The Two Kinds Of Knowledge

The two kinds of knowledge form the foundation of understanding in philosophy, education,
and everyday life. Recognizing the distinctions between these types can enhance our approach
to learning, problem-solving, and personal development. Broadly, knowledge can be
categorized into two main types: explicit (or propositional) knowledge and implicit (or
procedural) knowledge. Each type serves different purposes, is acquired through different
methods, and plays a unique role in how humans interpret and interact with the world around
them. In this article, we will explore these two kinds of knowledge in detail, examining their
definitions, characteristics, how they are acquired, and their applications in various contexts.

Understanding the Two Kinds of Knowledge

1. Explicit Knowledge

Explicit knowledge, also known as propositional or declarative knowledge, is formal, codified,
and easily articulated. It encompasses facts, concepts, principles, and information that can be
readily communicated through language, symbols, or documentation. This type of knowledge is
often found in textbooks, manuals, databases, and other structured formats. Characteristics of
Explicit Knowledge:

Can be easily articulated and shared

Typically stored in written or digital form

Subject to formal education and training

Often objective and verifiable

Facilitates learning through reading, listening, or observing
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Examples of Explicit Knowledge:

Mathematical formulas and scientific theories
Historical dates and events

Grammar rules in language learning
Procedures for operating machinery
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Legal statutes and regulations

Acquisition of Explicit Knowledge: - Formal education (schools, universities) - Reading books,
articles, and manuals - Attending seminars, workshops, and lectures - Accessing digital
resources and databases Application of Explicit Knowledge: - Developing theoretical
understanding - Creating instructional materials - Conducting research and analysis - Making
informed decisions based on factual data

2. Implicit Knowledge

Implicit knowledge, also called tacit or procedural knowledge, is intuitive, subconscious, and
often difficult to articulate. It is acquired through personal experience, observation, and practice

© sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com The Two Kinds Of Knowledge 1



rather than formal instruction. This knowledge manifests in skills, habits, and intuitions that
operate beneath conscious awareness. Characteristics of Implicit Knowledge:

Not easily expressed in words

Gained through experience and practice
Highly personal and context-dependent
Automatic and intuitive
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Often difficult to transfer explicitly to others
Examples of Implicit Knowledge:

Riding a bicycle or swimming

Recognizing facial expressions and social cues
Playing a musical instrument by ear
Developing a sense of timing in sports
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Intuitive decision-making in complex situations

Acquisition of Implicit Knowledge: - Learning through trial and error - Observation and imitation -
Hands-on practice and repetition - Immersive experiences in real-world settings Application of
Implicit Knowledge: - Performing skilled tasks efficiently - Engaging in social interactions and
negotiations - Developing expertise in craft and artistry - Responding adaptively to
unpredictable situations

Differences Between Explicit and Implicit Knowledge

Understanding the primary differences helps clarify their roles: | Aspect | Explicit Knowledge |
Implicit Knowledge | |||| | Articulability | Easily articulated | Difficult to articulate | | Storage |
Formal, written/digital | Personal, experiential | | Acquisition | Formal education, reading |
Practice, observation | | Transferability | Easily shared | Hard to transfer explicitly | | Nature |
Factual, theoretical | Practical, experiential | | Consciousness | Usually conscious | Often
subconscious |

The Interplay Between the Two Types of Knowledge

While distinct, explicit and implicit knowledge often complement each other. For example, a
chess player (implicit knowledge) uses intuition developed through experience, but also relies
on explicit knowledge of rules and strategies. Similarly, a surgeon (implicit skill) may also study
anatomical diagrams (explicit knowledge) to inform their practice. The role of experiential
learning bridges the gap between these types, allowing individuals to internalize explicit
knowledge into implicit understanding, and vice versa. This dynamic interaction enhances skill
development, problem-solving, and innovation.

Implications for Education and Personal Development

Recognizing the two kinds of knowledge influences teaching strategies and personal growth:



For Educators:

1. Design curricula that balance theoretical instruction with practical application.

2. Use experiential learning methods such as simulations, apprenticeships, and hands-on
activities.

3. Encourage reflection to help students internalize explicit knowledge into implicit
understanding.

For Learners:

1. Engage actively in practice to develop implicit skills.

2. Combine reading and studying with real-world experiences.

3. Reflect on actions to deepen understanding and transfer explicit knowledge into intuitive
expertise.

Conclusion

The two kinds of knowledge—explicit and implicit—are fundamental to human cognition and
learning. Explicit knowledge provides the basis for shared understanding and communication,
while implicit knowledge enables us to perform complex skills effortlessly and adaptively.
Recognizing their differences and interplay can lead to more effective learning strategies, better
teaching methods, and a richer appreciation of how we understand and navigate our world. By
cultivating both types of knowledge, individuals and organizations can achieve a more
comprehensive, adaptable, and innovative approach to knowledge acquisition and application.
Whether in education, professional practice, or daily life, appreciating the distinction between
explicit and implicit knowledge empowers us to become more effective learners, practitioners,
and thinkers.

