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Expert tool use: a phenomenological analysis of processes of incorporation in the
case of elite rope skipping

Kathrine Liedtke Thorndahl and Susanne Ravn
ABSTRACT
According to some phenomenologists, a tool can be experienced as incorporated when, as a result of
habitual use or deliberate practice, someone is able to manipulate it without conscious effort. In this
article, we specifically focus on the experience of expertise tool use in elite sport. Based on a case study
of elite rope skipping, we argue that the phenomenological concept of incorporation does not suffice to
adequately describe how expert tool users feel when interacting with their tools. By analysing a
combination of insights gained from participant observation of 11 elite rope skippers and
autoethnographic material from one former elite skipper, we take some initial steps toward the
development of a more nuanced understanding of the concept of incorporation; one that is able to
accommodate the experiences of expert tool users. In sum, our analyses indicate that the possibility for
experiencing a tool as incorporated depends on the existence of an extraordinary kind of relationship
between the tool and the expert tool user. This relation, that can persist even when successful manipulation
of the tool fails, is not only cultivated through deliberate practice of physical skills, but also through the
collective sense-making process going on within a particular community of practice. Therefore, expert
tool users may experience a more profound kind of incorporation that can persist even when normal
motor incorporation fails.

To state that we live in a world of tools is obviously superfluous and there can be no
doubt that we are all tool users. So accustomed are we to using a variety of tools that we

only rarely have to think about them (Hodder 2012; Hogeveen 2011, Rietveld 2008). Thus,

when focused on the everyday project of getting ready for school, for example, the tools

such as the spoon I use to eat my breakfast, the brush with which I quickly fix my hair, and
the bike I employ for transportation normally go completely unnoticed by me.

In the phenomenological literature, such experiences of tool use are categorized as

instances of motor incorporation. Motor incorporation may be defined as an

experience that ‘[…] occurs when something is integrated into the motor system, i.e.
when practice enables one to animate an object as directly, effortlessly and fluently as one

is able to animate one’s own body’(Carijó, de Almeida and Kastrup 2013, 687). Thus, from

a phenomenological point of view, because of the way in which we are destined (for the
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most part) to engage with the world on a pre-reflective level, through our bodies’

operative intentionality, the tools we use are rendered inconspicuous to us to the extent

that we can come to experience them as incorporated parts of ourselves (Merleau-Ponty
2002, 165). Accordingly, tool incorporation, is an experience that can occur when a tool
comes to feel as though it were part of the user’s body. I experience it when riding my

bike, e.g. Since I do not have to consciously think about how to peddle when I want to go

forward, the bike can be said to be incorporated. I want to go forward, and I just do while
the bike seems to effectively obey my intentions as seamlessly as do my other limbs when
going about my everyday business.

When turning our focus toward expert1 tool users, such as elite athletes, circus artists,

and musicians, a similar notion seems prevalent. Indeed, when manipulating the ribbon
or the rope, the rhythmic sports gymnast and the skipper do not have to consciously
think

about

mastering

these

tools

either

(Hogeveen

2011).

However,

in

phenomenological explorations of tool use, no distinction has been drawn between the

experience of incorporation that expert tool users have when performing their highly

specialized skills, and the corresponding feeling all of us can experience when riding our

bikes, handling cutlery, employing computer keyboards, etc.

Expert tool use differs from ordinary tool use in a number of ways. Unlike the rest of us,

expert tool users constantly challenge their abilities to handle their tools (Annas 2011;

Montero 2010). Always striving to improve, they push themselves to the limit of their

capacities on a regular basis. This propensity in turn significantly increases the risk of losing

control of the tool which is why expert tool users will often be confronted with their tools as
anything but incorporated in the sense alluded to by Carijó et al. (2013). What is more, for
some expert tool users, such as rope skippers and rhythmic sports gymnasts, the creative

ability to invent and execute entirely novel tricks constitutes an important element of

what it means to be an expert in these sports. Indeed, in competition, judges are likely to
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be impressed by highly original moves that have never been seen or performed before

and award extra points for such elements. As a result, rope skippers, and rhythmic sports
gymnasts often engage in many experiments with their tools some of which lead to the
development of new tricks. Both authors of this article have a background in elite sport

and have competed in rope skipping and rhythmic sports gymnastics internationally. In
many ways, the practice-based experiences of experimenting with specific tools as well as

the experience of the extensive amounts of deliberate practice involved in learning how

to successfully manipulate a tool have informed our critical reading of the
phenomenological understanding of tool use and processes of incorporation.

The aim of this article was to explore expert tool use in order to challenge and develop

phenomenological descriptions of expert tool use and processes of incorporation. For this
exploration, we will turn to the case of expert rope skippers and scrutinize the skippers’

relation to and experience of their skipping ropes during training. We want to emphasize

that this exploration is focused on how tools can be incorporated and come to feel as
though they are part of the practitioner’s body. Therefore, questions concerning

intentionality, consciousness, and knowledge are not specifically touched upon in this
article. In other words, our primary concern is with the relation between the rope skippers
and their skipping ropes that form the basis for their skilled performance.

