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Thinking Fast 
     

 
 

 

The thought of the war, introduced the thought of delivering up the king to his enemies; the thought of that, brought 

in the thought of the delivering up of Christ; and that again the thought of the thirty pence, which was the price of 

that treason….and all this in a moment of time; for thought is quick.  

     —Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan 

 

In minute there is time  

For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse 

   —T. S. Elliot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is nearing 7 AM when a call comes through to the trauma center of a large hospital in the New York City 

metropolitan area, alerting the staff that a pregnant woman with multiple abdominal gunshot wounds is due to arrive 

in about three minutes.  The head nurse on duty—let me call her Denise—jumps into action, putting out a call for 

intubation, x-rays, anesthesia, surgery, and, due to the special circumstances, sonography and labor and delivery.  

The emergency medical service team slides the gurney into the hospital and the trauma center staff goes to work, 

with Denise coordinating and overseeing the action.  

 

Is there time to think in an emergency?  

 Denise is a soft spoken woman in her upper fifties who, when she recounted this story, had been a nurse for 

more years than she was willing to reveal. I met her because she had recently begun the doctoral program in nursing 

science at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, and was enrolled in my philosophy of science 

course for nursing students. In this course, amid discussions of Carl Popper’s criterion for demarcating science from 

non-science and Thomas Kuhn’s theory of scientific revolutions, I would hear stories from her and other students 

about nursing: about newborns in the critical care unit; about patients who would, against all orders, remove their 

EKG monitors to use the toilet; about the travails of discussing the benefits of blood transfusions with desperately ill 

Jehovah Witnesses. These stories often reminded me of how little urgency exists in philosophy—one doesn’t feel 

much time pressure to solve the problem of free will when it has been open for the past two thousand years—as well 

as how little tragedy: the nurses in my classes learned fairly quickly that they should bring tissues for me.  However, 

more to the point of questioning the just-do-it principle, these stories also sometimes illustrated how much thought 

goes into even the quickest decisions.   

 When that call came in, Denise had to act instantly. Indeed, she told the class that much of what she does 

happens automatically. “After working in trauma for a few years, I could close my eyes; I didn’t need to think about 

the steps,” she told me, explaining that fast responses are essential in an emergency room: “this is why you do not 

have newly trained nurses in trauma.”  So far, this could be a defense of the just-do-it principle: specifically, of the 

idea that expert action occurs automatically and without reflection. But although Denise didn’t need to think about 

the steps—and what she meant in this case by the steps, she elaborated, was responding to the initial call—she had 

to think about other aspects of her actions. For example, as a head nurse, she told us, she has to constantly monitor 

her staff; “You have to be aware of what everyone is doing;  where other people are, looking at breaks, people’s 



lunch breaks, additional bathroom breaks, smoke breaks,” she explained.  And she also said she has to have her 

mind on the time.  This is in part because in trauma, obviously, every second counts, for brain damage can occur 

within two minutes if someone has stopped breathing. Yet more surprisingly—or at least it was for me, though I did 

come to accept it as par for the course after hearing it time and time again from the nurses in my classes—she 

seemed to be highly conscious of when her team of nurses were going off duty. That “it was nearing 7AM and the 

staff was about to change shift” was the first thing she told the class when recounting this story. This was important, 

she said, since she needed to figure out how to maneuver that transition without interfering with treatment.  Thus, 

even in an emergency situation which seemed to leave so little time for thought, she was thinking; she was thinking 

about the complex social orchestration she would need to accomplish to get her job done. Surely what she was able 

to do automatically was amazing, but her ability to think in action was as well, and it seems that this, in line with the 

master cogito, was essential for her to perform at her best.  

 The nurse researcher Patricia Benner’s extensive investigations into the practice of nursing support this 

view (Benner, 1982, 1984, Benner et al., 1992, 1996). Benner’s studies, which are based on interviews of hundreds 

of nurses, are often seen as illustrating not the expert cogito but rather Dreyfus’s account of expertise, according to 

which expert action is intuitive, in the sense of immediate action that, though successful, is not done for a reason and 

accordingly cannot be justified (save for by employing a retrospective rationalization, that is, save for providing a 

reason that actually was not guiding your behavior in action. Yet, though Benner may talk of expert nurses’ actions 

being “intuitive,” the intuition she finds that expert nurses rely on is not the type of “arational” unjustifiable 

immediate insight that Dreyfus thinks is characteristic of expertise.  Rather, on Benner’s view, nurses must always 

possess the ability to justify their actions. Pointing out how her account of nursing expertise does not quite fit the 

Dreyfus model, Benner explains the rational component of nursing practice as follows:  

 

whereas [according to Dreyfus] in some skill situations, such as playing chess or driving a car, experts 

would not need to articulate their perspectives before taking action…[i]n emergencies, when there is no 

physician available, the nurse must be able to articulate clearly the reason for using a standing order or 

protocol or going beyond the usual boundaries of usual nursing practice. This is expected and defensible 

when it is critical for the patient's survival (p. 190).
1
 

 

