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B

ackground Practices is the second installment of
Hubert Dreyfus’ collected papers, papers he has written during his extensive career as an academic philosopher,
a career that has spanned almost 50 years. Unfortunately,
the volume was published after the philosopher passed
away the 22th of April 2017, age 87, so he did not get a
chance to witness the final result. The editor of the volume, Mark Wrathall, who has been a student and colleague
of Dreyfus, would certainly have included an additional
homage in the introduction if Dreyfus’ passing had happened earlier, but as of now, it stands: “The essays in this
volume exemplify a distinctive feature of Hubert Dreyfus’
philosophy, namely the way his work inextricably intertwines the interpretation of texts with his own analysis and
description of the phenomena at issue.”
Timeless as Dreyfus’ phenomenologically inspired philosophy is, it is also very much in time, as he adopts Martin
Heidegger’s historistical way of thinking about, and doing,
philosophy. As Wrathall presents it in the introduction:
Dreyfus seems as committed as Heidegger to the
thought that “one cannot think without thinking historically.” Thus Dreyfus always philosophizes in a kind
of dialogue with thinkers in the history of philosophy.
(2017:1)
Now Dreyfus’ philosophy is timeless, but also timely, as
Dreyfus was never parochial, but a philosopher highly interested in making the thinking of the past relevant to the
contemplation of the present.
For Dreyfus, as for Heidegger, it is more important to
relate a text to “current concerns rather than freezing
the text in the past” (Chapter 1). “It has always seemed
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to me,” Dreyfus explains, “that the text of a thinker
is only worth studying if reading it makes a significant difference in how we see the world and ourselves. Our job as commentators is to clarify the text
and bring out its relevance” (Chapter 2). (2017:1)
For brevity’s (and intellectual integrity’s) sake, I
will limit myself to a general discussion of just some
of the thirteen papers in the volume, as discussion of
them all would be beyond the scope of this review. The
book consists of thirteen papers that in the volume
function as chapters. And the book as a whole is in
turn separated into four parts. Each part has its overarching theme, in which the papers of each part have
common elements.
But why is this volume titled Background Practices?
It sounds like something out of sociology or anthropology. Background practices, it turns out, are of
ontological import as Dreyfus recognizes “that an understanding of being is embodied in the ‘background
practices’ of a culture” (2017:5). The full title makes it
clear: Essays on the Understanding of Being, where being is to be contained in the practices of a culture, i.e.
in the background. This suggests that the practices are
often overlooked and ignored and that it is the job of
the phenomenologist to uncover the meaning of being, already implicitly endorsed in the very practices a
given culture has.
Before I continue the discussion on the second
volume however, some remarks about the discipline
of phenomenology should be made, in order to better understand Dreyfus’ way of doing philosophy.
Phenomenology can be viewed as an enterprise that
encourages us to see what is hidden in plain sight; of

