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8. Effortlessness with Effort1 
 

 

       A good style should show no sign of effort.  

       Somerset Maugham 

 

    

 

Although we praise effort, we prize effortlessness.  Effortless bodily movement, effortless speech or writing, even 

effortless objects affect us in a way that one naturally thinks of as aesthetic.  But just what is effortlessness? What 

are we appreciating when we admire a dancer’s effortless technique, precision or presence?  Why is it, as the dance 

critic John Martin said, that when the renown Alicia Markova “finished her effortless variation, with the turn of its 

final phrase rounded off meticulously to the fraction of a beat… the house bursts into applause almost as a automatic 

reaction”?
2
  What makes effortlessness aesthetically valuable? Does aesthetic effortlessness illustrate the truth of the 

just-do-it principle?  Or is the effortless performance that we prize compatible with the performer exerting a great 

deal of effort?  

The concept of aesthetic effortlessness is rarely discussed in academic circles today, particularly in analytic 

philosophy. Moreover, in the art world, effortlessness, though still highly valued by some, has generally gone the 

way of the two related qualities of beauty and grace, with many contemporary artists more interested in creating 

works that are provocative, powerful, beleaguered or shocking, than in creating works that are effortless.  The 

choreography of Pina Bausch, for example, is certainly aesthetically valuable; but it is valuable because it expresses 

frustration, alienation, brutality and pain, not because it expresses effortlessness.   

Though perhaps unpopular in academic circles today, it cannot be denied that effortlessness captures us, 

and its aesthetic appeal seems to be more immediate, more bodily and less cerebral than our interest in the 

conceptually charged work of artists such as Pina Bausch (though her work certainly has immediate bodily appeal as 

well). Moreover, the idea of effortlessness has drawn the attention of many great thinkers in the past.  To look at just 

a few examples, the ancient Chinese Daoist thinkers Laozi and Zhuangzi exalted effortless action, or wu-wei 

(literally translated as “no trying”), in both the artisan and the political leader. The Italian Renaissance theorist 

Baldassare Castiglione’s (1975/1528, p. 1471-74) Book of the Courtier inspired the artists of his day to, as he puts it, 

“practice[s] in all things a certain nonchalance which conceals all artistry and makes whatever one says or does 

seem uncontrived and effortless.” And, arguably, one aspect of what Kant meant when he said that “the fine arts 

must not seem purposeful, although they are purposeful,” or, as he explains, that “fine art must be able to be 

considered as nature,” is, in part, that fine art must appear to be merely a product of nature, that is, it must appear to 

be effortless.
3
   

To mention one more historical period during which the concept of effortlessness garnered the attention of 

theorists (a period I shall return to) we find effortlessness and the closely related concept of grace, discussed, 

analyzed and greatly admired by the late-nineteenth-early-twentieth century thinkers, Henri Bergson and Herbert 

Spencer, with Bergson describing the perception of grace as “the perception of a certain ease, a certain facility in the 

outward movements,” and Spencer claiming that “truly graceful movements….are those preformed with 

comparatively little effort.” (1910, p. 1-74)  

 Today, though the concept is largely passed over by tough-minded academics, the allure of effortlessness is 

apparent in the media where one frequently finds various athletes, artists, and artworks praised for their 
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 This chapter has benefited from comments from audience members at International Conference: Aesthetics and the 

Embodied Mind, Delmenhorst, Germany, 2013; I especially thank Richard Gray for his insightful remarks.   
2
 See John Martin (1941).  

3
 See Hammermeister (2002), for discussion.  
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effortlessness: the ballerina Natalia Osipova’s grand jetés, for example, are extolled in for their effortless elevation, 

soaring “through the air with so little effort that the sight of her lithe form hanging high above the stage is a shock 

every time”; the opera singer Beverly Sills is described as being able to “dispatch coloratura roulades and 

embellishments, capped with radiant high D's and E-flats, with seemingly effortless agility”; and of Yo-Yo Ma, the 

novelist Mark Saltzman says, “his playing was so beautiful, so original, so intelligent, so effortless that by the end of 

the first movement I knew my cello career was over.”
4
  And in the world of politics, one finds individuals chastised 

for their lack of effortlessness and for displaying “what appear to be laboriously studied moves rather than anything 

that comes naturally.” 
5
   

 Effortlessness, it seems, can be ascribed to bodily movements, to intellectual insights, to poetry, prose and 

paintings. Even the Golden Gate bridge has been extolled for its “seeming effortlessness,” being described as, 

“Grace Kelly in Rear Window.”
6
  Indeed, perhaps one reason the topic of effortlessness does not have a foothold in 

analytic aesthetics is this multifariousness. Nevertheless, given that I find effortless movement captivating yet, as 

should be well understood by this point, also think expert action involves effort it would seem incumbent on me to 

jump into the fray.  