Competitive rope skipping is a small and relatively new sport. Teams and individuals

compete in a number of different disciplines. While individuals compete in single rope,

that is one person with one rope, teams may also compete in double Dutch, that is two
persons turning two long ropes while one or more persons jump. Within these two
types of rope skipping, there are two subcategories of disciplines: speed and freestyle.2

In speed, the goal is simply to complete as many jumps as possible as quickly as
possible. The current world record (2016) stands at 222 jumps in 30 s. In freestyle, the

goal is to perform a routine comprising as many different tricks as possible within an
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allocated timeframe. Routines are judged for difficulty, creativity, and execution. Points
are deducted for mistakes that cause the rope(s) to stop turning. As a case of expert tool

use, rope skipping requires practitioners not only to engage in creative experiments in
order to learn and develop new tricks and combinations of tricks but also to push

themselves to the limit of their physical and technical abilities.

Before continuing with the analysis of the rope skippers’ practices, we present a brief

overview of current phenomenological discussions concerning tool use and sketch out

the methodological considerations of how the case of rope skipping can be used for
our phenomenological analysis.

Current phenomenological understandings of tool use and processes of
incorporation

The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him, and is no longer perceived

for itself; its point has become an area of sensitivity, extending the scope and active
radius of touch, and providing a parallel to sight. (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 165)

Merleau-Ponty’s famous description of how a blind man may come to experience his

stick as an integrated part of himself is probably the most widely used example

employed to illustrate what the phenomenological concept of incorporation entails. To
briefly restate the matter, Merleau-Ponty contends that we exist not as pure subjects
nor as pure objects but rather as being-in-the-world, that is, as always already intimately

connected to our surrounding environment via the moving body. Importantly, the body
that we move is not our objective body rather it is our phenomenal body, which is

capable of extending beyond the boundary of the skin to include within its
phenomenal field the objects with which we habitually interact.

Other phenomenologists such as Leder (1990), Black (2014), Fuchs and De Jaegher
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(2009), and Carijó et al. (2013) have proposed definitions of incorporation along the

same lines, concurring on the central point that tools may be incorporated within the

phenomenological framework of the body. Thus, incorporation of tools, they
contend, can occur when ‘[…] something is integrated into the motor system, i.e.

when practice enables one to animate an object as directly, effortlessly and fluently as

one is able to animate one’s own body’ (Carijó et al. 2013, 687). According to Leder

(1990), this is also what Heidegger is essentially getting at with the term ready-to-

hand:

The body is capable of incorporating within its phenomenological domain objects that

remain spatially discrete. This is evidenced by the example of the tool, whose
existential significance was emphasized by Heidegger. The tool, he writes, is something

‘ready-to-hand’ (zuhanden), part of an equipmental structure that tends to withdraw

from our explicit attention. (Leder 1990, 33)

In this view, any tool; a fork, a prosthetic hand, a violin, or a skipping rope, may be
experienced as an incorporated part of a user’s body provided that the user has made

an effort and succeeded in becoming proficient at using that particular tool, De

Preester and Tsakiris (2009), however, disagree. In their opinion, the concept of

incorporation should be reserved for describing a more profound relation. They argue

that under normal circumstances, tools may function as extensions of the body but they
should not be understood as incorporated. In their view, and based on the results of
experimental investigations, real incorporation only takes place when the body model is

reorganized, i.e. when changes occur in the sense of body ownership. According to De
Preester and Tsakiris (2009), this is only possible when the tool in question fits into the

user’s pre-existing body model, i.e. when it resembles some- thing belonging to the user’s

anatomy both in terms of its appearance and in terms of its postural properties. It follows

that whereas a prosthesis that looks similar to an actual body part may be incorporated in
a profound way, other tools such as forks and skipping ropes may not.
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While providing a different and more nuanced perspective on what it takes for tools to

become incorporated, De Preester and Tsakiris’ account still seems wanting because it
does not allow for a distinction to be made between ordinary tool use and expert tool

use. However, the fact that they have been able to show that the experience of using, e.g.
a prosthetic hand differs significantly from the use of other kinds of regular tools such as

forks, sticks, and computer keyboards begs the question of how we are to adequately
describe the experience of expert tool users such as elite athletes, circus artists, and
musicians who sometimes describe the relation between themselves and their tools as
completely seamless. In fact, some of them sometimes even claim that they feel so
intimately connected with their tools that they seem to complete them (De Preester 2012).

