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Since the time of Plato and Aristotle, philosophers have debated the
possibility of knowledge and its essential nature, often in response to skeptics
who denied its attainability. The central issue in these discussions has been
identifying the key components of knowledge. The traditional view, rooted
in Plato's thought, defines knowledge as "justified true belief." While this
perspective dominated Western epistemology from ancient Greece until the
20th century, some scholars have argued that knowledge alone is insufficient
to capture the full range of human cognitive capabilities. Instead, they have
emphasized the concept of "understanding.”
This study aims to differentiate understanding from knowledge, presenting
them as distinct cognitive capacities that address different aspects of human
curiosity and intellectual engagement. Using a descriptive-analytical method
with a critical approach, the research demonstrates that understanding is
neither equivalent to knowledge nor a subset of it. The key argument is that,
ontologically, understanding is non-transferable, whereas knowledge is
transferable.
Keywords: knowledge, understanding, epistemology, ontology.

!'. Research Paper, Received: 26/11/2024; Confirmed: 5/1/2025.
2, Associate Professor of Islamic Philosophy and Theology Department, University of
Mazandaran, Babolsar, Iran. (r.mahdavi@umz.ac.ir).


mailto:r.mahdavi@umz.ac.ir

422/ Journal of Metaphysical Investigations, VVol.5, No. 10, 2024-2025, pp 421-445

Introduction

A central question in epistemology concerns the fundamental components of
knowledge. In response to skepticism about the possibility of acquiring
knowledge (Satce, 1385, 111), Plato and Aristotle explored the
characteristics that transform mere opinions into knowledge. In Theaetetus,
Plato defined knowledge as a "justified true belief" (Plato, 1928, Theaetetus,
405), a definition that remained influential until the early 20th century.
However, during the 20th century, this traditional view faced significant
critique.

Avristotle identified three essential conditions for converting an opinion into
knowledge: belief, truth, and justification. Each of these elements is
necessary, and together, they are sufficient to claim knowledge. While much
of traditional epistemology has focused on defining justification and truth,
foundationalism (Mahdavi Azadboni, 2016, 43) and correspondence theory
(Cornor, 1982, 168) have played a significant role in shaping these
discussions.

A major turning point in epistemology came with Edmund Gettier's short but
impactful paper (Gettier, 1961, 121), which challenged the adequacy of the
"justified true belief" model. In response, some philosophers attempted to
preserve the traditional conception of knowledge by refining the conditions
of justification and truth, while others rejected the correspondence theory
altogether (Rorty, 2002, 204). This shift led some to advocate for a
naturalized epistemology, likening knowledge to a scientific discipline
(Quine, 2004, 29), while others highlighted the limitations of knowledge in
addressing human cognitive capacities and instead emphasized the
importance of understanding.

Are knowledge and understanding the same, or do they fulfill distinct
cognitive functions? This study seeks to address this question by examining
the ontological role of understanding. Through a descriptive-analytical
method with a critical approach, the research explores how understanding
differs from knowledge and why it plays a unique role in human cognition.
Discussion

Historically, the concept of understanding has received varying degrees of
attention in philosophical discourse. Analyzing the Greek term episteme
provides insight into this issue, as it forms the root of "epistemology,"” a key
philosophical domain. Traditionally, episteme has been equated with
knowledge, but more recent scholarship has suggested that "understanding"
may be a more accurate translation (Grimm, 2021). Nevertheless, in the
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Western philosophical tradition, the translation of episteme as "knowledge"
has remained dominant.

Epistemologists generally recognize understanding as an important concept,
though it has often been overshadowed by knowledge. However, it is
possible to have knowledge without necessarily possessing understanding.
Zagzebski argues that understanding has a broad meaning and diverse
applications, including literature and the philosophy of language (Zagzebski,
2009, 141). Consequently, distinguishing between different types of
understanding is crucial to avoid conceptual confusion (Longworth, 2008,
50).

Reflecting on human cognitive tendencies reveals that understanding and
knowledge represent distinct cognitive functions. While knowledge
primarily concerns the possession of true and justified information,
understanding entails a deeper, more integrative cognitive process.
Understanding represents a higher-level cognitive ability, addressing a
fundamental human need for coherence and meaning. Unlike knowledge,
which can be transferred from one individual to another, understanding is
inherently non-transferable.

Some philosophers, such as Rigg and Zagzebski, argue that understanding
holds a superior cognitive status to knowledge. This claim is based on the
premise that understanding involves a level of cognitive engagement that
knowledge does not. When we seek understanding, we do not concern
ourselves with trivial or disconnected facts; instead, understanding
represents a deeper cognitive pursuit that prioritizes meaningful connections
and coherence.

Conclusion

While knowledge—defined through truth and justification—remains central
to epistemology, it does not fully capture the breadth of human cognitive
capacities. Understanding, as a distinct epistemic category, plays a crucial
role in human cognition. Unlike knowledge, which is transferable,
understanding is inherently non-transferable, reflecting its unique
ontological status. Recognizing this distinction suggests that epistemology
must account for understanding as an essential and separate component of
human cognition.
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