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Chapter 1
Chapter 1 explores whether expert athletes rely primarily on conscious or nonconscious mental processes during peak performance, arguing that this question cannot be answered without simultaneously examining the nature of consciousness itself. The chapter opens by noting that consciousness is an elusive concept, and that understanding athletic expertise requires integrating empirical sport psychology with philosophical inquiry. As the text states, peak performance research shows that “manipulating one’s consciousness state modifies her cognitive performances,” demonstrating a causal codependence between phenomenal consciousness and cognitive function.
The contrasts of traditional metaphysical approaches to consciousness (e.g., Lewis 1980; Searle 1995; Chalmers 1996) with phenomenological and embodied perspectives (Zahavi 2005; Gallagher & Zahavi 2008; Thompson 2014). These latter approaches view consciousness as a situated, embodied, and relational phenomenon rather than a detached mental property. Sport becomes a privileged domain for this investigation because athletes operate under extreme cognitive and physical demands, revealing the architecture of perception, action, and decision-making under pressure.

A central theme is the role of nonconscious processes in expert performance. The chapter adopts a tripartition between nonconscious, subconscious, and unconscious processes, noting that expert action often unfolds through “unreflective action… through automatic routines.” This aligns with classical models of skill acquisition (Fitts & Posner 1967) and embodied cognition theorists such as Dreyfus & Dreyfus (1980), who argue that expertise depends on the automatization of complex motor and perceptual patterns.
Importantly, these automatic processes are not rigid but adaptive, flexible, and context-sensitive (Beilock et al. 2002; Gray 2014). Philosophers such as Dreyfus (2002), Kelly (2002), and Rietveld (2008) describe this as a form of pre-reflective intelligence, grounded in tacit know‑how that exceeds explicit awareness.
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