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 Skills, knowledge and expertise in sport                                               

  
 Our evolutionary history shows that humans survived on this planet by the use of various specifi c 
and context-sensitive skills. These included not only physical but mental and social skills. It is 
undeniable, however, that physical skills have profoundly shaped who we are. The well-known 
French brain researcher Berthoz ( 2002 ) states elegantly and quintessentially that our brains were 
developed not for school subjects but to predict where the tiger will be in the next second. We 
are experts at movement behavior and our skills are amazing. The problem is that we are so well 
developed, thanks to a long evolutionary past, that we are no longer aware of how good we are. 
When the experts at MIT tried to develop a walking robot in the 1960s, they had to give up because 
the transfer of weight, movement rhythm and balance are so well integrated and elegant that it 
was impossible to imitate human walking (Dreyfus  1972 ). In the modern world, our bodily skills 
play a diff erent role, not necessary for survival, being proudly displayed in superfl uous activities 
like sports, circus, and ballet. The superfl uous and the bodily have not had much status and 
prestige in our Western intellectual tradition(s) and it is no surprise that Scharfstein ( 1980 )    in his 
story of philosophers and their lives found that it was not awry when entitling a chapter on ‘the 
bodily clumsiness of philosophers,’ though allowing for some non-clumsy exceptions, like Plato 
and Descartes. But sport philosophers should at least hold the body and sporting skills in high 
regard and pay attention to how athletes in sports display a multitude of diff erent skills dependent 
on type of sport and environment. And not only physical skills but other sport-relevant skills, like 
mental or strategic skills, that is—if they should be called skills at all or maybe something else, 
like capacities. Even if the concept of skill traditionally has been strongly associated with manual 
or physical skills, other types of skills should not be excluded. In sports, motor skills and move-
ments are by defi nition necessary, but perceptual skills are almost on a par since without being 
able to observe and comprehend a situation, say on a football fi eld, the execution of movements 
easily becomes sports-irrelevant or clumsy. I am more in doubt whether more abstract and gen-
eral factors like strategic competence should be called skill and not rather just competence or 
capacity. I thus propose to reserve the concept of skill to factors that are close to the execution 
of sports-relative bodily skills. 

 On one hand, we have natural capacities and skills that most people acquire while growing 
up, like grasping cups, walking stairs, keeping balance, and so on. Some call these natural abil-
ities. But skills can also be perfected by deliberate practice to high performance levels. We call 
the very best as experts in their chosen activities. An interesting question regards what kind of 
knowledge experts have. Ryle ( 1963 ) famously distinguished between  knowing how  and  knowing 
that  and considered knowledge how more or less as the same as skill. Other philosophers argue 
quite to the contrary: knowing how is based on knowing that plus the acuity to execute what 
you know. This is the short version of the discussion between Ryle’s  anti - intellectualism  and the 
opposite  intellectualist  position. 

 The focus in the present volume is on the sport philosophical problems related to skill, knowl-
edge, and expertise. Even if each of these concepts has their own problems, the concepts them-
selves are clearly interconnected. These interconnections are witnessed in and by the discussions 
in the essays in this issue. 

1

INTRODUCTION



  Skills  are obviously at the heart core of sport. Without acquiring and displaying the relevant 
sport-specifi c skills one cannot take part in sport contests. Since skills are by defi nition centrally 
important in sports, one could have imagined a rich sport philosophic literature on sporting 
skills. Yet this is not the case. The literature is relatively meager, at least until recent times. In 
the 1970s, with contributions from Ziff  ( 1974 ), Steel ( 1977 ), Wertz ( 1978 ), and Carr ( 1979 ), the 
focus was on the learning of skills. Apart from Fraleigh’s ( 1975 ) discussion of skills and abilities 
and Kretchmar’s ( 1982 ) essay about ‘distancing,’ few articles took up sporting skills before Torres 
( 2000 ) discussed the role of skill in sport competitions, and Davis ( 2007 ) the normative status of 
skills. But then, from 2007 and onwards, several new contributions looked at skill and its relation 
to intentionality, consciousness, and knowledge (Birch  2011 ; Breivik  2007 ,  2014 ; Hopsicker  2009 ; 
Ilundain-Agurruza  2014 ; Moe  2007    ). 

 The debate about  sporting knowledge  relates to two diff erent problem areas. Since sport is a 
practical activity, one could have expected a lot of interest among sport philosophers for practical 
knowledge and the distinction between knowing how and knowing that. But there has been 
relatively little attention in sport philosophy focusing specifi cally on the knowledge question. 
Recent books by McNamee (Ed.) ( 2005 )    and McFee ( 2010 )    show a growing interest in theory 
of science, but it is limited to domains of theoretical knowledge and the sport sciences. In the 
practical fi eld, it started with the articles on skills and practical knowledge by Ziff  ( 1974 ), Steel 
( 1977 ), and Wertz ( 1978 ). These authors presupposed and built on Ryle’s and Polanyi’s work. Later 
Kretchmar ( 1982 ) and Hopsicker ( 2009 ) have used Polanyi’s ideas, whereas phenomenological 
ideas from Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, and Dreyfus have been discussed by Breivik ( 2007 ), Moe 
( 2007 ), Eriksen ( 2010 ), Ilundain-Agurruza ( 2014 ), and others. 