Even though they have not investigated this difference in their study, De Preester

and Tsakiris implicitly recognize that it probably does make sense to distinguish between
regular tool use and expert ditto when at the end of their article they state that

[…] some very specialized tool-users, such as musicians, report about the relation
between them- selves and their instrument as an experience of completion or

wholeness. one of the reasons may be an aspect of tool-use not touched upon in this
article, namely the fact that some tools, such as music instruments, allow (and are

designed for) expression. The experience of wholeness with a music instrument might
partly be due to this possibility of highly extending the expressive body (and not just
the body as a sensorimotor body). (De Preester and Tsakiris 2009, 318)

Tools in sports like rope skipping and rhythmic sports gymnastics are not ‘designed for

expression.’ However, the tools are fundamental to the athlete’s performance and in

that sense central to the elite athlete’s sense of her moving body. So, can these tools

function as profound incorporations and the relation that exists between these expert
tool users and their tools be likened to the one existing between a musician and her

instrument? In another article, De Preester modifies the argument by explicitly claiming
that tool use is not always experienced as a matter of extension and never one of
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incorporation. Once again, however, she uses the example of musical instruments to
support the idea that it is the possibility for extending the expressive body that

constitutes the crux of the matter (De Preester, 2012).

Although the tools of other expert tool users might not serve as a means for expression

on a par with musical instruments, it does not seem far-fetched to take this observation
about the experiences of very specialized musicians as an indication of how other expert

tool users such as elite athletes and circus artists may experience their tools. However, the
reason why the tools of elite athletes and circus artists may be experienced as
incorporations and not just extensions might be different from the reason advocated by
De Preester and Tsakiris for why musical instruments may be incorporated. Since several

studies (Brewer, Van Raalte and Linder 1993; Lavallee and Robinson 2007; Sparkes 1998)
have shown that athletes and other experts often rely heavily on the relation between

themselves and their skills and by implication their tools for identity formation, it seems

reasonable to argue that this kind of tool use may provide possibilities for highly

extending not just the sensorimotor body in and by itself but also the meaning

attributed to the tool-dependent motor capacities these individuals possess.

In support of this argument, based on an investigation of the experience of being in a

wheelchair, Svenaeus (2000) contends that while there are different categories of tools,
the categorization of them does not depend on whether or not a tool actually belongs to

the biological body or rather looks as though it could. on the contrary, it is ‘[…]

determined through an appeal to the importance the tool plays in the totality of relevance
for the human being in question’ (Svenaeus 2000, 130). Thus, the tools of expert tool users

hold the potential for being experienced as profoundly incorporated because these tools

are extremely important to the expert users. The relationship they have with their tools may
come to define them and there is no mystery in that. In fact, it only seems a natural
consequence of having dedicated vast amounts of time to practicing with their tools.

Although his idea has been criticized for being too simplistic, there is still an important
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lesson to be learned from Ericsson’s (in)famous contention that it takes on average 10,000
h of practice to attain expert status (Ericsson et al., 1993). Indeed, spending 10,000 h

practicing a particular skill is no laughing matter. It testifies to an extraordinary
commitment that is bound to have an impact on one’s self-understanding.

Using rope skipping as factual variation for a phenomenological analysis
In accordance with Martínková and parry (2011), we want to emphasize that
phenomenology is a philosophical enterprise that seeks to account for the structure of

consciousness. It is not an empirical discipline. However, this does not rule out that

phenomenological analysis should benefit from empirical studies. on the contrary, for

decades, empirical data have been used to strengthen and further develop
phenomenological concepts and descriptions. For this purpose, phenomenological

thinkers have employed data from pathological cases to put normal experience into

perspective in their phenomenological analyses. Merleau-Ponty’s (2002) use of the
Schneider case and Gallagher’s (2005) use of the Ian Waterman case are well-known

examples of how such ‘real life deviations’ can be used to better describe the
structures underlying our mental and embodied life (Zahavi 2005, 141, 142). Drawing
on Gallagher’s argumentation, we will refer to this way of employing exceptional cases
constructively in the phenomenological analysis as a way of performing ‘a factual

variation’ (Froese and Gallagher 2010, 86). With reference to Husserl’s description of the

philosophical practice of phenomenology, the factual variation derives from the

eidetic or imaginative variation which ‘keys in on the essential or invariant structures’ of

consciousness (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008, 28).3 It thereby refers to the analytical move
through which the phenomenologist imagines the phenomenon under enquiry in its

potential variations. Thus, while the eidetic variation is based on free imaginative

variations carried out by the thinker, the factual variation informs this process of the
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analysis by actively using empirical data.
Traditionally, phenomenologists have not paid much attention to qualitative research.

When performing the factual variation, they have turned to exceptional pathological
cases as these cases have been described in the science-based fields of psychiatry and the

cognitive sciences, e.g. (Ravn and Høffding 2016). In accordance with recent
methodological discussions (Høffding and Martiny 2015; Ravn 2016; Ravn and Høffding

2016), we argue that bodily expertise, as this expertise can be studied within the field of

qualitative research, can constitute as good a basis for factual variation as pathology

can within, e.g. the domain of psychiatry. Thus, in this article, we aim at employing

qualitative data to enhance a phenomenological analysis of tool use.

