
Isaac Newton said, “What we know is a drop, what we don't know is an ocean.” Visualize the 
ocean (what-we-don't-know) is shrunk to a circle. In that circle, the drop (what-we-know) would 
be too tiny that we can hardly see. 
 

 
The circle is the dartboard. Your job is to hit the minuscule what-we-know dot. It doesn’t matter 
how good you’re in throwing the dart. You will fail to hit the target more often than not. The 
odds, in this dartboard, are stacked against you. What I wrote so far is logical. So what? 
 
What do we do when we encounter unknowns at school, work, or life? The rational part of our 
brains shuts down. We get anxious and avoid facing the unknown at all cost. Remember the 
college days when you paid someone for getting your thesis completed? Or, taking sick leave to 
not work on a complex project? 
 
When it comes to the dart example, we all understand that it’s stupid to get anxious missing the 
target. But when it comes to facing the unknowns in school, work, and life we want to avoid at 
all cost. Is this expectation not irrational? Reflect on it for a minute. 
 
Why do we behave this way? We can all blame evolution for optimizing our decisions for 
survival and reproduction. The environment we live in today is different from our ancestors. We 
don't need to worry about the lion and tigers. The problems (unknowns) we face today are not 
lions and tigers. They are opportunities for us to learn. 



 

 
 
While writing this piece, my associative brain pulled an excellent scene from the movie 3 Idiots. 
We don’t want to learn new things deeply and have fun. Instead, we want to find answers, not 
for learning, but for passing the exam. Will our knowledge increase? No. Only your pressure will 
increase. 
 
What does understanding something mean? I internalized the meaning of understanding while 
reading one example from The Education of T.C. Mits: What modern mathematics means to 
you. Suppose you are taking a trip in an automobile and traveling at a steady rate of 40 miles an 
hour. How far can you go in 2 hours? 
 
We know that d = rt (distance = rate * time) resulting in 80 miles. What if the rate is not 
constant? The formula would no longer work. How should we proceed? Some genius invented 
graphs to reduce the load on our working memory. Let us graph and see what we get. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c-EILmTdLwM&feature=youtu.be&t=111
https://www.amazon.com/Education-T-C-Mits-modern-mathematics/dp/1589880331
https://www.amazon.com/Education-T-C-Mits-modern-mathematics/dp/1589880331


 
We get a straight line. That should make sense as the rate is distance/time, which is a constant 
at 40 miles/hour. Mathematicians like generalizing things and call rate as slope. What happens 
when you stop the car in the middle? The rate (slope) is zero, resulting in a flat line. 
 

 



What happens when you increase speed? The slope changes indicated by a jump in line. After 
the jump, the slope remains constant indicated by a straight line without any jumps. 
 

 
The problem gets interesting when the rate is changing continuously without staying the same 
even for a split second. How can we calculate something that is so elusive? Newton and Leibniz 
solved this problem by inventing Calculus. 
 
To understand something genuinely, we need to understand the challenge that was keeping the 
inventor up at night. You need reverse engineer their thought process. You should take it apart 
and reconstruct it. You should come up with your own examples where the idea works and 
doesn’t work. That's when you learn things deeply. 
 
Can we learn deeply we are anxious? Of course not. The only way you can learn things deeply 
is when we embrace the unknown. Think about the dartboard or the scene from 3 Idiots when 
you face an unknown next time. Develop the habit of enjoying the unknown. Remember what 
Isaac Newton said, “What we know is a drop, what we don't know is an ocean.” 
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