In Support of Anti-Intellectualism

Abstract:

Much of the recent work on knowing-how has been in support of intellectualism, the view that knowing-how is a doxastic mental state, e.g., a species of propositional knowledge.  So far no one has presented a well-developed anti-intellectualist account of knowing-how.  In this paper I take up the challenge: I argue that knowing-how is a hybrid mental state, one that has both directions of fit, although it is not motivational.  Know-how is tied essentially to action in a way that distinguishes it from purely representational states.  In setting up the view I offer a schema for knowing-how, analogous to the JTB schema for propositional knowledge, useful because it provides a general understanding of the subject along with a framework for couching disagreements.  

Much of the recent work on knowing-how has been provided by intellectualists.  Intellectualism is the view that knowing-how is a doxastic mental state, typically, that it is a kind of propositional knowledge.  In this company, Alva Noe is in the minority.  Noe argues that intellectualism is false, although he fails to offer a well-developed anti-intellectualist account in its place (Noe 2005).  In this essay I introduce such an account.  As I have it, knowing-how is a hybrid mental state, one that has both “directions of fit”, although it is not a motivational state.

 
In section one, I outline the two competing approaches to understanding know-how.  I then offer a schema for knowing-how, analogous to the JTB schema for propositional knowledge.  A schema of this sort provides a general understanding of the topic, as well as a way of couching disagreements between more specific theories.  In the final two sections of the essay, I present and defend an anti-intellectualist theory of know-how, one that fits within the schema of section one.  Knowing-how has features that are captured only within an anti-intellectualist model.  First, I argue that knowing-how has a world-to-mind direction of fit, similar to but importantly different from motivational states.  Second, I argue that know-how's normative profile and psychological function distinguish it from purely doxastic states.

1. Intellectualism and Anti-Intellectualism

In the knowing-how literature we find two opposing camps: the intellectualists and the anti-intellectualists.  Intellectualism is the view that all knowing-how consists in the possession of doxastic attitudes.
  To know how to braid hair, for example, is to have (perhaps implicitly) some theory about how hair can be braided.  Anti-intellectualism is simply the denial of this claim.  Knowing-how, anti-intellectualists think, is not, or not simply, a matter of having the right sorts of beliefs.


Ryle is a classic anti-intellectualist.
  Nearly all philosophical treatments of knowing-how since 1950 take their cue from Ryle.
  Ryle's target, against which he offers a range of objections, is the so-called “intellectualist legend”, the idea “that the intelligent execution of an operation must embody two processes, one of doing and another of theorising” (1949: 32).  For Ryle, to know how to something is to be able to do it.  To know how to play chess, for example, is to be able to make moves on a chessboard that are permitted by the rules of chess.


Intellectualist positions on knowing-how have been put forth by Hintikka (1975) Stanley and Williamson (2001), Brown (1970) and Fodor (1981).
  All four sets of authors argue that knowing-how is a special kind of knowing-that.  As Stanley and Williamson put it, to know how to, say, boil an egg is to know that w is a way of boiling an egg.  (One knows that bringing some water to a boil, putting an egg in the water, and so on, is a way of boiling an egg.)  Hintikka, Stanley and Williamson and Brown all offer linguistic arguments for their position, essentially that attributions of know-how can be syntactically and semantically assimilated to attributions of propositional knowledge.  


Many intellectualists purport to get some mileage out of the criticism that one may have know-how while lacking the relevant ability (see, e.g., Bengson and Moffett 2007, Stanley and Williamson 2001, Snowdon 2003).  I know how to shoot pool, for example, even though my arm is in a cast and I am therefore unable to shoot pool.  Even if this is a damning criticism of Ryle (and I am skeptical that Ryle was as unsophisticated as the objection supposes) various Rylean accounts of know-how are immune to the objection.  For Katherine Hawley (2003), to know how is, roughly, to have the relevant ability in some set of potentially counterfactual situations, e.g., in the case of our knowing how to play pool, those situations in which one's bones are intact.  Moreover, the objection assumes as its target the view that knowing-how is ability.  But anti-intellectualists are not limited to the simple identity claim.  They may hold, as I do, that knowing-how is a mental state, though not a purely doxastic state, and that to know-how does not entail having the relevant ability.  In that case the objection misses the mark.