To clarify our methodological point, let us emphasize that we recognize that

qualitative researchers have turned to phenomenology to advance our knowledge of

experience as embodied for decades. In other words, qualitative researchers have

described and explored particular worlds of sensations and meanings and thereby in
many ways succeeded in ‘bringing the body back in’ to theories on, e.g. sport and

physical activity (Allen-Collinson 2009). Methodologically, qualitative researchers

thereby employ phenomenology to empirically investigate a certain domain of lived
experience. Quite often they present an applied version of the phenomenological
method, suited to generate as well as analyse descriptions of different kinds of lived

experience (e.g. Allen-Collinson 2011; Finlay 2012; Giorgi 1975, 2008). In comparison,

when we turn to exceptional cases to use these as factual variations in the
phenomenological analysis, as described above, we aim at employing the empirical data

to modify and challenge fundamental phenomenological concepts and descriptions.
Method

The part of our study in which we use qualitative research methods to generate
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descriptions of the practice in focus can be characterized as a single case study (yin

2014) in which we engaged in a collaborative autoethnographic4 fieldwork (Chang,

Ngunjiri and Hernandez 2013). The observations were made by the first author,

Thorndahl, while the subsequent analyses resulted from the collective efforts of both

authors.

Until 2011, Thorndahl was herself an elite skipper. She competed and coached at

the highest international level and taught a variety of rope skipping courses under the
auspices of the DGF, The Danish Gymnastics Federation, and the DGI, Danish

Gymnastics and Sports Associations.5 Being a former elite rope skipper herself

facilitated Thorndahl’s ability to see something that would otherwise have remained

unnoticed (Ravn and Hansen 2013). That is, because the first author is thoroughly
versed in the sport of rope skipping herself, two distinctly different approaches that

were intimately intertwined in this particular case, informed the interpretation of the

observations even as the observations were made. Thus, while actually occupying an
outside position from which only a third person perspective is usually available,

because of the unique characteristics of the first author’s relation to the field of

interest, a first person perspective also contributed to our understanding of the
skippers’ experiences. In other words, the third person perspective was complemented

by autoethnographic elements inspired by the embodied resonance of Thorndahl’s own
prior embodied experiences.

Data were generated on three different occasions in connection with three subsequent

practice sessions in November and December of 2012.6 Each session lasted 2.5 h. The

process of generating data began as an open exploration of the skippers’ practice. In the
following session, the skippers’ use of their tools was specifically in focus for the
observations and informal conversations. Following each session, the field notes were

‘worked up, expanded on and developed’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, 143). After

10

Kathrine Liedtke Thorndahl & Susanne Ravn (2016) Expert tool use: a phenomenological analysis of processes of
incorporation in the case of elite rope skipping
Published in Sport, Ethics and Philosophy, 10:3, 310-324, DOI: 10.1080/17511321.2016.1231216

the last session, and based on another close reading of the notes, three different

situations, each in their own way indicating different aspects of the skippers’

experience of and relationship with their tools, were identified as relevant to the

phenomenological analysis of this particular instance of expert tool use.

In order to retain as far as possible the spontaneity and straightforwardness of the

observations we subject to analysis, we have stayed true to the original wording of the
original observations carried out by Thorndahl which explains the use of the singular firstperson pronoun in the following presentations of the situations.
Directly, effortlessly, and fluently
The observation presented below represents an example of a situation in which

several telling signs could be taken to imply that the skipper is experiencing her

skipping rope as incorporated in the sense alluded to by Carijó et al. (2013). However, as

our analysis makes clear, things turn out to be more complicated than that.

One of the first things I notice during my first visit to the club is that the skippers

hardly ever seem to keep their ropes still. Even during the breaks they have between

the drills and exercises dictated by their coach, they are constantly moving their

ropes performing a wide variety of different wraps and releases while at the same

time continuously chatting with each other. Even though they do not seem to pay

any conscious attention to what they are doing with their skip- ping ropes during
the breaks, they often succeed in performing a number of rather advanced skills.

At the end of the first practice, I confront Signe with my observation. She looks at

me with surprise and asks, ‘We really do that? I never noticed!’ I proceed to ask her
how she thinks it is possible for her to release one of the handles of her skipping

rope, let the skipping rope rotate three times in the air above her head and then

catch the moving handle again without even looking in the direction of said

handle. Her spontaneous reply is prompt. She simply answers: ‘I have absolutely no
idea!’ We both laugh before she hesitatingly adds, ‘I used to have to follow the

handle with my eyes … I had to do that a lot… In the beginning, I mean… That is
when I first tried to learn how to do it.’ She makes a pause and looks down at the
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handle in her right hand. She looks puzzled as if seeing it for the very first time.
Finally, she concludes with more conviction in her voice, ‘Now I don’t need to

watch the handle anymore. I just do it. I can feel it!’

