Alexander Zouev

May 2007

000051 - 060


“If someone claims that both the divisions of knowledge into disciplines and the divisions of the world into countries on a map are artificial, what does this mean? What is the nature of the boundaries between the Areas of Knowledge, in your view?”

It often seems as though the need for classification and categorization is apparent in our natural human instincts - we simplify and organize the complicated and the disorganized.  Although its seems effortless in theory, dividing 500,000,000 square kilometers of surface area into countries, and a concept of great scope such as knowledge into disciplines, is by no means a simple task.  If one claims that these divisions are indeed “artificial”, are we to understand that the divisions are simply not natural, or moreover, that they have been completely created by humans alone?  Perhaps the more appropriate question to first consider would be how permanent the boundaries are? Are they as solid and clear-cut like boundaries between Belgium and France, or as permeable and weak as the Berlin wall?  There must be an apparent nature behind these boundaries.  

Born in the USSR during the collapse of the Soviet Union, I lived during a time when my country narrowed its borders to form at least 15 new countries before I reached my first birthday.  Ironically, when I asked my parents what Areas of Knowledge they were taught at school pre-1989, they both responded by saying “simple – humanitarian, non-humanitarian”.  Now, 17 years on, IB schools offering the full diploma programme in Moscow are teaching students the six TOK Areas of Knowledge.  Perhaps a characteristic of artificiality is the vulnerability to change over time/place, or to disappear completely – which would certainly bring country borders and Areas of Knowledge under the spotlight as both have been subject to change and human manipulation over time.  Imagine for yourself a road that goes all the way up to the border of one country. When the road approaches the border, does it simply stop or does it flow into the next country?  For one to follow that road, one must make many necessary border crossings; similarly, for one to establish knowledge claims in an area of knowledge, one will undoubtedly have to rely on certain construct methods that may be part and parcel to other knowledge areas as well.  

In this essay I intend to discus “exactly what makes a country” by comparing conceptual ideas between knowledge and countries on a map, and use this as my primary metaphor for “what makes an area of knowledge” whilst also focusing on the knowledge construct qualities and the methodology applied in the various Areas of Knowledge, notably mathematics and art.  


In the past century, the world’s country count has seen a considerable increase as more countries become broken up and formed into two or more countries. The breakup of the USSR, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia are examples of this. However, a good counterexample of two countries re-uniting is the joining of Eastern and Western Germany.  This constant change in the borders of countries highlights their artificiality.  

One might ask the question: “What is the point of dividing the political world up into countries,” or for that matter, what is the point of dividing the intellectual world with respect to knowledge forums?  Wars have been fought and lives have been lost because of disputable divisions of countries, but the division of Areas of Knowledge receives little attention in our everyday lives. Changing country borders directly affects the lives of many people (as often there is conflict involved, whether armed or not).  Changing the boundaries and content of knowledge disciplines will no doubt have serious implications in philosophical debates and might change the nature of the areas themselves, a superficial analysis might conclude that  the change would arguably have a lesser impact than changing country borders.  


Divisions of the world into countries are akin to other modern division debates, for example, the division of the world into continents, or the classification of planets.  The recent controversy concerning the planet Pluto is one of particular interest.  New findings would place Pluto in a family of smaller objects and strip it of its planetary “rank”.  This brings up an interesting point, because it demonstrates how, language plays a role in how we assess and categorize, and hence how we know. Our definition of the word “planet” has been altered; consequently, there are no longer nine, but eight planets.  This has no direct impact on Pluto itself.  It is yet another example of the knowledge issue posed by the theory of meaning.  This theory of meaning is central to the divisions of knowledge areas into separate categories.  The clarity of terminology allows the construct of knowledge in mathematics to build on logical structure.  On the other hand, the lack of agreement amongst the community of knowers on simple definitions can provide a breakdown of the construction of a claim in an area such as ethics.

With regards to the labeling of countries and Areas of Knowledge as “artificial”, it could be argued that while both divisions certainly have artificial aspects, the methodology for creating the divisions is often based on natural aspects.  For example, criteria for the division of a country could be geographical.  Rivers, mountains, and oceans are at times decisive and natural reasons for why one country borders another.  More modern country borders have been established through mainly ethnic, religious, linguistic or economical criterion.  Similarly, Areas of Knowledge differ from one another through methodology and the use of logic-emotion within their construct.  There is a definite criteria for each of the six disciplines, as well as differing construct and individual qualities of the knowledge. 

Using the boundaries between Russia and Ukraine, I can help explain the nature of the boundaries between several Areas of Knowledge.  Although Russia and Ukraine share to a great extent a common language, culture, even some cuisine – there are still notable differences, for example in the national music.  Similarly, all Areas of Knowledge in a sense aim to “construct” knowledge, however their construct methods will vary greatly.  Take for example knowledge claims in mathematics and the arts.  Both are ways we devise to get an idea across a person –in essence the very nature of language.  For example, one could not write an essay to show how the binomial theorem works, however through mathematical symbols and language this concept becomes clear.  Similarly, art is a medium of commuting and expressing emotion and nature; it is in essence also a language.  We can question a claim in mathematics, but we will then soon see that the justification for that claim will be a stunningly beautiful rock-solid proof hard to dispute because of the axioms on which it is based.  This stunning beauty can be found in the arts as well.  In contrast however, the arts lack this “right-answer” factor that can be found in mathematics.  For example, during one memorable arts field trip to the Photomuseum in Antwerp, I distinctly remember having a tedious debate with a peer as to whether photography was a true medium of art.  This highlights the notion that there is no universal agreement as to what is art, or moreover, the certainty of the result (message) of art.  There is however, a clear universal agreement on most of the mathematics we encounter today.  

What must be recognized is that both Areas of Knowledge and countries are somewhat open concepts, in the sense that new subjects will always arise, and knowers will have two options; either to analyze existing criterion and figure out which of the recognized areas should include a particular subject, or alternatively, be faced with the idea of creating a new Area of Knowledge.  So in order to encompass new knowledge, criterion will either have to be expanded to fit the knowledge, or a new bordered area will have to be created.  This process is on-going in divisions of the world’s land masses as well.  Over the past several years, some of the world’s largest artificial islands have been constructed from sand off the coast of Dubai, including the famous Palm Islands.  Although these areas of land did not exist before, they do now, and consequently the UAE’s borders have been expanded to include them.  

Having experienced the full IB diploma programme for a year already, it becomes very clear to me that it is impossible to study certain subjects without making direct reference to others.  For example it would be impossible to fully discuss economics (human science) graphs and tables, without the use of some basic mathematics.  We can easily relate this to country borders.  Take for example the town of Putte, located both in Holland and in Belgium.  Traveling through the city a while back, I failed to notice the Belgian part ending, and the Dutch beginning.  Correspondingly, the student writing an economics essay on pollution taxation will, more often then not, fail to recognize that he is making links between at least three areas of knowledge: mathematics, natural sciences, and ethics.  Focusing on mathematics, the most common connection the area has with other disciplines is the use of mathematics as a tool.  Whether it is engineers, economists or statisticians, it is here that pure mathematical techniques, applied modeling and other disciples interface.  Hence mathematics complements other disciples in many ways but this is not to say that mathematics is “everywhere”.  The importance of this argument, and this essay as whole, is to appreciate that the ultimate use of Areas of Knowledge blends together.  The true test of knowledge is its use and this is where areas converge to a similar ground.
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