making us aware of the aspects of our experiences of
the world without us being aware of them as such, i.e.
the parts of our experiences that are constitutive of the
experiences themselves. For instance, when asked how
we see the table in front of us, most of us will pause
for a moment before we begin to describe its colour,
shape, etc. This is what Bertrand Russell famously
does when discussing epistemological concerns in his
Problems of Philosophy (1912). Describing the table in
this way is all well and good for some purposes, but to
the phenomenologist, this is not how the table is first
encountered. The table is not first perceived as a set
of qualities that are then taken to be of a table, rather,
the table is first encountered as something on which to
place your books, something with which to sit down
by, lean against etc. It is hardly perceived as an object
at all, but, to borrow from the ecological psychologist
J. J. Gibson, as something that affords certain actions
and not others. Only later, in an abstract description,
do the qualities of the underlying object emerge.
At least, that is what one influential strand of thinking that stems from Heidegger presents. The existential thinker will then do for culture and understanding,
what the phenomenologist does for perception. The
cultural and hermeneutical can be said, then, to retrieve the background understanding implicit in our
practices and activities and make us aware of the constitutive elements of our understanding that are taken
to be always already there.
“Background practices” is a technical term for
Dreyfus and he mentions the concept in several of his
papers. Wrathall’s discussion and clarification of the
term in his introduction proves highly useful, even
essential, especially if you are new to phenomenology
and existentialism. Wrathall begins with a more general account of practices and distinguishes them from
skills:
[s]kills, one might say, enable us to participate in
a practice fluidly. But a practice is not reducible
to a skill. It is rather the standing condition of the
possibility of acting skillfully in a domain. To be
more precise, a practice is a complex structure that
sustains action. (2017:4–5)
It is clear from this quote that for Dreyfus, practices
have the function of founding the various skills we have
as human beings. “Skills” are still very important to
Dreyfus, and the fact that what it is to be a human
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is exactly our nature as skilful copers is something that is
always in the background of his discussions. “Skilful coping” is another technical term for Dreyfus, and it designates the way in which we humans are absorbed in and
by our activities in virtue of our skilful, engaged rapport
with artefacts and other humans in our surroundings. In
the mode of skilful coping, the distinction between subject
and object disappears, and all that is left is the ongoing
flow of the activity. The idea is that when the flow is disrupted, we enter the contemplative mode, and then the
condition of the possibility of viewing ourselves as subjects
that stand against unfamiliar objects, is established. Skilful
coping is not just an interesting description of human psychology – of how we act and perceive in our daily lives – it
is also a way for Dreyfus to establish the fact that we first
and foremost are practical animals, living out our lives with
a background understanding (that is often unarticulated),
which our coping, skills and activities make sensible for
us. “Skilful coping” is thus another fundamental concept
Dreyfus in earlier works has used to criticize intellectualism in the cognitive sciences, but also, more broadly, in
philosophy.
The first essay collection, to which Background Practices
figure as the second volume, Skillful Coping: Essays on the
Phenomenology of Everyday Perception and Action, contains papers such as “The Primacy of Phenomenology
over Logical Analysis” and “Overcoming the Myth of the
Mental”. The first volume can be seen as the groundwork
that sets forth an understanding of human being-in-theworld, and prepares for the more existential discussions in
Background Practices. In the first volume, Dreyfus establishes the mind as directly and necessarily in contact with
the world, a world that is subtended by what is then understood as the background practices that return in the
second volume.
Part I. of Background Practices takes up questions related to authenticity and everydayness, and consists of
three papers within which Dreyfus presents his familiar
Heideggerian exegesis of “everyday intelligibility” based
on skilful coping. In chapter 2 of part I, for instance,
Dreyfus discusses intelligibility, which, fundamentally
speaking, is an immediate and shared form of intelligibility that belongs to a culture, and Dreyfus asks himself
the question if there can be anything that is more intelligible than this everyday form of understanding: Is there a
deeper and perhaps more authentic level of understanding
available to a human being, or to a culture as a whole? In
the chapter, Dreyfus presents a response to his critics on
whether his reading of division I of Being and Time was
39