 What, then, is it for an action to be effortless?  What are we appreciating when we admire Castiglione’s 

effortless courtier, a dancer’s effortless leaps, a basketball player’s effortless shot, or even a seagull’s effortless 

soar?  For Castiglione as well as for the ancient Chinese thinkers, effortlessness was primarily a social value.  

According to Castiglione, effortlessness, or at least the façade of effortlessness enabled individuals to gain 

recognition, approval and promotion to higher political positions in the Royal Court, and according to the Daoist 

tradition it engendered, de, a type of charisma that allows rulers to persuade neither by force nor decree but merely 

in virtue of their magnetism.  Though no less relevant to politics now than it was in the past, my focus is more on 

aesthetic rather than social value, and specifically with the aesthetic value of effortlessness in works of art. 

       

 

I. Medium, Representation, Process   

 

In appreciating a work of art such as a dance, a sculpture, a painting or a musical performance, the accolade 

“effortless” may apply, as I shall put it, to three aspects of a work, what I shall call the “medium,” the 

“representation,” and the “process.”  The medium encompasses the relatively lower-level entities, properties, 

processes and relations that comprise the work. For a dance, this might be bodily movements; for a painting this 

might be the array of paint. The representation is what the work represents, such as how John Ward’s sculpture of 

William Shakespeare represents the great author in a pensive yet effortless pose. And the processes are what go into 

creating the work, as it appears in the work (rather than, say, the hours in the rehearsal room).  

 Perhaps a few examples will help clarify these distinctions.  

 

  The painting is of an effortless figure (the representation is of an effortless figure). 

  

  The painting looks as if the painter created it effortlessly (the process seems effortless). 

   

  The brush-strokes seem effortless (the medium is effortless). 

 

  She played a piece representing a carefree dance (a representation of effortlessness). 

 

  It sounds as if the pianist plays effortlessly (the process of playing seems effortless). 

 

  The piano sonata sounds effortless (the medium, the sound produced, is effortless). 

                                                           
4
 Martin, J. (1941), “Dolin work given by ballet group,” New York Times, Nov. 29. 

5 The quotes are taken, respectively, from “Elusive Treasure, Object of a Pirate’s Affections; ‘Le 
Corsaire’: American Ballet Theater with Natalia Osipova” by Gia Kourlas, published in the New York 
Times, July 6, 2012; “Doubt Lasts Only a Moment in an Open Win,” by Dan Manoyan, the New York 
Times, July 8, 2012; and “Slugfest,” by James Fallows, The Atlantic, September 2012.  
6
 As stated by urban design critic, John King and California Historical Society, executive director, Anthea Hartig, 

respectively in their interview with Christensen (2012). 
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 What are the relationships between these forms of effortlessness?  Can we have one without the others?  Or 

are some sorts of effortlessness inextricably connected?  It seems that we can readily differentiate the representation 

of an effortless from the other two forms of effortlessness. That is, we may appreciate represented effortlessness—of 

the sculpted torso, painted hand, or a poetic description of a stream, and so forth—without necessarily feeling either 

that the process of creating the representations is effortless or the medium itself is effortless. Consider 

Michelangelo’s David standing in a relaxed contrapposto: with his hip protruding slightly, he effortlessly bears his 

weight on one straight leg with the other resting, gently bent. The statue represents an effortless figure. Yet the 

statue might very well appear to have been effortfully created and the shapes of the marble might not be perceived 

as effortless. Or let us return to Raphael’s paining of Pope X. The painting represents an effortless figure, yet one 

can reasonably see both the process and the medium as effortful. With dance, the connections between effortless 

representation, process and medium are tighter, yet perhaps still possible to pull apart. A dancer performing the 

female lead in the ballet La Sylphide, for example, may represent an effortless winged being who is both enormously 

enticing and unattainable, yet it might not seem that the dancer is effortlessly coming up with her movements. And 

perhaps one even need not see the movements themselves as effortless, though I imagine that the best 

representations of effortless creatures in dance also evince effortless movements (effortlessness in the medium).   