Knowing-how has its own peculiar psychology, different from propositional knowledge or simply belief.  The schema for knowing-how that I provide is, however, neutral between intellectualism and anti-intellectualism.

While knowing-how does not entail having the relevant ability, knowing-how bears an essential tie to ability.  Knowing-how is a necessary condition on having the ability to engage in intelligent action, in the sense of being disposed to reliably and intentionally perform some intelligent action.  Objections to this view on the relation between know-how and ability lack force so long as ability is understood in this sense, as opposed to, say, the sense of being physically capable of performing an action.  For example, that I am in some sense able to perform a back-flip off my couch without knowing how to do it, and that I am in some sense able to digest complex carbohydrates without knowing how to do so, does not threaten the entailment.  In the one case the ability can not be reliably exercised; in the other the action is not intentional.

So, ability entails knowing how.  The attempted criticism of anti-intellectualism rehearsed above shows, however, that knowing-how does not entail ability, and therefore illustrates that many conditions must obtain for one to have the ability to do something.  How do we isolate know-how among these conditions?

An understanding of the relationship between knowing-how and knowing-that helps provide an answer to this question.  It is natural to suppose that the two are analogues: knowing-how is, in the practical domain, the equivalent of knowing-that in the theoretical domain.  But this is not quite right.  Knowing-how is more like justified belief than knowledge.  Knowing-how is to ability as justified belief is to knowing-that.  What turns a justified belief into knowledge is truth.  Certain conditions external to the belief must obtain, namely, the state of affairs to which the belief corresponds.  Similarly, what turns an instance of know-how into ability are certain conditions that are external to the know-how itself.  In general, they are either related to the physical body of the knower or her environment.  An archer’s knowledge of how to shoot gives her an ability to shoot so long as, among other things, her limbs are working properly (bodily condition) and the air is clear and calm (environmental condition).

Justification can be isolated as the normative condition on propositional knowledge.  Similarly with knowing-how.  It is a mental state that normatively grounds the ability to engage in intelligent activity—in the sense that it is the condition on ability that adds a normative element to ability, that licenses normative appraisal.  What this amounts to depends on the normative theory one is partial to.  Knowing-how may endow one with the right to act as one does (when one exercises some ability), or the responsibility for acting as one does, or it may be good-making in any number of senses.  Bodily and environmental conditions on ability, on the other hand, lie outside the agent proper, and are therefore not something for which she can take credit.

Different accounts of knowing-how—both intellectualist and anti-intellectualist—fit within this framework.  The intellectualists discussed above can be understood as thinking that propositional knowledge is the normative condition on ability.  

2. Both Directions of Fit

My view is that knowing-how, the mental state that is the normative condition on the ability to engage in intelligent action, is a hybrid state, having both directions of fit.  Not only should know-how fit the world, but the world should also fit it.  In what follows I justify the possibility of this sort of hybrid mental state, explain exactly what it is for a mental state to have the two directions of fit I have in mind, and then in the section three finally provide arguments in favor of the view.


According to Anscombe’s famous definition (1957), an intentional item is “representative” if it should fit the world, “directive” if the world should fit it.
  A list of grocery items is representative as an inventory and directive as a shopping list.  It is not only possible but commonplace for a mental state or a linguistic expression to have both directions of fit.  Ruth Millikan offers several examples of intentional items with this feature (Millikan 1996, see also Searle 1979: 18-20 and Jacobsen 1997). Before I proceed to give examples of the phenomenon we should note that there is no prima facie incoherence in the idea that an intentional item has both directions of fit.  Given a functionalist account of attitude or illocutionary force, for example, it may be that one and the same state or sentence plays two (or more) functional roles.  And this may be true whether the content of the two intentional items is the same or different.

Millikan suggests, quite plausibly, that intentions are both representative and directive.  If someone intends P they both believe P will happen and desire P.  Here the content of both component attitudes is identical.
  Millikan speculates that representations of social norms also have a dual functional role.  By representing features of the world and motivating action they are able to facilitate the coordination of social behaviors.  Richmond Campbell has recently developed an account of the content of moral judgments along these lines (Campbell 2007).  According to Campbell, when someone judges that a state of affairs, for example, is morally good they (typically) both believe that the state of affairs is good and desire that it obtain.  In this case, the content of the two component attitudes is different.  