Moreover, she emphasizes that because “practice in the individual case is underdetermined [by the relevant 

science]…, the practitioner must use good clinical reasoning to intelligently select and use the relevant science,” 

which, of course, sounds quite the opposite o “just doing it,” or going with “gut instinct” (189).
 2
 Of course, this is 

not to say that there is no place for gut instinct in nursing.  Cioffi (2000), for example, interviewed nurses and found 

that they claim to rely on “gut feelings,” and sometimes “recognize deterioration or patients’ problems prior to 

explicit changes in vital signs”(p.31).
3
  However, are such gut feelings actually reliable? Or does one merely tend to 

remember the times when they are accurate and forget the times when they mislead? An affirmative answer to the 

latter question can be found in Ellis (1977).
4
 While Cioffi’s research was based on nurses’ memories of their past 

practice, Ellis interviewed nurses immediately after their shifts, and found that nurses rarely report acting on gut 

feelings or being guided by intuition, but rather, both more- and less-experienced nurses report engaging in step-by-

step reasoning.  So it could be, as Ericsson (2007)
5
 suggests, the time lag in Cioffi’s studies allows for a somewhat 

unfaithful “recollection of old memories.” Nevertheless, there still may be some room for intuition in the sense of, 

say, occasionally entering a patient’s room and knowing something is wrong but not being able to pinpoint just 

what. I think that this phenomenon does exist but that it is not a magic bullet that leads the expert straight to the 

truth. “They shouldn’t be ignored,” one nurse in my class said, “but you can’t always trust them so you need to 

check if they are right.” Beyond this, it may be that at the highest level of skill, not only does one see what is wrong, 

but can identify what the signs are as well. Expert nurses have a vast amount of experience seeing patients through 
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both thick and thin and can sometimes recognize when a patient does not look right. But they have not been trained 

to diagnose illness, or at least not in the way a doctor would be, so it is unsurprising that there may be situations in 

which they have a sense that something is wrong without being able to explain what it is, though even in such cases, 

it may be that something could be said: “His eyes didn’t look right” or “Her color was off.” 

 Benner also realizes the importance of nurses having a store of experience on which to draw.  But the way 

she sees this experience guiding the nurse is also not quite the way Dreyfus sees background experience guiding the 

expert. On Dreyfus’s view, once one has the experience, the mind need not guide one’s behavior (thought and 

deliberation will step in if something goes wrong, on Dreyfus’s view, yet if all is well, the mind of the expert lies 

dormant).  On Benner’s account, in contrast with Dreyfus and in line with the expert cogito, acting on the basis of 

past experience leaves room for thought. Her example of a nurse in an emergency situation illustrates this well:      

 

I looked at his heart rate and I said: "O.K. he is bradying down. …I was just barking out [what had to be 

done]. I can't even tell you the sequence….I needed to anticipate what was going to happen and I could do 

this because I had been through this a week before with this guy and knew what we had done (pg. 198). 

 

When I discuss this with my nursing students, I sometimes hear that “she had better be able to tell you the sequence” 

and that simply knowing that this had happened a week before wasn’t sufficient for action: Was the situation 

actually similar?  If so, in which ways was it similar? What has occurred to this patient during the intervening week?  

Answers to such questions, a number of my students have told me, would have to be part of the thinking process. 

Nonetheless, even with the description as it is, we do not have an example of just “going with your gut,” nor do we 

have an example of a nurse “just being drawn to act” without any understanding of why he is doing what he is doing 

and why he is acting in the way he was acting; experience guides his action, but it was justifiable: she did this again 

because he had done it a week before and it worked.  (And this is a justification even if it is not the full justification).   

 On my view of expert action, it is, of course, not only nursing excellence that employs thoughtful action; 

among other expert endeavors, it also important for doctors. The physician Eddie Pont explained to me what he sees 

as the dangers of relying on gut instinct in medicine. I thought he put it so well, I quote him at length:  

 

As a pediatrician, I encounter this reflex [go with your gut] in medicine from time to time… Recently, 

another doctor in my medical group prescribed a medicine which I don’t believe my patient needed.  When 

I questioned her  by email….[she claimed]—among other things—that her “gut” had saved her countless 

times from patient care misadventures I found myself secretly wondering how many times that same gut, 

by circumventing a more reasoned consideration of her patient’s condition, had gotten her into trouble.   

In medicine, perhaps this reaction is somewhat understandable.  We will never fully comprehend 

the human body in all its humbling complexity—practically speaking, it’s impossible for a physician to 

master even the modicum of understanding we currently have.  It  all makes for an inherently insecure 

profession.  So an almost magical belief in one’s “gut” is perhaps a necessary talisman, a tonic to keep us 

from fretting constantly as to whether that headache really was in fact a brain tumor.   

However, when I was in training, one of the finest compliments we could receive from our 

teachers was that we were “astute.”  The dictionary definition aside, we always felt it meant that, when 

faced with a challenging patient, rather than giving up or panicking, we put on our thinking caps, combined 

that with keen observation, and reasoned our way to a better understanding of the patient’s problem.  The 

compliment was so precious that I think I remember ever time it was given to me.  
6
 

 

In highly uncertain situations, one might try to assure oneself that one’s decision was guided by “expert intuitions,” 

and doing so may be reasonable, since without it, on Pont’s view, one might worry oneself into a frenzy.  However, 

the assurance might simply be a useful fiction.  

  

Social Coordination  

 I found Denise’s account of how when she receives a call from the EMT she has to co-ordinate the 

emergency room team, with her thoughts moving from one group of individuals, intriguingly similar to how the 

Rock and Blues Bass musician Alex Craven explained his experience of performing.  “I don’t think,” he said, “not 

in words, but I’m thinking in music all the time; it’s making, making, making.”  He also explained that when he’s in 

the groove, he has a pulse on the audience and is constantly reading the other members of the trio so that he is ready 
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“to give them what they need and take from them what’s offered.”
7
 Playing is, of course, not an emergency, and, 

much like philosophy, no one’s life will be endangered if you pause for a few minutes to consider the best course of 

action. But rather unlike philosophy, there are penalties for delays. To be sure, there is some expectation in 

philosophy that articles and books will make it to editors near their due dates; yet few editors are shocked when 

“near their due date” extends for years past the due date (and I thank OUP here for their patience).  However, putting 

one’s instrument down in the middle of piece in order to stop and think, whether playing with others or alone, would 

lead a musician to serious embarrassment, perhaps being fired, and certainly disappointing or at least mystifying the 

audience.  So there is pressure to keep things moving. Accordingly, as in the emergency room or on the tennis 

course, when thought occurs, it has to occur in action.
8
  And such thoughts need to be fast. Of course, in line with 

golfer Dave Hill’s quip that golf is like sex, neither Denise nor Alex were focused on the mechanics of their actions; 

rather, they were thinking about social coordination.  Denise was focused on coordinating everything from the 

nurses’ shift change to grumpy doctors. Alex was concerned with the audience’s mood and the other players’ needs. 

