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Chapter 2 

Just do what? 

Distinctions, Differences and a Matter of Emphasis 

(A very rough draft of Chapter 2 of my forthcoming book, The Myth of Just-do-it: Thought 

and Effort in Expert Action) 

 

 

 

The player without a strategy on the tennis court is like a ship without a rudder.  It can still 

move, but it will take dumb luck to get where it wants to go. 

                    Allen Fox (Tennis coach at Pepperdine, former Davis Cup competitor) 

 

 

 

Presumably when Nike used the phrase “just do it” in their advertising campaign, it was intended 

to mean something like, “Stop procrastinating, get off your posterior, and get the job done.” 

Interpreted as such, I’m in favor of “just do it.” However, the sense of “just do it” I question is 

the idea that expert action, at its best, proceeds without a significant amount of thought, attention 

or effort, or as Jazz musicians sometimes say, “when you’re thinking, you’re stinking.” As we 

saw in the last chapter, this view is embraced in various forms by philosophers, psychologists, 

journalists and others. And it is this view that I think is a myth.   

 To be sure, Nike’s “just do it” slogan also tells us that certain mental processes are 

detrimental to expert performance, for it tells us that if we procrastinate by thinking about all the 

other things we should be doing rather than going to the gym, our muscles will not get any 

stronger. However, such a view is consistent with the mind being very present once you step on 

the treadmill. The presence of mind in expert action is my concern, and in this chapter I aim to 

formulate in a more precise way what this concern is.   

 The phrase “when you’re thinking, you’re stinking,” might seem to proclaim that experts 

never think, or at least ought never to do so. However, most advocates of what I’m referring to as 

the “just-do-it principle,” allow that thought is sometimes useful even for an expert. For 

example, both the psychologist Sian Beilock, who holds that focusing on or monitoring the 

details of movement interferes with performance, and the philosophers Hubert Dreyfus and Sean 

Kelly, who hold that the best expert actions are in some sense drawn out of the expert, accept 

that thinking might occur when something goes wrong—when the floor is unusually slippery and 

a dancer might need to focus on her foot placement, or, as Dreyfus sees it, when a chess player’s 

intuitions fail to identify the right move. In such cases, these just-do-it apostles say that experts 

will need to think. So even according to just-do-it proponents, experts sometimes think. Now, as 

I claim that sometimes expert performance proceeds at least without the expert being consciously 

aware of thought and that expert action requires a large repertory of automatic action, which is 

action that seems to bypass any thought processes at all, one might wonder: Wherein lies the 

difference between my view and the view I call a myth? This, too, is a question I shall endeavor 

to answer. 

 

A half dozen just-do-it principles    



 I have been speaking of the myth of “just do it,” but as we saw in the previous chapter, 

there are a number of very different views that have something of a “just do it” flavor.  

Nonetheless, there is a general theme behind the various versions of just-do-it that we 

encountered so far, namely that they all hold that experts are in some significant sense not 

entirely responsible for their actions; it is not just that some aspect of their actions depends on 

luck, which is something I accept as well, but rather that, for example, the surprising checkmate, 

the game-winning hook shot, or the poetic flow of words, is rather like a gift. As such, we can 

sum up the various forms of just-do-it we encountered in the previous chapter in terms of how 

they answer the question: What, if anything, ought to be thanked for this gift?    

 

 

1. The Divine or spiritual: an expert’s best action is guided by divine or spiritual inspiration 

 Exemplified, for example, by the ancient Greek conception of divine inspiration and the 

 Taoist account of skill.  

 

2. An External force: an expert’s best actions are pulled out of her by some external force. 

 Exemplified by Dreyfus and Kelly’s idea of the “woosh”: when acting at our best, our 

 actions are drawn out of us. 

 

3. The intelligent yet unconscious mind: an expert’s best action is guided by intelligent, 

unconscious thought  

 Exemplified by the Romantic’s view of creative inspiration and illustrated by anecdotal 

 accounts of inspiration given by Goethe and Poincaré. 

    

4. Automatic Processes: an expert’s best action is automatic, or not guided by conscious control 

 Exemplified by Sian Beilock’s work on athletic expertise, and found in both Dreyfus’s 

and  Fitts and Posner’s theories of skill acquisition.  

 

5. Intuition: the best of expert’s judgments are made, not slowly, deliberately and rationally, but 

instantly.   

 What Daniel Kanneham refers to as “system 1” thinking and exemplified by Gary Klein’s 

 and Hubert Dreyfus’s work on expertise.  

 

6. Natural Talent: Expert action, in certain domains, is primarily a product of natural talent.  

 Exemplified by various accounts of Mozart’s abilities. 

