is knowing how more or less important than knowing that?

So which form of knowledge is more important? First, you will have already guessed that each 

form of knowledge will depend to a large extent on the other. Being a member of a community 

of knowers requires some level of both propositional and ability knowledge. They are intimately 

related, though we can think about them separately. This is clear in sporting communities where 

you must know the rules (propositional knowledge) but then also have the ability to play. It is no 

less clear that in your academic subjects they are related as well. One of the big changes in your 

own education is that you are being taught to shift from emphasizing propositional knowledge in 

the lower grades, to developing more and more skills and abilities.

Are there certain types of activities which are more focused on ability knowledge? In some 

disciplines in the arts for instance, impromptu, free-styling activity is sometimes the norm. From 

hip-hop rap battles, to improvisational jazz, to some spoken word competitions, the level of ability 

knowledge required seems to exceed propositional knowledge. Simply being able to draw well 

seems, at first, to be a basic talent that you either have or don’t have and you didn’t have to know 

anything to get good at; repeated practice will help your natural talent to grow.

On closer consideration, however, the experts in these fields will admit to having a wealth of 

propositional knowledge as well as an amazing ability that allows them to create in a coherent 

and meaningful way. Improvisational poets and spoken word artists will use their knowledge of 

rhythm and rhyme to create a structure for their word choice. Musicians will know and exploit 

their knowledge of scale, harmony and key to constrain and develop their musical phrasing and 

melody. Visual artists and sculptors will need to have a wealth of knowledge about the nature of 

their medium and knowledge about form, composition, structure and effect. Their expertise is that 

they are able to take the facts about the field in which they are working (propositional knowledge) 

and build on them to create something unique, effective and meaningful (ability knowledge).

■■ Communities of knowers
When we normally think of ‘communities’ we think of groups of people living next to one 

another, or in specific locations. Another way to think about communities, however, is to focus 

on a group of people who have characteristics in common, but which don’t necessarily refer to 

physical location. We might, for example, refer to a community based on ethnicity or culture 

as the ‘Hispanic community’ or the ‘Indian community’, or define a community by other traits, 

such as sexual orientation or shared interest in issues to do with gender and sexuality, like the 

‘LGBTQ+ community’. These groupings are not set in stone; they are simply ways of quickly 

identifying a group of people who have some sort of shared experience and interest.

■■ What communities do you belong to? How have they shaped what you know and think?

IA	prompt
14 Does some 

knowledge belong 
only to particular 
communities of 
knowers?
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	ACTIVITY	

Consider the groups 
that you are part of. 
They might be social, 
religious, academic or 
related to sports or 
other skills or interests. 
1 Compile a list of 

knowledge or beliefs 
that are common or 
which overlap in that 
community. 

2 What disagreements 
are there in the 
community? 

3 Are there ways of 
managing those 
disagreements?

A ‘community of knowers’ would be one way of describing such communities. Again, the terms 

are quite broad, but they refer to groups of people who share beliefs, theories, experiences and 

ideas. We might, for example, speak of a city’s ‘Spanish-speaking community’ or its ‘English-

speaking community’ in cities where those languages are not the primary language. (It would be 

odd to speak of Trondheim’s ‘Norwegian-speaking community’ since that would include nearly 

everyone in the city.) In identifying these ‘communities’, we are grouping people together in 

relation to their linguistic knowledge. 

The other communities mentioned above might also be characterized in terms of knowledge, 

beliefs, ideas or theories. The LBGTQ+ community of knowers would share much by way of 

experience and interest and while this might not be knowledge per se, that experience and interest 

would lead the community members to share much that is related to knowledge. This could 

include beliefs and values, political positions, culture and society and perhaps a knowledge and 

understanding of a shared history.

DEEPER THINKING

Generalization and stereotyping

Knowledge about the world, and people in the world, 
is often generalized; that is, the claims are about groups 
rather than individuals. When economists talk about ‘the 
market’ or when psychologists talk about behavioural 
trends across populations, they are not talking about 
individuals. Similarly, when talking about ‘communities 
of knowers’ we are talking about general features which 
can be used to group people together. What might be 
the dangers of this sort of generalization? How might our 
thinking about individuals be influenced knowing that 
they identify, or we identify them, as part of a group?

Whether justified or not, people might have certain  
beliefs about these communities, and it might be  
unfair to use these beliefs about the community to  
describe someone in that community. This is the root 

of the injustice of ‘stereotyping’, where we place an  
individual into a community and then unfairly pre-judge 
that individual based on what we think is true about 
that community.