Before we proceed with the analysis of this situation, it is worth noting that these events

transpired during a break in the relatively relaxed atmosphere of a practice session and

so it cannot be likened to the stressful situations encountered during competitions. It is
quite obvious in this situation that Signe has not deliberately planned to perform this

release in advance, neither is she deliberately trying to optimize her performance. She is

merely playing with her skipping rope, letting her body perform a rather easy skill while
focused on talking to her teammates. Thus, this training situation is very different from

situations referred to by Breivik (2007, 2013) and Hopsicker (2009), e.g. in order to

illustrate how elite athletes experience themselves and their movements during

competitive performances. While we do not want to suggest that Signe acts like a

zombie7 in this situation—she is clearly conscious of what she is doing—playing with

the rope—she certainly does not seem to be super-conscious of the details of her

playful performance of the tricks either in the sense described by Breivik (2013).

It is not difficult to realize, based on this description, how the concept of motor

incorporation might be relevant to a discussion of Signe’s relationship with her skipping

rope. It seems to follow directly from the way she can be seen to handle her skipping

rope that the interaction proceeds directly, effortlessly, and fluently to use the words of
Carijó et al. (2013). Furthermore, the fact that, in this situation, Signe cannot verbalize

how she is able to perform the skill can also be interpreted as an indication of the same

thing. due to several hours of intense, deliberate practice she is now able to perform

the skill effortlessly which in turn allows her to focus her attention on other things
besides the handle of the skipping rope. To her, this release has become as mundane a
skill as riding a bike is to the rest of us. Paraphrasing Kiverstein and Rietveld (2015), we

12

Kathrine Liedtke Thorndahl & Susanne Ravn (2016) Expert tool use: a phenomenological analysis of processes of
incorporation in the case of elite rope skipping
Published in Sport, Ethics and Philosophy, 10:3, 310-324, DOI: 10.1080/17511321.2016.1231216

might say that as a result of repeated practice, Signe has become sensitive to the
specific demands of this particular type of situation to the extent that the environment

literally draws her bodily movements from her (Kiverstein and Rietveld 2015). Because of

the way in which we experience our bodies when skilfully involved with the environment
around us, the task of describing these bodily skills, however, is no easy matter. In fact,

according to Schön (1983).

Often we cannot describe what it is that we know. When we try to describe it we find

ourselves at a loss, or we produce descriptions that are obviously inappropriate. our

knowing is ordinarily tacit, implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel for the
stuff with which we are dealing.

It seems right to say that our knowing is in our

action. (Schön 1983, 49, emphasis in original)

When taking the level of expertise evident in Signe’s effortless handling of her skipping

rope into account, it seems unlikely that she would have been able to reply to

Thorndahl’s question in a meaningful manner. Precisely because she is an expert, her

knowledge of how to handle her skipping rope is embodied and tacit. Following

Kiverstein and Rietveld (2015), Signe’s expert handling of her skipping rope may be
characterized as an instance of skilled unreflective action that results from her body’s

skilled intentionality. Since Thorndahl did not specifically ask Signe to describe how she
felt about her skipping rope in this particular situation, however, we cannot know for

sure whether the experience Signe has of her skipping rope can be said to constitute an

example of motor incorporation based on the observations and informal interview

related here. Granted, the way she handles her skipping rope and her answers seem to

point in that direction. Nevertheless, we cannot be certain not least for the simple
reason that the phenomenological concept of motor incorporation specifically applies

to something that goes on at an experiential level cf., e.g. Merleau-Ponty (2002) when

he states that ‘The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him, it is no longer

perceived for itself […]’ (165, emphasis added). It follows that it does not matter
13
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whether or not a tool user actually has complete control over her tool as long as she

feels as if she does. This feeling is what constitutes incorporation, and thus from a

third-person perspective it is impossible to determine if the interaction between a tool
user and her tool is experienced in a way that might allow us to conclude that the tool

has truly been incorporated.8 However, we remind of Thorndahl’s autoethnographic
perspective, which means that the second- and the third-person perspective also

involved an embodied resonance of the practice observed. We therefore contend that
this first situation constitutes an example of motor incorporation as described by Carijó
et al. (2013).

Beyond motor incorporation
Although, the tools employed by expert tool users may sometimes be experienced as

incorporated, rendering them practically invisible in the sense alluded to in the previous
section, at other times, typically when something goes wrong, the existence of the

tools as objects will become abundantly clear even to expert tool users. If we accept

the simple definition of motor incorporation put forth by Carijó et al. (2013), we should
expect the experience of incorporation to evaporate once the tool no longer moves in

accordance with the tool user’s intention. However, as we will now go on to demonstrate,

there may be more to experts’ experience of incorporation than the description offered
by Carijó et al. (2013) suggests.