The Two Kinds of Knowledge: An In-Depth Exploration Understanding the nature of knowledge
has been a central pursuit of philosophy, education, and cognitive science for centuries. When
we talk about the two kinds of knowledge, we are referring to a fundamental dichotomy that
helps categorize how humans acquire, process, and apply information. This distinction not only
influences our theoretical understanding of learning but also impacts practical approaches in
education, research, and everyday decision-making. In this article, we will delve into these two
kinds of knowledge, exploring their definitions, features, pros and cons, and implications.

Understanding the Two Kinds of Knowledge

The two primary categories of knowledge are often described as explicit knowledge and tacit
knowledge. These categories were first systematically distinguished by the philosopher Michael
Polanyi in the mid-20th century. Recognizing the differences between these types is essential
for understanding how humans learn and operate in various contexts—be it scientific research,
craftsmanship, or interpersonal communication.
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Explicit Knowledge

Definition and Characteristics

Explicit knowledge, sometimes called codified knowledge, refers to information that is
articulated, documented, and easily transferable. It includes facts, instructions, data, and
principles that can be written down, spoken, or stored in digital formats. This type of knowledge
is structured and formal, making it accessible for sharing and dissemination. Features of Explicit
Knowledge: - Easily articulated: Can be expressed in words, symbols, or numbers. -
Documented: Stored in books, databases, manuals, or digital files. - Transferable: Can be shared
through teaching, training, or written communication. - Structured: Follows specific formats
such as formulas, procedures, or classifications. - Objective: Less dependent on individual
interpretation; more universally understood.

Examples of Explicit Knowledge

- Mathematical formulas and scientific facts - Instruction manuals and user guides - Legal codes
and policies - Historical dates and events - Software code and algorithms

Advantages of Explicit Knowledge

- Easy to share: Facilitates knowledge dissemination across individuals and organizations. -
Efficient learning: Allows rapid acquisition through reading or training. - Standardization:
Ensures consistency in procedures and outcomes. - Scalability: Can be stored and transferred
en masse, making it suitable for large-scale education and training.

Disadvantages of Explicit Knowledge

- Limited context: May lack nuance or understanding of underlying principles. - Static nature:
Can become outdated if not regularly updated. - Over-simplification: Sometimes reduces
complex skills or insights into mere facts. - Lack of personal touch: Does not capture individual
experience or intuitive insights.

Tacit Knowledge

Definition and Characteristics

Tacit knowledge, also known as implicit knowledge, encompasses the skills, insights, intuitions,
and understandings that are difficult to articulate or formalize. It resides within individuals and
is often acquired through personal experience, practice, and social interaction. Unlike explicit
knowledge, tacit knowledge is deeply ingrained and often subconscious. Features of Tacit
Knowledge: - Hard to articulate: Difficult to put into words or write down. - Personal and context-
specific: Varies from person to person and situation to situation. - Learned through experience:
Gained by doing, observing, and practicing. - Intuitive: Often involves subconscious insights and
judgments. - Embedded: Tied to individual actions, skills, and social context.



Examples of Tacit Knowledge

- Riding a bicycle or swimming - Craftsmanship and artisanal skills - Intuitive decision-making in
complex situations - Social skills like negotiation or empathy - Artistic intuition and creativity

Advantages of Tacit Knowledge

- Highly contextual: Provides nuanced understanding and skills that are difficult to codify. -
Innovative potential: Facilitates creativity and problem-solving beyond formal rules. -
Personalized: Tailored to individual strengths and experiences. - Competitive advantage: Often
represents unique expertise within an organization or individual.

Disadvantages of Tacit Knowledge

- Difficult to transfer: Hard to document or teach explicitly. - Limited scalability: Difficult to share
widely without personal interaction. - Risk of loss: Can be lost when individuals leave or retire. -
Variable quality: Dependent on personal skill and experience, leading to inconsistency.

Implications of the Two Kinds of Knowledge

Understanding the distinction between explicit and tacit knowledge has profound implications
for various domains, including education, organizational management, innovation, and personal
development.