■■ It is easy to pigeonhole people into particular groups

Communities of knowers might also refer to groups that are linked through knowing how to do 

certain things. Netball and baseball players, skateboarders, gymnasts and bassists all know how to 

do specific things and have skills which bring them into a community. The notion of communities 

of knowers can also be used to make sense of more traditional or more formal academic disciplines 

such as those in the AOKs: historians, mathematicians, biologists and psychologists all form 

communities of sorts. In each of these cases, a group of people share propositional and ability 

knowledge and can meaningfully engage with one another in relation to that knowledge. There 

might not be a single set of knowledge they all share, and they might even disagree on certain claims 

within their community, but there are important overlapping beliefs and skills which bring them 

into a close relationship which they do not share with others. Not having that knowledge is a way of 

showing that you do not belong to a community or only stand on the edge of it. I know that I am not 

a central member of a community of knowers if I cannot participate meaningfully in that knowledge. 

By way of a loose definition, therefore, we might say that a community of knowers is a group of people 

who share similar relationships to a body of knowledge, beliefs, assumptions or opinions. They also share 

knowledge of methods about how to build knowledge in the field and are able to collaborate meaningfully in 

the practice of that knowledge.
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■■ Individuals and communities
Having established the notion of a ‘community of knowers’, how can it help us understand 

ourselves as individual knowers? 

We, as knowers, are related to a community of knowers

Our individual knowledge and perspectives are often defined by being related to a community 

of knowers. Individuals generally (perhaps not always) are part of larger groups. In terms of 

TOK, the idea is that we, as knowers, stand within communities of knowers. Knowledge is 

deeply embedded and networked, meaning that the methods we use to construct knowledge, the 

claims that we arrive at and the perspectives we take as individuals are connected and take their 

meaning from the wider community.

Being an English speaker, for instance, means that you are able to effectively use a language 

which has been developed by other people. The meanings of the terms you use and the rules  

for the proper use of them have already been decided upon before you started using them.  

Even when thinking, you might find that ‘the little voice’ in your head uses proper grammar.  

It is certainly true that you might create a new word or phrase, but for it to genuinely  

be part of the language, others would have to use it with you. You can also use language in new 

and exciting ways which might never have been done before: literature and poetry are perfect 

examples of this. Even here, however, using words to convey personal or new thoughts, even 

when breaking established rules, still makes use of publicly accepted meanings and conventions.

Being an individual knower in a community of knowers associated with an area of knowledge 

requires you to make use of established conventions and knowledge. Think of your teachers. 

They are individuals who are part of their discipline’s community of knowers. Being a 

mathematician or a psychologist or a philosopher means accepting the knowledge (or at least 

important aspects of it) of the community. It also means that you have accepted the general 

conventions of knowledge construction in that community. Being an astronomer, for example, 

means accepting that the data given through spectroscopy is reliable, more reliable, for instance 

than merely peering into the night sky. Even in the arts, where you might think the knowledge 

gained is personal and subjective, the knowledge of techniques, the history of the medium and 

the concepts used in the discussion of the quality of art are all shared among the community. As 

is the case with language, these conventions might be used to share deeply personal emotional 

responses and experiences, but they nevertheless are recognized by others in the community.

Membership criteria

Another way of thinking about individuals and communities is by thinking about what an 

individual must know or be able to do to consider themselves a member of a community. 

Consider being a member of a religious community. Being Jewish or Hindu or Jain means, among 

other things, that you understand certain concepts and accept certain types of knowledge as true. 

Being part of these communities means that you know how to participate in certain rituals or that 

you are able to participate in certain traditions and activities. To be a full member of a community 

requires an individual to take part in learning how to do these sorts of things.

Likewise, you might know the basic rules of chess and play regularly with friends, in which case 

you might consider yourself broadly to be a part of a community of chess players. You might not be 

an expert, or a particularly good player, but you would have the knowledge to meaningfully engage 

to some degree with other members of this community. Considering your knowledge and skills as 

a whole, you can probably think of all sorts of different communities of knowers of which you are 

broadly a part. Think of all the things that you enjoy doing – in each case you might consider yourself a 

part of that community of knowers in that you know enough facts and have enough skill to participate. 

Are there types of 
knowledge that 
are specifically 
linked to particular 
communities of 
knowers?

KNOWLEDGE 
QUESTION

	ACTIVITY	
1 What communities 

would you 
consider yourself 
a ‘member’ of? 

2 What knowledge 
(propositional and 
ability) have you 
gained that makes 
you a member of 
this community?
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You might be better at some (closer to ‘expert’) and worse at others (closer to ‘novice’) but 

you can be said to be part of that community at some level. 

Experts and apprentices

Using this notion of ‘community of knowers’ also gives us the opportunity to 

explore a central concept in the world of TOK: experts. If TOK is about knowledge 

and knowing, then it is crucial to be able to discuss and evaluate just what it 

means to be an ‘expert’ or to have more expertise in something, or what makes an 

individual more or less reliable than others in relation to that community.