 

 The ensuing arguments in the book address 1-5—primarily primarily 2, 4 and 5. 

However, since the categories readily bleed into one another, I shall often address more than one 

of these conceptions at a time, and indeed, most of the proponents of just-do-it whose work I 

shall discuss seem to hold a number of these views simultaneously. For example, although 

Dreyfus and Kelly think of the external force that “pulls” actions out of experts as entirely this-

worldly, the Zen notion of “nothing is needed” and the Taoist notion of nonaction both suggest 

that action is being drawn out of an individual yet also suggest a divine or spiritual component; 

though exactly how to understand this latter component, I must leave it to scholars of Eastern 

philosophy and religion to debate.    



   The unconscious and the divine variations of the principle sometimes overlap as well 

since some see the unconscious as receiving divine inspiration; as the nineteenth century German 

philosopher Eduard von Hartmann put it in his book The Philosophy of the Unconscious: “The 

fruit of the Unconscious is as it were a gift of the gods, and man only its favoured messenger.”
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And Goethe and others have have expressed the view that it is through the unconscious that the 

divine speaks.  

 While Goethe’s conception of the unconscious is thoughtful and highly intelligent in a 

very cerebral sense, working slowly in dreams or during a leisurely stroll on a spring day, one 

also finds another conception of the unconscious in the psychology literature on skill,  one more 

in line with what Danniel Kannehan refers to as System 1. This type of unconscious processing 

works instantly and is quite removed from any idea about higher powers. Such conception of the 

unconscious is sometimes aligned with intuition in the sense that, without thinking, an expert 

chess player can intuitively see the right move in chess, or an expert fire fighter can intuitively 

see whether a building is about to collapse.  

 For Dreyfus, expert action, when all is going well, is intuitive (in the quick sense), yet 

entirely nonmental, which means that it is not even unconsciously mental. And intuitive action, 

for him, is automatic, in the sense of not being guided by experts, but rather,  being “pulled out” 

of them. However, in much of the psychology literature that supports just-do-it in athletic 

endeavors, athletes are described as acting automatically but not necessarily intuitively, and the 

idea of an external force is typically absent.  Here, the “gift” metaphor does not readily apply so 

readily, but perhaps we can say that the gift of expert athletic performance, on this view, is 

brought about by having well-developed neural pathways. 

 Finally, the view that expertise is due primarily to natural talent casts off the idea, 

accepted by many of those who uphold other views, that one becomes an expert only after years 

of hard work. Although this conception of expert action stands more or less on its own, there are 

certainly those who see natural talent as having been bestowed upon an individual by the grace 

of God.  My remarks shall be less much less relevant to the “natural talent conception” of 

expertise, and in fact, in the next chapter, I stipulate that the notion of expert that concerns me 

here excludes individuals, if any exist, who have achieved great heights not through hard work 

but merely on the basis of natural talent.  

   

 

 

Formulating the Just-do-it Principle 

 

 Although there are a number of different yet overlapping positions that I categorize as 

“just do it” views, I take the following to capture the more extreme versions: 

 

Extreme just-do-it. For experts, when all is going well, optimal or near-optimal 

performance proceeds without any of the following mental processes: self-

reflective thinking, planning, predicting, deliberation, attention to or monitoring 

of their own bodily movements, conceptualizing their actions, conscious control, 

trying, effort, having a sense of the self or acting for a reason. Moreover, when all 

is going well, such processes interfere with expert performance and such mental 

processes should be avoided.  
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Those who see the phenomenal feats of experts as being pulled out of them hold this type of 

extreme view. Indeed, on the most extreme view, when we awestruck at LeBron James’s 

spectacular dunk or by Magnus Carlsen’s surprising capture, we are witnessing an action that 

proceeds and should proceed without any mental intervention at all. Dreyfus’s view seems to 

fit this description: high-level expert action, on his view, is “direct and unreflective,” which he 

takes to be the same as “nonconceptual and nonminded” (see p. 355 in Dreyfus 2007a). Expert 

action, at its best, on his view, seems to be entirely bereft of mental processing: not just 

conscious mental processing but any mental processing whatsoever.   

 My extreme just-do-it principle is somewhat more reserved since it does not exclude all 

mental processes. Nonetheless, it covers a wide swath of them, and, unless I am speaking of it in 

a restricted sense (more about which later), I intend it to cover not just conscious mental 

processes, but unconscious ones as well.  Those who uphold this extreme view, or Dreyfus’s 

ultra-extreme view, still, of course, claim that the brain is involved in expert action. But not 

everything that goes on in the brain is correlated with something that goes on in the mind, and on 

the extreme just-do-it view, the expert’s brain may be hard at work save for those parts of the 

brain that subserve the mind (or the mental processes mentioned). Moreover, as I pointed out 

earlier, the just-do-it extremist will admit that experts in action may have thoughts in action, both 

conscious and unconscious.  However, for these extreme apostles of just-do-it principle—or what 

might be better called, in their case, the “just-let-it happen” principle—once in action, the actions 

that are deserving most of our admiration are, almost ironically, in a sense not even performed by 

the expert herself. Rather, they are drawn out of the expert by external forces, at times without 

her even being able to recall what occurred.     

