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Chapter 12, EARLY DRAFT  

The Myth of ‘Just do it’: Thought and Effort in Expert Action 

Please do not quote without permission 

 
 

 

12.  Sex, Drugs, Rock and Roll, and the Meaning of Life  
 

 

   

 

When we first began this journey, I mentioned that I organized this book so as to facilitate 

nonlinear reading. For those who have subsequently arrived directly here, let me summarize 

what has happened in the intervening pages.  

 My primary goal has been to argue that the idea that experts perform best without thinking 

about what they are doing—an idea I refer to as “the just-do-it principle”—is mistaken. As I attempted to 

show, this principle, or something similar to it, has been upheld in various forms by diverse thinkers both 

historically and today, and I stated the archetype of this view as follows:  

 

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

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

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

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

sense  of the self or acting for a reason. Moreover, when all is going well, such processes 

interfere  with 

expert performance and such mental processes should be avoided.  
 

 

I have criticized this extreme view, but I have also questioned weaker just-do-it positions, such as those 

that proscribe just one or certain types of mental processing during expert action. And, at the risk of 

verbicide, I have been using and shall continue in this chapter to use the word “thought” to cover the 

gamut of mental processes that might be taken to fall under the just-do-it heading.    

 The view that I hold is closer to the truth—a view which many of my arguments have been 

converging on—is this: 

 

The think-to-win principle: For experts, when all is going well, optimal or near optimal 

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

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

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

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

 even generally interfere with expert performance and should not generally be 

 avoided by experts.  
 

 Both of these principles employ the term “expert,” but what do I mean by expert?  I argued that 

for my purposes I would simply stipulate that by “expert” I mean someone who has spent around ten 

years or more engaged in deliberate skill-related practice (which is practice with the specific aim of 

improving) and is still intent on improving. Not all domains of expertise admit a performance-practice 

distinction. Yet I argue that for endeavors that fall into this category one can think of practice as any type 
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of domain relevant activity that is done with the aim of improving, or desire to do better than before. This 

specification of “expert,” lines up to a degree with what we mean when we talk about professionals versus 

amateurs (and I sometimes use this terminology as well). 

 My critical task has been aimed at tearing down certain pillars of support for the just-do-it 

principle. For example, I argued that various psychological experiments that purportedly provide evidence 

for it are open to other reasonable interpretations. To give one (simplified) instance, it may be that 

because the “expert” subjects in psychology experiments are typically of intermediate skill—in one study 

of golfers, for example, 35% of the more highly skilled participants had never even taken a golf lesson—

they have not developed the appropriate conceptual tools that enable experts to think while in action. I 

also found little support for just-do-it from the argument that because expert action can be extremely fast, 

there is no time for thought. Expert action may be fast, but I argue that except perhaps for the most 

extreme cases, such as hand to hand combat, thought in action and sometimes prior to action—even in 

emergency medical situations—is beneficial. Beyond this, I argued that the idea that the self is lost in 

expert movement would be better understood as the idea that certain aspects of the self—worries, doubts 

and so forth—are washed away, and I also suggested that attributions effortless movement to an expert 

may be reasonable even if the expert is exerting a great deal of effort.       

 In a positive vein, I have supported the think-to-win principle by, among other means, arguing 

that because experts train with focused thought, experts can think and even aim to improve while 

performing. I also argued for the importance of trying and effort in expert action based on the idea that 

experts in situations that matter—that is, the world cup soccer tournament rather than the psychology 

experiment—are motivated to do their best and that times where trying appears to interfere with expert 

performance are not obviously times when trying per se is detrimental, but rather when not trying might 

be one means to reduce nerves; in such a case, it is the nerves, not the trying that is detrimental to 

performance. Moreover, I argued that qualitative studies of expert athletes indicate that players regularly 

cope with pressure by increasing their concentration on the task at hand.  

 My interest in the topic of whether thinking interferes with doing was kindled by a question Bob 

Child asked me after a talk I gave in which I upheld the view that proprioception—our nonvisual sense of 

the movements and position of our bodies—is an aesthetic sense (that is, a sense by means of which we 

experience beauty, grace and other aesthetic properties). Child thought that the idea of a poprioceptive 

aesthetic sense was misguided since he held that if a dancer were to focus on how she was moving, she 

wouldn’t be able to perform well. That was his modus tollens. At long last, I have now presented my 

modus ponens, which is the argument that because dancers propriocpetivly focus on their movements, this 

shows that focusing on one’s own bodily movements does not interfere with expert skill.  Finally, as we 

have just seen (for those of us who have not simply skipped right ahead to this chapter), I argued that 

despite the fact that chess does involve what might be called “intuition,” this intuition is still rational and 

conceptual and, at least when it matters—again, in a tournament rather than a test—is accompanied by 

analytical thought. Though I am well aware that none of the considerations I have brought up 

conclusively show that the think-to-win principle is right and just-do-it is wrong, my hope, as I mentioned 

at outset, has been that when taken together, they lend my theory of effortful expertise what William 

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

robustness. 

 However, there are a few lingering concerns I would like now to address. For example, I 

claim to take the words of experts seriously, but experts at times say things that suggest just-do-

it. Dave Hill, we ought not to forget, quipped that a golf swing is like sex because you can’t be 

thinking about the mechanics of the act while doing it. How do I explain this? I should point out 

that not all of the loose ends I shall take up fall under the heading of “sex, drugs, rock and roll, 

and the meaning of life.” Though some do; be patient (or, if you must, skip ahead). 

 

Why have so many accepted the just-do-it principle? 
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As we saw in chapter one, effortlessness and automaticity are not only the guiding mantras in 

many popular books on expert action, but also have deep roots in history, both in the East and in 

the West.  Furthermore, as I just mentioned, experts themselves sometimes endorse it, if not by 

using the expression “just-do-it” or George Balanchine’s, “don’t think dear; just do,” then with, 

say, the oft-touted phrase in the world of jazz music, “when you’re thinking, you’re stinking,” or 

the comment that, “you have to get in the groove,” where it is the groove and not your conscious 

mind that is thought to be directing one’s actions. Why, if I am correct and expert action is 

thoughtful and effortful, do many claim otherwise? 

 No doubt, part of the reason why just-do-it has captivated the general public turns on its 

role in the media and popular press. But why were the popular books written in the first place? 

And what accounts for the just-do-it acolytes among psychologists, philosophers and others in 

the rather unpopular academy? One reason is that just-do-it is seen as empirically justified (a 

point which I have attempted to challenge), however, beyond this it sometimes seems that such 

experiments are testing a view that they appear to already assume is correct. And quite clearly 

the ancients who held just-do-it views did not have access to readily googleable psychology 

research and thus must have found their inspiration for the just-do-it idea elsewhere. What, then, 

made them think that the principle is true? 

 Sometimes just-do-it apostles aver that experts in various fields generally claim that when 

they are performing at their best, they are not thinking about what they are doing. I take this, as I 

explained in the introduction, as good prima facie reason to think that the principle is correct. But 

do experts generally make such claims? Or is the preponderance of anecdotal support in my 

favor? It is difficult to determine the answer to this question, at least, without conducing a large-

scale survey, and even then since asking neutral questions and interpreting the data would pose a 

significant challenge.  Nonetheless, there are some who have aimed to conduct more or less 

systematic investigations of the creative process. What have they found?  