Members of communities don’t necessarily all have a similar standing. In many cases, 

but not all, we easily recognize when someone is an expert in the group. We have an 

intuitive understanding that some individuals will be a more or less reliable voice in 

that community. Many of us, however, do have quite a bit of knowledge and experience 

in a field and would be reliable sources of knowledge when it comes to those fields. 

Your guitar teacher (presumably) has a good deal of both knowledge and skill which make them 

a reliable source of knowledge about guitar playing. They will know facts about scales and where 

certain notes are and how they make up chords. They will know certain skills and techniques, 

from how to hold the guitar to how and where to place which fingers to make chords. This is not 

to say that every guitar teacher is an expert, but simply to suggest that some individuals have more 

expertise than others. There is no best guitar player in the world, just like there is no best map of the 

world, though we might happily recognize that some players are better in certain respects.

Your subject teachers are another example of people with more expertise than others. In relation 

to their subject, your teachers have knowledge of the facts and skills needed to succeed in the 

context of the IB. This is not, of course, to say that they are ‘experts’, though of course they 

might be. Their job is about, among other things, helping you get through the IB, so their level of 

expertise needs to be tailored to that task.

	ACTIVITY	

What makes an expert more or less 
reliable? Interview someone who 
you would consider being in the 
same ‘community of knowers’ as 
you but whom you think is more of 
an expert than you.
1 Try to identify what makes them 

more of an expert.
2 Is there anything which they 

have that you don’t have yet?
3 Is there anything which they 

have which you cannot have? 

DEEPER THINKING

Privilege and perspective

When thinking about what makes one person more 
of an expert than others, you might have come across 
certain experiences or traits that make someone more 
reliable than others in terms of their sophisticated 
understanding of certain claims. When thinking about 
the debate about a woman’s right to choose what 
happens to her own body and a fetus’ ‘right to life’, 
one might reasonably think that being a woman gives 
an individual a certain experience that makes her point 
of view more reliable. When thinking about racism and 
the power structures that privilege a racial majority, one 
might reasonably think that being part of a minority 
might give one a certain insight into the issues that 
someone in the power majority might not be sensitive to. 

In the discussion of race and racism there is the concept 
of ‘privilege’ which captures this intuition: being part 
of the majority in a society might make it harder to see 
how social structures and conventions make life easier 
for that majority. For example, there might be a whole 

series of issues around race, gender and economics 
that a white middle class male, for example, might 
not be naturally sensitive to. We need to be attentive 
to any non-conscious biases that might result from 
our potentially privileged status. Ignoring that others 
might have life experiences which give weight to their 
perspectives is to pretend that ‘knowing’ about the 
world has nothing to do with our place in that world.

IA	prompt
22 What role do 

experts play in 
influencing our 
consumption or 
acquisition of 
knowledge?
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How does this discussion of experts or expertise help? We’ve suggested that experts are reliable 

sources of knowledge, but we must take care when taking advice from those with more expertise, 

because we should only accept advice from those who have expertise in the areas we want to 

know about. If you needed help with your physics coursework, for instance, you would go to a 

physics teacher, but not your English literature teacher. 

This is because being part of a community of knowers means that you understand the skills and 

knowledge needed in that community to excel in that community. Each community will have 

established rules or conventions which identify good or excellent knowledge in that community. 

Becoming part of that community means gaining the understanding and techniques to produce 

this quality knowledge. The training your English teacher has received has not been aimed at 

producing excellent knowledge in physics.

Similarly, when trying to educate ourselves on particularly contentious issues, like abortion or 

climate change, we need to make sure that our sources of knowledge are themselves experts 

in the field. For example, whatever training a politician receives when learning to be a good 

politician isn’t designed for understanding science, so when trying to understand the science, 

politicians would do well to ask the experts.

Individual learners are apprentices in communities of knowers

A helpful way to think of your journey as a ‘knower’ is to consider yourself as a sort of 

apprentice into these community of knowers. In many professions and jobs, the way you 

become a member is through a system called ‘apprenticeship’. It is a term referring to young 

people who begin working with an expert. They learn the trade by first acting as simply 

a helper, but then are given more and more knowledge and are allowed to begin actually 

practising the trade. Apprenticeship schemes are still common, and many students choose to 

join one as a way of learning a trade on the job, rather than perhaps reading about it in a book 

or learning about it at university. Work experience or internships can be thought of as a type 

of short-term apprenticeship. Studying a subject at university can also be thought of as part of 

a long-term apprenticeship, in that you are learning the basic knowledge and academic skills 

required for success in that field.