Following a brief warm up, practice begins with a number of single rope drills. About
halfway into the second round of drills, one of the older girls, standing in the middle

of the gym, lets out a loud scream. She has been hit by the skipping rope and there is
no way to mistake the look on her face: eyes shut tight, teeth clenched – it spells out

pain. She presses her left hand against the back of her leg just below her buttocks
and bounces up and down a few times before she resumes skipping. Mette makes a

half-hearted attempt at concealing a knowing smile but other than that, none of the
skippers reacts to the incident until after they have completed the drill. ‘You hurt
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yourself, Maya darling?’ one of the other skippers asks in a friendly yet slightly

mocking tone of voice. She laughs aloud and Maya laughs back at her, ‘Heck yeah!

Look at this!’ Still laughing, she pulls up her shorts to reveal a thick red line stretching
across the backside of her leg.

For the same reason we could not discern whether Signe experienced her skipping rope

as incorporated, we cannot know if the skippers described above feel as if their skipping
ropes are incorporated when performing at near-maximum speeds. Indeed, from an

observational perspective, it is impossible to tell whether the skippers experience their
skipping ropes as transparent, i.e. as something ready-to-hand.

To the outside observer, the skipping ropes literally do dis-appear when the skippers

perform these fast-paced drills! So fast do the skippers turn their skipping ropes that they

actually become invisible. When something goes wrong, though, as it frequently does

when one tries to push the limits of one’s technical and physical abilities, the skipping
rope immediately comes back into view. It dys-appears, to use Leder’s term (Leder 1990,
84). What is more, even though the skipper immediately resumes skipping, thereby once

again rendering her skipping rope invisible, the experience of dys-appearance may persist
over time since, more often than not, an incident of this kind will leave a trace that is plain

to see in the shape of a thick red mark on the skipper’s body. This mark serves as a visible

reminder to the skipper of the fact that the experience of the skipping rope as a fully
incorporated part of her body is fleeting. Meanwhile, if we employ Heidegger’s

terminology, we would expect the skipping rope to become present-at-hand that is to

manifest its existence as an entity in its own right, once it no longer adheres to the

intentions of the user. While this might at first seem to constitute a reasonably adequate
analysis of the matter, if we look closer, however, another possible perspective comes to
view. Indeed, what is also evident from the incident just described is that even the

mistakes the skippers make as well as the marks they leave are eventually incorporated.
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Maya’s reaction as well as the response she receives from her coach and teammates,

testifies to the fact that this situation is far from unique. As Thorndahl recognizes from her

own experiences, it happens to all of them on a regular basis. Thus, rather than
considering the impression that is left by the rope on the body a cosmetic nuisance, it

seems plausible that such marks may even be said to serve as a kind of proof of bravery

for all to see, cf. the fact that Maya (proudly) shows off her newly acquired ‘war wound’ to
her team mates. The marks mean something to the skippers.

From our analysis of the second situation, it is evident that even when something goes

wrong in the interaction between an expert tool user and her tool, the tool may still be

experienced as incorporated although in a sense different from the one suggested by

Carijó et al. (2013) and other phenomenologists. In this situation, the tool does not lose its

meaning as tool just because it fails to adhere to the intention of the tool user. According to

Heidegger, this may be because tools are always part of a larger equipmental structure

and as a result they do not lose their meaning as tools and become things the moment
they malfunction. In other words, because of their equipmentality, tools can remain readyto-hand even when not functioning perfectly (Breivik 2007).

But there is more to the situation described above. When taking Maya’s reaction to her

mistake into consideration, we can see that to Maya the skipping rope is still a skipping

rope. This may be established on the grounds, firstly, that she does not stop to check if the

skipping rope is broken; she knows it is not, and so, in spite of the mistake, she has no

reason to think that the relation between her and her tool has changed significantly.

Secondly, the fact that she immediately resumes skipping confirms that she still believes

in her ability to control the skipping rope and thus she still experiences the skipping rope
as incorporated although in a way somewhat different from the way she experiences
motor incorporation when actually performing the skill.

The difference between motor incorporation and this other type of incorporation

pertains to the way in which the sense-making takes place. Motor incorporation
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requires the sense-making to go on a bodily level while the other type of incorporation
depends on the tool user’s ability to decode specific signs (including artefacts such as
tools) in accordance with the shared ideas of a particular cultural context.

Incorporation revisited
Mette, the head coach of the club’s best rope skippers, and I enter the large gym

through a heavy door. A motley crew of approximately 25 little girls who still have a

couple of minutes left of their practice session are seated on the floor in a circle

around their coach. The coach is demonstrating a rope skill she wants the girls to try.
Mette and I move quietly along the wall toward the wall lined with wall bars. As we

approach the back wall of the gym we are confronted with a curious installation: At a

telling distance from the floor, clearly revealing that the mastermind behind this
concoction could have been no taller than the average seven-year-old, a hot pink

drinking bottle is secured to a bar with, imagine that – of all things – A SKIPPING

ROPE! I look at Mette. Our eyes meet. She sees it too. As she walks on, she jokingly
pretends to be outraged by this highly unorthodox use of a skipping rope. Unable to
suppress a laugh, she shakes her head violently as if in disbelief and sighs
dramatically to herself, ‘Despicable!’

