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                    Abstract
In a recent article, Fridland (Synthese 191:2729–2750, 2014a) characterises a central capacity of skill users, an aspect she calls ‘control’. Control, according to Fridland, is evidenced in the way in which skill users are able to marshal a variety of mental and bodily resources in order to keep skill deployment operating fluidly and appropriately. According to Fridland, two prevalent contemporary accounts of skill—Stanley & Krakauer’s (Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 7:1–11, 2013) and Hubert Dreyfus’s (Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 1:367–383, 2002)—fail to account for the features of control, and do so necessarily. While I agree with Fridland that features of control represent desiderata for a satisfactory characterisation of the capacity of skills to respond to perturbations, I argue that her account is limited in two ways; first it is applicable only to a particular class of skills I call motor skills, leaving other classes of skills unaccounted for; second, she employs a problematic distinction that rules out the automatic and pre-reflective use of discursive, propositional cues in skill deployment. I put forward a critical elaboration of Fridland’s account based on two more general characteristic features of skills I call opportunistic robustness and normative sensitivity. I suggest that these features avoid the difficulties isolated, while preserving the substance of Fridland’s account of control.
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	Though, as I discuss below (in Sect. 4.2), Hubert Dreyfus has developed a characterisation of the structure of skills that does aim at addressing these issues.


	Such a capacity is what Fridland refers to as the ability to “focus on pressing situation demands such as adjusting [one’s] goals and strategies in the appropriate ways while allowing motor routines to run on their own.” (Fridland 2014a, p. 20).


	‘Attentive practice’ might suggest a focused, conscious effort to observe, repair, maintain, and improve various capacities and processes. Though Fridland might be read as suggesting such an intellectualist approach to practice when she states that practice is “effortful, attentive, intentional” (Fridland 2014a, p. 2741), I believe a deflationary reading of these terms is more in tune with the arguments presented. Such a deflationary reading would hold that when one practices, one is deeply engaged in an activity with an intention (which need not be consciously entertained) to improve. It is in this way that I use the phrase ‘attentive practice’. I thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing me on this point.


	This should not be conflated with the claim that experts can always provide reasons for why or how it is they did the precise movements or actions that they did: experts regularly fail to accurately describe the minutiae of their own performance (Wallis 2007, p. 130).


	See: Fridland (2014b).


	I follow Fridland in taking S&K’s use of ‘abilities’ and ‘acuity’ to be interchangeable in this context.


	See Carter and Pritchard (2014) for a sceptical evaluation of Stanley’s argument that knowledge-wh can be incorporated into the category of knowledge-that. See also Fridland (2012) for a more developed arguments against S&K’s intellectualism.


	The most sensational ‘tweener’ I can think of is Federer’s return to Novak Djokovic in the semi-finals of the 2009 US Open.


	I will not have more to say about the ‘open-ended’ nature of semantic skills here. I suggest that the ‘open-endedness’ pointed to actually picks out two relatively distinct and large issues: the role and prevalence of creativity and imagination in skill deployment, and the way in which individuals can appropriately switch between skill-sets and associated understandings of situations. The former issue is intuitive; the latter is more complicated and difficult to see. It is related to the problem that has recently been discussed as ‘context-switching’; how individuals determine what particular skill (or combination of skills) should be employed to best satisfy our dynamically shifting goals (Wheeler 2008; Kiverstein 2012). I am grateful to an anonymous referee for pressing me on the nature of this claim.


	Some of the examples I have employed here, including the visualisation of architects, seem to implicate another kind (or perhaps, dimension) of skills: those that involve expressive or aesthetic behaviours and evaluations. I will have little to say about the role of the aesthetic with regards to skill, only here suggesting that skill is likely characterised along a number of dimensions, and that the various kinds of skills are likely to clump together in regions of this multi-dimensional space.


	This is an argument from multiple realisability—one can perform the same task, of shuffling semantic vehicles or tokens, in any number of ways. Note however, that this is different from the way in which multiple behaviours might serve the same teleological role in achieving the satisfaction of desires or the achievement of goals.


	See: Fridland 2014a, p. 2735. For a response to this line of criticism against Dreyfus, see: Rietveld, 2012. As Rietveld sees it, Dreyfus’s employment of the term ‘Hebbian’ does not implicate a process of hard-wiring, where neural wiring would serve as the subvenience base for something like a psychological disposition. Instead, Dreyfus’s remarks in this context should be taken to be a rough description of the dynamic process that partly realise flexible and fluid skill deployment together with bodily and environmental structures. A potential sub-personal processing account that Dreyfus points to here is Walter Freeman’s neurodynamics (Freeman 2000).


	This should not be taken to suggest that Dreyfus has not engaged with causal and structural accounts of human capacities like skills. Indeed, both the accounts of Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980, 1986) and Dreyfus (1972) were sustained criticisms of the GOFAI (Haugeland 1985) approach to capturing the intelligent, goal-directed behaviour of human beings. I thank an anonymous referee for pushing me to be clearer on Dreyfus’ engagement with cognitive science.


