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Introduction: Redefining Excellence—and Why We Need It More Than Ever

When are you at your best, and what does it feel like?

I’ve posed this question to hundreds of people—athletes, artists, musicians, physicians, creatives, writers, attorneys, investors, teachers, coaches, parents, and more. The answers coalesce around a few major themes:

We are at our best when we are: Working without distraction on something that matters to us. Creating and contributing to the world. Engaging deeply with others. Sufficiently challenged. Using our unique skills. In a state of relaxed productivity. Giving something our all. In the presence of beauty.

We feel: Joy and inspiration. Ready and attuned. Invigorated. Electric. Nourished and at peace. Deeply satisfied. Profound awe. Fully alive. At home in the world.

This is what excellence is all about.

Excellence is often used in reference to professional athletes, award-winning artists, and other masters of craft, so much so that people who don’t fit into those categories may believe they are barred from participating in it. Other times, excellence is confused with perfectionism or winning at all costs. There’s also performative excellence, which is more concerned with the appearance of being great than actual greatness. But these narratives couldn’t be further from the truth.

Excellence is one of the most real things there is, and excellence is for all of us.

Throughout history, those who were constantly on the lookout for greater opportunities gained an immense survival advantage. Even if we are fortunate enough not to be worried about our next meal, that early imprinting hasn’t disappeared. We have an innate drive for progress and growth. It’s why we feel so alive when we channel that drive into meaningful goals—be it starting a business, writing a book, learning an instrument, studying a craft, or training for a marathon. Excellence is less a destination and more an energizing process of growth and becoming—an ongoing path that yields our best performances and, every bit as important, our best selves. We are made to move toward excellence as a tree is made to move toward the sun.

Yet when I asked the same hundreds of people how often they experience being at their best, the vast majority replied with some version of not as often as I’d like.

They are not alone.

The world is chaotic and full of noise. We are constantly flooded with synthetic content and experiences, much of which is dispensed not by humans but by algorithms and machines. Our attention is fractured. Our work and home lives can be stressful, often at the same time. We commonly feel distracted, overloaded, lonely, and exhausted, if not on the edge of burnout. The result is that we are pulled away from the states of mind and being that we yearn for and, eventually, from the people we aspire to become. Alienation describes the disconnect people experience from their own lives, and it is a defining problem of our time. When we lose the ability to pursue what matters to us with integrity, we lose a sense of who we are.

What I’m calling excellence offers an alternative.

Excellence drives purposeful attention and productive action. It supports living with intimacy and depth instead of remove and shallowness. It reconnects us with our essential humanity and fills us with purpose in an increasingly numbed-out world. Now more than ever, it is imperative that we cultivate our own versions of excellence. Our individual and collective lives depend on it. This book will show you how.


What Is Excellence?

There are times when I am deep into a book project and my reading, research, reporting, and writing—you could even say my entire being—combine to create a work that fills me with pride. Or when my athletic training gathers a momentum that nothing can stop, my body and mind syncing seamlessly to generate strength, power, and speed—and not just on any given day, but for weeks, maybe even months. During these periods, I know something good is happening. I can sense it deep inside. I feel my best, do my best, and become my best.

Perhaps you’ve had similar experiences.

No doubt, excellence has an ineffable quality, but it also has an empirical one, which means you can define it and map out its attainment. When you do, the result is involved engagement in something worthwhile that supports your values and goals.

Excellence combines mastery and mattering.

Mastery means developing skill and making progress in activities you deem worthwhile. It could result from learning a trade or advancing in a career, but it could also come from increasing the weight of your deadlift, writing poetry, building a table, making art, or learning how to play an instrument. Mattering is a sense that what you are doing has significance, that your contributions and progress are meaningful. Decades of research show mastery and mattering are key to a life well lived, or what psychologists call life satisfaction.

We experience the high of excellence when we are creating it, and we are drawn to it as witnesses. It’s the sculpture that elicits a cascade of emotions. The motorcycle that tightly grips the road. The basketball jump shot comprised of one hundred small movements harmoniously flowing together. The craftsperson’s practiced hammer strike on a nail. The rhythm of a great sentence. The leader whose calm yet forceful presence commands the attention of an entire room. The back-and-forth of an absorbing conversation. The surgeon operating at her full scope, knowing each surgical tool, incision line, and nerve ending. The poignant turn in a powerful song. Like a finely tuned instrument, excellence exudes an attractiveness and rightness that we know not only in our heads, but also in our hearts.

It’s a big part of what makes life worth living.