In order to refute the extreme principle it would, of course, suffice to show that when an 

expert is performing well she employs merely one of these cognitive processes. However, I shall 

also argue against weaker forms of the principle that proscribe one or some proper subset of such 

mental processes.  For example, I shall at times argue against just-do-it with respect to 

monitoring, which says, 

 

Restricted just-do-it (monitoring). For experts, when all is going well, optimal 

or near-optimal performance proceeds without their monitoring their own bodily 

movements.  Moreover, when all is going well, monitoring interferes with expert 

performance and should be avoided.  

 

  

At other times, I shall argue against just-do-it with respect to conscious control it says, 

   

  Restricted just-do-it (conscious control). For experts, when all is going well,  

 optimal or near-optimal performance proceeds without conscious control over their  

 own bodily movements.  Moreover, when all is going well conscious control  

 interferes with  expert performance and should be avoided.  
 

And so on.  

   



 

When context makes it unnecessary to specify that I am speaking of, say, the restricted 

just-do-it principle with respect to monitoring or the extreme view, I leave off these 

qualifications.  Moreover, at times I refer to the just-do-it principle, whether in the restricted or 

unrestricted form, as simply “just-do-it.” And since talking about “just-do-it” over and over 

would be (and is most likely already getting) rather tiresome, I need another way to quickly sum 

up what it says. Thus, following Descartes, who used the term “thinking” to broadly cover 

doubting, understanding, conceiving, affirming, denying, willing, refusing, imagining and 

perceiving, I shall frequently refer to the retinue of mental processes that are excluded on the 

just-do-it principle as simply forms of thought.   

 With this in mind, let us look at the various parts of the just-do-it principle since some of 

the subsequent discussions will apply to one part but not another. The first part of the (extreme) 

principle, which is purely descriptive, can be expressed as follows:  

 

  Descriptive just-do-it: Experts, when all is going well, optimal or near-optimal  

 performance proceeds without thought.  

 

I imagine that the idea of performance being optimal or near-optimal, though vague, is clear 

enough. Proponents of just-do-it don’t maintain that experts never think. On their view, an expert 

may start thinking about what should be automatic and this precisely is when they start to  

perform poorly. However, they also hold that when they are performing well (or optimally or 

near-optimally), thought does not occur. I shall discuss what I mean by “expert” in the next 

chapter, but let me here say a bit about the qualification “when all is going well.”  “When all is 

going well” in this context means in circumstances that do not involve unusual problems or 

errors.  For example, when in a performance of Giselle, for example, the ballerina’s partner 

limps off stage with a torn Achilles tendon, this is an unusual circumstance and on anyone’s 

view, she will need to figure out what to do. Circumstances that involve unusual problems are 

thus are not covered by just-do-it. However, some, if not many, expert actions normally proceed 

at a certain level of disaster. For example, during a chess game one player might be in a worse 

position than her opponent, which is a disaster for her, yet it is in no way unusual; this is just 

how games proceed. Or in the emergency room, a patient may arrive on the verge of death, and 

while in a sense things are definitely not going well, this is, again, not unusual. The qualification 

“when all is going well is not meant to exclude such situations.   

 Advocates of the principle will, of course, also hold that in certain situations when things 

are going drastically wrong, thinking interferes with performance. This, however, is precisely 

when things are going wrong because, as they see it, it is the thinking itself that is causing the 

disaster.  

 

The second part of the (extreme) principle, is what I refer to as the principle of interference: 

   

 Principle of interference: For experts, when all is going well, thinking interferes with 

expert performance. 

 

This does not say merely that thinking about your imminent break-up with your spouse is going 

to interfere with your actions in your domain of expertise. That, I imagine, may very well be 



true.
2
 Rather, it says that thinking, interferes with performance, where thinking covers the entire 

retinue of mental processes mentioned in the extreme just-do-it principle.   

The last part of the just-do-it principle is its proscriptive element: 

 

 Proscriptive just do it: When all is going well, experts should avoid thinking. 

 

One might surmise that if thinking interferes with doing, then experts ought to avoid thinking. I 

take the proscriptive element as a separate component, however, since there could be times when 

thinking is prescribed nonetheless, such as when a tennis player has recently moved to a larger 

racket and needs to change her technique.   

