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 How does thinking affect doing? In a paper entitled ―The Way of the Wanton‖ (2008), 

David Velleman suggests that we achieve excellence only after we have moved beyond 

reflective agency. What he means by this is that although reflective agency—that is, thinking 

about and deliberating over our occurrent actions—is a stepping-stone to developing expertise, 

we perform at our best when we attain what he refers to as ―self-forgetful spontaneity,‖ or 

―flow.‖ Echoing a view that one finds in a number of diverse intellectual traditions, he tells us 

that in highly-skilled actions, ―the capacity to monitor…performance, to consider how it falls 

short of an ideal, and to correct it accordingly…is no longer exercised.‖ Rather, after the 

requisite training, according to Velleman, ―evaluative judgment is suspended‖ and experts act 

―without deliberate intention or effort.‖  

 In contrast, my research develops a theory of expertise on which experts in action are 

reflective, effortful and often highly self-critical. Indeed, leaving reflective agency behind, on my 

account, leads, not to excellence, but rather to stagnation. Though experts may be capable of 

performing with self-forgetful spontaneity, or effortless flow, I argue that their best performances 

are deliberate and that the so-called phenomenon of ―self-forgetting,‖ is actually an experience of 

intense focus that is unencumbered by distractions. Moreover, although an expert‘s actions may 

appear effortless, I argue that not only are they typically tremendously difficult, but also 

experienced as such.  

 The idea that optimal performance—be it in the butchering of a cow or in the rescuing of 

a drowning child—is unreflective, effortless and spontaneous has a long and distinguished 

history. As Velleman points out, it is found in an ancient Daoist text, the Zhuangzi, wherein the 

actions of experts are described as flowing not from reason, but from spiritual desire. The idea is 

also an essential component of the eighteenth-century proto-romantic movement, Sturm und 

Drang; it is a prominent feature of Merleau-Ponty‘s account of action, especially as interpreted 

by the contemporary philosopher Hubert Dreyfus (2013), and a guiding assumption in much of 

today‘s psychology research on expert action (for example, Gray 2004, Beilock et al. 2004, Ford 

et al. 2005). When one comes across a precept that appears in such a wide range of cultures, 

time-periods and intellectual traditions, it is tempting to conclude that the explanation for this 

agreement is that these diverse strands of thought are converging on the truth. My current 

research aims at countering this conviction (Montero forthcoming a, b, 2013, 2011a, 2011b, 

2010). 

 Part of this task is purely critical, involving, for example, dispelling various mythical 

accounts of experts who act without any understanding of what guides their actions. That 

proverbial chicken sexer that philosophers are fond of citing who can‘t explain why he makes his 



judgments—he doesn‘t exist (Nakayama, 1993). Coleridge‘s ―Kubla Khan,‖ which supposedly 

came to him fully formed in a dream, actually took nearly ten years to write (Schneider, 1945).  

My critical task also addresses theoretical approaches to studying expertise. For example, much 

of the research on expertise, in both philosophy and psychology, extrapolates conclusions based 

on empirical studies or phenomenological investigation into everyday skills and applies them to 

expert performance. I concede, as Bernard Williams (1985) points out, ―that a practical skill can, 

in an individual case, be destroyed by reflection on how one practices it.‖ However, as Williams 

also indicates, in ―favorable circumstances,‖ reflection may enhance a skill. Such circumstances, 

I argue, generally occur when an individual has engaged in ten or more years of close to daily, 

extended practice with the specific aim of improving, and, importantly, is still intent on 

improving. And one theme of my research is that this manner of training enables experts to 

perform while engaging their self-reflective capacities without any detrimental effects; it allows 

experts to think and do at the same time. Beyond this, I also argue that some may accept the view 

that expert action is unreflective because, quite simply, expert actions often appear effortless. 

