Are some types of knowledge less open to interpretation than others?

1

I wrote this poem for my English portfolio as a creative representation of my understanding
of ‘I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings’, a book by Maya Angelou. The poem explores some
of the most prominent chapters of the book for me personally and hence shows my own
knowledge about this piece of literature. Therefore, the poem exhibits emotional knowledge,
which is open to interpretation.
The poem links directly to the theme of language as literature uses language to convey
knowledge. The aspects of the book which I have included in the poem are things which I
have seen as central to the autobiography. This demonstrates the subjectivity of knowledge
in literature as all readers bring their background when deriving meaning from literary pieces.
The use of different language devices and techniques in literature delivers different
messages to each person. Therefore, individuals will discover various connotations
depending on their personal experiences and culture. This makes literature highly open to
interpretation because there is often not one true meaning and it most often varies in
accordance to how different people view it.
This poem adds another layer for interpretation depending on whether the person has read
the book or not. As the book gives context for the knowledge included in the poem, a person
who is not aware of the context would have a different interpretation to someone who does.
Moreover, having the context of the book can make the poem less open for interpretation
because it fixates the message to the plot of the autobiography. The framework created by
that plot will contaminate the perception as that person would be aware of what each stanza
links to in the book, whereas someone who has not read the book will not have that
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restrictive framework and will have more freedom in their interpretation. This suggests that
without the book context the poem is more open to interpretation.

2

This is a historical source, discussing terror in the USSR3, which I read when doing research
for my history Internal Assessment about the methods Stalin used to control the Soviet
Union. It shows an interpretation of the carnage by R. Service, suggesting that despite
history being ‘factual’, historians still have different opinions about events from the past.
The historical knowledge of this source should be objective because historians aim to find
the truth about what happened in the past. Despite that, experts in the field still contradict
each other even when looking at the same sources. Qualitative data sources, such as this
one, can be looked at in different ways due to the subjective nature of language. This is
evidenced by Service contradicting a different opinion, displaying how historians develop
different arguments even when analysing the same data. It is hence suggested that history is
subjective, however the facts involved in it, such as statistics and years, are not or at least
should not be ( The Soviet Union made up a lot of their production figures4 ) open to
interpretation. Similarly to other fields of study such as maths and science, statistics in
history are regarded highly because they are generally considered to be objective and not
open to interpretation. Unfortunately, not every year of events in the past has been recorded,
either due to the lack of ability or the lack of thought that it is necessary. Therefore, it is
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suggested that historians have to interpret qualitative data, both when there is and when
there is not quantitative data to back it up. However, interpretations are restricted to the
sources available, indicating that historians’ views are still factual to an extent, despite there
being contradictions between them. Hence, language in history is open to interpretation but
not to the extent of language in literature.

5

This is a data set and some calculations from a physics experiment I conducted in class. It
contains knowledge of the specific heat capacity of aluminium obtained by using the
electrical method. The collected data is clearly structured in the table and the calculations
follow a particular formula to calculate the specific heat capacity.
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The object clearly states the numerical data and what has been collected to find the specific
heat capacity and is therefore not open to interpretation. Quantitative data is less open to
interpretation than qualitative data because the language is confined in symbols and
numbers. In qualitative data, language can be interpreted differently because the
connotations of words are subjective as in literature. Quantitative data, on the other hand,
uses symbols for variables which represent a very specific thing. They cannot be
misinterpreted because not knowing their meaning only limits your knowledge, instead of
giving room for interpretation. Numbers are also symbols that are not open to interpretation
because they represent different quantities and cannot be anything other than that. This
indicates that they are not open to interpretation the way language in qualitative data and
literature is. Hence, it can be concluded that scientific and quantitative knowledge is less
open to interpretation.
However, some variables have the same symbols or the symbols used vary from country to
country. For example ‘d’ is used to represent distance, separation and thickness of a
material6. For someone who is not as familiar with the origins of where an equation is
derived from, it could be difficult to understand which usage of ‘d’ is implied. However, rather
than being open to interpretation, not knowing the correct meaning of a symbol will only lead
to misinterpretation and inaccuracy in usage of an equation or in an experiment. Therefore,
in the science field language aims to not be open to interpretation because that would
undermine the accuracy of the discipline.
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