 The most extreme version of just do-it includes all three of these elements, yet weaker 

forms may include only one or two of them.  

 

 

The Master Cogito  

  

What, then, is the position I advocate?  First and foremost, I aim to show why the extreme just-

do-it principle, as well as some of its less extreme variants, is wrong.  So my main thrust is 

merely the denial of this principle, the denial of “I think therefore I can’t.” However, throughout 

the book I also suggest a stronger view, not quite “I think therefore I can,” but what I refer to as 

“The Master Cogito”: 

  

The Master Cogito: For experts, when all is going well, optimal or near optimal 

 performance frequently employs some of the following mental processes: self-reflective 

 thinking, planning, predicting, deliberation, attention to or monitoring of their own bodily 

 movements, conceptualizing their actions, conscious control, trying, effort, having a 

 sense of the self, and acting for a reason.  Moreover, such mental processes do not 

 necessarily or even generally interfere with expert performance and should not generally 

be  avoided by experts.  

 

 

I shall also be concerned with specific forms of the Master Cogito, forms which may 

apply to a particular type of expertise. For example, since, on my view, dance, although not 

chess, involves monitoring one’s bodily movements, the Master Cogito for ballet dancers with 

respect to monitoring is as follows: 

 

The Master Cogito (monitoring): For experts, when all is going well, optimal or near-

 optimal performance frequently employs the monitoring of their own bodily movements. 

 Moreover, such monitoring does not necessarily or even generally interfere with expert 

 performance and should not generally be avoided by experts.  

 

Note that I say that experts “frequently” rather than “always” engage in some of these 

processes, which, one might object, rather handily enables me to simply take any 

counterexample to the view as an occasional exception.  Although this might seem to provide me 
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with an easy out, the view I shall defend nonetheless stands in contrast to a number of just-do-it 

views we shall encounter throughout the book. 

 

 To get a better sense of the position I advocate, let me list some specific claims that are 

consistent with the master cogito: 

 

 When all is going well, some professional tennis players may be able to focus, without 

 detriment, on their shoulder muscles during a backhand 

 

 Strategizing is a form of higher-level thought that occurs in a wide variety of competitive 

 sports, without any detriment  to performance.   

 

 The thought “just make the landing stick,” can benefit certain gymnasts during a 

 competition.   

 

 Some professional ballet dancers’ performances would improve if they were to focus on 

 their heel being forward when taking off for a leap.  

 

 Some professional pianists exert tremendous effort during even their  best 

performances.  

 

 Top lightning chess players typically think, but very quickly, about many of the best 

moves  in their games.  

 

 A renowned poet may struggle, revise and think extensively about what ends up as her 

best  stanza.  

 

 A surgeon may, while performing very well, attend to and experience pleasure in the 

 precise workings of her hands.  

 

 An emergency room nurse should and will perform his best actions for a reason and with 

 the ability to justify them.  

 

 A elite marathon runner may think about when to exert more energy and when to ease up 

a  bit, with beneficial results.   

 

 A hedge fund manager sometimes makes better decisions by deliberately acting 

 contrary to her intuitions, or natural tendencies.  

 

 Some mathematicians come up with their greatest proofs through prolonged, effortful 

 work. 

 

 For some experts (such as philosophers, mathematicians, writers and scientists), the “ah 

ha”  moment is relatively insignificant; it’s what they do with it that really matters.   

 



I understand these all as examples of when the mind is advantageous to expert performance. As 

such, they are all inconsistent with the extreme just-do-it principle, which takes the best expert 

action to be entirely nonminded, as well as with the various relevant restricted forms of the 

principle. For example, the fact that a professional pianist may finish her best performance 

feeling exhausted indicates that her best performances are not necessarily effortless. The fact that 

a ballet dancer can focus on details of the movement indicates that the best performances are not 

necessarily ones in which the performer is not aware of the mechanics of her movements. And so 

on.     

 Let also me mention some specific views that I think are likely, or in some cases 

definitely, false and do not follow from the master cogito as well as, parenthetically, a related 

claim that I accept:  

  

 When all is going well, 

 

 Professional ballet dancers think about or focus on every detail of their bodily 

movements.  

 (Professional performing artists and athletes don’t focus on every detail, but they may 

focus  on some details without detriment) 

   

 Professional tennis players consciously control all aspects of their movements. 

  (Much happens too quickly for conscious control; however, some higher-level  

 aspects of even very fast movements, such as controlling where to hit the ball, seem  

 to allow for such control.)  

 

 During a marathon, an elite runner never feels that her running is effortless. 

(There are times during which experts might experience effortlessness, such as 

when they do not need to exert their willpower. to go on. And perhaps even 

occasionally there are moments of utter effortlessness in the best performances.  