 One can also at least sometimes identify effortless mediums without identifying an effortless processes or 

representations. The Golden Gate Bridge may appear effortless, yet it does not appear to have been created 

effortlessly nor even less does it represent something effortless; for example, it certainly doesn’t represent Grace 

Kelly. (Might it represent effortlessness or freedom or some other property, a property which is itself effortless? I 

leave this footnote to Plato aside.) A rock garden may appear effortless while also appearing to have been created 

with great care (perhaps because the curves suggest an effortless way of movement), and a Glen Gould performance 

of Art of the Fugue may sound effortless, but not represent effortlessness. 

 Again, other times the connection among these three elements may be tighter: a Chagall painting might 

seem to be simply thrown together, in part because of the effortless individuals it represents; good writing, as 

Somerset Maugham put it, may appear, “a happy accident,” but in seeing a piece of poetry or prose as a happy 

accident one attributes both an effortless process and feels the writing itself to be effortless. Moreover, one is more 

likely to experience such happy accidents in writing that represents effortless characters than in writing that portrays 

struggle, in T.S. Elliot’s Possum’s Book of Cats rather than in “The Wasteland.” (Is this because the authors have 

chosen to match their writing style to their subject matter or does the subject matter itself affecting our attributions 

of effortless style?)  It may also be that our attributions of effortless style influence our attribution of effortless 

represented subjects.  And in many, or perhaps most cases when we ascribe effortlessness to bodily movements, we 

understand the movements as being both effortlessly created and effortless themselves.  Fred Astaire, the king of 

effortlessness in dance, seems to move effortlessly and to come up with his ideas about how to move, or about 

which steps to do effortlessly (and this last effect may be apparent despite his following set choreography). 

   

 

 II. Bergson on Effortlessness and Grace 

On Bergson’s (1889/2001) view, effortlessness, which he closely aligns with grace, is the spilling of one movement 

right into another.
7
  With effortless movements, according to Bergson, you expect what is going to happen next: 

“perception of ease in motion passes over into the pleasure of mastering the flow of time and of holding the future in 

the present” (p.12).  Music that accompanies dance, for Bergson, adds to this effect.  As he says, “the rhythm and 

measures.. [allow] us to foresee to a still greater extent the movements of the dancer.”
8
   

 This is an appealing idea, for many of the bodily movements we think of as effortless have a smooth, 

flowing, predictable quality and we dub many smooth, flowing movements as effortless. For example, when we 

think of the effortlessness of great athletes or dancers, we might imagine a smooth, perhaps even slow motion, 

picture of their movements, and when we see individuals walking in an even, perfectly coordinated way, we 

                                                           
7
  I am not sure that the connection between gracefulness and effortlessness is as tight as Bergson sees it since, as I 

shall explain later, I understand our attributions of effortlessness to depend in part on our knowledge of the 

difficultly of the movement; it is not clear that our attributions of gracefulness depend on this, or at least depend on 

this to the same degree.  Clearly, there is much more to say about the relationship between effortlessness and grace, 

yet I shall, for the most part, pass over this, as there is already too much to say about effortlessness and its relation to 

other perhaps less difficult concepts.   
8
 Ibid, p. 12. 
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understand their gait as effortless.  Additionally, smooth actions not only appear to be effortless but also generally 

take less effort to produce than sharp ones, which require a burst of energy at each start and stop.   

 However, although many actions that we understand as effortless do appear smooth and flowing, it is not 

clear that all effortless movements are like this.  A break dancer’s movements, for example, may appear effortless 

yet include at least some sharp, jerky movements, and in fencing, a riposte may be quick, sharp, brilliant and 

effortless.  True enough, Michael Jackson’s break dancing was a preternaturally fluid, but, arguably, even he could 

include a sharp, effortless accent now and again.  If these examples are accurately described—and there is room to 

question them, of course—not all effortless actions are smooth.  In addition, the sharp accents or quick ripostes, 

though effortless, may not be predictable from looking at the current movement.  

 Perhaps more apparent, not all fluid movements look effortless.  For example, if one notices a tense 

expression on a performer’s face, a smooth and flowing movement might appear effortful. Or if a movement is 

smooth, yet extraordinarily slow—not slow as seen on a slow motion film, but physically slow—it might look 

effortful.  This is especially evident in the Japanese dance form Butoh, in which performers often move at a glacial 

pace.  Butoh can be smooth and beautiful, yet look extremely effortful.  Moreover, effortful actions, such as Butoh, 

might also contain, as Bergson saw it, the future in the present. You might know, for example, that a Butoh dancer is 

going to fall, in an excruciatingly painful and protracted way, to the bottom of a staircase.
9
  Yet you may also feel 

that this fall takes all his effort and then some.  Predictability might also occur without either smoothness or 

effortlessness.  A toddler’s steps do not appear effortless, yet an observer often knows what is coming next, and a 

parent might sometimes rush over to get ready to catch before the fall has even started.   