Turning now to language, Millikan discusses directives given in a declarative form: ‘We don’t eat peas with our fingers’ and ‘You will report to the CO at 6 a.m. sharp’.  These sentences both describe how things are done and elicit behavior in others by, Millikan says, imparting an intention to a hearer.  Millikan also suggests that performative utterances have both directions of fit.  If someone says ‘The meeting is now adjourned’ or ‘This ship shall be called The Queen Elizabeth’, they are both describing how things are (e.g., that the meeting is over) and directing others to act so as to make this the case.


While all of the intentional items listed above are generically representative, some are directive in that they are or express desires, provide guidance for action, impart an intention to one’s audience, etc.  What sort of hybrid state is knowing-how?  That is, in what way is it directive?  It may be natural for philosophers to think that direction of fit marks the distinction between cognitive and motivational states, between beliefs and desires.  That is at least half-right.  Representative states are indeed cognitive.  But while directive states include desires, hopes, wishes and the like, they are not limited to motivational states.

Know-how is a directive state but it is not a motivational state (like some of the examples above).  The function of know-how is not to produce behavior but to guide it.  A good way of understanding what sort of directive state know-how is is to take as an analogy a sentence that has the same directions of fit.  Know-how is analogous to informationally-loaded imperatives of the following sort: ‘Put one foot in front of the other landing first with the heel and then with the toe’; ‘Open the drawer by lifting up the safety latch’; ‘Start the program by double-clicking on its icon’.  All of these sentences are directive, but they do not express motivational states.  

Although the sentences are not truth-apt, there is a truth-apt assertion buried within these sentences.  In the second sentence, the assertion is ‘It is possible to open the drawer by lifting up the safety latch.’  This is why it happens that we acquire know-how by learning some important fact.  Our cognitive systems are adapted to quickly and easily, although not unfailingly, embed representations of those facts within directive mental states.


I have, just now, identified a sentence type that has the same specific direction of fit as know-how, what I called informationally-loaded imperatives.  The example was intended to be purely illustrative, to make plausible the existence of the sort of mental state I think know-how is.  The forthcoming argument attempts to show (1) that know-how has the properties of this mental state, and (2) that these properties distinguish know-how from both motivational states and beliefs.  

3. Support for the Hybrid View

In order to mount an argument for the hybrid view of know-how, what is needed is a psychological characterization of the directive direction of fit.  The representative direction is not the problem: it is plain enough what this direction amounts to, and both myself and my opponents accept that know-how is representative (it is covertly representative, on my view).  Plausibly, knowing how to get somewhere involves having a representation of one's environment.  


But what is it for a mental state to be directive, if it doesn’t amount to just being motivational?  A provisional answer is that a mental state is directive if its function is to either produce or guide behavior.  Beliefs also guide behavior, but that is not their essential function (more on this below).  Now, in cases where the mental state is neither informationally-loaded or non-motivational, it will not be able to produce behavior on its own.  Nevertheless, it is directive in that it directly guides behavior when, along with other mental states, it conspires to bring about intelligent action.  A simple motivational state has the function of changing the world so as to fit it.  An action-guiding state like knowing-how has the function of making the world fit it in very specific ways, provided the subject is motivated to act.  In short, a motivational state pushes, while a non-motivational directive state like know-how guides.


My argument that know-how is a hybrid state is premised on the following claim: not only should know-how fit the world in some way, but the world should also fit it.  This normative property of directive mental states manifests itself in two different ways, depending on whether or not the state is motivational.  The world should fit motivational states in that the intentionality of these states directs the agent who possesses them to act upon the world.  Inaction involves a directive failure.  With non-motivational states like knowing-how, on the other hand, inaction does not necessarily involve a directive failure.  The world should fit non-motivational directive states in that, given some motivation to act, the specific way the agent acts should conform to the directive state.  Rather than inaction it is performance errors that constitute directive failures for non-motivational directive states.  Suppose one knows how to ride a bike but instead of turning the handlebars to the right when one is leaning too far to the right, one turns the handlebars to the left and falls down.  In that case the world should fit one’s know how but it doesn’t.  

Instead of motivating action, states like knowing-how are supposed to guide it.  But what about beliefs?  Of course, they guide action too.  Why think then that know-how is any different from belief?  The answer is that belief and know-how are normatively as well as functionally distinct.  In both respects there is a gap between belief and action, one that does not obtain between know-how and action.  These two points are both evidenced in certain cases where one has propositional knowledge of how to perform an action but proper know-how is absent.  Accordingly, I first describe the sort of case I have in mind before proceeding to the arguments.