The psychologists Joshua Ackerman and John Bargh, however, tell us that “social coordination is highly 

automatized,” and that effective and skillful engagement in group activities “requires a relatively high degree of 

automaticity from all of the interaction partners (2010, p 352-353).
9
  But although at a certain level, some 

interactions did occur automatically for both Alex and Denise, they put conscious effort into making this 

coordination occur at an optimal level.  In our everyday social interactions, being good enough rather than optimal is 

often the goal and so there is no need to effortfully employ conscious cognition; rather, the goal is to have much of it 

happen automatically so that one can focus on more important things.  However, for the type of social coordination 

that Denise and Alex engage in, there is for them, at that time, nothing more important. 

   

Time Out 

 In the practice of medicine, where so much depends on one’s actions, there is, unsurprisingly, an ongoing 

discussion about what types of practices lead to the best outcomes, and in 2003 the Joint Commission approved the 

Universal Protocol for Preventing Wrong Site, Wrong Procedure and Wrong Person Surgery. The protocol referred 

to as “time out” is a set of procedures that are aimed at getting doctors to relinquish their “automatic mode” of 

action, and to think before any surgery occurs in order to avoid errors such as amputating the wrong foot or 

performing an operation on the wrong patient. The protocol, among other things, requires the surgeon to mark on the 

patient’s skin where the incision is to occur, to certify that the correct patient is on the operating table, and to take a 

moment to have the entire surgical team agree on the procedure.  In trauma, where time is of the essence and when it 

is obvious where the site of injury is, marking is not required, yet the team will still take a moment, a time-out, and 

make sure everyone is in agreement about what is to occur.  Thus, according to the Joint Commission, even in high 

time-pressure situations, all things considered, thinking is beneficial.  Acting without thought, they believe, leads to 

too many mistakes. 
10

  

 According to the psychologist Fernand Gobet, however, “one of the hallmarks of expertise is the speed and 

ease with which experts can recognize the key features of a situation, a phenomenon often called “‘intuition.’” And 

to illustrate, he tells us that “a radiologist can diagnose a disease nearly instantaneously, and a chess grandmaster 

can literally ‘see’ the good move straight away,” adding that “with routine problems, the decision will be correct 

most of the time”
11

 (Gobet 2009).  I agree that experts often can do this, and that with routine problems the decision 

may very well be correct most of the time.  However, on my view, truly amazing expert actions typically are not a 

matter of seeing what to do straight away and doing it without any mediating thought. They involve at least thought 

in action, and in some cases, as the success of “time out” seems to indicate, they involve some prior thought, even 

when they might appear to need to be performed without delay. I shall devote Chapter 11 to chess (in which we’ll 
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see that Gobet’s views are actually not so far from mine); however, let me now investigate performance in radiology 

a bit further. Though not typically a high time-pressure practice, it nonetheless has seemed to some that the 

radiologists actions (making a diagnosis) might are made instantly.     

 Practice, no doubt, enables radiologists to make quick judgments, and to recognize some key features of the 

relevant situations nearly instantaneously. However, again, as with the surgeon or expert nurse, deliberately slowing 

down the thinking process appears beneficial. The physician Jerome Groopman illustrates this well in his book 

“How Doctors Think,” explaining how the radiologist Dennis Orwig proceeds in a systematic manner and avoids 

making errors by “slowing his perception and analysis.” When he proceeds in this way, Orwig says: 

  

My brain is forced to work in a …stepwise way.  It is easier—certainly quicker—to simply look at the 

pneumonia in the right lower lobe of the lung…and not take the time to detail all of the other information.  

But this protects me….I am literally reading hundreds of x-rays, day after day, on different patients….I 

have to keep reminding myself to be systematic. The more experience you have, the more seasoned you 

are, the greater the temptation to rely on gestalt.
12

 

 

However, those who promote the just-do-it principle often claim that relying on gestalt is exactly what an expert 

must do.
13

  

Gobet, though he thinks intuition is important, does not endorse unqualified intuition.  Rather, as he has 

made clear in his work on chess he thinks that intuition and deliberation must work hand in hand.  Moreover, as he 

suggests above, it is only with routine problems that intuitive decisions will generally be correct.  But what is meant 

by a “routine problem”? Certainly if we mean by “routine problems,” problems that generally can be correctly 

solved without thought, then, of course, routine problems generally can be correctly solved without thought. But if 

“routine” means the general type of problem one encounters on a daily basis, it is not clear, at least as Orwig seems 

to see it, that such problems should be solved without thought. Perhaps most of the films a radiologist looks at could 

be correctly evaluated without much deliberate thought; however, it is better to slow down and think so as to not 

miss a crucial feature of a film.   

 The practice of dermatology is similar to radiology in this respect; that is, although fast and intuitive 

judgments would likely be right in simple cases, it seems that dermatologists deliberately slow down in performing 

full-body scans so as to not miss crucial, but subtle, indicators of disease. Or at least, this is what I have been able to 

gather. Dermatology seems so effortless: with apparent nonchalance, dermatologists observe a patient’s skin with 

often no outward signs of thoughtful consideration.  However, the nonchalance may be illusory. As Dr. Elizabeth 

Hale explained rather incredulously when I asked her about whether she needs to think about what she is doing or if 

the problems just pop out to her: “It’s definitely conscious,” and went on to tell me that not only thinks about a 

patient’s various moles, but also consciously follows a set order of steps to make sure that she does not miss 

anything.  Her sister, Dr. Julie Karen, who is also a dermatologist, was in agreement, adding that it is never easy. 

Again, as I mentioned in the introduction, such anecdotal reports are certainly not conclusive evidence for the master 

cogito. However, they should at least append a question mark to the just-do-it principle.  