Artikkel

reading too much into the more existential part II of the
magnum opus. One of the things Dreyfus was known for
was to provide a careful reading of division I of Being and
Time, which is the division that inspired Dreyfus to retrieve the background understanding, and via skilful coping,
re-establish our unmediated, non-conceptual and nonintellectual contact with the world.
Dreyfus answers his critics by introducing his now
well-known phenomenology of skill acquisition, in which
the person (Dasein) goes through 4 stages from novice to
expert, stages in which the abstract rules used at the beginning of learning the skill, ends up being discarded for the
unmediated, bodily contact with the surroundings. By introducing a fifth stage, in which the cultural expert, what
Heidegger following Aristotle calls the Phronimos turns
from simply being a virtuous agent, recognized by the
community, into being a History Maker, Dreyfus makes
it clear that an essential part of being human is disclosing
new worlds, i.e. modes of being in the world, and that we
only do that on the basis of the pre-existing practices in
which we exercise our skills. The history maker is a “world
transforming master” and is at a level above the fourth stage, “expert,” and is best understood as a “cultural master,”
one who masters the cultural practices to such a degree
as to reach for new possible ways of being (2017:33). A
good example of how this works intraworldly, so to speak,
is that of the virtuoso pianist, who, by already having
reached the peak of skill in her domain, will improvise on
that which she already can, and thus make people open
to new ways of playing the piano. With enough improvisation on variations of the same theme, a new style can
emerge, that later, upon explicit recognition, can be classified as a genre. This is how genres (action-comedy), styles
(hipster), motifs (the leitmotif of Wagner) and categories
emerge, and is exemplified in sports, music, the visual arts
and clothing, to name but a few of the various practices
that can be mentioned. Dreyfus concludes the chapter by
stating that yes, there is such a thing as a “higher kind of
primordial understanding” (2017:44) open to the cultural
master, but the condition for this understanding must always rest in the more basic skilful everyday intelligibility
that we all share.
Just as the individual by acquiring new skills through
training and practice opens up new ways of being directed to the affordances of the landscape, so does a cultural
practice, which consists of many individuals, disclose new
modes of being. For instance, there is a collective understanding of what the practice of soccer consists in, that,
although related to the various skills displayed in soccer40
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playing, soccer as a phenomenon is not reducible to. Now,
the various practices a given culture displays (bartending,
office-working, gardening, etc.) are, at least at times, relatively explicit, as we have to learn rules for acting in these
domains, and we have to be inculcated into, say, gardening
by being instructed on how to recognize weed from ordinary grass, and learning how to use the tools for cutting
them safely and appropriately, before we can be said to
be skilful gardeners. It is part of Dreyfus’ general phenomenological project of showing us how the explicitness
of action and thought, our abilities to conceptualize, is
slowly discarded when our experiences allow our bodies to
respond directly to the features of the landscape, without
need of preliminary guiding thoughts. In other words,
the skills we all have and share as cultural beings, give us
over to the world directly, that is, without any mediation.
So the aforementioned practices in a culture are taken up
and, so to speak, incorporated into our bodily dispositions
to act in the world.
We can understand practices both by talking about
them and by acting non-reflectively in them. But an important point remains: Practices like gardening and soccer-playing are still only parts of a given culture, and can
be understood and discussed within the culture in explicit
ways (through rules written down, committee work and
debates etc.), even when they, through skilful coping, are
formed into the background for our skilful action. And so
the various practices we partake in end up forming several
backgrounds against which we live out our activities.

coper, who must remain in the flow of coping by perceptually closing out (that is, not focus on) all that is irrelevant to the situation at hand. A fruitful way to talk about
the background is by likening it to that of a framework of
understanding within which we think. It is part of a framework that we do not focus on: like the picture frame that
forms part of our visual periphery, allowing the picture to
appear, without itself being the object of direct attention.
Now if you focus on the picture frame, you will not see,
not get, the picture. But if you allow the frame to remain
in the background, the picture will appear. Another philosopher, and a long-time collaborator of Dreyfus, Charles
Taylor, who understand the background of a culture in
terms of a framework, explains the analogy:

But the practices Dreyfus targets with the name “background practices” are not merely operating in the
background. They also form the background against
which a large number of practices makes sense. These
are the practices that, at the deepest level, form the
background to any other practice at all in a particular world because they embody pervasive responses,
discriminations, motor skills, etc. which add up to an
interpretation of what it is to be a person, an object, an
institution, etc. (2017:9)

For those interested in what Heidegger says about science,
part II will provide the reader with three papers discussing the important, and at times highly complex, relation
between science and phenomenology. To make it clear
how there is no “anti-science” in Heidegger as some readers would claim, Dreyfus discusses how scientists, by being “background realists” can come in contact with the
“worldless entities” of the physical sciences, entities that
are independent of our socially constituted practices.
Dreyfus concludes with a form of “plural realism” which is
a view where the “deworlded entities” the natural scientist
speaks of and the ordinary artefacts we use in our daily
life, both have equal status as “real”. This allows Dreyfus
to defend the distinction between the humanities, which
main project is that of understanding and interpretation
of meaningful practices, and the natural sciences, which
main task is explaining the world through hypothesizing
about the entities that per definition reside outside of the
human realm.

