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DISSERTATION SUMMARY 
Ascribing know-how to someone is a way of explaining or predicting their success. Why is the 
espresso from 4LW so good? The roasters know how to roast and the baristas know how to pull 
‘spro. Why does the coach call on that batter? That batter knows how to hit a home run. It’s 
natural to think that roasters, baristas, and batters have a distinctively practical kind of knowledge 
that makes them good at what they do. My dissertation dispels this assumption and redirects the 

debate about what it means to know how to . The core idea is that, if we ascribe know-how to 
explain and predict success, then we’re better off rejecting the idea that there’s such a thing as 

distinctively practical knowledge. The view I develop is that we know how to  in virtue of having 

propositional knowledge that supports our -ing when, or if, we .  
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NU); Legal epistemology (J. Lackey, NU); Seminar in language and mind (M. Glanzberg, NU); 
The modal future (F. Cariani, NU); Epistemic modality (P. Weirich, MU); Self-knowledge (M. 
McGrath, MU); Knowledge-how (P. Markie, MU); Formal Semantics (A. Radulescu, MU); 
Semantics (A. Radulescu, MU); Pragmatics (C. Horisk, MU) 

History: Belief and doubt in early modern philosophy (B. Reed, NU); Creaturely life before—and 
against—Descartes (L. Shannon, NU); Knowledge, persuasion, and power in ancient 
philosophy (P. Marechal, NU); Understanding and reason in Kant (R. Zuckert, NU); Russell 
and Wittgenstein (D. Sievert, MU); Locke’s metaphysics (M. Folescu, MU); Aristotle’s ethics 
(N. Baima, MU) 

Social and Political, Ethics: Group-based morality (S. White, NU); Derrida/Agamben (A. Ricciardi 
& I. Alfandary, NU); Critical phenomenology of race, gender, sexuality (J. Medina, NU); Ideal 
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University 
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University 
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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 
Title: How to Be a Reluctant Intellectualist about Know-How 
My dissertation is a collection of stand-alone papers that together redirect the debate about 
knowledge-how, or know-how. By redirecting the debate, I clarify what an account of know-how 
is supposed to do: to characterize whatever it is about knowing how that explains or predicts an 

agent’s success. I develop a novel view of what it is to know how to  that does precisely this. 
 
We tend to think knowledge-how is a distinctively practical kind of knowledge. In chapter 1, I show 
that there are two theses about the practical nature of knowledge-how lurking in the literature. 
Both are taken for granted. One view of know-how takes it for granted that knowledge-how is 
practical because it explains what makes successful action probable, or likely enough. As this story 
goes: my knowing the relevant facts about how to make coffee makes it probable that I’ll succeed 
at making coffee when I try. If I didn’t know those facts, I’d be less likely to succeed. The other 
view takes it for granted that knowledge-how is practical because it explains the very possibility of 
performing some action type out of one’s own agency (as opposed to habit or luck or instinct). 
On this view, I make coffee out of my own agency because I have the ability to make coffee. 
Admirable as this latter view is for its explanatory aims, I conclude that it’s not the view of know-
how it purports to be. It is, instead, a view of agency, or agential action. 
 
Chapter 2 can be seen as picking up this thread: the view that I concluded was not about know-how, 

but about agency, is anti-intellectualism. Anti-intellectualism claims that knowing how to  is having 

an ability to . Anti-intellectualism has had to contend with a persistent objection, which I call 
‘the Knowledge Objection’, or KO. According to KO, anti-intellectualism is inadequate because 
it equates know-how with ability and thereby fails to amount to a view of a kind of knowledge, 
properly speaking. I argue that, if anti-intellectualism inherited its explanatory purpose from 
Gilbert Ryle (as everyone in the literature claims!), then KO just doesn’t apply to anti-intellectualism. 
This is because neither Ryle’s view from the ‘40s nor contemporary anti-intellectualism is a view 
about knowledge-how. So, this chapter develops a novel reading of Ryle and thereby corrects our 
understanding of what anti-intellectualism is about. 
 
The view of the debate that emerges from chapters 1 and 2 is this: intellectualism turns out to be 

the only extant view of what it means to know how to . Intellectualism is, paradigmatically, the view 

that knowing how to  is knowing a proposition about a way to . In chapter 3, I dissolve a 
persistent objection to intellectualism. The objection is that intellectualism over-intellectualizes know-
how by equating it with propositional knowledge, or knowledge of facts. I interrogate what it 
means to over-intellectualize know-how and find that the worry about over-intellectualizing is 
misplaced. There’s no such thing as over-intellectualizing an account of knowledge-how as such. 
 
The final two chapters together dispense with a myth about know-how, familiar from chapter 1: 
that it is a distinctively practical kind of knowledge. The core idea here is that knowledge is already 
practical. To think otherwise is to over-intellectualize our understanding of knowledge itself. If 
this is right, then know-how doesn’t need to fill the role of a distinctively practical kind of 
knowledge in our explanations and predictions of successful action. All we need is the idea that 
what we know supports what we do. My account of know-how, then, is deflationary. I argue that we 

know how to  in virtue of having some propositional knowledge that supports our -ing when, 

or if, we . 