 Csikszentmihalyi’s (1997) ninety-one interviews with highly creative individuals, though 

still small scale, reveals, as he lays it out, numerous examples of experts working in a state of 

what he calls “flow,” which is sometimes described as complete enjoyment or absorption in 

one’s activities. I mentioned in Chapter 9 that even though Csikszentmihalyi’s earlier research, 

research that led to his concept of “flow,” is sometimes taken as intimating that expert action 

involves attenuated effort and thought (by, for example, Vellmans “Way of the wanton”), that 

research was aimed at uncovering the nature of optimal experience not optimal performance. 

This more recent work is aimed at understanding creativity. As he sees it, a creative discovery or 

idea often involves attention, but, when at its best, it is effortless attention and although thinking 

also is essential, he seems to value the “the mental activity that takes place backstage” which, as 

he sees it, allows for something outside of the predictable more than deliberate, linear thinking. 

(p, 138)  And when the creative idea arrives it is, he comments, sometimes in a flash.  He tells us 

that most people interviewed, though not all, recall “with great intensity and precision a 

particular moment when some major problem crystallized in their minds” (p 103-104). So these 

interviews, as he describes them, do provide some support for the claim that great ideas 

sometimes effortless occur to an individual.  Though as he also points out, “most lovely insights 

never go any farther, because under the cold light of reason fatal flaws appear” (p. 104). 

 Albert Rothenberg (1990), who spent thirty-five years conducting and analyzed 

interviews with creative individuals, analyzed manuscripts and drafts of creative works, and 

performing empirical studies on creativity finds less support for “lovely insights” to begin with. I 

shall not discuss his findings and methods in depth, for, as I said, such studies are invariably 
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open to question.  However, let me nonetheless point out that his conclusion is that quite contrary 

to the cultural stereotype of creative ideas arising via sudden inspiration, they are actually the 

result of “direct, intense and intentional effort on the creator’s part.”  And, in her review of 

poet’s manuscripts from first to final draft, Phyllis Bartlett, finds that initial drafts rarely show 

any signs that the poet was working from a sense of inspiration.  

 My own informal and entirely unsystematic interviews have led me to think that, in 

general,  although some amateur athletes, musicians, or poets, tell me that thinking interferes 

with doing, professionals in most areas (as well as the serious amateurs) are unlikely to say this. 

And when I ask the amateur athlete, musician, or poet who has just been trying to convince me 

of the truth of just-do-it whether she performs her professional activities best with thought and 

effort, she usually readily agrees that of course my work is like that. 

 A writer once told me that The Inner Game of Tennis changed his life, by which he meant 

that it changed, and he felt improved his tennis game. In fact, he said that now if he really needs 

to win a point, he asks his opponent—feigning keen interest—whether she locates her racket 

more in the middle of her back or behind her left shoulder before she serves the ball. “It works 

every time,” he told me, “they start thinking and they muff.” I responded by saying that his 

opponent must not have been a very serious tennis player and summarily told him that he must 

not have read very much of this book that changed his life, since if he had he’d be working on 

developing a way to think about even the movements of his arm-muscles as he plays since after 

paying homage to Zen in the Art of Archery (or what according to Shoji might be better thought 

of as “the myth of Zen in the art of archery”), the author goes on and explains that thinking about 

the details of his arm movements is exactly what he does while playing. (Or rather, that is what I 

wanted to say in response; somehow I rarely am able to say what I want to say, and when I try to, 

it often comes out wrong—which may, of course, be the reason I write.
1
) This weekend-tennis 

playing author, however, told me that when he writes, it’s pure blood, sweat and tears.   

 So I am not convinced that reflection on optimal performance in one’s area of expertise 

generally is a significant motivation to accept just-do-it. Nonetheless, some might infer that 

because their avocation suffers under self-reflection, this is true of their vocation as well. Others, 

however, may draw conclusions about thought in action based on their experience of everyday 

activities. Thinking about what you are doing as you are doing it does at least sometimes seem to 

interfere with every day actions, such, answering the phone or going down stairs. As I put it in 

Chapter 2, if you start thinking about how exactly you are supposed to initiate a telephone 

conversation, the recipient of your call will notice your heavy breathing and hang up. And it is 

easy to see how an evolutionary advantage could accrue to those who could think about more 

important things during, say, grooming. But, as I have argued, expert action is significantly 

different from everyday action since for the performer on stage or the professional golfer on the 

green there is nothing more important than the task at hand. And so we shouldn’t expect that 

just-do-it applies in these situations as well. When Dreyfus embarked on his investigation of 

expertise in the Air Force, he had never flown a plane during a military assault; indeed, he had 

never flown a plane at all. So he reflected on his experience of driving and generalized from 

there. Yet, driving, for better or worse, is something one often doesn’t put one’s heart and soul 

into. It is a life or death matter, but unlike Air Force pilots, we do not treat it as such and so 

would rather chat with the person in the passenger seat than give it our all. For this reason, it is 

not well suited as a generalization base for the type of expert action I have been investigating. 

                                                           
1
 This is related to the question of whether what one says without revision, without thought, is most indicative of 

one’s true beliefs.  I certainly hope that this isn’t the case for me 
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Dreyfus, on my view, does not count as an expert driver. Yet he is an expert philosopher; why 

didn’t he start there?
2
 

 Now, as I explained in Chapter 1, various just-do-it like precepts may, nonetheless, be 

beneficial. For example, it is sometimes useful not to think much about how others will 

perceive you or your work: to thine own self be true and all that. As should be obvious—if not 

hitherto, than at least in this chapter—I follow that precept to a degree when I write. But that 

doesn’t mean I’m not thinking; nor does it even mean that my writing wouldn’t be better if I 

were to be able to think more about how others will perceive me. After all, I don’t do this 

purely for my own enjoyment. It’s just that for me such thoughts can, at times, stifle my ability 

to think productively. However, that certain kinds of thoughts are detrimental does not imply 

that thinking is detrimental; thinking, as I’ve emphasized time and time again, ought to be 

encouraged.   

 What type of thoughts are detrimental?  I believe that this differs from person. For 

example, while thinking a great deal about how I will be perceived stifles me, some might find 

the elixir of motivation in thinking about how they will be perceived. I also believe that what 

one finds unproductive depends in part on what aspects of performance one has been working 

on to improve. If you have been working on improving the movements of your right pinkie 

finger—you may think this a joke, but the precise positions of one’s fingers is highly 

aesthetically relevant in ballet—then thinking about your right pinkie finger will not impede 

performance. But aren’t negative thoughts (thinking, for example, I can’t do this) always 

detrimental? For me, they tend to be (yet at the same time, I am constantly plagued by them), 

however, given that some apparently successful coaching techniques seem to turn on making 

one feel terrible about one’s abilities, I do not want to claim even that.    

 In earlier chapters, I have suggested a number of other reasons for why the idea of 

effortless expertise may be deceptively attractive. For example, just-do-it may be appealing 

because expert action in some areas can erroneously appear effortless. Also, when one is 

performing poorly, one often is thinking in action. Yet rather than, as the just-do-iters would 

have it, thinking causing the blunder, it may be that the blunder caused one to think about what is 

going wrong.
3
 But let me close this section with one last possibility: it could be that some of the 

popularity of just-do-it is based simply on the apparent fact that most people prefer ease to hard 

work. Books like Zen in the Art of Archery and all of its spin-offs may very well turn upon this 

tendency. Perhaps they reach the status of best sellers for the same reason as diet books that 

advocate the idea that you can eat as much as you want as long as you don’t eat one somewhat 

arbitrary category of food are popular: not because they work, but because they are easy to 

follow.  