At times you may feel at one with whatever it is you are doing, yet excellence is a longer path, a rhythm that you create and sustain. It’s not just the pitcher’s no-hit game, the professor’s captivating lecture, or the farmer’s bountiful harvest. It’s also everything that went into those achievements and what is yet to come. Everyone loves to talk about the peak experiences and transcendent moments, but those moments only arise after you’ve been consistent with the small stuff, the day-to-day fundamentals, for some prior period of time. You’ve got to lay the soil and tend to it for the seeds to sprout.

Excellence


An ongoing process of growth and becoming that imbues life with meaning and vigor. It emerges from involved engagement in something worthwhile that supports your values and goals.

Excellence combines mastery and mattering. It is not something that is out of reach but rather it is your birthright, a core part of your nature.



Here’s why this matters: When you orient around excellence, you end up getting the best out of yourself on the things that matter to you most. Nobody can buy excellence or use power, authority, or intimidation to force their way into it. Nor is excellence a disembodied, ephemeral occurrence in a virtual world. Rather, excellence is one of the most authentic and human experiences there is, and it must be earned. The payoff is a deep internal satisfaction, a genuine self-respect based on effort and competence, a sense of aliveness and resonance that you won’t find anywhere else.

Excellence is also about creating a better world.

It is the generative force that leads to scientific breakthroughs, inspiring athletic feats, beautiful creations, and meaningful relationships. When you strive for excellence, you contribute to this universal dance in your own unique way.



What Excellence Is Not

There are a few common misconceptions about and impostors to the version of excellence presented in this book. Before we dive deeper into what excellence is and how to create it, it’s worth being explicit about what excellence is not.


Excellence is not perfectionism.

Perfectionism is trying to do everything flawlessly. It is a trap that leads to stress and burnout. Excellence means picking and choosing what matters most, giving those pursuits your all, and letting others go. Excellence also realizes that every masterpiece begins as a rough draft, that every story of enduring progress contains highs and lows.



Excellence is not obsession.

Obsession is when you cannot stop, even when you want to. It is intrusive, all-encompassing, and enmeshes your entire self-worth with what you are doing. No doubt, excellence requires hard work. It demands commitment, persistence, and dedication. But it also includes periods of rest and renewal. It acknowledges the value of stepping away, even—and perhaps especially—when doing so is hard. Obsession results in burning bright, then burning out. Excellence is about consistency over time to create extraordinary work, and an extraordinary life.



Excellence is not optimization.

Optimization lends itself to predictability and efficiency, working like a machine. Excellence requires curiosity and exploration. It is guided by an innate knowing that resides deep in your nervous system and that’s been passed down over millennia. Excellence is the opposite of mechanical. It is distinctly human, alive, and full of feeling.



Excellence is not happiness.

Happiness, at least as it’s popularly conceived, involves experiencing pleasure and avoiding pain. Excellence includes a range of emotions. Even when excellence reaches its zenith, the associated feelings are more like satisfaction, vitality, and love. When I asked hundreds of people how they felt when they were at their best, nobody replied, “Happy.” Some said happiness came later on, but it was never the main thing. It always emerged as a by-product of pursuing excellence.



Excellence is not flow.

Flow describes acute moments of effortless absorption in an activity. It is values neutral, which means you can experience flow creating a masterpiece but also mindlessly scrolling social media. (The latter has been coined shitty flow, an idea you’ll read about more in chapter 2.) Excellence, on the other hand, is values laden. It is an elongated path that requires sustained and meaningful effort. Excellence may include moments of flow, but it encompasses so much more—attributes such as caring, discipline, patience, prioritization, ritual, routine, rest, renewal, resilience, and gumption.

As you’ll see in the coming pages, perfectionism, obsession, optimization, over-indexing on happiness, and becoming addicted to flow, especially the shitty variety, are some of the biggest barriers to excellence. It’s a shame when people mistake these other qualities for excellence, thinking they are the keys to a good life, only to come up empty-handed and longing for more.




The Stakes Are High

We live in an era rife with shallow “hacks,” commoditized influencers, and quick fixes. Turn on the television or log on to the internet and it won’t be long before you are served up an array of false promises and performative displays of hustle-culture greatness: Do this then do that, punish yourself for small missteps, simply imagine your future and it will become reality. This stuff is pseudo-excellence: elaborate Kabuki masquerading as the real thing. Pseudo-excellence is loud, arrogant, and in your face. It cycles from fad to fad and chases attention. Real excellence is quiet, confident, consistent, respectful of the craft, and interested in the process of self-discovery.