What the observation presented above makes evident is that things, and thereby tools,

mean different things to different people. Thus, while the seven-year-old novice rope

skipper sees the (skipping) rope as something suitable for skipping as well as a practical

device that may be used to tie her bottle to the wall, Mette and I, the experts, see the
skipping rope as a tool designed and meant exclusively for skipping.

It follows that various tools may be used for purposes for which they were not originally

intended (a rope may be jumped; hammers may be juggled; skipping ropes may be used

to tie things up) which goes to further support our claim that tools do not in and by

themselves intend a certain use—tools do not have intentions—only people have

intentions. In that sense, tools may very well have been designed for particular purposes

17

Kathrine Liedtke Thorndahl & Susanne Ravn (2016) Expert tool use: a phenomenological analysis of processes of
incorporation in the case of elite rope skipping
Published in Sport, Ethics and Philosophy, 10:3, 310-324, DOI: 10.1080/17511321.2016.1231216

but it is the way in which they are interpreted by different users that imbue them with
meaning (Houkes and Vermaas 2004). Thus, a skipping rope is a skipping rope because
someone understands it

as a device for skipping. This understanding can take different

forms: It can be bodily in the sense referred to by Merleau-Ponty when he states that ‘[…]

it is the body, which ‘catches’ (kapiert) and ‘comprehends’ movement. The acquisition of a
habit is indeed the grasping of a significance, but it is the motor grasping of a motor
significance’ (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 165). This grasping is equivalent to what Carijó et al.

(2013) call motor incorporation. As our observations demonstrate, however, the grasping
of a motor significance may also take another form once a particular habit of tool use has

sedimented.

While prima facie it might seem that way, the claim put forward above should not

be mistaken for an argument in favour of a position holding that the meaning a tool

attains is completely arbitrary. In fact, upon further inspection, the observation seems

to attest to quite the opposite, in that it shows that the way we use tools and thereby

attribute meaning to them depends on the embodied norms and conventions we
have (or have not yet) acquired in the course of actively participating in a particular

community of practice. If we accept the latter claim at face value, we may arrive at the
conclusion that we are condemned, predestined, to always act in accordance with the

limited possibilities that a particular (sub) cultural context affords us. once again,

however, this would be to overstate the matter since, as we will now go on to show,

unconventional behaviour, in this case the creative, innovative use of the skipping rope,
is not only possible, indeed, it is vital to the development of sports such as rope

skipping.

It follows in continuation of this point that as she becomes increasingly involved in

the practice community of rope skipping and accepts this particular community’s

meaning- making practice; the skipper begins to attribute a certain meaning to the

(skipping) rope while simultaneously eliminating others. In accordance with this
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finding, we suggest that Leder’s argument about how the incorporation of a specific

skill is a prerequisite for the incorporation of the tool used to perform that skill should be
extended to include yet another level of incorporation that is even more elementary for
the possibility of incorporating tools than the incorporation of skills. In order to

facilitate the incorporation of skills, tool users must also incorporate the meanings

attributed to the skills and the tools by the practice community in which they have

come to be involved.

In fact, one of the aspects that makes the observation presented above particularly

interesting is when it was made. The situation described took place just before the last

session Thorndahl was going to observe. At that time Thorndahl had already been

observing the skippers for five hours. not to mention all the years she spent skipping
herself. And yet, it was not until Thorndahl saw the little girl’s installation that she realized

what seems unbelievably trivial, even banal—that a skipping rope is also a rope! The

skipping rope’s existence as an object that may be utilized in a number of different ways
suddenly became evident to Thorndahl when confronted with how it might be used in a

way that struck her as strange. Nevertheless, the skipping rope’s newly discovered

additional mode of being as rope can be said to have existed alongside or even prior to

the skipping rope’s existence as skipping rope as an untapped potential for action
previously hidden from view by the routine use of the skipping rope for skipping.

In continuation of this point, we contend that the ability to develop new skills is actually

based on a capacity to avoid fully incorporating the rope as skipping rope, to not always

strive for the experience of motor incorporation, because new skills may be born when a
skipper with a highly evolved bodily understanding of the skipping rope is able to
consciously ignore this knowledge for a while. In other words, seeing the skipping rope as

a rope will allow her to disregard her habitual movement patterns and exploit the rope’s
full potential for movement.