 

You don’t need to conquer the world 

                                                           
2
 Interestingly enough, I have heard that in the 60’s there was an excellent driving manual put out by the U.S. 

Airforce. So it might be that applying knowledge of military piloting to driving has better results than the reverse.  

The main idea of the manual was that accidents results when you are too close to another vehicle, pedestrian or 

obstacle. And so the book focused on strategies for keeping your distance.  
3 Of course, on my view since thinking is a regular component of expert action, experts are 

always thinking in action, however, thinking about what is going wrong, because of its 

unpleasantness, may be an especially memorable event. Moreover, the thinking often serves as a 

good excuse: wouldn’t you rather say “I was thinking too much,” than “I wasn’t paying 

attention”? 
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I have just argued that people may be drawn to accept the just-do-it principle for a 

number of reasons other than insight into its truth. And once propounded the principle is 

perpetuated because introspection is susceptible to suggestion. Nonetheless, as a matter of 

psychological fact, not thinking or at least not thinking much about what you are doing might, 

for some, help ease nervousness or prevent one’s unproductive thoughts from multiplying out of 

control. It may be that the best performers keep nerves and unproductive thoughts in check and 

are able to effectively think in action. Nonetheless, for some, occasionally suspending the 

thinking processes might be a useful means of conquering psychological daemons. Something 

similar can be said about suspending the will to achieve.    

The dancer David Hallberg commented in an interview that once when he was practicing 

turning before going on for Act II in Giselle that the floor was slippery, and he “just kind of lost 

the feeling of being up on the leg and turning,” whereupon, as Hallberg recounts, the director of 

the Bolshoi Ballet—the company he as was dancing with at the time— said, “You don’t have to 

emote. Just calm down, relax and just go for the pirouette calmly.” Hallberg tells us that, “in 

essence—he didn’t say this, but in essence—he’s saying you don’t have to conquer the world, 

just do a pirouette. You know, just go around three times.”And this fixed the problem.  

 In this situation, thinking less and trying less or perhaps not at all may have been 

beneficial. But, again, this does not mean that trying or thinking in and of themselves are 

detrimental, as Hallberg’s further comments indicate: “sometimes when things aren’t working 

you get yourself into a stupor. You start to panic a little bit and then it just gets worse and 

worse.”  The problem, then, seemed not so much that he was thinking or trying too hard, but that 

his suboptimal performance let him to thinking in an unproductive way, namely to panic, and 

panic, no doubt should be avoided.  What fixed the pirouette according to Hallberg, was that he 

“calm[ed] down and let it happen.”  But perhaps the key was the calmness rather than the let it 

happeness.  

 Of course, if your goal is to conquer the world, then (in line with the argument I 

presented in my chapter “You Can’t Try Too Hard”) in order to achieve this goal you should try 

your best to conquer the world. (Whether conquering the world is a worthwhile goal is another 

question). However, as I indicated, there are various senses of “trying” and when “trying” means 

simply exerting more force, then sometimes you can very well try too hard—if not when your 

goal is conquering the world, then at least when it is performing a pirouette, for if you push off 

with a great deal of force on a pirouette, especially if the floor is slippery, you may fall. And 

despite the fact that Balanchine used to say that he likes dancers who fall, one prefers to avoid it 

oneself, if possible. That excess force is unwarranted, as I argued, does not mean one should not 

try or put in effort in one’s expert actions. There is a balance between force and control: too 

much force will lead you to lose control. Thus one needs to try to find just the right balance. 

 Some might find that trying produces unwanted tension. Yet again, this does not mean 

that the trying in itself is problematic. If I am right, there is no necessary connection between 

trying and tension and, as I suggested, the best course of action, is to learn to try your best 

without getting tense. What is more, the experience of trying is most pronounced when you are 

doing your best yet still fail. Of course, that’s a bad thing. But doing your best and succeeding is 

not. 

   
Not all ideas arrive in the shower 

 That expert action is effortless is a seductive idea, but is there nonetheless some truth to 

it?  Ideas occasionally do seem to come up when you least expect it, such as when you are in the 



7 
 

shower: without any noticeable effort you figure out the answer and rush out of the bathroom to 

jot it down before you forget, leaving a dripping trail of water behind you. Such things happen. 

So I need to say something about how they fit into my account of effortful expertise.  

 First off, not all ideas are like this; experts occasionally get out of the shower. And when 

they do, thinking may involve quite a bit of effort. Of course, some stay in the shower, as it were, 

longer than others by engaging in activities that promote a similarly relaxed state of mind and 

body. The peripatetic philosophers were probably on to something when they engaged in 

philosophy during long strolls. The mathematician, Russell Miller, told me that he even makes 

cross country train trips for the sole purpose of working. And the physicist Freeman Dyson talks 

of a “Eureka experience” coming to him while on a Greyhound bus from California on his way 

to Princeton: in the middle of Kansas, “suddenly the whole picture [of a solution to a problem 

with quantum electrodynamics] became clear.” Both on the train and on the trail, hard work also 

occurs: one struggles away as the scenery flies by. Yet it seems that it is when you look out the 

window, when you see the trees, rivers, or endless plains, that the idea comes to you, pop, just 

like that. What is going on in such cases?  

 One thing that may be going on is that with relatively few distractions, one can really 

think in the shower! It is not as if washing up takes much attention. Indeed, given that wireless 

networks have permeated every cranny of our waking lives, including train and bus travel, the 

shower might be the last bastion of undistracted thought. Yet perhaps on a less extreme just-do-it 

account that denigrates specifically conscious thinking, this is just what is needed for an idea to 

pop into your head, for the fully formed idea arises, on this picture, only after the unconscious 

mind has been churning away. And what could be more conducive to unconscious churning than 

warm water?  

 The phenomenon of an idea coming to you after prolonged unconscious cerebration is 

significantly different from the phenomenon of chess intuition that I referred to as “zeroing in.” 

Such chess intuition is immediate: the grandmaster looks at the board and immediately zeros in 

on a few possible moves; whereas it takes time in the shower and the idea may not arise until the 

second crème rinse. If this is the correct description of what goes on in that steamy sanctuary, it 

does not support the radical just-do-it position, which holds that optimal expert action is entirely 

nonmental, for unconscious churning is mental churning nonetheless. However, I wonder if even 

such times should be described as involving exclusively unconscious thought. Could it be that 

such cases are better described as involving conscious yet calm thought? Or could it be that such 

times in the shower are best described as a times during which peripheral conscious thought is 

shining? The best way to see a faint distant object is via peripheral vision; peripheral thought 

might be the best way to penetrate faint ideas. And aren’t most of the ideas we encounter in 

philosophy faint?
4
 

 

The “Aha!” is overrated   

 

Moments of inspiration where an answer appears to come to you in a flash are often prized more 

than the effort involved in bringing such moments to fruition. That such “aha” moments exists, is 

undeniable; they are preceded by intense conscious thought, but, as they are often described, they 

seem to involve a leap which causes one to suddenly see something in a new light. But here are 

                                                           
4
 There are empirical studies that are claimed to show that thinking in certain situations works best nonconsciously 

[choosing best automobile]  Are these also cases of peripheral thought?  I’m not sure that they are since they do 

involve a distraction task, but I do not take them to put pressure on just do it since they are not testing experts.   
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two questions: Are they significantly different from slower, unsurprising ordinal thought? And 

are the aha insights the most important aspect of the creative process; are they what differentiates 

truly brilliant ideas from ordinary ones? 