	See, for instance, Freeman (2000) and the remarks in Dreyfus (2007b) for on such potential development of Dreyfus’ view of skill.


	See especially the numerous studies cited in Montero and Evans 2011. There, they exhaustively demonstrate that one of Dreyfus’s flagship examples, chess, is not adequately characterised as mindless: expert chess players utilise a number of deliberative, calculative processes while playing.


	That is, Dreyfus 2002. But see also Dreyfus (2005) for claims of a similar nature. For a more complete characterisation of Dreyfus’s account of skill, one would need to detour into his detailed exegesis of Heidegger, Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty (i.e. Dreyfus 1972, 1991, 2000, 2006, 2007a, b, c). This, unfortunately, is beyond the scope of this article.


	For example, in Dreyfus (2013, p. 21). A related phrase is used through Dreyfus’s corpus. In Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986, this is called a ‘world of opportunities’ (p. 30).


	Such a pre-reflective account of skills and understanding is caught up with Dreyfus’s exploration of Merleau-Ponty’s notion of motor intentionality: a characterisation of intentional engagement with the world that does not make recourse to mental representations of beliefs, desires, and goals (Dreyfus 2007c; Merleau-Ponty 2012; Wrathall 2005). While I think that the account under development here somewhat speaks to truth of motor intentionality, a fuller discussion of the structure of intentionality, and how my account weighs upon it, would go well beyond the considerations of this article.


	Do mathematicians and logicians develop normative sensitivities, and correlated affective sensations? Despite the fact that mathematicians and logicians employ rule-governed structures, they can do so in a variety of ways. Understanding what makes deployments of mathematics or logic elegant and sophisticated (as in proofs) is what development of normative sensitivity consists in for such domains. Thus contra Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986), I think there are many interesting things to say about the skills and skill acquisition in ‘structured’ areas like mathematics. I thank an anonymous referee for raising this issue.


	There is more to be said about the relationship between propositionally structured knowledge and intentional, skill-governed action (i.e. Fridland 2012). Suffice to say, many authors impressed by the work of Merleau-Ponty are sceptical of the full-blown intellectualism of S&K, and suggest that motor intentionality is a more phenomenologically on-key structure that explains skilled behaviour that need not make any recourse to propositions or rules (See, inter alia, Wrathall 2005). However, as I have suggested with discursive cuing, such hard and fast separation between propositions and skilled behaviour might be too simplistic.


	I thank an anonymous referee for putting forward this objection.


	Douglas suggests, at qualifiers for the United States of America’s national gymnastics team, during a slip on a performance she thought to herself: “Okay, yeah just grab the bar and just finish this routine, and kind of don’t make it a big deal.” Though we should rightly be suspicious of such post-hoc rationalizations and phenomenological reports, it seems likely that Douglas could have uttered something akin to this during her performance. Insofar as Douglas did, in fact, utilize a discursive cue like the one above, I suggest it is aimed at keeping at bay a number of over-reactive affective evaluations. In effect, such a cue aims at modulating emotional responses, which might lead to feelings that everything is going wrong. (See: Stranahan 2013).





References
	Carter, J. A., & Pritchard, D. (2014). Knowledge-How and Cognitive Achievement. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research,. doi:10.1111/phpr.12094.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Clark, A. (1997). Being there. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Clark, A. (2007). Re-inventing ourselves: The plasticity of embodiment, sensing, and mind. Journal of Medicine and Philosophy, 32, 263–282.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Clark, A. (2008). Supersizing the mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Crane, T. (2013). The given. In J. K. Schear (Ed.), Mind, reason, and being-in-the-World. London: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (1972). What computers can’t do. New York: Harper & Row.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (1991). Being-in-the-World. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (1997). Intuitive, deliberative, and calculative models of expert performance. In C. E. Zsambok & G. Klein (Eds.), Naturalistic decision making. New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2000). Could anything be more intelligible than everyday intelligibility? Reinterpreting division I of Being and Time in the light of division II. In J. E. Faulconer & M. A. Wrathall (Eds.), Appropriating heidegger (pp. 155–174). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2002). Intelligence without representation: Merleau Ponty’s critique of representation. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 1, 367–383.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2005). Merleau-Ponty and recent cognitive science. In T. Carman & M. B. N. Hansen (Eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2006). Overcoming the myth of the mental. Topoi, 25, 43–49.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2007a). The return of the myth of the mental. Inquiry, 50(4), 352–365.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2007b). Why Heideggerian AI Failed and how fixing it would require making it more Heideggerian. Philosophical Psychology, 20(2), 247–268.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2007c). Reply to Romdenh-Romluc. In T. Baldwin (Ed.), Reading Merleau-Ponty: On phenomenology of perception (pp. 59–69). New York: Columbia University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2013). The myth of the pervasiveness of the mental. In J. K. Schear (Ed.), Mind, reason, and Being-in-the-World. London: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dreyfus, H. L., & Dreyfus, S. (1980). A five-stage model of the mental activities involved in directed skill acquisition. University of California at Berkeley Operations Research Center. Retrieved from http://www.dtic.mil/docs/citations/ADA084551.