In Leder’s terms, the relation between a user and an incorporated tool is not ‘[…]
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severed when I abandon an instrument […] That is, while momentarily put out of play,

instrumental capabilities, no less than the skills indigenous to my body, remain a part of

my corporeal “I can”’(Leder 1990, 33). While essentially agreeing with Leder on this point,

we advocate that, based on our observations, a rather more radical conclusion may be

drawn. Once the meaning of the skipping rope as skipping rope has been incorporated,
the relation between the skipper and the skipping rope does not merely persist when

‘momentarily put out of play.’ Rather, the (imagined) relation may in fact endure for
extended periods of time and survive periods of total relinquishment. It is immediately

obvious that the experience of the skipping rope still exists as an incorporated part of
Thorndahl’s former expert’s body is but an illusion that can only be sustained for as long
as the former expert does not actually pick up a skipping rope and has a stab at some of

the advanced skills she used to be able to perform. Then it will immediately become

evident that while the incorporation of the meaning of a tool may persevere, motor

incorporation, that is the experience of the tool as an integrated part of one’s physical
body needs to be nourished through continuous practice.
Conclusion
What our study has demonstrated is that expert tool use cannot adequately be described

by using the phenomenological concept of motor incorporation as it is commonly understood.9 In other words, the expert tool use in rope skipping challenges the
phenomenological concept of motor incorporation. What phenomenologists describe

when employing the term incorporation is a motor experience. Expert tool use, however,

involves something else and more. While expert tool users may sometimes experience

motor incorporation, their connection with their tools also runs deeper than that—their

tools also matter to them on a different level. Due to the countless hours of interacting

with their tools, they have come to attach a kind of profound meaning to their tools that
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cannot be likened to the way I feel about my bike. The tools have come to mean

something for their very identity. This in turn explains why these expert tool users may

experience incorporation even when they are not physically in contact with their tools,
when tools are broken, missing, or used for unconventional purposes.

Our study opens up a new way of understanding experts’ experience of incorporation

that is different from the way we understand the experience of motor incorporation,

which is a very common experience that we all have every day when habitually interacting
with all kinds of tools. The experience of incorporation that experts experience is much

more profound. Our analysis indicates that while the tools experts use may sometimes be

experienced as incorporated, the possibility for such experiences to arise depends on the

existence of a particular kind of relationship between the tool and the expert tool user.

This relation is not only cultivated through the deliberate practice of physical skills but

also through the collective sense-making process going on within a particular community
of practice. Therefore, incorporation may persist even when motor incorporation fails.
Notes
1.

In accordance with the definition proposed by Breivik (2007), expertise may be defined by behavioural criteria. In this

understanding, experts are those who perform at the highest level. It follows that expertise is not an absolute but rather a

relative term that may be used to describe the highest quality of performance relative to a specific context and time
2.

Under FISAC-IRSF rules, teams compete in six disciplines: single rope speed relay, single rope pair freestyle, single rope
team freestyle, double Dutch speed relay, double Dutch single freestyle, and double Dutch team freestyle. The individual
competition consists of three disciplines: 30 s speed, 3 min speed, and freestyle. To see examples of competitive rope
skipping go to https:// www.fisac-irsf.org/media.html.

3.

For a more thorough discussion of how the factual variation relates to Husserl’s notion of the eidetic variation please
see Ravn and Høffding (2016) and Høffding and Martiny (2015).

4. Collaborative autoethnography is a qualitative method that combines autobiography, ethnography, and collaboration
between two or more researchers. Thus, when engaging in collaborative autoethnography ‘[…] researchers work in
community to collect their autobiographical materials and to analyze and interpret their data collectively to gain a
meaningful understanding of sociocultural phenomena reflected in their autobiographical data’ (Chang et al. 2013).

5.

In 2008, Thorndahl was part of the team that won the world championships for double Dutch while placing second in
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the overall competition. The following year the same team won the European championships for double Dutch and

placed second in the overall competition.
6.

Upon arriving at the club for the first time, prior to conducting the first observations and informal interviews, 11 elite

skippers were informed of the purpose of the study and agreed to participate. At the time when the initial phases of the
study were conducted in November and December of 2012, the skippers were between 15 and 20 years of age and

preparing for the upcoming European championships.
7.

Cf. the on-going discussion about the nature of expertise between different philosophers of sport. Whereas Dreyfus

(2014) claims that experts are usually performing their highly specialized skills on automatic pilot, others such as Breivik

(2013) maintain that experts are not like zombies while stressing the importance of consciously and deliberately
attending to what one is doing even at the highest level of expertise.

8. Thus, in spite of the fact that neuroscientists have been able to demonstrate that the extension of the body caused by tool

use results in physical changes that can be detected at the neurological level, from a phenomenological point of view
motor incorporation remains a concept reserved for describing a particular kind of subjective experience.

9.

In Merleau-Ponty’s account for instance, no distinction is made between the abilities of a blind man when using a stick
to gain information about the environment and the organ player who is able to play a new instrument after only

minutes of getting used to the new instrument. It seems a mistake however to conflate these experiences since one only
involves the temporary incorporation of a rather basic motor skill while the other depends on hours and hours of

deliberate practice until not only the tool per se but the very meaning of the tool becomes an incorporated part of the
expert’s understanding of herself, that is of her identity.
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