 Radiologists and dermatologists, it seems, can slow down to improve their judgment.  Yet could it be that 

sometimes any amount of “time-out” before action would be disastrous?  If the choice is either do something 

immediately and possibly save a life, or wait a second to think and certainly lose one, then, all other things being 

equal, one needs to act.  The time-out protocol does not admit exceptions, though in certain situations the steps may 

be carried out less formally and in action. But might there be other actions which cannot allow for any amount of 

time out?  

  

 

Should soldiers think before they shoot? 

 One activity that might seem to fall into this category is frontline warfare. In the heat of battle, it might 

seem that there is no time to think. But should soldiers ever should shoot without thinking?  Clearly much of what 

must occur in military action must be automatic. A marine once told me that because of the numerous drills he has 

been through, he reloads his weapons without any thought at all. Re-loading, yes, but what about shooting?  

Somehow, perhaps because of the large M4 carbine in his arms, I was too intimidated to ask. According to the view 

I advocate, the expert cogito, expert action generally involves and is not hindered by relevant thoughts. This is not to 

say that expert action does not also involve some level of automaticity. And reloading for soldiers may be one aspect 
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of expert warfare that does occur at the automatic level. (Though even here I would imagine that the action should 

not become so automatic so that if one does stop to think that she forgets what to do. That is not a situation a soldier 

ever wants to find herself in.)  But what about shooting?   

 According to the stereotypical idea of military performance, soldiers are taught not to think about what they 

are doing, lest they end up humanizing the enemy. However, in contrast to this stereotype, standard military doctrine 

rejects the idea that soldiers should just do and not think, as highlighted, for example, in Pamphlet 2008: 67 (May 

2005: 44), which states that “soldiers must be able to recognize the moral implications in a given situation, reason 

through the situation to form a moral judgment, develop the intent to act, and finally, summon the courage and 

conviction to carry through with the intended behavior.” Recognizing moral implications, reasoning through 

situations, making moral judgments, developing intentions, and exerting one’s will power to follow thought with 

those intentions is as good an invocation of the master cogito as I can imagine.   

 This standard protocol, however, has been questioned.  As the military theorist Jorgen Eriksen (2010) 

points out, “intuition [which involves acting without preliminary thought] has started to find its way into military 

doctrines as a supplement to traditional decision-making procedures, primarily in time-constrained situations” (p. 

4).
14

  Moreover, the idea that thought is inimical to outstanding military performance was also espoused by the 

nineteenth-century military philosopher Carl von Clausewitz in his book On War.  Clausewitz writes: 

  

 During an operation decisions usually have to be made at once: there may be no time to 

review the situation or even to think it through . . . [T]he concept [of being a military expert genius/expert] 

merely refers to the quick recognition of a truth that the mind would ordinarily miss or would perceive only 

after long study and reflection. (Clausewitz 1976: 102)
15

 

 

 

Clausewitz called the military genius’s characteristic decision a “coup d’oeil” because, he thought, a military expert 

has the ability to see things at a glance, or, literally, the stroke of the eye. Eriksen wants to determine which view is 

correct: the view expressed in standard military protocol or the one found in On War. He wants to know, as he says,  

whether “soldiers [should] engage in deliberate and thoughtful processes before they respond to upcoming complex 

and ambiguous situations” (Eriksen, 2010 p. 3). In particular, he is interested in the matter of discriminating between 

combatants and noncombatants, which may be extraordinarily difficult in situations where combatants with 

concealed weapons dress as civilians and mix in with the civilian population. Attacks from such combatants, Eriksen 

points out, “may occur at close range from seemingly non-combatant citizens and the soldiers’ responses to such 

situations must be immediate to be successful.”
16

 

 Yet should such immediate action involve thought?  Eriksen assumes, reasonably enough, that expert 

intuition (that is, the ability to see important features of a situation) arises out of the expert’s background familiarly 

with the situation at hand.  And, as he points out (again reasonably enough), on the Dreyfus and Dreyfus  model of 

skill acquisition, it is only after years of involved experience that such background familiarity is in place. Yet, based 

on information he culled from interviews and informal conversations with Norwegian soldiers and officers, Eriksen 

argues that in situations where combatants with concealed weapons dress as civilians and mix in with the civilian 

population, soldiers never have enough opportunities for practice, and so never reach the level of ability that Dreyfus 

and Dreyfus characterize as intuitive. Thus, it is at least not clear, he concludes, that they should proceed 

automatically. 

 What does Eriksen’s insight mean for the just-do-it principle? The (descriptive) just-do-it principle is a 

principle about expert action: that in normal circumstances, experts perform at their best without thinking in action.  

However, Eriksen points out that even expert soldiers typically will not have much experience identifying 

combatants in difficult situations. As he puts it, “ [although] it should theoretically be possible for them to develop 

into intuitive experts for that specific task…it is questionable whether the soldiers are exposed to relevant situations 

enough times to develop any kind of intuitive response” ( Eriksen, 20h10,p. 19 ).  And the “theory” he relies on is 

Dreyfus’s theory of skill acquisition, according to which the expert, after extended practice, acts intuitively. We 

have just seen that in medicine, the time-out protocol was introduced in order to encourage experts, who do have 

extended relevant practice, to deliberately slow down and employ conscious thought. And I suggested that in certain 

medical specialties, such as radiology or dermatology, it may be beneficial to employ strategies that prevent one 

from falling into the automatic, that, in a sense, prevent one from entering what some refer to as a state of “flow.” 
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The scenario Eriksen describes brings out another potential weakness of just-do-it, which is that experts, or at least 

so-called “experts,” may not have sufficient experience in a particular domain-relevant skill that would call for the 

type of automatic processing that Dreyfus thinks is characteristic of expertise.   