 In answer to the first question, Simon Blackburn, defends Robert Weisberg’s (1986) 

model of creativity as “business as usual,” by, among other things, pointing out, and I think quite 

reasonably so, that although aha insights are typically characterized as moments where 

inspiration comes from nowhere, in our typical cogitations we similarly often do not know 

whence our ideas arise.  As he puts it, “all this shows is that consciousness is not built to be privy 

to the causal antecedents of its own materials.”     

 I am more interested in the second question: regardless of whether sudden insights are 

significantly different in kind from business as usual, are these unbidden insights the true key to 

brilliance? Or is it that ideas that arrive via sudden insights are equally valuable as ideas that 

arrive via methodological plodding?  Or could it be that although some ideas arise via effortless 

thought, these ideas are relatively insignificant to expert performance. In philosophy classes one 

sometimes finds undergraduates effortlessly coming up with views that in essence are the same 

as those that philosophy’s greats have pondered. And one is shocked, amazed, and perhaps even 

a bit disheartened that they could do this. But it may be that what makes the greats, great in 

philosophy (and elsewhere) is what they have done with these ideas: the effortful elucidation, 

revision, reevaluation and sometimes rejection. I think that whether this is so is at least an open 

question.  

 That the aha moment is relatively insignificant to expertise is suggested by Ray 

Bradbury’s method of composition. Bradbury, in the early days of his writing career, used to 

wake up and first thing jot down an idea out of which he would subsequently craft a story. And 

he used to feel that those early morning Aha’s were incredibly important. But then he realized 

that the specific ideas didn’t matter so much and that he could get the same results by simply 

taking as his starting point a couple words chosen at random from the dictionary. One needs to 

begin somewhere and where one begins is not the result of thoughtful deliberation, but at least 

for Bradbury, arriving at these starting points was not a significant aspect of his expertise.   

 The graphic artist Dan Fallon told me a story about the early days of his career that gets 

at the same point in a different way:  

 

 [When] I was an art director in the early 90's at Young & Rubicam… I quickly found 

there  are many ways to be creative, and I saw first-hand how a seasoned pro could creatively 

sell  the most uncreative idea and look like a hero in the process. I remember one such 

incident at  the end of a very large pressure filled creative presentation. In meetings such as 

this, the  agency’s client service people and creative director will carefully study the 

clients’ faces  during the lengthy presentation. Every smile, wince, and peek at the clock is 

carefully noted.  On this day, the long meeting was not going well…[However, the 

Creative Director] began  an impressive impromptu creative presentation by … sketching out 

his "concept" on a small  white paper napkin…When he was finished everyone was elated. 

The Creative Director  had saved the meeting, the business and the relationship, with a 

scribble on a lunch napkin.  I'll never remember what was on that napkin, nobody will—but I'll 

never forget the smiling,  back-slapping clients loading into the elevator—fully assured of 

our competence and  creative ability…[T]he napkin idea never saw the light of day, and the 

truth was it never  mattered. 
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The artists’ long-worked-out concepts had failed to impress, yet the creative director’s ah-ha won 

the contract. But the napkin-concept itself was irrelevant; the Creative Director won the contract 

not because of his ability to come up with a mind-blowing graphic concept on the spot, but 

because of his ability to read his clients and know that presenting an impromptu idea might win 

them over. This insight was no ah-ha but was rather the result of careful, deliberate study. 

 I know one mathematician Joel David Hamkins—in fact, I happen to be married to him—

who claims to have faith in his Aha! moments. He thinks that great ideas can come to him in a 

flash of inspiration. However, I observe him at work, and over the course of an evening there 

may be numerous “Aha! I’ve got it” exclamations each followed by a half-hour or so of effortful 

thought whereupon I hear him sigh and lament that, alas, maybe he hasn’t quite got it after all. 

Of course, his aha’s are not just random but come to him because he has extensive knowledge of 

the subject, something like a chess player’s ability to zero in on a few candidate moves. 

However, it could be, revising International master Willy Hendricks’s comment on chess, that 

the opposite of great theorems coming to mind automatically, almost randomly, are theorems 

that come to mind much less easily, though they may be the strongest in the given situation. 

(International Master, Willy Hendricks, in Sense and Nonsense in Improving your Chess p. 42.) 

 And then, of course, there is the famous warm bath-water inducing aha of Archimedes, 

who, according to legend, suddenly realized how to determine whether the king’s gold crown 

had been speciously mixed with silver: understanding in a flash that displaced water can serve as 

an exact measure for a submerged object, it struck him that if the crown were mixed with the 

lighter metal silver, it would displace more water (since silver is lighter than gold and thus a 

fraudulent crown would need to be bulkier, if it were to weigh the same as a pure gold crown). 

And, as the story goes, so taken was he by this sudden discovery that the jubilant Archimedes 

jumped out of his bath and ran naked through the streets shouting, “Eureka!” It is a captivating 

story, but it is doubtful that it ever occurred. The tale is first described by the Roman writer 

Vitruvius nearly two-hundred years after the event was said to have taken place, and numerous 

scientists, including Galileo, have thought it much more likely that Archimedes would have 

evaluated the crown by using the law of buoyancy (the upward buoyant force on a submerged 

object is equal to the weight of the fluid that the object displaces—a law that Archimedes 

discovered, though presumably not in the bath) and an accurate scale, which is something that 

was far more common during Archimedes’s time than a precise pycnometer, which measures 

water displacement.
5
  

 Yet why do we place so much value on aha moments?  The mathematician Miha Habič 

suggested that it is because they are the only chance we have to see a result as surprising. 

Sometimes when we work slowly and linearly, by the time we have arrived at the final result, it 

seems obvious. I often find myself wondering, after painstakingly writing a paper (or, indeed, 

this book), whether my conclusions, though I think correct, are worth publishing as they must be 

known by everyone. But I think it is possible that the conclusions one arrives at in a slower, more 

deliberate manner may at least sometimes be more surprising (to others) than any which came 

about via sudden insight—and perhaps also more likely to be correct.  

 

The poem arose during an opium infused dream 

Can drugs be used to attain effortless inspiration, to put one in a state where one need not think 

or struggle to come up with ideas but where ideas just come unbidden? Stories of individuals 

who have made great achievements under the influence of mind-altering substances are 
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countless, especially when the category of mind-altering substances includes alcohol, nicotine 

and caffeine, but let me consider just three cases of individuals whose achievements have been 

seen as both especially noteworthy and, at least in the first two cases, occurring under the 

influence of drugs rather stronger than espresso.  

 Perhaps the quintessential example of the effortless creation of a great piece of work that 

arose under the influence of drugs and without conscious thought is Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 

creation of Kubla Kahn. Coleridge, who was an opium addict, claims in the 1816 preface to the 

poem that no less than “two or three hundred lines” came to him in a “profound sleep” during 

which the images of the poem “rose up before him as things, with a parallel production of the 

correspondent expressions.” In Lawrence Hanson’s () words, the composition of Kubla Kahn is 

“the supreme example in English literature of the workings of the creative subconscious, 

unhelped—or unhindered—by conscious composition.” Of course, that Coleridge was able to 

remember so clearly what he had purportedly dreamt suggests that such a dream would, in some 

sense, be conscious; still Coleridge’s description of the images rising before him indicates that 

rather than creating the poem himself, he only had to take opium and let it happen. Is this 

correct? 

 There is some doubt that the event occurred as Coleridge explained it in the 1816 preface. 