In Education

- Balancing explicit and tacit learning: Effective education programs incorporate explicit content
(facts, theories) with opportunities for experiential, tacit learning (hands-on practice,
mentorship). - Challenges: Teaching tacit skills (like leadership or craftsmanship) requires
mentorship and apprenticeship, which are less scalable than classroom instruction.

In Organizations

- Knowledge management: Companies strive to capture explicit knowledge in databases and
manuals while also fostering environments where tacit knowledge can be shared through social
interactions, storytelling, and mentorship. - Innovation: Tacit knowledge often underpins
breakthroughs, as intuitive insights cannot always be codified.

In Personal Development

- Learning skills: Developing expertise involves acquiring explicit knowledge and cultivating tacit
skills through deliberate practice. - Expertise: True mastery often hinges on the ability to
internalize tacit knowledge that guides decision-making and creativity.
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Challenges in Harnessing Both Types

- Recognizing the value of tacit knowledge and creating environments for its transfer. -
Developing methods to externalize tacit knowledge, such as storytelling, demonstrations, or
practice-based learning. - Ensuring explicit knowledge remains current and relevant, avoiding
obsolescence.

Bridging the Gap: From Tacit to Explicit and Vice Versa

One of the ongoing challenges is how to convert tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge and
vice versa—a process known as knowledge conversion. This is vital for organizations seeking to
preserve expertise and foster innovation.

Explicit to Tacit

- Method: Teaching, mentoring, and experiential learning. - Example: A senior craftsman
demonstrates techniques, allowing apprentices to internalize the skills.

Tacit to Explicit

- Method: Documentation, storytelling, and reflection. - Example: Recording a master chef’s
techniques in a manual or video tutorial. Benefits of Knowledge Conversion: - Preserves
valuable expertise. - Facilitates training and onboarding. - Promotes innovation by making tacit
insights accessible. Limitations: - Some tacit knowledge resists formalization. - Over-reliance on
explicit knowledge may overlook nuanced skills.

Conclusion

The distinction between explicit and tacit knowledge provides a comprehensive framework for
understanding how humans learn, innovate, and operate within societies and organizations.
Explicit knowledge facilitates communication, standardization, and scalability, while tacit
knowledge embodies the personal, intuitive, and context-specific insights that drive mastery
and innovation. Recognizing the strengths and limitations of each type enables us to develop
better educational strategies, foster organizational learning, and cultivate personal expertise.
Ultimately, the most effective approach combines both forms—articulating what can be written
down and nurturing the subtle, subconscious skills that define human ingenuity and mastery. In
a world increasingly driven by information and digital technology, appreciating the nuanced
interplay between explicit and tacit knowledge remains vital. As we continue to explore new
ways to capture, transfer, and apply knowledge, this dual perspective offers invaluable
guidance toward creating richer, more adaptable, and innovative societies.



Questions & Answers About the two kinds of knowledge

Question

Answer

What are the two kinds of
knowledge traditionally
distinguished in philosophy?

The two kinds of knowledge are propositional
knowledge (knowing that something is the case) and
procedural knowledge (knowing how to do something).

How does propositional
knowledge differ from
procedural knowledge?

Propositional knowledge involves understanding facts
and statements, such as 'Paris is the capital of France,'
whereas procedural knowledge refers to skills and
abilities, such as riding a bike or playing the piano.

Why is understanding the
distinction between the two
kinds of knowledge important
in education?

Recognizing the difference helps educators tailor
teaching methods, emphasizing factual understanding
for propositional knowledge and practical skills for
procedural knowledge to promote comprehensive
learning.

Can someone have procedural
knowledge without
propositional knowledge?

Yes, it is possible to have procedural knowledge—know-
how—without explicit propositional knowledge, such as
a person who can ride a bike but cannot articulate the
mechanics involved.

How do the two kinds of
knowledge relate to artificial
intelligence?

Al systems often focus on propositional knowledge, like
data and facts, but integrating procedural knowledge,
such as algorithms and motor skills, is essential for
creating more advanced, autonomous systems.

What role does experiential
learning play in acquiring
procedural knowledge?

Experiential learning is crucial for procedural
knowledge, as practicing skills through real-world
experiences helps individuals develop the abilities
needed to perform tasks effectively.

Are both types of knowledge
equally valued in scientific
research?

While propositional knowledge is fundamental for
understanding theories and facts, procedural
knowledge is also valued, especially in experimental
procedures and practical applications within scientific
research.

epistemology, types of knowledge, explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge, theoretical knowledge,
practical knowledge, propositional knowledge, procedural knowledge, experiential knowledge,
implicit knowledge
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