In the cases I have in mind a belief can not guide action, at least not in a way that is consonant with the content of the belief.  An individual may have correct beliefs about how to perform an activity, even to the extent of being able to verbally articulate how it is done, while lacking the relevant know-how.  For example, take Harry, a hockey fan who has never in his life put on a pair of skates.  Harry believes correctly that a forward should protect the puck with his skates, that a defenceman should always “take the body”, that a goalie should protect the “five-hole” on a breakaway, etc.  But he does not know how to do these things.  Even if Harry suddenly acquired the ability to skate, he would not—at least not immediately—know how to protect the puck with his skates.  And so on, mutatis mutandis, for the other activities he doesn't know how to do.  


Harry, like others, has true beliefs about how to do various things but doesn't know how to do them.  As I say, this illustrates two differences between know-how and beliefs.  First, it is not necessary that the world should change to fit beliefs.  Performance that is incongruent with a belief does not necessarily involve a directive failure (in Anscombe’s normative sense).  That one believes X can or ought to be performed in a certain way does not commit oneself to performing X in that way.  If someone knows how to protect the puck with their skates, their failing to do so (provided they are properly motivated) counts as a directive failure.  Harry, on the other hand, might fail to protect the puck with his skates without that so counting as a directive failure.


Second, beliefs are not essentially the sort of things that guide behavior: that is not their essential function.  Beliefs may, in combination with a desire, guide action, but they are not directly tied to action in any essential way.  A mental state counts as know-how only if it can guide action.  However, a mental state can count as a belief even if it is incapable of providing the relevant guidance, as with Harry.  The lesson is that having know-how does not consist in mere representative accuracy; it requires a control over one's body (or mind) that people like Harry lack.  


Sometimes we describe a person's knowledge of some practical proposition—e.g., 'this is how you X'—as her knowing how to X.  But this is not the sort of “know-how” that is of interest.  We are interested in another sort of phenomenon.  The old saying “those who can do and those who can't teach” is on the right track.  More accurately, those who know how, do (often) and those who don't know how (in the relevant sense), can only teach.  The latter phrase seems to get things right.

To sum up.  The reason why know-how is not purely representative, as intellectualists would have it, is that it is tied essentially to action in a way that purely representative states can not be.  The mental state that is, on our schema, the normative condition on the ability to engage in intelligent activity is thus a hybrid state.  It is representative, directive, yet not motivational.
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�	I use the term 'doxastic attitude' or 'doxastic state' rather than just 'belief' in my characterization of intellectualism since certain intellectualists think knowing-how is a species of knowing-that, but do not think knowledge-that is a species of belief (i.e., Williamson 2002).  Nevertheless, they still think of knowing-how as realized in a doxastic state of some sort.  The term refers primarily to any propositional attitude that is truth-apt.


�	Epistemologists may draw the intellectualism/anti-intellectualism distinction in other ways.  For example, it may be claimed that intellectualists think know-how is a mental state while anti-intellectualists think it is equivalent to ability; or that intellectualists think know-how is at least partly constituted by doxastic states (perhaps wholly), while anti-intellectualists deny that belief is a necessary ingredient.  I think my way of drawing the distinction is more consistent with actual divisions in the literature.  The first alternative way of drawing this distinction (that I have just now mentioned, i.e., mental state vs. ability) makes the two positions contraries, at best.  (Mightn’t one hold that knowing-how is a mental state and that it is an ability?)  Moreover, it leaves anti-intellecutalists defending an implausible position: who doesn't think that know-how is a mental state?  At any rate, whichever side of the line the view I defend falls under, it is one that would be contested by some intellectualists.


�	Other anti-intellectualists include Hawley (2003) and Noe (2005).


�	Michael Polanyi's work on tacit knowledge has also been influential (see Polanyi, 1962).


�	See also Carr (1979; 1981), Katzoff (1984), Snowdon (2004) and Bengson and Moffett (2007).


�	The terms I use to denote the two directions of fit are suggested by Millikan's 1996 paper.


�	  More accurately, one desires P and has a predictive doxastic attitude toward P.