	Dreyfus, H. L., & Dreyfus, S. (1986). Mind over machine: The power of human intuitive expertise in the era of the computer. New York: Free Press.

	Ericsson, K. A. (2006). The influence of experience and deliberate practice on the development of superior expert performance. In K. A. Ericsson, N. Charness, P. J. Feltovich & R. R. Hoffman (Eds.), The cambridge handbook of expertise and expert performance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Freeman, W. (2000). Neurodynamics. London: Springer-Verlag Ltd.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Fridland, E. (2012). Knowing-How: Problems and Considerations. European Journal of Philosophy,. doi:10.1111/ejop.12000.

	Fridland, E. (2014a). They’ve lost control: Reflections on skill. Synthese, 191(12), 2729–2750.

	Fridland, E. (2014b). Automatically minded. Synthese. doi:10.1007/s11229-014-0617-9.

	Gardner, S. (2013). Transcendental philosophy and the possibility of the given. In J. K. Schear (Ed.), Mind, Reason, and Being-in-the-World. London: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Haugeland, J. (1985). Artificial intelligence: The very idea. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kiverstein, J. (2012). What is Heideggerian cognitive science? In J. Kiverstein & M. Wheeler (Eds.), Heidegger and cognitive science. Palgrave-Macmillian: Houndsmills.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Merleau-Ponty, M. (2012) Phenomenology of Perception (D. A. Landes, Trans.). London: Routledge.

	Montero, B., & Evans, C. D. A. (2011). Intuitions without concepts lose the game: Mindedness in the art of chess. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 10(2), 175–194.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Rietveld, E. (2008). Situated Normativity: The normative aspect of embodied cognition in unreflective action. Mind, 117(468), 973–1001.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Rietveld, (2012). Context-switching and responsiveness to real relevance. In J. Kiverstein & W. Wheeler (Eds.), Heidegger and cognitive science. Palgrave Macmillan: Houndsmills.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Stanley, J., & Krakauer, J. W. (2013). Motor skill depends on knowledge of facts. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 7, 1–11.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Stranahan, E. (2013). Gabby Douglas post Olympic Trials Press Interview. Gymnastike. Retrived from http://www.gymnastike.org/coverage/247899-2012-Olympic-Team-Trials/blog/46856-Gabby-Douglas-post-Olympic-Trials-Press-Interview.

	Sutton, J. (2007). Batting, habit, and memory: The embodied mind and the nature of skill. Sport in Society, 10(5), 763–786.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wallis, C. (2007). Consciousness, context, and know-how. Synthese, 160(1), 123–153.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wheeler, M. (2008). Cognition in context: Phenomenology, situated robotics and the frame problem. International Journal of Philosophical Studies, 16(3), 323–349.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wrathall, M. (2005). Motives, reasons, and causes. In T. Carman & M. B. N. Hansen (Eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Zahavi, D. (2005). Subjectivity and selfhood. Cambridge MA: The MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Zahavi, D. (2013). Mindedness, mindlessness, and first-person authority. In J. Schear (Ed.), Mind, reason, and being-in-the-world: The McDowell-Dreyfus debate (pp. 320–343). London: Routledge.


Download references




Acknowledgments
I am extremely grateful to Christopher Clarke, Helen Curry, Ellen Fridland, Tim Lewens, and two anonymous referees for their comments on earlier drafts of this paper. I also thank Peter Jancewicz for the many conversations that have inspired my reflection on skills, and for being an incredible piano teacher, despite what I may have suggested here. Thank you, Peter. Finally, the research leading to this paper has received funding from the European Research Council under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-2013)/ERC Grant Agreement No. 284123.


Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Department of History and Philosophy of Science,  University of Cambridge, Free School Lane, Cambridge, CB2 3RH, UK
Andrew Buskell


Authors	Andrew BuskellView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Andrew Buskell.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
[image: Check for updates. Verify currency and authenticity via CrossMark]       



Cite this article
Buskell, A. How to be skilful: opportunistic robustness and normative sensitivity.
                    Synthese 192, 1445–1466 (2015). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-014-0634-8
Download citation
	Received: 14 June 2014

	Accepted: 11 December 2014

	Published: 07 January 2015

	Issue Date: May 2015

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-014-0634-8


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Skill
	Normativity
	Rationality
	Intellectualism
	Phenomenology
	Control








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					44.201.69.160
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    