 The concept of  expertise  has not been much investigated by sport philosophers. But it appears 
directly or indirectly in discussions of sporting performances at the highest level. In other sport 
sciences, especially in coaching and sport psychology, the debate between nature and culture, 
or genes vs. training, has been going on for a long time. Anders Ericsson’s work has directly used 
the expertise term and his theory, based on empirical studies, claims that in order to reach expert 
performance on international level, one must in average use deliberate training and practice for 
10 years, or 10,000 h (Ericsson  2006 ). While Ericsson’s defi nition of expertise refers to level of per-
formance defi ned in objective terms, the alternative model by Dreyfus and Dreyfus ( 1986 )    called 
‘the skill model’ defi nes expertise by relating to the mindset of the performer. While a novice uses 
explicit context-free rules to perform, the expert on the highest stage performs in an intuitive 
and non-conscious manner, being absorbed by the situation and following the context-sensitive 
cues of how to perform. In sport philosophical discussions the skill-model and the idea of direct 
non-conscious coping have been used as both a background but also thematic focus by Moe, 
Breivik, Eriksen, and Ilundain Agurruza. 

 The present issue has a focus on skill, know-how, and expertise as key concepts and aims 
at bringing the sport philosophic discussion related to these conceptual areas a step forward. 

 The fi rst article, by Breivik, has its focus on skill and discusses how our notion of skill is related 
to problem areas like ability, knowledge, consciousness, intentionality, and normativity. Breivik 
argues for normative defi nition where ‘skill’ develops as a consequence of training, whereas ‘ability’ 
is understood as a natural capacity that most people have without specifi c and extensive training. 
Breivik does not see skill as identical with ‘knowledge how,’ since ‘knowledge how’ involves cogni-
tion. This also implies that skills are not automated refl exes but rather are intentional in character, 
and can be perfected to the level of expertise. Breivik here argues for a distinction between 
being an  expert performer  and having  expertise in  something. A last point is about the normative 
status of skills. Should skills always be in the service of the good, morally and/or esthetically, or 
can we admire skills that are in the service of the bad or ugly? Should skillful diving in football 
be admired? Breivik argues not. 
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 The next article by Jens Birch, ‘Skills – do we really know what kind of knowledge they are?’ 
discusses whether skill is the same as knowledge or something diff erent. Sport philosophers have 
to some extent simply understood sporting skills as knowing how. The trouble, according to Birch, 
is that in traditional epistemology, knowing how does not qualify to be knowledge proper since 
knowledge is a question of whether a (propositional) belief is true and justifi ed or not. This means 
that unless knowing how can be reduced to knowing that, it is not knowledge. The argument 
for such a reduction could be that a former expert in tennis has tennis ‘know-how,’ although she 
cannot perform her earlier skill. With such a move, skills are perhaps not identical to ‘know-how’. 
Are we then left with the idea that there is no knowledge in sporting skills? His article then takes 
up a discussion with issues related to the relation between knowledge, knowing how, ability and 
skill, most recently presented by Breivik ( 2014 ). 

 Breivik argues in his article that skills are intentional in character and that actions are performed 
with use of skills. The role of intentionality is discussed in the article by Vegard Fusche Moe. The 
paper comprises two parts. The fi rst presents Gallwey’s ( 1974 ) idea of two playing modes and 
Merleau-Ponty’s ( 2002 ) distinction between abstract and concrete movement. The second part 
introduces the concept of intentionality and Kelly’s ( 2000 ) distinction between cognitive and 
motor intentionality. Moe attempts to show that the logical structure of cognitive intentionality 
fi ts phenomenological characteristics of abstract movement, whereas the logical structure of 
motor intentionality fi ts phenomenological characteristics of concrete movements. 

 Skills are not only about developing the right technique. Skills are strongly connected with 
experiences. In their article, Øyvind Standal and Kenneth Aggerholm discuss the role of skills and 
embodied experiences in the contexts of physical education. The acquisition of practical knowl-
edge in the form of skills and the provision of positive and meaningful embodied experiences 
are central to the justifi cation of physical education. But how are these two goals related and 
which is most important? The phenomenological works on skill acquisition is fi rst considered. 
Interestingly, the authors identify some problems in the phenomenological approaches that limit 
their value for physical education. Superseding these ideas, they call on pragmatist philosophy 
and, in particular, the work of John Dewey. His emphasis on habits, experience, and education are 
found to be useful to fi nd a good relationship between the two justifi cations under consideration. 
The authors discuss potential implications this may have for understanding physical education. 

 Experiences come with various intensities. Skilled coping and fl ow are key terms in the arti-
cle by Hardes and Hogeveen. According to Dreyfus and Dreyfus ( 1986 ), skilled coping in sport 
occurs when an athlete reaches an expert level and can execute a sport skill on ‘automatic-pilot,’ 
in a state of ‘fl ow’. Contrary to most phenomenological accounts of fl ow, these authors do not 
depict fl ow as part of an athlete’s competency framework. Instead they use post-structural and 
post-phenomenological scholars such as Derrida and his work on sovereignty and Nancy’s ( 2000 , 
 2008 ),    work on the ontology of ‘being-with.’ The authors challenge phenomenological accounts 
of sports that make athletes’ skilled coping and fl ow into zombie-like performances. Instead, the 
authors look at skilled coping and fl ow as situations that can generate possibilities for creativity 
and relational experiences of ‘being-with.’ They thus want to reorient phenomenology of sport 
from individualism towards a relational ethics of ‘being-with.’ 

 Whereas Breivik, and Hardes and Hogeveen, have discussed notions of expertness and exper-
tise in their articles, the two following articles present empirical material for a more thorough 
discussion of expertise in sports. 

 Signe Højbjerre Larsen’ article about parkour is based on ethnographic fi eld study of parkour 
athletes learning a new movement at a high skill level. Larsen employs Sennett’s ( 2008 ) theory of 
craftsmanship and the autoethnographic results to gain new insights about the skillful, contex-
tual, and unique practice of a sport (parkour). Larsen describes how the performers of parkour 
experience resistances and develop material consciousness as they refi ne their perceptional and 
physical skills. She argues that the craftsmen of parkour are involved in a constant dialog between 
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