When we fall for pseudo-excellence, or give up on excellence altogether, the costs are substantial.1 Data from the Gallup Polling Group show that over 75 percent of people feel burnout at some point every year, and only 32 percent feel like they are fully engaged2 in their work. Far too many of us report being isolated, disconnected, and depleted outside of the workplace, too. Survey research from Statista shows3 that 68 percent of us are “just getting by, languishing, or struggling.” In all of these instances, a core problem is the diminishment of genuine excellence in our lives.



Becoming Excellent

This book aims to do two things: The first part will offer a new and comprehensive theory of excellence. It will do this by integrating findings from traditionally siloed domains. You will learn about fascinating new science showing that we are hardwired for excellence—it is an innate force that underlies sustainable progress, optimal functioning, and lasting well-being in all living species, from bacteria to humans. You’ll learn how excellence drives growth and evolution, and why it’s associated with deep-seated feelings of rightness and satisfaction. You’ll dive into the interplay of thinking and feeling, and examine how excellence fits into a practical philosophy of life. You’ll hear stories of world-class performers from across diverse domains—from music to medicine to sports to chess—and uncover what an artist can learn from an athlete, what a scientist can learn from an artist, what a craftsperson can learn from a scientist, and what they can all learn from one another. Emerging from these commonly overlooked connections in science, theory, and practice is the truth of excellence and its central importance in our lives.

The second part of this book outlines the core factors of excellence—the mindsets, habits, and practices that underlie the cultivation of excellence in oneself and others. You’ll learn about the relationship between inner and outer quality, and see how both result from living and working in alignment with your values. You’ll explore a new way to think about setting goals and the relationship between consistency, discipline, and intensity. You’ll discover the power of gumption and the importance of staying patient and problem-solving through peaks, valleys, and plateaus. You’ll see why caring deeply makes you vulnerable and why you should do it anyway. You’ll learn about curiosity and confidence, rest and renewal, routine and ritual, resilience, how to design environments that support excellence in your life, and the role of milestones on what is ultimately a never-ending path. You’ll also discover how to overcome common traps, pitfalls, and barriers to excellence, including alienation, distraction, chasing a never-ending supply of cheap thrills, and addiction to external validation.

If you want to jump right into the practical advice, you can start with part 2, but I recommend reading part 1 first. If I’ve done my job well, by the time you are finished, you will thoroughly understand what excellence is, why it’s so vital, and how to build a life around it.







Part 1 Foundations








Chapter 1 The Biology of Excellence

In the summer of 2020, my family moved from Oakland, California, to Asheville, North Carolina. We rented a house on the east side of town. I wanted to keep up with my physical practice while we settled in, so I built a simple garage gym with a barbell and some weights.

I enjoyed training early in the day; it allowed me to open the door and catch a breeze before the afternoon heat rolled in. During one workout, I was completing a bent-over row, an exercise that involves hinging at the hips so that your chest is parallel to the ground, then pulling a weighted barbell to your chest. You may be thinking I am about to share a moment of excellence that gave rise to a personal best lift, but that’s not at all what happened.

A fair amount of fatigue had set in by my last set. I struggled my way through the final repetitions, dropped the bar, began to stand up, lifted my gaze, and there it was: six hundred pounds of flesh, a mouthful of considerable teeth, and a tongue the size of my head, so close I could feel the warmth of its breath.

I do not have words for what came next. All I can tell you is that somehow I ended up on the stairway to the back door of the house, gazing at an enormous black bear that, for her part, was completely nonplussed. I opened the door and, with one foot inside the house and now ten feet between us, I paused and finally took stock of what happened, the bear lumbering down the driveway en route to her next adventure.

Between first seeing the bear and finding myself in the doorway, I was on autopilot. There was no thinking involved, at least not that I was aware of. I didn’t sit there and contemplate, Oh my, this situation is probably not so good for me. I had better move away! Moments later, my cognitive mind registered what had occurred—Holy crap! That was a bear! I could have reached out and touched it. I cannot believe that just happened. But when I first encountered the bear, I simply reacted. It was a pre-intellectual experience guided by an inner knowing I felt in every corner of my being.

Had I experienced excellence?

In many ways, the answer is a resounding yes. It was involved engagement in something worthwhile that supported my values and goals—in this case, staying alive with my limbs intact.