As John Spencer Hill (1983) points out, although in the 1816 preface to Kubla Kahn Coleridge 

claims that the poem came to in during a profound sleep, in an earlier handwritten manuscript, 

the Crewe Manuscript, he claims that the poem was “composed in a sort of Reverie brought on 

by two grains of Opium.” Being composed in a sort of reverie and arriving in a profound sleep 

are disparate processes. So even if Coleridge composed Kubla Kahn after taking opium, it may 

be that he was doing the work and not simply the opium. Furthermore, the differences between 

the 1816 publication and the earlier written Crewe Manuscript indicate that the poem was revised 

before publication. (Coleridge claims in the 1816 preface that his transcription of the poem was 

interrupted when a visitor arrived after which he was unable to remember any more of it. If I 

were in his position and couldn’t figure out how to end a poem, I might say this too.)  

 Another impressive example of an individual arriving at a brilliant idea while on drugs is 

the chemist Kary Mullis’s experience with LSD. Mullis claims that taking LSD was integral to 

his invention of the polymerase chain reaction technique, for which he won a Nobel prize; LSD, 

as he explained it, allowed him to “sit on a DNA molecule and watch the polymers go by.”
6
 But 

here too, this does not seem to be an example of where the drugs inhibited thought, or even 

conscious thought, but merely altered it. (Mullis, who was a student at Berkeley, also claims that 

taking LSD was “certainly much more important” than any courses he ever took; however, one 

wonders if, perhaps, he ought to have placed a bit more importance on his coursework since in 

his 1998 autobiography he not only denies both that HIV causes AIDS and that the ozone is 

being depleted, but also claims to believe in astrology and to have once encountered, while not 

on LSD, a glowing green, talking raccoon.) 

 Lastly, let me mention the case of Paul Erdos, who was one of the most prolific 

mathematicians ever and also a coffee and other stimulant addict. I don’t think that anyone 

would say that stimulants inhibit thinking (though they may make one think in a different way).
 7

 

                                                           
6
 Nutt, 258.  See also Rob Loevering forthcoming 

7In what way does it alter thought?  [a reference here..].  My own impression is that it allows for 

more attention to detail…    In contrast to Gauss, who is the most prolific mathematician ever 

and whose work is generally recognized as deeper than Erdos’s, Erdos rarely wrote papers alone 
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Yet perhaps caffeine and other stimulants (before one becomes resistant to their effects) make it 

easier to be motivated to work hard and to focus and thus make the task at hand relatively 

effortless in the sense that it lessens the need for great will power. But while stimulants may for 

some make certain aspects of a task less effortful in one sense, they also inspire more effort in 

another—besides being addicted to coffee and stimulants, Erodos was also addicted to work. 

There may be some truth to the witticism that “a mathematician is a machine for turning coffee 

into theorems” (widely attributed to Erdos but actually first said by another Hungarian 

mathematician, Alfréd Rényi), but the machine is a thinking one.
8
  

 I leave aside the question of whether alcohol in any way enables experts to just do it 

rather than merely removes certain inhibitions to thought, or, indeed, just helps them to cope 

with the pain of continually striving to do better than before.
9
 

 

 

Do musicians just do it? 

I wrote in Chapter 4 that the classical cellist Inbal Segev thinks that it is important for the 

musician to not be led by the music, but to consciously direct it. Do non-classical musicians also 

guide their music or do they tend more to follow it where it leads them?  

 Charlie Parker famously said, “You’ve got to learn your instrument. Then, you practice, 

practice, practice. And then, when you finally get up there on the bandstand, forget all that and 

just wail.”  And Trey Anastasio, the guitarist from the band Phish, explains that in improvisatory 

performance, “There’s a lot of preparation and discipline that goes into it just so that, when 

you’re in the moment, you’re not supposed to be thinking at all." (The believer interview 

July/August 2001). It is, as I have mentioned, sometimes difficult to know what is going on in 

your own mind, but if I take seriously the claims of experts who say that they think in action, I 

need to take seriously the claims of those who say that they don’t. So let me ask: In music 

improvisation, do musicians turn off the thinking mind?  

 Neuroscientists have weighed in on this question by having musicians improvise on a 

custom-built non-ferromagnetic piano inside a functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 

device.
10

 And, in line with just-do-it, one thing some of these studies show is that in comparison 

to playing a memorized arrangement, such as a scale, professional musicians improvising in the 

scanner exhibit reduced activity in executive control areas associated with conscious self-

monitoring. This suggests that that they let the music lead them, and as such it challenges my 

think-to-win account as applied to conscious self-monitoring during music improvisation.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

the most prolific mathematician. One wonders if his extreme stimulant use prevented him from 

slowing down enough to work out the details of a proof. 
8
 After buying coffee with the money he received from publisher’s representative in exchange for some of the math 

text books, the Berkley mathematician Ken Ribet said that he had turned theorems into coffee.   
9
 See the chapter entitled “the Muse in the bottle” in Rothenberg (1990) for a discussion of this issue. “Faulkner,” he 

points out, “had long periods of abstinence, or virtual abstinence, during his working life, and it was during these 

periods that his great novels were produced.” 
10 37. Bengtsson SL, Csíkszentmiháyli M, Ullén F. Cortical regions involved in the generation of musical structures 

during improvisation in pianists. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience.2007;19(5):830–842.  

38. Berkowitz AL, Ansari D. Generation of novel motor sequences: The neural correlates of musical 

improvisation. NeuroImage.2008;41:535–543.  

39. de Manzano Ö, Ullén F. Goal-independent mechanisms for free response generation: Creative and pseudo-

random share neural substrates. NeuroImage. 2011;59:772–780.  

40. Limb CJ, Braun AR. Neural substrates of spontaneous music performance: An fMRI study of jazz 

improvisation. PLoS ONE.2008;3(2):2–9. 
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 There might be reason to question whether the conclusion we should draw from these 

studies is that executive control is diminished during improvisatory music performance. A 

recurrent theme in this book has been, as I put it in the introduction, that controlled laboratory 

experiments destroy expertise. Clearly there is something peculiar about playing a keyboard 

while lying down in an fMRI machine. Yet this would not account for the results since it would 

seem that the peculiarity would, if anything, make one need to exert more conscious control.  

 Something else, however, may be going on. Based on my understanding of dance, even 

though all improvisation is new to a degree, a dancer’s improvised movements, when performed 

without conscious guidance, often have the same general look. When the look is good enough, 

perhaps one need not try to alter it. Twyla Tharp’s choreography, which arises out of improvisation—

indeed, her dancers usually need to watch her and remember the moves since she often does not even recall what she 

has done—is perhaps a case in point. But although dancing or choreographing in the same style is unobjectionable 

and characteristic of the best choreographers, one wants to avoid the feeling of creating “the same old stuff.” One 

way to do this in dance, and I would think in musical improvisation as well, is to engage the conscious mind. The 

same old stuff is fine for playing in the scanner but not for playing on stage. 

  Moreover, as I also suggested in Chapter 4, playing music involves social interactions not 

all of which are unconscious and automatic. Indeed, a more recent neuroimaginng study that 

examined the process of trading fours, in which musicians alternate four-bar solos, brings this 

point home.
11

 In contrast to the earlier studies, the researchers who undertook this study found 

that the improvisers displayed not reduced, but heightened activity in executive control areas of 

the brain.     