Apprenticeships provide knowledge of facts and skills that help individual knowers shift from 

being outside the community to being a novice in the community and then move continually 

towards being an expert in the community. Members of these communities build on the overall 

knowledge and techniques to help the knowledge base of that community grow and develop as 

they find new techniques and discover new facts in their fields.

The overall philosophy of the International Baccalaureate is similar to this process in terms of 

the ‘academic’ subjects you take (including TOK). While there is a lot of learning involved, the 

subject guides for each of your subjects encourage and assess the actual doing of the subject. 

Consider your Internal Assessments for instance: in each of them you are expected to complete 

a piece of genuine research in the field or your own personal interpretation. Instead of just 

writing a report on what others in the field have said, you are asking a question and then 

demonstrating the subject-based skills that you’ve developed by researching, interpreting, 

thinking and presenting your response in a way that is appropriate to that subject.

However, this is just the process you’re undergoing in the IB. You will not go on to become an 

expert in all of your subjects; you may go on to become an expert in something else entirely. 

For now, though, you are an apprentice or an intern in the various disciplines you are taking in 

the IB. If you are a full DP candidate, you are becoming a mathematician and you are becoming 

a fluent language speaker through Language A or B or ab initio. Through your Language A, 
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you are becoming a literary critic. If you take Group 6 Art, you’re learning the processes and 

reflective processes needed to become an artist. Group 4 teaches you some of the facts, rules 

and methods that you will need to know if you become a scientist. For each subject you take, 

there is a group of professionals in that field, and the work you do during your IB years makes 

up the early stages of an apprenticeship for that field, should you decide to continue in that 

direction after the IB.

This process is very much like an apprentice’s journey: first you watch and learn, then you 

begin to take up the tools on smaller projects or essays, then you shift into larger projects taking 

increasing responsibility, until finally you can complete the job in a way that is similar to the way 

experts in the field do it. This process is also how the body of knowledge and skills developed by 

that community of knowers is transferred to you as an individual. Though of course, it might take 

many years before you’re considered an expert.

The use of this metaphor of ‘apprentice’ as a way of thinking of yourself as a knower is helpful 

when exploring the dynamic between not-knowing and knowing, or between being outside a 

community of knowers and being inside a community of knowers, or the dynamic between the 

individual knower and the group of which the individual is a part. Much of what TOK is about 

is thinking about that dynamic: what are the core facts and methods needed in a community of 

knowers? How does that community accept new members? In what ways do these communities 

shape how their members think or behave in the world? How do communities manage the 

inclusion of new knowledge from its individuals?

Perspectives
How do individuals develop the knowledge that we have? What is their relationship to the 

knowledge of others? In this section we explore ways in which we might unpack the various 

influences on our knowledge and explore how we might analyse the impact of  

these influences. 

Every individual will have a unique experience in relation to the world and how they have gained 

their knowledge, so there’s no way we can exactly describe your personal experience. But it 

remains true for everyone that we have developed our knowledge or our own ‘perspectives’ in the context 

of other knowledge and other knowers. In some cases, we consciously accept that knowledge (perhaps 

through learning), in some cases we challenge it, and in some cases we are unaware that we have 

taken on certain beliefs in a non-conscious or non-reflective way.

The goal here is not to describe for every individual just how their knowledge has been developed 

or what has influenced them, but rather to provide some conceptual tools which might be used to 

uncover what is the case in your own experience as a knower. This unit relates to a core theme of 

the Theory of Knowledge course, meaning that a critical reflection of your own knowledge in the 

world is the point of this course. These concepts might help you to reflect on your knowledge and 

identify and describe the ways that what you know about the world has been influenced, and give 

you tools to think about how to respond to this new awareness.

■■ Puppet masters
First, a story.

Imagine yourself a prisoner in a dark cave where you’ve been trapped since birth. You’re chained 

so you can only face the wall in front of you. To your right and left are other prisoners in the 

same position as you. In front of you are flickering and indistinct images bouncing about on 

the wall and you hear vague echoes coming from them. Other than you and your co-prisoners, 

What shapes my 
perspective as a 
knower?

KNOWLEDGE 
QUESTION

	ACTIVITY	
1 For each of your 

subjects, make 
a list of the 
knowledge and 
the skills required 
to be a successful 
‘practitioner’ in 
that field. Think 
about what your 
teachers have asked 
you to do, what 
information they 
have given you 
and what skills and 
knowledge you 
have developed 
through your own 
research. 

2 Show this list 
to your subject 
teachers and see 
what they think: 
are there elements 
that you have 
missed out? Have 
your teachers 
ever considered 
themselves 
‘masters’ teaching a 
trade to apprentices 
before?
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