In other words, “background practices” is the term for the
background of all backgrounds, which, at the most fundamental level, remains unarticulated. You might say that
it is the world that subtends all the micro-worlds we call
the practices. In fact, on some readings of Dreyfus, the
background cannot, in principle, be fully articulated, but
must remain as taken for granted, in order for our activities to make sense at all. This is analogous to the skilful

Th[e] [point] emerges as soon as we take account of
the fact that all beliefs are held within a context or
framework of the taken-for-granted, which usually
remains tacit, and may even be as yet unacknowledged by the agent, because never formulated. This
is what philosophers, influenced by Wittgenstein,
Heidegger and Polanyi, have called the “background.”
As Wittgenstein points out, my research into rock formations takes as granted that the world didn’t start five
minutes ago, complete with all the fossils and striations, but it would never occur to me to formulate
and acknowledge this, until some crazed philosophers,
obsessively riding their epistemological hobby-horses,
put the proposition to me. (Taylor 2007:13)
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In part III the “plural realism” Dreyfus introduced
in section two is further explored, as what it means for
new worlds to emerge is discussed. Here the (in)famous
Heideggerian notion of “historical worlds” is taken up,
and Dreyfus discusses the emergence of different worlds
in the history of the west. Interestingly, it is the works of
art that are characterized as “manifesting, articulating, and
glamorizing a world’s style” (2017:14). Great works of art,
according to Heidegger, gather around themselves cultural
practices and open and illuminate new worlds, by holding
up the people of a culture an exemplary emblem of meaningfulness, which people can understand their lives in
relation to.
The discussion of the different worlds, that have emerged over the centuries of the western world (the Greek, the
Roman, the Christian and the Modern) allows Dreyfus,
drawing on Heidegger, to take up the problem of technology in part IV, as it is related to the alienating practices
of modern times, associated with nihilism and rampant
instrumentalization and commodification. One of the
most illuminating contributions of the later Heidegger is
his understanding of the being of technology, as something
that is hardly related to actual technologies as such, but
is better understood as a “clearing” within which objects,
animals and other people are reduced to mere “standing
reserves” as they, like all things in this day and age, can
be replaced through increasingly sophisticated means
of manipulation. Heidegger’s (and Dreyfus’) fear is that
we humans, Dasein, will lose our essential role as world
disclosers, as we are ourselves reduced to the objects and
processes we manipulate, and thus forget that it is we who
disclosed this mode of being (viewing things) to begin
with.
So section IV brings the existential threads together, as
technology, nihilism, background practices and alienation
are seen as interrelated phenomena, understandable coconstituting each other. Technological practices, or, “the
technological understanding of being” leads to a flattening
of the landscape, rendering it as existentially flat as a nonsoliciting pancake.
Dreyfus defines nihilism as the levelling of all meaningful differences, as a result of which existence no
longer has inherent meaning. Human existence loses
its goal or direction, and thus nothing can have authority for us, make a claim on us, or demand a commitment from us. (2017:14–5)
But Dreyfus is never about simply pointing out our dredag august schmedling dramer

41

Artikkel

samtale & kritikk

spalter

brev

ary existential condition in this day and age; his positive
existential/philosophical outlook is underlying nearly all
of his papers. For instance, in chapter 11 Dreyfus takes
up the question of how to affirm technology in our lives,
by incorporating it into our meaningful practices (and
not letting them rule the practices themselves), and, by
borrowing from Albert Borgmann, let the focal practices
(practices that meaningfully perpetuates a sense of purpose through the relevance of say, the family meal) guide
our comportment, instead of technological activities for
the sake of technological activities.
As Dreyfus says in an interview, he didn’t know
he was suffering from nihilism before he read about it.
And it is clear that for the philosopher, thinkers such as
Heidegger, Kierkegaard, Merleau-Ponty and Foucault
offer us ways out of the impending doom of existential
flattening.
In order to read Background Practices: Essays on
the Understanding of Being and get something out of it, it
pays, as I have hinted at, to have some foreground knowledge of existentialism and phenomenology, yet Dreyfus’
clear, direct and unpretentious style pulls you in, whether
you fully grasp the topics or not. This effect might have
something to do with the philosopher’s enthusiasm, an
enthusiasm that it is clear by now is subtended by the
knowledge that philosophy remains important, potentially life-transformative and essential for understanding our
predicament, be they existential, metaphysical or otherwise. Dreyfus’ philosophy lives on, while the philosopher
himself has passed out of the world, us other Daseins has
to cope with existence while still, essentially, remaining
in-der-Welt-Sein.
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