However, the best performances are still nonetheless effortful in a variety of 

ways. For example, they might involve arduous strategizing.)   

 

 Poets never experience an idea just bubbling up into consciousness.  

  (Ideas do sometimes “bubble up,” but such ideas are not necessarily good and 

often   require extensive revision.) 

 

 Grand master chess players don’t immediately see amazingly good moves.  

  (They do, but they also deliberate over these moves and sometimes the 

deliberation   may lead them to choose a move that was not initially perceived.  

Moreover, even   the intuitively obvious move is conceptualized, so,  contrary to the 

extreme just-  do-it, it involves the mind in some sense.)   

 

 Surgeons never experience phenomenological blanks, about which, post-operation, they 

 have no memory.  

  (If this does happen, it is not characteristic of, or at least not necessarily part of,  

 the best expert performance.) 

 



 A hedge fund manager will never just go with an intuitive choice.   

  (In a situation in which there is too much information to sort through, one might  

 just need to go with one’s intuition and proceed from there. However, the intuitive  

 choice might be reflected on and sometimes revised.)  

 

 Stopping the mind from thinking is never psychologically beneficial for an expert.  

  (For some, this may be the only way to prevent extreme performance anxiety;  

 however, increased focus and thought about what one is doing is another, possibly  

 preferable way.) 

   

 There are no thoughts that interfere with expert performance.  

  (Although I hold that experts frequently think when acting in their domain of  

 expertise, I assume that highly distracting thoughts, such as thinking about the tree  

 that was just struck with lightning and is about to crash down before you, would  

 certainly distract one from doing well.  And even other less distracting thoughts,  

 such as thinking about the details of a certain moment, might interfere if one has  

 not practiced thinking about such things.  Moreover, highly negative thoughts, such  

 as, “It’s hopeless; I’m going to lose,” might be deleterious to performance. )  

 

 

The Retinue of Proscribed Mental Processes 

(This section may be skipped by those who feel they have a good enough understanding of 

various mental processes I take the just-do-it principle to proscribe.)  

 I have described just-do-it as proscribing self-reflective thinking, planning, predicting, 

deliberation, attention to, or monitoring of one’s own bodily movements, conceptualizing one’s 

actions, conscious control, trying, effort, having a sense of the self, and acting for a reason. 

Although many of these concepts will be clarified in context as the book progresses, let me say a 

bit about each notion to get us started. My concern is with these processes as they occur in expert 

action. However, to explain them, I also use examples from everyday actions.  

  Self-reflective thinking, as I see it, is thinking about what you are doing while you are 

doing it. You engage in self-reflective thinking, for example, when you pick up a heavy box, if 

while doing so you are telling yourself: Bend from the knees and not the back, keep the elbows 

relaxed, and so forth; or when in the act of improving your posture you think, I’m straightening 

my back, while you are sitting more upright in your chair; or when you think, I had better make 

that that a tight turn, while you narrowly avoid driving your car over the sidewalk; or when you 

think, I’m going to move this pawn to take control of the center, while you are taking such 

control. These examples involve thinking about you actions—mental or physical—while you are 

making them.  

 In addition to self-reflective thinking, which involves thinking about what you are doing 

as you are doing it, proponents of the just-do-it principle may inveigh against planning, which I 

understand as thinking about what you aim to do or what you should do, and predicting, which I 

understand as thinking about what you think you will do. You are planning your movements 

when, for example, you are walking down the street and decide to turn left at the next corner. 

And you are making a prediction about your movements when you, say, have the thought that 

you’re about to step in a puddle and you deliberate over your actions, considering whether it 

would be better to avoid the puddle with an extra long and invariably awkward stride or simply 



step down and suffer the consequences. Some of these forms of thought involve deliberation, 

but not all do. For example, in thinking about what you should do (a form of planning) in order 

to make the putt, you may be deliberating over possibilities or simply telling yourself: “keep the 

torso stable.” (Thinking about what you ought to have done, may, I admit, very well be 

detrimental to performance; though even this, I think, is not necessarily detrimental).      

 The examples of thinking I just presented are all examples of declarative thoughts: they 

are thoughts in words. And this is one aspect of interfering mental processes that Fitts and Posner 

(1967) warn against. They tell us that “there is a good deal of similarity between highly practiced 

skills and reflexes [since] both seem to run off without much verbalization or conscious content” 

(p. 15) and that “overt verbalization may interfere with a highly developed skill” (p. 15). In 

contrast, the Master Cogito allows for declarative thought. The clearest case of this would be 

when an expert thinks aloud. This would, of course, be ill-advised in an activity like chess where 

you do not want your opponent to know your thoughts.  However, a dancer might think aloud, 

even on stage, by counting the music, or telling himself shoulders down,” and expert tennis 

players, Andre Agassi tells us in his autobiography, are always talking to themselves.     