Though most of us don’t associate excellence with dodging bears, as you’ll see in the coming pages, it is this same inner knowing, this same deeply felt sense of what is good and right, passed down over millennia of evolution, that pulls us toward greatness, even when our lives aren’t on the line. It explains the attunement we feel when we enter the zone—whether it’s creating music, writing poetry or prose, performing at our best during an athletic competition, drawing a picture, holding stage during a pivotal speech, or settling into a groove on a big project. It also explains the intuitive appreciation, the feeling of rightness, that accompanies bearing witness to a beautiful piece of art, a comedian about to nail his punchline, or a master chef’s finest creation.

When people are asked to describe what draws them to these objects and acts, what stops them in their tracks, rarely, if ever, can they. Words do not suffice. Instead, they almost always report a visceral feeling of being moved. “The people who weep before my pictures1 are having the same religious experience I had when I painted them,” remarked the abstract artist Mark Rothko. The comedian Jerry Seinfeld says that when a joke lands, “Bang. You just feel it. You feel it like hitting a baseball2 on the button.”

But from where do these feelings come? And why do we have them in the first place?

In this chapter, we’ll discover that our attraction to excellence and the satisfaction we gain from pursuing it traces itself to our earliest ancestors. We’ll see how the powerful feelings underlying excellence are central to our biology, encoded in our DNA—and how we can reclaim and harness them for our own good. It all starts with a fascinating story, one that takes us back to the beginning of time. It demonstrates that excellence is a life force, and not just in the metaphorical sense.


Excellence as a Force of Nature

Nearly four billion years ago, out of a primordial stew of energy and molecules emerged the first life on Earth. Bacteria are composed of a single cell. They have neither body nor brain. And yet, like all other living organisms that followed, they possess a deep desire to survive and proliferate—their equivalent of flourishing. Bacteria achieve their goal3 by relying on what biologists call “sensing and responding,” which is exactly what it sounds like: Bacteria sense whether an environment is conducive to their survival, and then respond by moving toward or away from it.

“In their un-minded existence,4 it turns out [bacteria] assume what can only be called a sort of moral attitude,” writes Antonio Damasio, a professor of neuroscience, psychology, and philosophy at the University of Southern California. They are attracted to what is “right” for their survival and turned off by what is “wrong.”

From bacteria evolved5 the first multicellular organisms. Though their needs were more intricate, they still lacked consciousness. Nevertheless, with gradually increasing accuracy, these early organisms moved toward conditions that were advantageous to their survival (e.g., food) and away from those that were not (e.g., extreme climates).

Time passed, and life inched toward greater complexity. Around five hundred million years ago, species developed a connection between the brain and body that gave rise to subjective experience. Nowadays we call this a nervous system. At first, the nervous system allowed organisms to feel only internal processes, such as digestion and respiration. However, as evolution charged ahead, organisms began to feel features of their external environments as well, such as temperature, moisture, and airflow. Many scientists consider these feelings to be the origins of a more robust and advanced consciousness.

As living creatures became more sophisticated, they developed a feature biologists call homeostatic upregulation: an innate drive toward flourishing, both now and in the future, with feelings serving as the guide. A negative feeling tells an organism to back off, to make a change because something is wrong. A neutral feeling represents stability. A positive feeling is a signal to keep going. When an organism is moving toward increasing levels of homeostatic upregulation, it is, by definition, demonstrating involved engagement in something worthwhile that supports its values and goals.

What’s fascinating is that much like the intrinsic sense that leads us to jolt away from bears, all of this unfolded before any of these species could generate abstract thoughts. For millions of years, the path to excellence was entirely pre-intellectual. It’s the hardwiring all of us have inherited, and it remains core to who we are today.

Most of us have values and goals that extend beyond mere survival: producing creative work, forging meaningful relationships, improving as an athlete or musician, becoming a better leader, making art, or mastering a craft. But our feelings continue to play a central role in steering us toward homeostatic upregulation, toward excellence.

Anyone who has performed at their best knows firsthand what an awesome experience it is, whether it’s playing a sport such as tennis, becoming absorbed in prayer or meditation, riding a wave of musical harmony, steering a great conversation, or following a hunch to a novel insight. It’s true even for what we consider the most intellectual endeavors. John von Neumann, the mathematician who birthed the ideas behind the modern computer, quantum mechanics, game theory, and artificial intelligence, was known to say that he could feel a breakthrough idea taking shape in the back of his mind. When this feeling occurred,6 every cell in his body compelled him to pursue it. We cannot think our way to these generative states, and it is not our thoughts that tell us when we’ve arrived. The peak of human experience is a feeling.