 However, it is not clear that the inapplicability of just-do-it in such situations counts in favor of the expert 

cogito since it seems at best an open question whether such soldiers are experts at identifying combatants in the 

relevant situations. They have not deliberately practiced this skill for an extended period of time, so in according 

with my stipulative definition of expertise, they would not count as experts in this specific domain. Hence, Eriksen’s 

insight may be neutral with respect to the truth of just-do-it, and indeed he does seem to understand his point as 

being neutral in this way: there are some activities at which we never become experts at, and thus one cannot have 

intuitive insight, of the kind Dreyfus admires, into what to do. What this means in the case of identifying combatants 

in asymmetric warfare, according to Eriksen, is that thinking is advised.
17

  Of course, if we were to individuate 

domain-relevant skills finely enough, we would be forced to say that there are no experts whatsoever, since it is 

never the case that one performs actions in exactly the same way even twice. I would like to avoid this conclusion, 

even though I cannot present guidelines for differentiating practiced skills from unpracticed ones, though perhaps 

the case of asymmetric warfare falls on the unpracticed side of the divide.  (In the next chapter I shall discuss some 

cases of actions that, though never done before, fall on the practiced side.)    

 The philosopher, Larry May, in his book on military ethics, presents a different argument for the 

importance of soldiers engaging in rational reflection prior to action, an argument which does seem to attack just-do-

it.  Also concerned with the soldier’s ability to discriminate combatants from noncombatants, he argues that one 

important reason to uphold the principle that war tactics ought to discriminate combatants from noncombatants is 

that this principle, in his words, “force[s] soldiers to think before they shoot.”  And this ought to be encouraged, he 

tells us, because “this will nearly always mean that the soldier will shoot less, which is nearly always good in itself” 

(May 2005: 44) Larry May, War Crimes and Just Wars (2007) CUP.   

 Taking a “time-out” is important in combat since, as May sees it, it tends to lead to less shooting overall. 

Whether less shooting overall is good in itself can of course be debated; however, it does seem that in a society such 

as ours in which  killing noncombatants is seen as highly morally reprehensible, one must try one’s best to minimize 

such actions. And it may be that in some cases (such as symmetric warfare), thinking facilitates the making of such 

discriminations. But what about situations where one really does not have time to think, such as when one sees a gun 

being pulled?  Eriksen presents a soldier’s description of how this scenario differs from others:     

 

 I think the most important capacity to develop concerns how fast I manage to get an 

 impression of the situation, and as a consequence, how alert and focused I have to be. I 

 use a kind of leveled system which indicates different states of alertness; green, yellow, 

 orange, red and black. Green is careless, not thinking of a threat at all. Yellow indicates 

 a little suspiciousness; something does not fit the total picture. Orange, something has 

 triggered me. I start to consider what to do if something happens. Red is action, based 

 on the considerations made in orange. Black occurs because you are in green when you 

 should have been in orange. If somebody suddenly points at you with a gun, out of the 

 blue, that’s black; no consideration has been made about how to respond. (Eriksen, 2010, p. 13) 

 

 

Black, according to this soldier, does occur.  But on his view, if you are doing your best, you don’t enter black.  

“Black occurs,” he tells us, “because you are in green when you should have been in orange.”  Perhaps it is overly 

optimistic to think that it is humanly possible to never enter black. Nonetheless, on his view, at least ideally, the best 

performance never leads to black.  That is, even if once in black, one has to act instantly, one ought never to have 

gotten into black in the first place.  

 

Striking before Seeing  

Athletic performance, like philosophy, is also not a life-or-death matter, though great athletes sometimes take it as 

so, and unlike philosophy, where stopping to think before making a remark might give the air of depth to one’s 

                                                           
17 As I’ll discuss in the last chapter, there are other situations, such as a flight attendants actions in an emergency situation, where 

although one can practice the particular  actions, for example, directing passengers to an emergency exit, one cannot practice 

them while experiencing the extreme rush of adrenaline that would likely interfere with thinking.  In such a case, although some 

thinking may be advised, actions may need to occur in a highly automated way.    



comments, there frequently isn’t a chance to pause one’s actions and consider what to do.  But is there no time to 

think in such situations?     

There is a line of reasoning, loosely based on neurological data, according to which thought, or at least 

conscious thought, would arise too late for it to be relevant to certain types of athletic expert performance (Gray 

2004).  Of course, when you are running a marathon, there is time to think; even for elite runners it is over an hour. 

But can a baseball player think when the ball is coming at ninety-five miles per hour, or, with the best pitchers, 

sometimes even faster?  The expert athlete, in such a situation, it is sometimes argued, cannot consciously control 

her movements, as she has to move before consciousness can kick in. The philosopher Jeffrey Gray (2004) uses 

grand-slam tennis as an example. He argues that in grand-slam tennis, the speed of the ball after a serve is so fast 

and the distance it needs to travel so short that a player must strike it back before she consciously sees the ball leave 

the server’s racket (pp.7-8).  According to Gray, “consciously [the receiver] neither sees nor feels his arm move 

before the stroke is completed”(p.8). The brain, says Gray, of course receives the information about the serve, but 

given that it is commonly estimated to take about 250 milliseconds to become conscious of an event after it has 

happened, this awareness cannot be relevant to the return.  Gray concludes that the idea that “conscious awareness 

should guide immediate behavioral reaction to them is—on the experimental evidence—impossible” (p.9).  