 Thus, though often found together, it seems that smooth, flowing, predictable actions are neither necessary 

nor sufficient for effortless actions. Nonetheless, it may be that smooth, flowing movements, done at a normal pace, 

without any facial signs of effort, at least often seem effortless. But why might we attribute effortlessness to a sharp 

movement and why do glacially slow yet smooth movements appear effortful?   

  

III. Spencer on Effortless Bodily Movements  

 

For Spencer, as I mentioned, grace is exemplified by movements “performed with comparatively little effort.” And 

in line with this view, it does seem that in praising the effortlessness of a dancer or athlete’s movements, we seem to 

be noting, among other things, an apparent reduction in bodily effort.  We may not see his or her movements as 

requiring little bodily exertion—it would be hard to explain all that sweat if that were the case.  Rather, we perceive 

the movements as efficient. As Spencer notes: “after calling to mind sundry confirmatory facts,” he concludes that 

“grace, as applied to motion, describes motion that is effected with economy of force.”  “A good dancer,” he tells us, 

“makes us feel that . . . an economy of effort has been achieved.” (p. 34, 1917) Effortless bodily movement seems to 

use just the muscles necessary for the job. 

 But it is not entirely straightforward how to explain what this is. The tennis player Roger Federer has been 

noted for, among other things, his effortless playing.  He may be putting 100% of his energy into a game.  But his 

playing appears to have no wasted movements. For example, other players when they run for a ball might end up 

taking a number of small steps at the end to get right where they need to go; Federer gets there with the minimum 

number. Spencer, if he were to have had the opportunity to watch Federer play, would likely have held that it was 

because of this efficiency that we marvel at his effortless games. 

 However, in dance, the efficiency equation is a bit more complicated, for in dance sometimes many little 

steps, as in a pas de couru (which involves many fast tiny steps), are exactly what is called for. Or consider a pas de 

cheval, a movement in which the foot moves from a standing position, sensuously wraps around the ankle and then, 

after a slight lilt, is extended from the body and lowered down to the floor. Clearly this is not the most direct way to 

get from point A to point B. Efficient bodily movements in dance, then, cannot be understood as moving with the 

minimum number of motions or in the most direct way possible from one point to another.  Rather, in this context, it 

seems that an efficient movement is one that involves no superfluous muscle tension.  Raised shoulders, for 

example, will not help one to perform the pas de cheval better, so raised shoulders while doing this step would 

typically indicate superfluous muscle tension. (Of course, sometime a raised shoulder is an important part of the 

movement, such as if one is trying to portray coquettishness. But here the movement would not be superfluous.)  

 Perhaps the idea that effortless movements do not involve superfluous muscle tension helps explain some 

of the apparent counterexamples to the Bergsonian view of effortlessness as involving smooth, predictable flowing 

movements. Perhaps the break dancer’s sharp movements might seem to involve no excessive effort, that is, no 
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 As does the Swiss Butoh dancer, Imre Thormann, in his 2006 performance at Hiyoshi Taisha Shrine in Japan.  See 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ms7MGs2Nh8 for a youtube excerpt of this remarkable event.  
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superfluous muscle use. On the other hand, glacially slow yet smooth movement may appear effortful because we 

sense both the effortful willpower and bodily control.  

 

4. Effortlessness and Difficulty  

 What else must be present if we are to understand a work of art as effortless?  When we attribute 

effortlessness to bodily movements in dance, it seems that at least in many cases we also see the work as, in some 

sense, difficult; we see it as difficult, yet appearing easy. Osipova’s effortless leaps are certainly difficult.  

In classical music, as well, we often attribute effortlessness to pieces that are technically challenging; that is[,] we 

attribute effortlessness to the medium—the notes played—in light of an underlying difficulty.  Even the Golden 

Gate Bridge seems to accomplish something very difficult—the longest span—with ease.  