This is particularly true of ballet, where movements are often supposed to produce the illusion of 

effortlessness. Yet this illusion is difficult to create.  The Renaissance writer, Baldassare 

Castiglione (1528/1975), was well aware of both the importance and difficulty of appearing 

spontaneous in one‘s actions and in his Book of the Courtier explains how to achieve 

sprezzatura, which is a contrived effortlessness (or as Wescott (2000) puts it, ―the art of acting 

deviously‖). Though no contrivance may be involved in exercising other expert skills—the 

butcher as described in the Zhuangzi, for example, cares not about how his actions appear—in 

these cases, too, the apparent effortlessness is often merely apparent.   

 The central positive arguments that support my view fall roughly into three categories. 

First, I analyze case studies, which are in-depth explorations of specific examples of expert 

action, such as a head-nurse‘s experience of working in the emergency room, a tennis player‘s 

experience of competing in a grand slam, or a chess player‘s experience of playing speed chess. 

Second, I examine and draw inferences from empirical research that indentifies psychological 

factors experts themselves see as conducive to improved performance in high-pressure 

situations; for example, a study by Adam Nicholls and colleagues (2006) suggests that 

professional rugby players regularly cope with pressure by increasing their concentration on the 

task. Third, I consider what we should expect would be true about expert action given what we 

know about experts and the way they train.  What can we infer, for example, about expert 

performance given that experts practice in a thoughtful, analytic manner?  How does the often-

obsessive drive to improve affect the state of an expert‘s mind when she is exercising her skills?  

What is the role of play, as well as what Friedrich Schiller (1794/2004) understands as the ―play 

drive,‖ in expertise? And what follows from the need to occasionally take risks in performance? 

Though no single line of argumentation is conclusive on its own, my hope is that these 

independent paths to my theory of effortful expertise, when taken together, lend it what William 

Wimsatt (2007) sees as a criterion for being the best explanation for the available data, namely, 

robustness. 

 How does my view extend to ethical expertise? Aristotle believed that we must develop 

our ethical virtues by developing habits; through practice, the right actions become second-

nature, and we are able to perform them without thought and deliberation. However, Aristotle 

also held that if you want to become an expert in the moral realm, you need to develop a 

theoretical understanding of morality. And his book, The Nicomachean Ethics, is aimed at 

providing such an understanding, providing a theoretical understanding of morality for those 



who have already developed the habit of acting ethically. Similarly, on my view, although those 

who have merely developed the habit of acting ethically may not reflect on their occurrent 

actions—and self-reflection may even have a detrimental effect—those who have become 

experts at acting ethically will engage their minds when acting in their area of expertise and do 

so without detriment.   

 Expert action, I hold, is conceptually grounded because experts have engaged in 

deliberate, ongoing, self-critical training. But does ethical training fit this mold? It does seem 

that much of our ethical competency has been merely absorbed.  However, on my view this does 

not mean that we are in the position of someone tying her shoes while trying to remember which 

lace goes on top. Inasmuch as we care deeply about our ability to act morally in the world and 

work to improve this component of our lives—neither of which is true of lace-tying—we at least 

approach the reflective capacities of an expert. Correlatively, moral actions, on this picture, are 

generally best carried out, not automatically, but with thought. This type of thought is not merely 

the implicit conceptualization that John McDowell (2007) thinks is present in all of our actions, 

but rather, at least at times, is explicit deliberation.  

 The writer Heinrich von Kleist (1810/1972) claimed that ―grace appears to the best 

advantage in that human body structure that has no consciousness at all—or has infinite 

consciousness—that is, in the mechanical puppet, or in the God.‖ For those, like Velleman, who 

accept the view that expertise is spontaneous and effortless, experts are the marionettes: after 

they have honed their skills, they dispense with self-regulation and are simply drawn to act in 

ways that, in a sense, are no longer under their control. I hope to develop my view that experts, 

rather than being pulled by God‘s strings, are today‘s gods; they rely on, if not infinite, than at 

least a great deal of conscious thought about, and evaluative judgments regarding their occurrent 

actions. What this means is that experts, somewhat paradoxically, must always be novices, 

forever working on goals, as Einstein (1915/1998) put it, that they can only barely achieve 

through their greatest efforts.   
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