 Declarative thought, however, is not seen as the only culprit by some just-do-it advocates.  

Fitts and Posner, as I mentioned in the last chapter, say that expert dancers “ignore kinesthetic 

information and visual information about their movements”, and if an expert golfer thinks about, 

say, stabilizing her torso muscles during a swing, she may not be successful (p. 16).  “In learning 

a dance step, one attends to kinesthetic and visual information about the feet,” they tell us, yet 

once one develops expertise, on their view, such information is ignored.  This could been seen as 

a form of nondeclarative thought (or some might prefer less-declarative thought) about what you 

are doing, or one might call it put it under the heading of attention to, or monitoring of one’s 

own bodily movements.     

 Attention, itself, is a multifarious concept. For example, we can distinguish “top-down” 

endogenous attention from “bottom-up” exogenous attention.  You employ top-down attention 

when you search for a matching sock in a pile of variously patterned black socks. And conscious 

control of your movements often calls for top-down attention. For example, consciously 

controlling the action of lowering down to one’s knee, involves, among other things, top-down 

attention to the standing leg. In contrast, “bottom-up” exogenous attention might arise when the 

loud crash in the kitchen alerts you to the fact that someone has just dropped your crystal wine 

glass.    

 Attention can also be divided into focal versus peripheral attention: when you look at 

your watch, your focal attention is on the watch, but your peripheral attention may provide 

information about your hand, arm, and so forth. When advocates of the just-do-it principle claim 

that, say, an expert rock climber should not be aware of the movements of her limbs as she scales 

the crag, such awareness typically means top-down, focal attention, as that is what a person has 

direct control over. However, one sometimes hears advice, such as the counsel to keep your mind 

on other matters when performing, that suggest that an athlete or performer should place herself 

in a situation which guards against even bottom-up attentional interference by one’s own bodily 

movements. Peripheral attention, however, is usually not inveighed against, except by the 

extreme just-do-it advocates such as Hubert Dreyfus (1986, 2005, 2007a, 2007b), who view 

expertise as entirely nonminded. 

  We can also distinguish “sensory attention” from “cognitive attention.” Whereas 

cognitive attention is more in line with what I referred to as “self-refelective thinking,” sensory 

bodily awareness is awareness of your body through your senses, either because your senses are 



(top-down) directed at your body, such as when you visually focus on your hands grasping the 

golf club, or because the sensory experience itself captures your attention (bottom-up), such as 

when you become aware of an unusual tactile sensation in your fingertips when hitting a chipped 

piano key. You can’t think about the mechanics of your golf swing, Dave Hill tells us. And such 

thought, or “attention,” can involve focusing on the sensory information you receive about your 

swing—the way it feels from the inside or looks from the outside—or it can involve certain 

declarative thoughts, or it might involve, and perhaps typically does involve, both. Let us look 

into these forms of attention in more depth, focusing on the sensory side first.     

 Sensory attention, as I’m understanding it, is, if not entirely, then to a large degree 

nondecalrative—that is, it is not easily captured by words or stored as sentences in our heads, but 

is rather more like the visual impression you may have of a sunset that leaves you speechless. 

You may, in seeing the scene, still conceptualize it as a sunset of brilliant oranges and reds, but 

there may be no particular sentences in your mind describing it. For example, you are not or at 

least need not be thinking sunset exhibits the most spectacular array of colors I have ever seen. 

Nonetheless, you may be attending to the scene before you.    

 Sensory attention can be secured, of course, via any one of our senses. An opera singer 

might focus on her voice by hearing it. A gymnast might focus momentarily on his hands as he 

grips the rings by seeing them. A dancer might focus on her movements via proprioception. Even 

heart rate or body temperature might be noticed, and pain might be (top-down) attended to so as 

to prevent injuries or it might (bottom-up) capture an athlete’s attention after a fall. An expert 

wine taster might (top-down) focus on the taste of the Bordeaux, or a certain taste in an athlete’s 

mouth might (bottom-up) reveal to an athlete that she has entered a state of ketosis. 