 This seems to be part of what we love: accomplishing something difficult with ease, or at least apparent 

ease. But in what sense is it difficult? I said that we can, at times, separate our attributions of an effortless process 

from both an effortless medium and representation. For example, we might see a painting as representing an 

effortless individual, yet not think that the process was effortless. Yet, it may be that if the individual who is 

observing a work of art is positively convinced that the process is difficult for an artist, then the appearance of 

effortlessness, at least effortlessness of medium and perhaps even of representation, may be lessened or destroyed; 

for effortlessness, it seems, is highly cognitively penetrable: our beliefs about it affect how we experience it.  Upon 

listening, you might feel that Glen Gould’s music is effortless (product), yet after watching him play and seeing that 

it appears difficult for him (or at least uncomfortable, given his odd posture) you might not hear it in quite this same 

way.  Even our perception of effortlessness in an artist’s representation might be affected by our beliefs about how 

difficult the work seemed to produce. The Renaissance artists held this view and kept their toils hidden so as to not 

destroy the effortlessness of their represented figures. 10 And although I seem to be able to see the Golden Gate 

Bridge as both effortless (medium) yet not having been created effortlessly, perhaps an engineer who fully 

understands the difficulty of such an accomplishment would not even be able to see the bridge itself as effortless 

(though an engineer tells me that one still sees the bridge’s beautiful efficiency). So we find difficulty in 

effortlessness in as much as we see the process as difficult; however, if we understand extremely well just how 

difficult the process really is, this may lessen or destroy our ability to perceive the medium as effortless. 

 Yet what are we to say of the movements of dancers who are dancing in pieces choreographed using 

everyday movements?  Such movements would not be difficult for us to perform.  Do we, then, not appreciate the 

effortlessness in such movements?  The Judson Dance Theater, for example, was known for creating dances out of 

everyday movements, sometimes even taking untrained individuals to perform the movements.  In cases when the 

individual is untrained, I would say that the value of the dances has nothing to do with its effortlessness. Though 

there may be conceptual interest in a dance performance that consists, say, of people of the street moving furniture 

on stage, we typically do not appreciate the effortlessness of the “dancers” movements” in such a performance.  Of 

course, the movements themselves might not have required effort (if the movement was walking, for example, rather 

than moving heavy furniture), but the movements were not aesthetically effortless.  

 Or at least, they may not have been effortless.  For there are those charmed individuals who, without any 

training, seem to just have a naturally effortless gait. Certain individuals just seem to embody aesthetic 

effortlessness in the way the move about in everyday situations. But even here perhaps we can find that the 

difficulty resides in how they are moving. They are moving in a way—so smoothly and evenly—that would be 

difficult for us.
11

 The seagull spreads its wings and effortlessly soars. It’s not hard for the seagull to do this, but it is 

an impossibility for us, and so we see it glide unencumbered.    

In other cases, where everyday movements comprise a dance, yet such movements are performed by 

dancers, we might value the effortlessness of such dances. Yet such dances involve difficulty as well. For example, 

it would be quite difficult to perform the everyday sorts of movements that show up in some of Merce 

                                                           
10

 Louden, L. (1968), “Sprezzatura in Raphael and Castiglione,” Art Journal, vol. 28, no. 1, pp. 43-49.  The 

effortlessness in these works is in the representation: the figures represented, such as Raphael’s portrait of 

Castiglione himself, often showed a certain effortless. 
11

 If this is correct, those who walk effortlessly should not see effortlessness (as opposed to merely smooth even 

movement) in the gate of others, for they do not see it as anything that would be difficult for them to do. Or at least 

they would not see it to the same extent and those who are not endowed with such grace. Whether this is true, 

however, I do not know.   
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Cunningham’s work in the way his dancers perform them; the movements may be ordinary walking or running, but 

the dancers perform them in an extraordinary way.
12

   

 

5. Objective, Apparent and Intentional Ease 
 Effortlessness involves an element of difficultly, or so I have argued, but what is it that we admire about 

this difficulty? In certain cases of natural effortlessness, such as the seagull’s effortless soar, the action is not 

difficult to perform for the one who is performing it. Yet we are in awe that it can be done at all—we certainly could 

not soar—and done with such ease.  However, how are we to understand the effortlessness of actions that require 

long hours of deliberate practice to perfect?  In particular, when we admire the effortlessness of a dancer or athlete, 

do we marvel at the fact that someone has mastered a movement to such a high degree that it has actually become 

easy for her to perform?  Or is it that we value the appearance, that is, the artist or athlete’s ability to make what is 

difficult for her appear easy?  In most sports, athletes do not deliberately try to make their movements look easy 

(exceptions might be gymnastics, figure skating and other such endeavors). However, even in basketball, one can 

still ask: do we cherish the actual ease of the athlete’s movements, or the (unintentional) appearance of 

effortlessness in movements that are, for the athlete herself, extremely difficult to perform.  Finally, in cases where 

there is a deliberate attempt to create effortlessness, do we, in addition to treasuring the beauty of the apparent 

effortlessness of the movement, treasure the ability to create the guise of effortless? 