The results Gray cites, however, are more controversial than he makes them out to be.  First, there is the 

problem of determining just when a person becomes conscious of an event.  Reportability is one test, and this is the 

test that some interpret as leading to the 250 milliseconds requirement, but it is difficult to tell how long it takes to 

report an event after it has become conscious. Beyond this, there is the problem of determining just how fast human 

reaction time is in order to judge whether there could be time to react after the onset of consciousness, and while 

there are attempts to measure human reaction time in controlled laboratory settings, such settings do not capture 

real-life situations, (or, for the athlete, what is for them just about a life-or-death situation) in which reaction time 

may be faster.  Furthermore, athletes do talk about not just consciously guiding their movements, but having the 

time, even in extremely fast actions, to make judgments and misjudgments.  Here is Nadal’s (2011) description:  

 

[E]very time you line up to hit a shot, you have to make a split-second judgment as to the trajectory and 

speed of the ball and then make a split-second decision as to how, how hard, and where you must try and 

hit the shot back. And you have to do that over and over, often fifty times in a game, fifteen times in twenty 

seconds.  p. 6 

 

Pete Sampras, emphasizes the importance of thought when he needed to move from grinder to attacker:  

   

I had to learn to start thinking differently, and more. A grinder can lay back, waiting for a mistake, or temp 

you to end points too quickly. An attacker has to think a little more. Flat serve or kicker?  Charge the net, or 

set up a ground stroke winner?  Is my opponent reading my serving pattern or shot selection?  As a serve-

and-volleyer, you attack; as a grinder you counterattack.  The basic difference between attacking and 

defending is that the former requires a plan of attack and the latter calls for reaction and good defense.  (pg. 

30)
18

 

   

Athletes also sometimes comment on how they experience the subjective lengthening of time. As Sampras puts it: 

 

"[A]t big moments, everything slows down a little--and if it doesn't, you have to make it slow down.  That's 

one of the first and most important things you need to know if you want to close out matches. You need to 

be deliberate, because it takes great-self control to close matches." 

 

Racing car driver Jackie Stewart explains the optimal race like this: 

 

 At one hundred and ninety-five mph you should still have a very clear vision, almost in  slow motion, of 

 going through that corner—so that you have time to brake, time to line the car up, time to recognize 

 the amount of drift, and then you’ve hit the apex, given it a bit of a tweak, hi t the exit and are out at 

 a hundred and seventy-three mph. Now, the good driver will do this in a calculated way.
19

   

                                                           
18 Sampras. P. with Bodo P. (2008), A Champion's Mind: Lessons from a Live in Tennis, (New York, Random House) 
19 This is quoted in In the Zone: Transcendent Experience in Sports, By Michael Murphy, Rhea A. White, which documents 

many other athletes who claim to experience the slowing of time.  



 

This seems to be just the opposite of just-do-it and stands in stark contrast to Hubert Dreyfus’s claim that “the expert 

driver, generally without any attention…. knows how to perform the action without calculating.” Such conclusions 

are based on the phenomenology of everyday driving, not expert race-car driving.  

 If the above claims are to be believed, thinking, conceptualizing, and judging seem to occur in athletic 

endeavors event at lightning-fast speeds. Thought, as Hobbes pointed out, is quick, and, indeed, the upper limits of 

how fast it can travel have been on the rise.
20

  

 In asserting that thought occurs at these outrageously fast speeds, are such players guilty of  

“intellectualism,” or what Charles Seiwert describes as “the vice of overstating the role of intellect in experience and 

action, of seeing reason (or inferences, or concepts) where they are not” (194).
21

 My methodological principle, as 

explained in the introduction, says that first-person reports should be taken as defeasible evidence for their truth. 

And perhaps, one might say, such reports are defeated because athletes only say these things in order to make what 

they do seem like an intellectual endeavor. Moreover, the advocates of just-do-it will cite examples of experts who 

claim to act without thinking.  Or perhaps one might just be skeptical about first-person access to one’s thought 

processes in general. One cannot discount such points, however, as one can also explain away the comments of “not 

thinking,”—for example, if a tennis player is interviewed right after a grand slam, he might be too exhausted to 

explain his thinking process and might say instead “I just did it”—and as there seems no reason to believe that we 

never have insight into our thought process (and, I might add, that in the battle over the anecdotes, it seems that 

there are many more on my side), so far, at least, I do not see the scale tipping in favor of the just-do-it position.  

 Another consideration that might tell against the idea that there is no time to think in such situations is that, 

as Gray himself points out, top players anticipate the ball’s trajectory well before it leaves the server’s racket. Such 

anticipation has been studied in many sports,
22

 and although no one knows exactly how it occurs, Aglioti et al. 

(2008) hypothesize that the human mirror system, which produces an internal representation of movement upon 

seeing movement in another, may allow athletes to anticipate the outcomes of even very fast actions in basketball 

players.
23

 And presumably the same would apply to tennis. According to Gray, however, this still does not allow 

time for consciousness to play a role in the game. And to support this view, he cites the science journalist John 

McCrone (2000), who tells us that top players do not claim to get their clues about the ball’s trajectory prior to the 

time the ball leaves the racket, but rather seem to be conscious of the shots as they happen  (J. Gray. 2004, p.8).  

This, however, falls short of showing that “on the experimental evidence,” conscious guidance of such actions is 

“impossible.” Moreover, it is not clear that McCrone captures what at least some of the best players claim to notice.  

For example, Pete Sampras explains how when he would disguise his serve, other players would comment that they 

were not receiving the typical clues they rely on to determine where the ball is going: during lessons, he explains, 

his coach would have him “toss the ball in the air, and then he would call out where he wanted me to hit it, and with 

which spin, if any…later, players would say that they had trouble reading where my serve was going, or what kind 

of ball movement it had” (p. 17).  This suggests that players are at some level “reading” the body language prior to 

the serve.   