 According to Dreyfus as well as a number of psychologists, the expert performs best 

when she does not conceptualize her actions. I understand this to mean seeing an action under a 

certain category, a category which can often though not always be verbalized. This is a 

controversial view, as many researchers assume that conceptual content is declarative. Yet, 

although I think that much more is expressible in words than proponents of just-do-it often claim, 

I allow that some conceptual content is nondeclarative. For example, a chess player might look at 

the board and see an “isolani”      that is, an isolated pawn—or they might conceptualize the 

board spatially, as being of a certain type to which spatial or visual concepts apply. The chess 

player sees the board as “that” where the “that” refers to a visual image, an image which might 

be drawn and, after the fact, described, but the description may have never been present in the 

mind of the expert in action.  Similarly, although a proof in math must ultimately be expressed in 

words, some thinking might occur in images to which words apply, but might not fully capture 

the content of the thought or at least might not have been present during the processes of coming 

up with the proof.
3
 

 Conscious control, as I see it, involves deliberately moving the body, or deliberating 

engaging the mind; or, as the eighteenth century philosopher David Hume put it much more 

elegantly, it is “the internal impression we feel and are conscious of, when we knowingly give 

rise to any new motion of our body or new perception of our mind” (III I 1).  Conscious control, 

thus covers not only control of bodily movements but also thought, so that, for example, in 

thinking over and analyzing a chess problem, one could say that a grand master is exerting 

conscious control over her mental actions. There is a tight connection between conscious control 

and monitoring, and some psychology research that is intended to test whether conscious control 

interferes with performance directs subjects to monitor their actions. However, monitoring and 
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control can come apart when you, for example, monitor the movements of your limbs as 

someone else manipulates them. Whether one can have control without monitoring, however, is 

less clear.   

 Trying and effort are also inveighed against by just-do-it apostles. “You’re trying too 

hard” is the catch-phrase one hears. These two related concepts admit a variety of 

interpretations—for example, we can talk about mental and physical trying or effort, and within 

the mental category we can, for example, talk about trying as engaging our will to act or as 

engaging in difficult calculations. And although much of what I say will concern both trying and 

effort, we tend to use the two terms in slightly different ways—for example, in some contexts we 

refrain from saying that someone tried to do something if she succeeds at it, but we still might 

think that the action was performed with enormous effort.  

 The sense of self, on my view, is closely connected to the interrelated concepts of 

conscious control, trying and effort, for, as I see it, it is present in all three. In deliberately 

willing your actions, you have a sense that—rather than being carried away—it is you who is 

acting. This is not necessarily the sort of self that Hume claimed he was unable to find, upon 

introspection, something apart from any perception. Rather it is the perception, or as we would 

say today the experience of acting intentionally, such as deliberately opening a safe deposit box 

that you rarely open, as opposed, for example, to the experience of bodily movements that arise 

via reflexes.  In opening that safe deposit box, you have a sense of controlling your movements, 

while a sneeze is experienced as just happening to you. My particular concern is with arguing 

against the idea “dissolves” in expert action, or what David Velleman (2008) refers to “self-

forgetful spontaneity.” 

 Finally, to act for a reason is to act with some awareness of the reason why you are 

acting; this, in turn, gives experts the ability to justify their action to some degree. This 

justification need not be complete; it might be simply “I knew that this method had worked 

before, so I presumed that it might work again.”  And it need not lead to the best possible action. 

An expert  chess player might make a move for a reason—I could tell that it would lead to an 

even trade—and might be able to justify it—I was ahead so even trades are called for—even if 

there were better moves that could have been made. And moreover, the justification might even 

sometimes be mistaken.  In very complicated situations, even experts make mistakes: the move 

might not inevitably lead to an even trade. Nevertheless, I would still count this as an example of 

acting for a reason and having the ability to justify one’s actions.  And it stands in contrast to the 

idea that anything one might say to justify one’s actions would be a mere retrospective 

rationalization.  

 

Is everyday expertise governed by just-do-it? 

 For the sake of argument I shall assume that everyday expertise is at least susceptible to 

just-do-it.
4
 Start thinking about exactly how to prevent spilling that full glass of water you are 

carrying, and you may end up drenched.  Or next time you are at your keyboard, think about 

which keys your fingers are supposed to reach for as you type in your password, and you may 

end up locked out of your account.  How is it, precisely, that you are supposed to initiate a 

telephone conversation?  Begin wondering, and before very long the recipient of your call will 

notice your heavy breathing and hang up.  The just-do-it principle seems to apply to such 
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everyday actions.  As William James put it in The Principles of Psychology, we should leave 

much of our daily “to the effortless custody of automatism” (p. 126).  

 The just-do-it principle, however, as I explained it above, is composed of a descriptive 

element (which tells us that the best expert actions are performed without thought), a claim 

about interference (thought interferes with performance) and a proscriptive or normative 

element (experts ought not to think in action).  Part of the reason I do not want to count 

“everyday experts” as experts is that I do not want to question whether the principle of 

interference applies to everyday expert actions. However, Richard Shusterman points out that 

even if the principle of interference does apply to everyday expertise, it may not be 

proscriptively correct; that is, it might not be that for everyday actions we should never think 

about such actions as we are performing them.  The reason for this, as he explains in his book 

Body Consciousness, is that there are times when we need to think about our everyday actions 

in order to correct our movements. For example, someone might habitually walk with his toes 

slightly turned out, like a duck; such an individual is proficient at walking, yet walking in this 

way may lead to joint problems and is generally less efficient then walking with parallel feet. 