 I suggested earlier that our attributions of effortlessness to the medium (such as the bodily movements of a 

dancer) depends on our familiarity with how difficult the action is to perform.  And if you fully understand that a 

movement is difficult for the performer to perform, you may be inclined to not see the movement as effortless. But 

sometimes, even if you are familiar with the difficulty of a movement, you may be able to perceive it as (merely) 

apparently effortless.  Or at least, this is what my own experience suggests.  With movements that I am very familiar 

with, and that I know are difficult, I am less likely to think that the movements have actually become easy for the 

performer, though I still may relish the apparent ease of those movements.  Similarly, sports journalists and dance 

critics, who I assume frequently have practical knowledge of the skilled movement they write about, often speak not 

so much of effortlessness but of apparent effortless.”
13

  The 2012 Women's U.S. Golf Open champion Na Yeon 

Choi's game is said to look effortless but not necessarily be effortless. It is the appearance of effortlessness that it 

being noted.  Thus, it might be that the more one knows about a type of highly skilled movement, the less likely one 

is to see it as actually easy rather than as merely appearing easy.    

 It may be that in thinking about the effort of one’s own movements, we place more weight on whether the 

task requires effortful willpower, (than, say, whether it requires great muscular strength) and thus whether we judge 

an action as requiring a great effort often turns on whether we judge it as requiring great willpower.  And whether 

we determine that an action requires great willpower often depends, it seems, on whether the action is pleasurable.  

Doing the dishes, though in some objective sense is an easy task, is an activity I find unpleasant—especially when I 

have waited until midnight—and thus it requires willpower to do and, and thus I judge it as effortful.  A dancer, in 

contrast, may perform something that is in some objective sense effortful, in watching him I might think of his 

movements, not as presenting the guise of effortlessness, but as truly effortless (with regard to the will) if I assume 

that the movement is pleasurable and thus requires little will power. 
 Over and above the appreciation of apparent ease is the appreciation of the guise of ease, that is, the 

deliberate creation of ease. Castiglione held that a courtier’s manner should not only appear effortless but also give 

no indication of the great pains the courtier must take in order to create this appearance, for it was believed by him 

that the courtier’s effortlessness, or sprezzatura, would be destroyed by any suggestion that the process of creating 

an effortless manner itself required effort.  The great artists of his time, influenced by his work, believed this as well 

and kept their labors carefully hidden from view in order to preserve the effortlessness, or sprezzatura, of their 

paintings.
14

  No doubt, there is something correct about this; as I have been emphasizing, our background 
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 We may understand some examples of everyday movements in dance as representing ordinary movements, such 

as the stage sweeper, while others as ordinary movements that comprise the abstract dance, such as when ordinary 

walking and running comprise some of the dance movements.  In either case, however, when such 

movements are valued as effortless, it seems that they can’t be done, in the way they are done, by just 

anyone.  
13

  Doubt Lasts Only a Moment in an Open Win, By DAN MANOYAN, 2012, New York Times 
14

 The effortlessness in these works is in the representation.  Rafael’s portrait of Pope Leo X, for example, 

reveals a man in tranquil thought with his hands so smooth and delicate that they appear not only to being utterly 

relaxed as they rest but to never have engaged in manual labor at all, and his portrait of the great Castiglione, 
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knowledge seems to affect our attributions of effortlessness.  However, it might be that one can see a bodily 

movement as effortless, even if it is produced by mental effort, or willpower; we might call this a “studied 

effortlessness.”  Yet, distinct from this, at times one might appreciate the guise itself, that is, not the effortlessness of 

a movement, but the difficult process of making an action appear (to those not in the know) effortless.   

 The writer Enda O’Brian’s short story “Violets” is an amazing example of an individual whose actions, 

though apparently effortless, are performed only with excruciating thought and effort. The story is a dramatic 

monologue in which a woman awaits the arrival of a potential lover, and the reader is privy to her inner thoughts and 

turmoil: Will he come, or will he stand her up?  What will she say to him if he does appear? Will she have the 

courage to say what she feels? He does arrive and then, after almost not being able to make it to the door, we see her 

present herself with apparent nonchalance.  "We like it," she says in response to his comment on her apartment; 

“keep him wondering," she thinks. Her gentleman caller falls for her effortlessness while the reader appreciates the 

guise. Here, what we are appreciating is not the ease of her actions; we know that they are not easy for her.   
 Is the woman in O’Brian’s short story an expert in my sense or does she merely exhibit everyday expertise of the sort 

involved in tying her shoes?  Romantic expertise does not naturally fit into the category of professional athlete or musician, yet it 

may be that in the domain of wooing a mate, unlike that of tying one’s shoes, one may dedicate a good number of years to 

improving and so might count as an expert in my sense. In any event, O’Brian paints a picture of a character that was performing 

at her best, yet her mind was working nonstop all along.    