 Of course, it may be that all of the “reading” happens automatically and is not a conscious process and that 

such players are merely reasoning that,  given that they are not able to return his serve, they must be missing 

something.  However, if they have a sense of missing something, it would seem that there is at least some conscious 

awareness of the bodily cues. If there is no conscious awareness of, say, a room suddenly turning pitch dark, you 

would not have a sense that you are missing anything (or at least, you wouldn’t have this sense until you bumped 

into the wall).  And similarly, if the players are not consciously aware of the bodily cues prior to the ball leaving the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
  And there also seems to be empirical support for the phenomenon: Ready steady slow: action preparation slows the subjective 

passage of time 

Nobuhiro Hagura, Ryota Kanai, Guido Orgs, Patrick Haggard; 2001 Illusory perceptions of space and time preserve cross-

saccadic perceptual continuity. Nature 414, 302–305. (doi:10.1038/35104551) Yarrow K., Haggard P.,  Heal R.,  Brown P.,  

Rothwell J. C.;  2005 Saccadic eye movements cause compression of time as well as space. Nat. Neurosci. 8, 950–

954.(doi:10.1038/nn1488), Morrone M. C., Ross J., Burr D.;  2002 Voluntary action and conscious awareness. Nat. 

Neurosci. 5, 382–385.(doi:10.1038/nn827)  
20 “How fast is the speed of thought?”  Current Biology, 1994 (?) 
21 D and M debate  anthology p. 194). 
22 The ability to anticipate the effect of the opponent’s body part kinematics on ball trajectory has now been 

described for many sports. (Yarrow, K., Brown, P. & Krakauer, J. W. (2009). Inside the brain of an elite athlete: The neural  

processes that support high achievement in sports. Nature Reviews Neuroscience 88–92). 
23 92. Aglioti, S. M., Cesari, P., Romani, M. & Urgesi, C. Action anticipation and motor resonance in elite basketball players. 

Nature Neurosci.(2008). 

http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/search?author1=Nobuhiro+Hagura&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/search?author1=Ryota+Kanai&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/search?author1=Guido+Orgs&sortspec=date&submit=Submit


racket, they would not have a sense that they are not picking up these cues (or at least, they wouldn’t have this sense 

until they repeatedly fail to return the serve). 

 Moreover, in at least some domains, athletes do explicitly talk about reading such clues. In baseball, 

Charley Metro, describes how it is done:  

 

The good hitters get their tip-off from the pitchers. And there are many, many ways that a pitcher tips off 

his pitches. He grips it like that [fingers straight over top of ball]; there's your fastball. When he throws a 

curveball, he chokes the ball [wedges it between his thumb and forefinger, gripping it on the side so it 

sticks out]. Now see how much white of the ball shows on a fastball? And how much more white shows on 

a curveball? . . . Another thing is when they bring the ball into the glove, when they come in with a flat 

wrist like that, that'll be a fastball. When they turn their wrist like that, it's a breaking pitch. There are 

many, many ways, and the good hitters pick out these things. . . . facial expressions . . . human habits and 

characteristics will tell.
24

 

 

 

 Such anticipation seems to occur in other expert domains as well.  The violinist Arnold Steinhardt, for 

example refers to it in describing how he was able to play together with the other members of his quartet.  With 

chamber music, he tells us: 

 

[Y]ou had to learn how to be both soloist and accompanist, often slipping quickly from one role to the 

other.  Most often, the solo line ruled, with the others dutifully following it.  But if, when accompanist, I 

merely listened to the solo line, my violin voice would tend to lag behind.  We learned to watch carefully 

the motions of the solo voice’s fingers of both hands (and any other body language), as an advance warning 

system for the sound that was to come (P. 23 Arnold Steinhardt, 2000).  

 

 

Those who hesitate are lost versus haste makes waste 

  

Two popular and at least apparently contradictory aphorisms are “those who hesitate are lost” and “haste makes 

waste.”  This chapter can be seen in part as an attempt to support the second of these as it applies to experts in 

certain situations, such as when the surgery team goes into action, when a radiologist is reading her films, or even 

when a soldier is on the battlefield.  However, there is some empirical evidence which is taken to suggest the former, 

as the psychologists Johnsona and Raaba (2003) (pg. 224 put it, with respect to thinking in athletic performance: 

“less is indeed more.”
25

 They came up with this conclusion based on an interesting study that might seem to 

challenge the idea that it is beneficial for experts to take time out to think before they act. In the study, researchers 

had various levels of skilled handball players watch a video of high level handball and then, when the video was 

paused at crucial moments, they asked the participants to say what they thought was the best course of action (their 

initial choice). The participants then took some time to indicate various other possible courses of actions and, 

following this, choose the best among a list containing these further options and their initial choice (their considered 

choice).  What the researchers found was that the initial choices, though not always identified by the subjects as their 

considered choice, were generally better than any of possibilities generated later.   

 Sian Beilock and colleagues have also conducted studies which they see as leading to the view that “haste 

does not always make waste” and that “whereas novice performance benefits from enhanced attention to execution 

in comparison with conditions that take such attention away, expert skill execution excels in situations [such as time 

pressure situations] that limit, rather than encourage, attention to execution” (pg. 378 - 379).
26

  In this study, 

researchers asked more-skilled ane-less skilled golfers to either perform putts accurately or quickly and found that 

the more highly skilled group did better with speed constraints than when focusing on accuracy, concluding that “the 

proceduralized performances of experts do not require, and appear to be adversely affected by, unlimited execution 

time—perhaps because that time affords them the counterproductive opportunity to explicitly attend to and monitor 
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automated execution processes (Beilock et al., 2002) and that “whereas novice performance benefits from enhanced 

attention to execution in comparison with conditions that take such attention away, expert skill execution excels in 

situations that limit, rather than encourage, attention to execution”(p. 378 - 379).    

 What am I to say about such studies?  Note that in the Johnsona and Raaba experiment, the true experts in 

the study—that is, the experts they brought in to judge which choices were the best (for none of the subjects who 

were college were experts in my sense of the term) —were at least assumed to be able to make accurate judgments 

by the relatively slow process of comparing a range of options.  So it seems to me that, asin the jam experiment I 

discussed in prior chapters, this experiment might be better understood to indicate that if you are trained to act with 

thought, thinking does not interfere with performance.  Moreover, quite suggestive of my expert cogito view, 

Johnsona and Raaba calculated the time between the end of the video scene and the production of the first choice in 

milliseconds and found that “longer latencies to produce the first decision also resulted in better decisions.” Thus, it 

seems that in a sense less is not more, since taking a bit more time, at least, before making an initial choice was 

beneficial.  Does this mean simply that identifying one’s initial choice relatively slowly is beneficial?  Or is it also 

that the time lag allowed participants to screen a variety of options before naming what was supposed to be their 

initial choice (a possibility the researchers point out themselves)?  It is difficult to say, but in any event, the 

experiment does not present unqualified support for the view that the quick intuitive decision is typically better.  