Thus, it would be advisable for this individual to change his habitual way of walking.  

However, changing habits such as these, Shusterman argues, requires deliberate, focused 

attention.  Such deliberate, focused attention, may impede the flow of movement, yet, 

according to Shusterman one ought to employ this type of attention in such a situation 

nonetheless. In such cases, we take one step back, in order to take two parallel steps forward.   

 If Shusterman is correct, our everyday actions may typically proceed without thought, 

and thought may tend to interfere with such actions, yet sometimes we should think about them 

anyway. Specifically, according to Shusterman, our everyday actions ought to proceed without 

thought “until they prove problematic in experience,” and when this happens, “the unreflective 

action or habit must be brought into conscious critical reflection (if only for a limited time)” 

(pp. 212, 63).
5
 Perhaps it is even reasonable to go further and say that even if such actions are 

not problematic, it may be worthwhile to reflect on them in order to improve them before the 

problem occurs, or to make efficient movements even more efficient. Additionally, the process 

of critically reflecting on your movements can be enjoyable in and of itself; thus, such 

reflection, even if it interferes with movement, might be recommended for the pure delight of 

it. So even with everyday movements, there may be times we do not want to follow the just-do-

it council.   

   There are many questions one could ask about the descriptive application of the just-do-it 

principle to everyday actions, about whether everyday actions do typically proceed without 

thought and effort. For example, does thinking about habitual, quotidian actions interfere with 

them?  And if so, why?  Are there types of self-directed thoughts that are non-interfering? If 

thinking about quotidian actions interferes with their performance once one has become 

proficient, just how proficient does one need to be before such interference kicks in? I shall 

touch upon the topic of everyday performance again, since some of the most influential theorists 

working on the topic of expert performance, such as Fitts and Posner, and Hubert Dreyfus, 

extrapolate an understanding of superior skills from our understanding of everyday skills. 

However, for the most part, I leave aside the above questions abouteveryday actions, for my 
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concern is with the exceptional—or at least with those I will go on in the next chapter to define 

as experts. Such experts, I shall argue, tend to think in action. 
6
   

 

 

A matter of emphasis 

 

To a degree, the difference between my view and the positions of some of those whom I see as 

promoting just-do-it is a matter of emphasis. The Romantic poet, Wordsworth, tells us that “all 

good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: but though this be true, poems to 

which any value can be attached, were never produced on any variety of subjects but by a man, 

who being possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, had also thought long and deeply.” 

My view does not eliminate the role of spontaneous ideas or actions, however, I downplay the 

importance of what comes to the expert spontaneously. One needs to start somewhere, but it is 

what you do with the starting point that makes a work great.   

  Consider this statement by the violinist Arnold Steinhardt, member of the longstanding 

Guarneri Quartet, about performing with the other members of the Quartet. 

 

 When a performance is in progress, all four of us together enter a zone of magic 

somewhere  between our music stands and become conduit, messenger, and missionary.  In 

playing,  say, the cavatina of Opus 130, we join hands to enter Beethoven’s world, vividly 

aware of  each other and our objective performance responsibilities, and yet, almost like 

 sleepwalkers, we allow ourselves to slip into the music’s spiritual realm…. To label the 

 stage a zone of magic sounds poetic, but it is also our work area. In the next two hours we 

 will expend a significant amount of energy slaving over our individual instruments. 

 

Steinhardt, here seems to be saying that his expertise involves a balance between thought and 

effort on the one hand and a magical just-do-it, or just-let-it happen, on the other. And ultimately, 

the final true theory of what is most conducive to expert performance might line up with 

Steinhardt’s account of being both an effortless conduit of the music and also a hard-working 

agent who is vividly aware of and responsible for his own actions. That is, it might be that both 

the sacred and the sweat are equally essential to the best performances. The choreographer and 

dancer Z’eva Cohen once put forth a similar view: “When I was younger and starting out I 

thought you couldn’t do both, that the analytic mind destroys the intuitive; but then I learned” 

(personal communication).  Though I shall be emphasizing the analytic mind, and arguing for an 

account of expert action that sees the sweat as certainly not the only important aspect of 

expertise, but as the real marvel, it is worthwhile to point out that such perfectly balanced 

positions still stand in stark contrast to the views of those who argue that the most amazing 

aspect of expert performance leaves the mind entirely behind.  
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