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Preface

Thomas Gladwin (1964) has written a brilliant article con
trasting the method by which the Trukese navigate the
open sea, with that by which Europeans navigate. He
pointsout that the European navigator begins with a plan
- a course - which he has charted according to certain uni
versalprinciples, and he carries out his voyageby relating
his every move to that plan. His effort throughout his
voyage is directed to remaining "on course." If unexpec
ted events occur, he must first alter the plan, then
respond accordingly. The Trukese navigator begins with
an objective rather than a plan. He sets off toward the
objective and respondstoconditions as theyarise inan ad
hoc fashion. He utilizes information provided by the
wind, the waves, the tide and current, the fauna, the
stars, the clouds, the sound of the water on the side of the
boat, and he steers accordingly. His effort is directed to
doing whatever is necessary to reach the objective. If
asked, he can point to his objectiveat any moment, but he
cannot describe his course. (Berreman 1966, p. 347)

Thesubject ofthisbook is the twoalternative views of humanintel
ligence and directed action represented here by the Trukese and
the European navigator. The European navigator exemplifies the
prevailing cognitive science model ofpurposeful action, for reasons
that are implicit in the final sentence of the quote above. That is to
say, while theTrukese navigator is hard pressed to tell us how he
actuallysteers his course, the comparableaccountfor the European
seems to be already in hand, in the form of the very plan that is
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assumed to guide his actions. While the objective of the Trukese
navigator is clearfrom the outset, his actual course iscontingent on
unique circumstances that he cannot anticipate in advance. The
plan of the European, in contrast, is derived from universal prin
ciples of navigation, and is essentially independent of the exi
gencies of his particular situation.

Given thesecontrasting exemplars, thereare at least three, quite
different implications that we mightdraw for the study ofpurpose
ful action:

First, we might infer that there actually are different ways of
acting, favored differently across cultures. How to actpurposefully
is learned, and subject to cultural variation. European culture
favors abstract, analytic thinking, the ideal being to reason from
general principles to particular instances. The Trukese, in contrast,
having nosuchideological commitments, learn a cumulative range
of concrete, embodied responses, guided by the wisdom of
memory and experience over years of actual voyages. In the pages
that follow, however, I will argue that all activity, even the most
analytic, is fundamentally concrete and embodied. So while there
must certainly be an important relationship between ideas about
action and ways of acting, this first interpretation of the navigation
examplestands in danger of confusing theory with practice.

Alternatively, we might posit that whether our actions are adhoc
or planned depends upon the nature of the activity, or our degree
of expertise. So we might contrast instrumental, goal-directed ac
tivities with creative or expressive activities, or contrast novice with
expert behavior. Dividing things up along these lines, however,
seems in some importantways to violate our navigation example.
Clearly the Truk is involved with instrumental action in getting
from oneisland toanother, and justasclearly theEuropean naviga
tor relies upon his chart regardless of his degree of expertise.

Finally, the position to be taken- and the one that I will adopt
here - could be that, however planned, purposeful actions are in
evitably situated actions. By situated actions I mean simply actions
taken in the context of particular, concrete circumstances. In this

via
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sense one could argue that we all act like the Trukese, however
much some of us may talk like Europeans. We must act like the
Trukese because the circumstances of our actions are never fully an
ticipated and are continuously changing around us. As a conse
quence our actions, while systematic, are never planned in the
strong sensethat cognitive science would haveit. Rather, plansare
best viewed as a weak resource for what is primarily adhoc activity.
It is onlywhen we are pressed to account for the rationality of our
actions, given the biases of European culture, that we invoke the
guidance of a plan. Stated in advance, plans are necessarily vague,
insofar as they must accommodate the unforeseeable contingencies
of particular situations. Reconstructed in retrospect, plans system
atically filter out precisely the particularity of detail that charac
terizes situated actions, in favor of those aspects of the actions that
can be seen to accord with the plan.

This third implication, it seems, is not just a symmetric alterna
tive to the other two, but is different in kind, and somewhat more
serious. That is, it calls into question not just the adequacy of our
distinctions along the dimensions of culture, kinds of activity, or
degrees of expertise, but the very productivity of our starting
premises - that representations ofaction such as planscould be the
basis for an account of actions in particular situations. Because the
third implication has to do with foundations, and notbecause there
is no truth in the other two, I take the idea that actions are primarily
situated, and that situated actions are essentially ad hoc, as the start
ing point for my investigations.

The view of action exemplified by the European navigator is now
being reified in the design of intelligent machines. In this book I
examine one such machine, as a way of uncovering the strengths
and limitations of the general view that its design embodies. The
view, that purposeful action is determined by plans, is deeply
rooted in the Western human sciences as the correct model of the
rational actor. The logical form of plans makes them attractive for
the purposeofconstructing a computational model ofaction, to the
extent that for those fields devoted to what is now called cognitive
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science, the analysis and synthesis of plans effectively constitute
the study of action. My own contention, however, is that as
students of human action we ignore the Trukese navigator at our
peril. While an account of how the European navigates may be in
hand, the essential nature of action, however planned or
unplanned, is situated. It behooves us, therefore, to study and to
begin to find ways to describe the Trukese system.

There is an injunction in social studies of science to eschew in
terest in the validity of the products of science, in favor of an in
terest in their production. While I generally agree with this
injunction, my investigation of one of the prevailing models of
human action in cognitive science is admittedly and unabashedly
interested. That is to say, I take it that there is a reality of human
action, beyond either the cognitive scientist's models or my own
accounts, to which both are trying to do justice. In that sense, I am
not just examining the cognitive science model with the dispassion
of the uncommitted anthropologist of science, I am examining it in
light of an alternative account of human action to which I am com
mitted, and which I attempt to clarify in the process.
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