 

 

 

6. Does Expert Action Involve Neural Efficiency? 

 

As I mentioned in the introduction to this book, it is sometimes thought that neurological data lends support to the idea that the 

actions of the expert are objectively easier to perform than those of the novice since they place less demand on the brain; this, 

roughly, is the idea captured by what is called the “neural efficiency” hypothesis, which, as Del Percino et al (2009) describe it, 

“posits that neural activity is reduced in experts” (Del Percino et al. 2009).  If experts exhibit neural efficiency, this would seem 

to be good evidence that expert action is, in some objective sense, performed with less effort than a novice’s.  Effortlessness, of 

course, is not the same thing as reduced effort.  However, if experts do exhibit neural efficiency, contrary to my view, this would 

suggest that our attributions of effortless to expert action line up with actual reduced effort. Do, then, experts exhibit neural 

efficiency?   

The neural efficiency hypothesis originates from psychometric research suggesting that, based on measurements of 

glucose consumption and electrical activity in the brain, individuals who perform well on intelligence tests as compared to those 

who perform poorly exhibit reduced neural activity.15 One group of researchers states it as such: “the more intelligent a person is, 

the fewer mental resources have to be activated” (Grabner et al. 2003).  Yet the psychometric research has been challenged.  As 

Neubauer and Fink state in a recent review of the literature on neural efficiency and intelligence, although neural efficiency may 

be found in easier cognitive tasks as well as in well practiced cognitive tasks, “in very complex tasks more able individuals seem 

to invest more cortical resources resulting in positive correlations between brain usage and cognitive ability” (2009). This 

resonates with my view about expertise: experts are able to perform without much effort or thought when the goal is an adequate 

performance.  For Susan, a ballet dancer who has a highly anticipated date that night, the morning’s 8 AM performance for 

schoolchildren might just be one of those times when an adequate job is good enough.  An adequate performance is much easier 

than a stunning one and so even on autopilot, she can accomplish this. But when the stakes are high, she will commandeer all of 

her resources, both mental and physical, to do the best job possible.      

Of course, neural efficiency, in the above sense, is perhaps not of much relevance to the just-do-it principle anyway 

since high intelligence, if understood as primarily a product of nature rather than nurture, is not expertise, for expertise, as I am 

defining it, which is the result of and includes ongoing deliberate practice.  However, various researchers report evidence for 

reduced cortical activity, or neural efficiency, in what I would call experts (see, for example, Krings et al 2000, Haufler et. al. 

(2000). Although I cannot hope to summarize such research, it seems that, as with the research we examined in Chapter 4, such 

experiments are rarely ecologically valid. And in the case of neural efficiency, not only is it both difficult to find true experts who 

are willing to go through the necessary trials and to set up tests that elicit expert action (actions that are representative of what 

occurs in actual expert action and for which the subject is motivated to try his or her best) but it is also difficult for subjects to 

engage in many types of expert actions. For example, Krings et al (2000), based on measurements of blood flow in the brain 

using fMRI, found decreased cortical activity in professional pianists compared to control subjects, during complex finger 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

himself, reveals an individual who embodies the ideal described in the Book of the Courtier 

(1508).  
15 Haier et al. (1988, 1992b)  

R.H. Grabner et al. / International Journal of Psychophysiology 49 (2003) 89–98 

Neubauer et al., 1995, 2002; Vitouch et al., 1997). 
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movement tasks (Krings et al. 2000).  This is interesting, but performing complex finger movements is significantly different 

from perfuming the Kreutzer sonata in a recital—the latter matters to the performer, the former doesn’t—and so there is at least 

some question whether expert activities exhibit decrease cortical activity. Other studies compare the neural activity of individuals 

learning a task with the neural activity of these same individuals performing the task after they have mastered it. For example, 

both Tracy et al. (2003), who observed differences in brain activation before and after two weeks of practice tying a complicated 

knot, and Puttemans et al.  (2005), who looked at differences before and after eight days of practice performing a bimanual 

coordinated wrist movement, conclude that one possible interpretation of the data is that practice leads to reduced cognitive 

demands. Such studies, however, only observed improvement over a short period, so are not obviously relevant to expert action. 