 Songwriting, though it may employ improvisation to generate ideas, is typically not 

simply improvisation (though some rappers, such as the late Notorious B.I.G. compose their 

lyrics almost entirely based on improvisatory techniques). And certainly songwriting can be 

gruelingly difficult work. I mentioned, for example, that the singer-songwriter Leonard Cohen 

spent at least four grueling years working on the song “Hallelujah.” However, Cohen’s 

employment of a think-to-win strategy seems to stand in stark contrast to Bob Dylan’s apparent 

just-do-it compositional method. As Cohen tells in a 1992 interview: 

 

 Dylan and I were having coffee the day after his concert in Paris a few years ago…and he 

 asked me how long it took to write [‘Hallelujah’]. And I told him a couple of years.  I 

lied,  actually. It was more than a couple of years.  

  Then I praised a song of his, ‘I and I,’ and asked him how long it had taken and he 

  said, ‘Fifteen minutes.”  

 

This story, as Light (2012) points out, was clearly told for laughs. Nonetheless, Dylan did 

compose a prodigious number of songs in a relatively brief period of time. And some songwriters 

seem to work even more quickly: “I find you can write [most songs] in less time than it takes to 

sing them” Harry Nilsson proclaims; and in response to the question, “do you find your songs 

come in a flash, or do they come from the result of a lot of work,” Yoko Ono answers, “it’s 

always a flash.”   

 To be sure, some musicians who cherish the flash also may hint that the process can 

involve work. Elsewhere Dylan tells of the novel he wrote, which he admits to having worked on 

                                                           
11

 Neural Substrates of Interactive Musical Improvisation: An fMRI Study of ‘Trading Fours’ in Jazz Gabriel F. 

Donnay,  Summer K. Rankin, Monica Lopez-Gonzalez, Patpong Jiradejvong, Charles J. Limb, Published: February 
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for an extended period, and then explains song writing: “It’s like writing a novel; it just takes me 

a lot less time and I can get it done—done to where I can re-read it in my head a lot.”
 12

 Re-

reading sounds like thinking to me, and if writing the novel took effort, then it would seem that 

song-writing, given that it felt like an abbreviated form of novel-writing, may have taken some 

effort too. And Carole King, who claims that “You’ve Got a Friend” was one song that “wrote 

itself” also emphasizes the importance of novelty and the effort it takes to arrive at it:  

 

 There is a lot of hard work involved in songwriting…I like to be unpredictable...[Not] 

one  song has a [recognizable structure]… And that’s something I work at.  

  

 I said that not all ideas arrive in the shower. I didn’t mention, however, that part of the 

reason for this is that with some musicians, ideas seem to come to them while driving.  In Paul 

Zollo’s (2003) interviews with songwriters, this was a theme: “you’re driving a car or 

something,” Dave Brubeck says, “and pow, it’s there.” Chris Brown, the guitarist in the band 

Dog told me that many of his ideas also materialize “while driving, and not specifically thinking 

about music or trying to write anything.” He explained: “I can labor at a song for a long time 

(this is when nothing gets written that I will keep, in general) until there is a flash of 

insight…and an idea will come to me.” But again, just like in the shower, one might wonder how 

to understand the “pow.”  Why is it described in terms of ideas arriving unbidden rather than in 

terms of thinking of ideas while driving? Perhaps it is that driving can be relaxing and so one is 

only thinking in a relaxed way, or as I mentioned before, in a peripheral way.  And of course, it 

may be that driving is conducive to unconscious thought. Moreover, I wouldn’t be surprised if 

some of these songs that come to musicians out of nowhere while driving “coincidentally” 

happened to be very close to what was playing on the radio a few miles back.
13

   

 Then there is the famous story about Paul McCartney, who claims to have woken up one 

morning with the melody for “Yesterday” fully formed in his head. Was the tune of one of the 

most-covered songs in music history an example of effortless mastery? While the melody, he 

claims, came to him in a dream, the lyrics themselves apparently took a great deal of thought and 

effort. Indeed, McCartney was working so hard trying out various possibilities on a piano during 

the four or so weeks the Beatles spent shooting their film Help! that the director of the film 

threatened to have the piano removed unless he finished writing the song. And when he wasn’t 

working on it at the piano, he was often talking about it, which tried the other Beatles’ patience: 

“Blimey,” George Harrison opined, “he’s always talking about that song. You’d think he was 

Beethoven or somebody.” Of course, it was the melody and not the lyrics that were dreamt and I 
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 In this context, note the recent stairway to heaven lawsuit…. Chris Brown, however, tells me that his radio has 

been broken for years. All of this talk about songs coming to musicians while driving made me realize how different 

this phenomenon is from finding ideas for a dance, which, when, it comes to steps is typically done by actually 

doing or doing to a degree the steps yourself; in this sense choreography seems much more bodily based than 

composing or coming up with music. I’ve choreographed a few dozen pieces and perhaps never had any thoughts, or 

at least any viable thought, about what to do for individual dancers while not somewhat warmed up and dancing 

myself, or at least, apart from the times where I’ve had dancers themselves create something while I watch and offer 

suggestions (though even here, I’d often want to try the movement, of mark it, if I am unable to do it.) There is a 

dearth of women choreographers in the ballet world and thought likely there are many reasons for this, the difficultly 

of coming up with inventive lifts without being able to try the lifting process out may be one reason. In my own 

experience in choreographing lifts, I would need to just roughly indicate something and let the men come up with a 

lift that works. I was never disappointed in what they ultimately produced, yet it somehow felt like a gap in my 

ability to choreograph.  
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don’t know how much, if any, the melody of the song changed during the intervening two years 

between when it came to him and when it was first recorded, but one imagines that during those 

two years of struggle with the lyrics that the melody underwent at least some revisions.  

  Nonetheless, I think that the singer-songwriter might sometimes be, if not an example of 

an extreme case of just-do-it, then at least on the just-do-it spectrum. And, to conjecture a bit 

more, perhaps one reason for this is that many rock/folk/singer-songwriters do not have formal 

musical training and do not read standard musical notation. Although Carole King was 

classically trained, neither Leonard Cohen nor Bob Dylan nor Paul McCartney read standard 

musical notation. This wouldn’t be relevant to why composing lyrics was so apparently effortless 

for Dylan and effortful, at least with “Hallelujah” for Cohen. But if in certain forms of music, the 

entire training process is less analytic than training in at least some other areas of expertise—if it 

proceeds less in terms of words that identify concepts than in terms of “making, making, 

making” as Craven explained it to me—this could account for the attenuated explicit thought 

process that, at least for some, facilitates composing the music. In other words, I think that one 

important reason for why experts are able to think beneficially in performance is that they train 

in a thoughtful, analytic way; musicians who do not train in this way may be an exception to the 

view that expert actions are thoughtful.  

 Or rather, thought may occur in such cases, but not in words; such musicians think, but 

they are thinking in music. What this really means, I as nonmusician cannot fully fathom, 

however, I would guess that it is similar to the situation of the dancer. In dance, we do not have 

words to describe every significant aspect of movement, but one nonetheless conceptualizes 

one’s movement in various ways. One is thinking, in such situations, in movement.  

 The jazz bass violinist Mike Fleming commented on thinking in music: “you got to hear 

the note before playing it,” which is not really so different from what a baseball once told me: 

“when you play, you need to know what to do with the ball, before you catch it.”
14

 

 Of course, it might be that part of the appeal of some rock music, like the appeal of the 

blog, is that, though it may come about only after years of practice, the piece itself was created 

quickly and somewhat thoughtlessly. Less worked out and refined ideas can sometimes be 

grasped more readily than the output of many years of editing (of course, one need only think of 

Heidegger ‘s Being and Time to see that this is not always the case.) Some rock songs have 

immediate appeal, and if this is in part due to the fifteen minute composition, it leaves a place for 

just-do-it.   

