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DISSERTATION SUMMARY 

  
Ascribing know-how is a way of explaining or predicting success. Why is the espresso from Metric 
Coffee so good? The roasters know how to roast and the baristas know how to pull espresso. Why 
does the coach call on that batter? That batter knows how to hit. 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. However, I show that there’s no such thing as a distinctively practical kind of knowledge. 
I develop and defend a deflationary intellectualist view of know-how, according to which, when 

we say ‘S knows how to ’, we ascribe S ordinary propositional knowledge, knowledge of facts 

relevant to -ing. The idea is that we don’t need to characterize anything distinctively practical to 
explain how roasters, baristas, and batters are good at what they do. Ordinary propositional 
knowledge is already practical. 
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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 

A Practical Guide to Know-How 
 

Parties to the debate about know-how tend to take it for granted that knowing how to , for any 

activity , is a matter of having a distinctively practical kind of knowledge regarding . They just 
disagree about how to characterize this distinctively practical kind of knowledge. Intellectualists 
tend to argue that know-how is a practical kind of propositional knowledge. And anti-intellectualists 
tend to argue that it’s an intelligent ability or disposition that amounts to a practical kind of non-
propositional knowledge. 
 
In four chapters, I reveal and diagnose a series of significant misfires in this debate. The conclusion 
I reach is that trying to characterize a distinctively practical kind of knowledge is a false errand. 
There’s no such thing as ‘knowledge-how’. I deliver a positive view of what we mean by claims 

like ‘S knows how to ’, which I call ‘deflationary intellectualism’. The idea is that what we ascribe 
when we ascribe ‘know-how’ is ordinary propositional knowledge. S knows whatever they need to 

know in order to .  
 
In chapter 1, I show that parties to the debate about know-how work from one of two starting 
assumptions about the way know-how must be practical. Intellectualists take it for granted that 
know-how is practical because it explains what makes S likely enough to succeed at phi-ing. 
Applied: my knowing that w is a way to make coffee makes it probable that I’ll succeed at making 
coffee when I try. If I didn’t know this, I’d be less likely to succeed (or, my success would be 
lucky!). Anti-intellectualists take it for granted that know-how is practical because it explains the 

very possibility of -ing intentionally. On this view, I make coffee when I intend to because I have 
the ability to make coffee. The significant upshot is that parties to the debate about know-how 
don’t share an explanatory project. And insofar as they don’t share an explanatory project, they’re 
not at odds regarding the nature of know-how. 
 
In chapter 2, I draw out a consequence of this upshot for anti-intellectualism. There’s a persistent 
objection to anti-intellectualism, which I call ‘the Knowledge Objection’, or KO. According to 

KO, anti-intellectualism is inadequate as a view about what it is to know how to  because it 
equates know-how with ability and thereby fails to amount to a view of a kind of knowledge, properly 
speaking. I develop and defend a novel response to KO on the anti-intellectualist’s behalf: KO 
doesn’t apply because contemporary anti-intellectualism isn’t a view about what it is to know how 

to . Anti-intellectualism is better understood as a range of views about what’s involved in our 
exercises of agency. 
 
The view of the debate that emerges from chapters 1 and 2 is this: intellectualism turns out to be 

the only available view of what it is to know how to . The most persistent complaint against 
intellectualism is that it over-intellectualizes know-how. In chapter 3, I survey the ways of 
substantiating this complaint and find that the worry behind it is misplaced. The intellectualist 

runs no risk of over-intellectualizing what it is to know how to , since the risk arises at a point 
outside of the intellectualist’s purview: what it is to apply knowledge to action. I argue that this isn’t 
a proper part of an account of know-how as such. 
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The final chapter dispenses with the myth that know-how is a distinctively practical kind of 
knowledge. I survey what reasons there are in the literature for thinking know-how is distinctively 
practical and show that none is compelling. So, in place of an account of distinctively practical 
knowledge, I develop and defend a novel view of what we ascribe when we ascribe ‘know-how’. 
This is the view I call ‘deflationary intellectualism’: knowing how to phi is a matter of knowing 
facts relevant to phi-ing, where ‘knowing’ is knowing in the ordinary propositional-knowledge 
sense. The idea is that ordinary propositional knowledge is already practical in all the ways we 
wanted ‘knowledge-how’ to be. It turns out that there’s no such thing as ‘knowledge-how’. 