And again, since there is no need to focus on your movements when you are doing something utterly predictable and you are 

competent and have no interest in improving, the subjects of these studies did not need to be aware of an unexpected turn of 

events and were not particularly motivated to achieve excellence as opposed to mere competence. Thus, it is reasonable to think 

that as they developed the skills, they turned their focus elsewhere.  

 Yarrow et al. (2009), in their review article on the brain of the elite athlete,  conclude that “clearly expert and novice 

athletes use their brains differently, but precisely interpreting these differences in terms of their functional roles seems some way 

off at present” (p. 589).  If this is correct, it may even be difficult to say what the results of the experiments on neural efficiency 

are supposed to show.  Nevertheless, it would not be surprising if experts can perform with less energy yet to a higher level than 

novices.  But, again, I think that there is little reason to think that when they are in an actual performance that they do not 

commandeer all of their resources. 

 

 

7. The Perception and Pleasure of Effortlessness 

 How is it that we perceive effortless movement?  Most simply, while an effortless piano cadenza is heard, 

an effortless bodily movement is seen. But is there something special about the way we see effortless movement?  

Bergson (1889/2001) thought that our perception of grace had to do with “physical sympathy”: we feel, in 

watching a graceful movement, that our body, though stationary, is in some way attuned to the body of the graceful 

individual. As I understand this, it is the process by which upon watching someone else move, one feels as if one 

were moving in a similar way oneself. One might call this “proprioceptive sympathy,” or what I have elsewhere 

called “proprioceiving another’s movement.”
16

  Is proprioceptive sympathy relevant to our perception of 

effortlessness?  

 The question is not easy to answer. It does seem that part of the experience of watching effortless dance 

involves an experience, in the observer, of bodily ease. However, while knowing that someone is putting large 

amounts of effort into a movement reduces the appearance of effortlessness, the more practically familiar you are 

with the movement you are seeing, the greater your proprioceptive sympathy with the movement. In watching a 

ballet dancer, for example, I am less likely to sympathetically proprioceive her effortless bodily movements—as I 

know from practice how difficult they are—than I am when watching basketball. Nonetheless, in watching dance 

may feel a strong proprioceptive sympathy with her movements.  So proprioceptive sympathy would appear to be 

only part of the story.  

 For Bergson, however, proprioceptive sympathy accounts, at least in a large part, for our pleasure in 

watching what he thought of as higher grace.  Such movements, he seemed to think, were effortless but not just 

effortless.  We take pleasure in them, he seems to think because of their “affinity with moral sympathy”; and he tells 

us that “anything that we call very graceful we imagine ourselves able to detect…some suggestion of a possible 

movements towards ourselves of a virtual even nascent sympathy,” criticizing Herbert Spencer for claiming that 

what we appreciate is merely reduced effort.  For on his view, it was entirely unclear how grace could afford us such 

pleasure, if grace is just the saving of effort. 

 I think Spencer’s (1868/2008) view, however, might have something to recommend it since if the 

movements we dub as effortless are movements that would be for us difficult to perform yet appear to be performed 

with reduced effort, then part of the reason why effortless action is attractive could be that it reveals a superfluity of 

fitness.  Of course, proprioceptive sympathy could be part of the reason we admire effortless movement as well.  

Whether this is in part because proprioceptive sympathy makes us feel as if we were attuned to our fellow human 

beings, as Bergson seemed to think, I am not so sure, but it does seem that upon watching effortless movement, one 

of the things we enjoy is the feeling of performing difficult movements in a smooth, coordinated, efficient way (and 

this, perhaps, can be experienced even if we know great work was put into creating this coordinated efficiency).  

                                                           
16

Montero (2006a), (2006b) see also Montero (2011) wherein I discuss a number of the ideas that have 

come up in this chapter.  
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 But perhaps most importantly, effortless movements are pleasurable because they are beautiful.  And it may 

be that we recognize them as beautiful because we both sympathetically proprioceive them and see them as 

revealing a superfluity of fitness.
17

 

                                                           
17

 Is every attribution of effortlessness normative? Is effortlessness necessarily an aesthetic attribute?  Or 

might there be cases in which we attribute it but do not intend to make an evaluative judgment?  I am not 

sure how to answer these questions.  The term effortless is usually used with a positive connotation, 

however, as it is not the case that all dance should look effortless, one can find if not the term, then 

perhaps at least the notion of effortlessness being used with a negative connotation. 
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