 Yet again, perhaps the degree of explicit, conceptual thought involved in musical 

composition simply differs among individuals. “In response to Zollo’s question “Is it possible 

that knowledge can get in the way of spontaneity?” Paul Simon says, “certainly in popular music 

and rock and roll, that’s not the problem.  The problem is that people don’t know enough.”
15

 

 

  

Expert action and the meaning of life  

  In “Saving the Sacred from the Axial Revolution,” Dreyfus and Kelly tell us, 

 

 the Homeric Greeks led the very opposite of nihilistic lives. They were filled with 

wonder  at the way they were taken care of by a pantheon of shining Olympian gods. They 

lived  intense and meaningful lives. Heroes, athletes, moods, and gods, were constantly welling 
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up  and drawing them in. Their world was a world of sacred, shining people and things. And 

the  Homeric Greeks were grateful to everything that the gods drew them into—from sleep to 

 heroic deeds, to overwhelming passions.  

 

And this will help us, according to Dreyfus and Kelly,  

 

 to cultivate the practices of opening ourselves to being overwhelmed by the power of 

moods  and nature, and at the same time learn the practice of cultivating ourselves so that our 

 routines are transformed into rituals that bring things out at their shining best.  

 

This is connected to just-do-it since, according to Dreyfus and Kelly, it is when we are drawn 

into action, rather than taking charge of our actions, that, we perform at our best; the greatest 

poets, they tell us, “speak from something beyond themselves,” and just like falling asleep, the 

expert cannot perform her actions “by dint of effort and control.” Rather, as they put it 

elsewhere, it is when we are “taken over by the situation,” that life “really shines and matters 

most.”(All Things Shining p. 201). 

 Throughout this book, however, I have been arguing for the importance of effort and 

control in expert action and for the idea that experts do not merely let it happen, but actually 

make it happen. Sometimes it may be psychologically useful to tell yourself, “my actions are not 

up to me.” And perhaps this is part of the secret of the success of programs like AA, which ask 

you to give yourself up to a higher power. Even if there is no higher power, when the idea of 

tackling an addiction on your own seems just too difficult and overwhelming that it is not worth 

even trying, it can be useful to think it is not up to you. Yet on the type of view that I am drawn 

to, in the end, it is the expert who is responsible for her actions. If meaning, as Dreyfus and Kelly 

claim, is found in those moments where you are carried away by something not fully under your 

control, have I been leading experts to a life into nihilism and despair?   

 On my view, although experts do not embody the type of the meaning that Dreyfus and 

Kelly claim to find in Homer’s epic, they are paragons of another type of meaning, the meaning 

one finds in developing one’s potential, what Immanuel Kant speaks of in the Groundwork for 

the Metaphysics of Morals as our duty to cultivate our "predispositions to greater perfection," a 

duty he sees as often involving a struggle.
16

 The life of extreme drug addiction lacks meaning not 

because such people fail to experience the “woosh,” which is the term Kelly and Dreyfus use to 

refer to the state of being carried away—the state, as they see it in which you are grateful for 

something beyond your control that draws you to achieve at your best—but rather because they 

are failing to develop their brains and bodies; their potential is going to waste.
17

  Now, how to 

make sense of this notion of potential and why it is important to fulfill it in a world that is 

ultimately particles in the void is a deep and difficult topic that I cannot address here (or likely 

anywhere).
18

 However, as I hope my arguments throughout the book have shown, if living a 

meaningful life is about living up to your potential, then the idea that the expert should stand 

back and effortlessly let it happen, just isn’t going to do it. 
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Furthermore, I’m not sure if what Dreyfus and Kelly see as the Homeric ideal is worth 

fighting for—or rather, as they would have it, leaving one self open to. At least, it is not the type 

of meaning I seek. In particular, I prefer not leave myself open to “being overwhelmed by the 

power of moods.” After discussing Dreyfus and Kelly’s paper in an undergraduate class, one of 

my students said “the authors must not have ever had PMS.” And I can’t help but agree with her, 

and not just in the obvious way. I can function, and even optimally during those dismal weeks, 

however, this is achieved only by dint of executive control and reason that prevent me from 

being overwhelmed. In the world Dreyfus and Kelly admire, people, events and goals “shine,” 

and they call on us to leave ourselves open to these shining things so that our moods will bring 

us under their thrall. However, I prefer a world that is more matte than shining, which allows me 

to rationally choose the course I wish to take rather than being drawn into it by its glistening 

light. (Of course, since Dreyfus and Kelly allow in their picture of a meaningful life a role for 

“the philosophical aspiration to mood-less mood,” it is not clear that I am disagreeing with them 

here. “The mood of tranquility and clear-headed, rational decision that philosophers like 

Descartes have brought to the center of our world…has it’s place” they tell us; but although 

tranquility may be a mood, it seems that when we classify clear-headed, rational decision making 

as a mood, we’ve lost the distinction between moods and reason. My student commented that 

Descartes’ understood the situation.)   

 Dreyfus and Kelly also speak of the appeal of the Homeric “life of intensity” and tell us 

that “perhaps we can aspire to Dante’s all-encompassing bliss.” Yet, although I like bliss as 

much as the next guy, I wouldn’t say that it is what I aspire to, at least if bliss is understood 

something like the present experience of pleasure or joy. I am not sure if I would not go so far 

as Kant and claim that “devoting [one’s] life to pleasure is morally forbidden,” (p16) but I can 

say that it doesn’t seem to give my life meaning. I get great blissy pleasure in taking yoga 

classes, but at the end of the day, I want something more to show of my life than toned triceps. 

I do aspire, however, to another Ancient Greek ideal, and this the ideal of living a life that 

allows one to look back and say, “I have lived my life well,” a life that is conducive to what 

Greeks called eudaemonia.
19

  If all I am to see in that final backward glance is all-

encompassing bliss, I will not have achieved eudaemonia. 

 A life lived well for me will be one in which have I developed my talents, but not only this, 

for to develop my talents in a vacuum, is also not something that I retrospectively value. 

Rather, in reviewing my life, I also want to feel that I have affected others in a positive way. 

Gratitude seems to be a central source of meaning for Dreyfus and Kelly; it is by “opening 

ourselves up to the moods of wonder and gratitude at the root of Homer’s sense of the sacred” 

that we may “recover and revive the intensity and meaningfulness that Homer’s polytheists 

enjoyed.” However, although I certainly take gratitude to be a positive emotion, it is not for me 

what matters most; it is not, for me, highly conducive to eudaemonia.  Rather, I find more 

meaning in affecting other people’s lives; I want to do something that warrants gratitude 

(whether or not it is actually ever given) more than being a beneficiary of acts for which I shall 

be grateful.   

 

Is sex like golf?   

In chapter one, I quoted golfer Dave Hill’s provocative claim that “the golf swing is like sex. 

You can’t be thinking about the mechanics of the act while you are performing.” If, as I have 
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been arguing, experts generally think in action, and sometimes even about the mechanics of the 

act, why did he say this? To say that you can’t think about the mechanics of the golf swing while 

performing is not the same as saying that you cannot think during a golf swing; thinking may 

occur at a higher level. Nor is it to say that you can’t think about the mechanics of your swing 

prior to going through with it. Moreover, it might be that just like Gallwey claims to focus on his 

triceps when his racket is below the ball, some expert golfers do focus on relatively low level 

aspects of their swing.  I welcome comments from gofers on this topic. 

