Areas of knowledge

Religious knowledge systems
How do we decide between the competing claims of different religious knowledge systems? Can there ever be a
basis for religious knowledge that is independent of the culture that produces it? Is atheism as much a matter of
faith as religious belief?
Religious knowledge systems offer answers to fundamental questions about the meaning and purpose
of human life. This area of knowledge incorporates a diverse range of different beliefs and systems; for
example, varieties of theism, pantheism and polytheism. Some people believe that there is one true religion
whereas others, known as religious pluralists, argue that the different religions are just different reflections
of the same underlying truth. Religious knowledge has both a shared and personal dimension and offers a
concrete context, within the TOK classroom, to explore the links between the two.
Religion is often regarded as a sensitive area in which discussions should be had with caution, in part
because people have very personal and deeply held convictions regarding religious matters. However,
for many people their religion has a major impact on how they understand the world, permeating their
thinking and influencing their understanding of other AOKs, for example, the idea that ethics and religion
are inextricably linked. In any case, for many, religion provides a backdrop to all the other knowledge they
have.
Knowledge framework
Scope/applications

Concepts/language

Methodology

Historical development

•
•

attempts to explain the meaning and purpose of life
incorporates a diverse range of systems from polytheism to pantheism

•
•
•
•
•

difficulties in using human language to describe the divine
importance of analogy and metaphor
language shifts: oral to written, Latin to vernacular
conventions: authority of scripture in many systems, leaders and
authority figures
key concepts: faith, miracles, god(s), revelation

•
•
•
•
•
•

argumentation, use of reason
interpretation
use of revelation
sense perception
authority
value on faith

•

debates betweeen literal/fundamentalist, conservative and liberal
approaches
impact of scientific knowledge
language developments leading to wider developments

•
•
•

Links to personal
knowledge

•
•
•
•
•
•
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understanding of the self—personal views on life after death, personal
moral decision-making
emotional element in religious belief
attitudes and behaviour towards others
founding figures: Muhammed
spiritual leaders: Dalai Lama
individuals who have changed the course of religious history such as
Martin Luther
role of collaboration—community element: ummah in Islam,
evangelism and religious pluralism

Theory of knowledge guide

Areas of knowledge

What is the difference between religious feelings, religious
beliefs and religious faith?

Is it possible to know God?

Are religious beliefs reasonable?

Knowledge
questions

Is faith irrational?

Where do religious beliefs come from?
Can you think of any evidence which would convince you that God
does not exist?
What is the value of thinking about questions to which there are no
definite answers?
How do we decide between the competing claims of different
religious knowledge systems?

Examples of possible topics of study
Arguments for
and against the
existence of God

Religious language

Religious experience
and miracles

Religious pluralism

Figure 17
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