 Beilock’s study is perhaps a bit more troubling for my view, for it does seem that the “experts” performed 

better when asked to perform quickly. However, her study also revealed that experts in both conditions—that is, in 

the accuracy and in the speed condition—took more time to perform than the novices. This leaves open the 

possibility that it is not taking the time to think itself which is detrimental to expert performance but the nature of the 

situation.  For example, perhaps tthe request to try to land the ball on the target while taking as much time as is 

needed (they do not state explicitly what the instructions were, but this is basically how they paraphrase them), left 

time for nervousness to set in. There was comparatively little for the novices to be nervous about. There was no 

expectation, including by themselves, that they should be able to do this well. However, the more experienced 

players might impose expectations on themselves and these expectations may lead to pressure that may lead to 

nervousness that may lead to a decline in performance.   

 I’ve certainly noticed a similar phenomenon.  In ballet, one of the most nerve-wracking moves is the 

pirouette.  Since I stopped dancing professionally, I have occasionally returned to class for a time.  I might keep it 

up for a while and then, when life gets too busy, stop going (it’s been years since I’ve taken a class, though—

coincidently the same number of years as writing this book.) And I have found that after returning to ballet class 

after a long break, the first pirouette I do is often surprisingly good—an effortless, floating triple, perhaps—but then 

I start thinking and the next one is invariably worse. What is going on? Well, for one, I have noticed that this 

phenomenon was most pronounced precisely after I stopped being an expert ballet dancer.  I no longer was engaged 

in the practice of turning and analyzing and turning and analyzing and analyzing more. And for this reason I may 

have lost the ability, that on my view goes along with expertise, to usefully think about what I was doing and do it at 

the same time. But perhaps the more salient cause was that after the first good turn, I got nervous.  I would say to 

myself: Can I do that again?  That was lucky; what if I fall this time? And so on. As I’ve emphasized, not all types 

of thoughts will benefit performance and perhaps sometimes thoughts about how well an action went and worries 

about whether it can be repeated hinder performance. But the considerations in this chapter should suggest that, for 

an expert, a moment to think the right sorts of thoughts before acting is beneficial.    

 Shakespeare’s Hamlet laments how his delayed revenge of his father’s death may be due to his “thinking 

too precisely on the event” and how “the pale cast of thought,” which impedes “the native hue of resolution,” makes 

“enterprises of great pith and moment…lose the name of action” (act 5 scene 2). Does this pale cast of thought 

impede him from performing at his best?  Putting aside the question of whether Hamlet should count as an expert 

murderer in my sense of “expert,” it seems, one might argue, that Hamlet’s ruminations over killing his uncle 

Claudius, to revenge his own father’s death, illustrate how thinking interferes with doing. Of course, Hamlet is a 

fictional character; nonetheless, fictional characters, when produced by someone with keen insight into the inner 

springs of human action, as Shakespeare undoubtedly had, are often prey to the same psychological forces that 

govern those in the world outside of fiction. So I take it as a fair question: would Hamlet have performed better if he 

thought less and acted more?  

 My answer, no one will be surprised to hear, is “no,” and though not universally held among scholars, a 

number of literary critics have thought the same.  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who himself is sometimes seen a 

proponent of just-do-it, comments that Hamlet is using his “pale case of thought” merely as an excuse for not acting: 

“let me impress upon you most emphatically that it was merely an excuse Hamlet made to himself for not taking 

advantage of this particular and favorable moment for doing justice upon” (p. 193-194  ). 



 I also think that it is not clear that Hamlet’s failure to kill Claudius in the church illustrates just-do-it, since 

it is not at all clear that Hamlet at this moment actually was not acting at his best. For if, in contrast to Coleridge’s 

interpretation, Hamlet was not simply making up excuses and truly thought that while in prayer Claudius might be 

sent to heaven, then it would seem that he followed the most reasonable course, as  killing him then would not have 

effected the revenge he was aiming to achieve. From the perspective of many of us today who believe neither in 

heaven nor in hell nor, a forteriori, in the idea that praying to God could affect which of these locals one’s soul 

might be sent to after death, we might want to scream out to Hamlet, “Get your revenge and just do it!”  Yet from 

the perspective of someone who truly believes that prayer redeems the soul, it would seem that he made the right 

choice. Of course, Hamlet is not fully of this perspective either. He is unsure, and this leads to torment. Still, there is 

no indication that the thoughtful stance interfered with his best performance.  

 Beyond this, it is worth pointing out that contrary to the just-do-it principle which councils experts to 

refrain from thinking while acting, Shakespeare seems to illustrate the importance of reflection in showing how 

instinctive behavior has disastrous consequences, such as when Hamlet instinctively kills Plotinus who was hiding 

in his mother’s room. Might not a moment’s hesitation made him realize that he had, on his way to his mother’s 

room, passed his intended victim praying in the church? Perhaps at times Hamlet felt what I see as the dangerous 

attraction of just-do-it, he felt that if he could only stop thinking, all would go well, but at least as I see it, 

Shakespeare does not advocate this view. The play, along with the other considerations I have addressed in this 

chapter, gives us no reason to accept the principle of interference.  Indeed, perhaps the lesson we should learn from 

Hamlet (as well from such individuals as the surgeon at the operating table and the soldier on the battlefield) is not 

“those who hesitate are lost,” but rather, “those who hesitate act best.”  