 Hill was known for his highly provocative remarks, so there is a question about whether 

he was merely trying to be provocative. Moreover, even if he believed he claim, it is not clear 

that he always followed it:  

 

 Experimenting is my nature, and I know it has cost me considerable prize money over the 

 years. I overcomplicate the game, toy around with too many options, and try too many 

 difficult shots when a simple shot could get the job done. (Teed off) 

 

Perhaps it is sometimes less demoralizing to say that you lose because you were trying too hard, 

experimenting and overcomplicating things, than to say that the winning player was simply 

better.  

 Yet, enough conjectures about why Hill may have made the comments he did, for I 

imagine that you have arrived at this point in the book to find out whether think-to-win applies to 

sex; that is, you want to know whether when we do it, we should just do it. Assuming that golf 

allows one to think in action and is benefitted by such thinking, you want to know: Is sex is like 

golf? 

 Sex is, assuredly, a complicated matter, and one relevant—though rather uninteresting in 

the larger scheme of things—complication is that it is not clear that, outside of the ranks of 

professionals in the sex trade, sexually active adults should count as experts in my sense of 

“expert.” Is the sex act something that we deliberately train to perform?  Are we engaged in an 

ongoing quest to improve our actions in this area of our lives?  Or might it be more like everyday 

activity (if you’re lucky enough)?  

Let’s put this issue aside and get back to the interesting question. Regardless of whether 

sexually active adults count as experts in the relevant domain, and thus whether the topic of sex 

(outside of the professional sex trade) is at all relevant to my main goal in this book, which has 

been to tear down the just-do-it principle and fortify think-to-win, we can still ask: Is Dave Hill 

correct about sex?  Does thinking interfere with doing it? And if so, should we refrain from 

thinking while thusly engaged.    

None less than Aristotle a had something to say about this (Nicomachean Ethics, book 7, 

chapter 11): 

 

 οἷον τῇ τῶν ἀφροδισίων· οὐδένα γὰρ ἂν δύνασθαι νοῆσαί τι ἐν αὐτῇ.  (1152b17–18) [As with 

the pleasure of sex: no one could have any thoughts when enjoying that. (trans. C. Rowe.)] 

 

Sounds like support for Dave Hill.  However, let us look at the larger context in which 

this remark occurs. This comment on sex is actually not presented by Aristotle as his own, but 

rather as the view of someone who objects to Aristotle’s position that pleasure is good. That is, 

Aristotle is claiming that his opponent may claim that “pleasure is not a good at all” because, 

among other things, “pleasures are a hindrance to thought, and the more so the more one delights 
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in them” and this is illustrated, claims his rhetorical opponent, by sex. So we should not 

understand this remark as Aristotle’s endorsement of the view that no one can think while 

enjoying that.   

What would Aristotle say about whether one can think while engaged in sexual activity? 

Since his concern is with whether the pleasure impedes thinking, rather than with whether 

thinking impedes pleasure, it is difficult to say. However, he does respond to his opponent by 

claiming that neither practical wisdom (phronesis) “nor any disposition at all is impeded by the 

specific pleasure deriving from it, but only by alien ones” (1153a20). For example, since the 

pleasure of learning is not alien to learning itself, the pleasure of learning, he tells, does not 

impede learning but makes us learn all the more (1153a20). But an alien pleasure, such as the 

pleasure of texting, Aristotle would no doubt say, if he were alive today, does impede learning.
20

 

One might thus speculate that he would also think that pleasures are hindered by alien thoughts 

but not by relevant ones, and if so that while thinking about, say, mathematics during sex would 

hinder sexual pleasure (since thoughts about mathematics are alien to sexual pleasure), thinking 

about sex during sex would not.  
But even if one can beneficially think about sex while doing it, one might still wonder: can one 

think about mechanics of sex while doing it? And what precisely are the mechanics of sex 

anyway? These questions could be discussed in delightful detail, however, as we are drawing to 

a close, suffice it to say that a woman’s anatomy is so exquisitely subtle that if her partner just 

does it without thinking about the mechanics, it is likely that nothing in the realm of optimality 

will obtain.
21

  

(Incidentally, I have found that women are much less likely to see the creative process 

as effortless; with their long nine months of pregnancy culminating in excruciating pain, 

women know that creating takes hard work; men, however, whose contribution involves little 

more than a mere fifteen seconds of ecstasy are sometimes deluded.
22

) 

   

Don’t think; just do? 
The writer Heinrich von Kleist (1810/1972) claimed that “grace appears to the best advantage in 

that human body structure that has no consciousness at all—or has infinite consciousness—that is, 

in the mechanical puppet, or in the God.” For those who hold that expertise is spontaneous and 

effortless, experts are the marionettes: after they have honed their skills, they dispense with self-

regulation and are simply drawn to act in ways that are no longer under their control. In this 

book, however, I have tried to make the case that rather than being pulled by God’s strings, 

experts are today’s gods who perform their exquisite skills with, if not infinite, than at least a 

great deal of thoughtful, attentive and self-reflective, conscious control. 

                                                           
20

 Aristotle does not explain what he means by “alien pleasures” and because of this, it is difficult to criticize his 

claim.  However, for me at least, certain presumably alien pleasures such as the pleasure of drinking tea or eating 

blueberries are conducive to learning.  This possibility and the fact that Aristotle’s main point is that pleasures 

associated with an activity do not hinder one’s ability to engage in the activity makes me wonder if Aristotle meant 

that in as much as pleasure is going to interfere with performance, it would only be alien pleasures that do that (and 

even they might not.)   
21

 And there are of course numerous other ways in which one might develop the golf is like sex analogy; for 

example, both are more fun when not engaged in alone.   
22

 I’d like to thank John Krakauer for his illuminating discussion about how much time such ecstasy lasts. While 

we are on the topic, it might be worth pointing out that, no matter how long it lasts, it wouldn’t 

hurt to take a bit more time getting. Perhaps Aristotle puts it best: “it is rarely that a godlike man 

is found”(1145a25) Fortunately, I’m married to one. 
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Yet what about Balanchine’s claim that his dancers shouldn’t think? I asked Violette 

Verdy, one of the premier ballet dancers of the twentieth century, about this. Verdy was a 

principal dancer with New York City Ballet for eighteen years under Balanchine’s direction, 

during which time he created many famous roles for her. But Verdy brushed off the question. 

“Oh that,” she replied, “he only said that when a dancer was stuck; like an elevator between 

floors.” And after thinking this over, I realized that it makes perfect sense. Unreflective, 

automatic action does play a role in performing.  But quite contrary to the just-do-it-principle, it 

is when things go wrong, not when they go right, that we need it.   

And isn’t this also true of philosophy?  When is it that you need to step back from 

thinking and just let your unconscious mind, or perhaps, not even the mind, but simply your hand 

guide your writing? Precisely when you’re stuck between floors. Yet it is not that the thinking 

itself that gets you stuck; it is not as if the thinking is interfering with the action. And it is if the 

unconscious mind will then take you on a gilded path to success. But philosophy—like any other 

area of expertise for which room for improvement is endless—is challenging, which means you 

might get stuck between floors.  And when you’re really stuck—not just facing a challenging 

problem and finding flaws in all of your attempts to address it, which is the typically state of 

affairs in philosophy, but really stuck in the sense of not being able to address it at all—just 

doing it may be useful.  But then again, so might be not doing it at all. For even experts 

occasionally need to take a break.  
 

 

 