We get out of our head and into our being. Our small, separate, and protective ego that is normally worried about failure takes a backseat. We feel at one with whatever it is we are doing because, in many ways, we are. The difference between subject and object, between us and our activity, melts away.

It’s what Rothko meant when he described painting as a religious experience. It’s why so many great scientists are also mystics. And it’s why the most compelling truths are the ones we know not just intellectually but also in our bones.



Developing Competence

An unfortunate by-product of living in a chaotic world is that many people find themselves disconnected from their instincts and what will truly fulfill them. Whether or not we’re aware of it, we all long for the pinnacle of excellence, when we are fully expressing ourselves and guided by our feelings to the next right action. But nobody attains it overnight.

Every world-class physician once struggled as a resident. Every award-winning writer once stumbled their way through sentences—and at times, likely still does. (I know I certainly do.) Even something as implicit as riding a bike requires a learning period that includes at least some degree of effortful thinking.

In most activities, you’ve got to make things happen before you can let them happen. And even then, nobody holds on to peak experiences forever. You cycle in and out of them.

A model of human development called the four phases of competence does a nice job outlining how progress unfolds in nearly any endeavor. Developed in the 1970s by an employee of the Gordon Training Institute, it shows how experts have been wrestling with the role of feelings in excellence for quite some time.

The first phase is unconscious incompetence, which is what you experience when you are new to something. You don’t know what you’re doing, and you don’t know that you don’t know what you’re doing. At this stage, the focus ought to be on humility and learning the basics. You have to get your bearings before you can make real progress.

The second phase is conscious incompetence, when you are making mistakes but you are aware that you are making mistakes. During this phase, deliberate thinking and effortful trying help you to move forward.

The third phase is conscious competence, when you are doing your activity correctly but not without labor. You rely upon effortful thinking to process moment-by-moment feedback. Gadgets, wearable devices, and data tracking may prove useful, confirming that you are on the right track and alerting you when you are not. You are trying hard and finally getting it right, which is a wonderful feeling. Yet it is also at this point that many people get stuck. That’s because in order to progress to the final phase of development, you must release from thinking and trying altogether.

The fourth and final phase is unconscious competence, which requires shedding the effortful trying that got you this far. Here is where you ditch the GPS watch, the heart rate monitor, the instruction manual, and the pressure you put on yourself to succeed. The various tools that helped you along the way now become barriers between yourself and the direct experience of whatever it is you are doing.

A profound example of unconscious competence comes from the three-time Grammy winner and international superstar violinist Hilary Hahn. When she described her experience onstage as a soloist, often playing in front of thousands of people, she told me she feels her way forward. “It’s not really a thing I’m thinking about. I’m not thinking, Oh, I should think about the accuracy of this particular passage, or Oh, how am I going to vibrate this note to make this effect? If I start thinking about that onstage using words instead of feelings, I’m already way behind in the music. It really is that you have to be completely in the note and not behind yourself or ahead of yourself because you’ll miss the moment, you’ll overlook all these things that are really interesting that are happening too fast for thinking.”

It’s not just Hahn. As you’ll see in the coming pages, all of us can benefit from getting in touch with the feeling of excellence.



Feeling Your Way to Excellence

In 2011, in the Journal of Consciousness Studies, the scientists Duarte Araújo and Keith Davids published a groundbreaking paper, “What Exactly Is Acquired During Skill Acquisition?” They argued that unlike in old models, where skill is described as a primarily cognitive event—something you learn intellectually and develop a mental model for—in actuality, skill is “an adaptive, functional relationship7 between an organism and its environment.” Put differently, skill isn’t just something you acquire; rather, it’s the ability to sense and respond, to feel your way through a complex environment. In the words of Stuart McMillan, a coach to more than thirty-five Olympic medalists in sprinting and other power sports: “Skill is not an act or action, it is an interaction—between a person, their activity, and their environment.”8

Research shows that the best way to learn something is to feel what it’s like to do it incorrectly and correctly. You feel the perfect golf swing, swim stroke, running stride, or tennis serve. You feel the keys on the piano or the strings on the guitar. You feel the crowd’s response to a speech or presentation. You feel when the painting or song is just right.

“When I’m working on something, obviously it’s not going to feel exactly what it looks like,” explains Tiger Woods, arguably the greatest golfer of all time. “But it gets to that point when feel and real start intersecting,9 when they start feeling like they’re the same, that’s when some pretty good magic starts to happen.”

A hallmark of excellence is feeling your way into a rhythm.

Sometimes that rhythm is acute, as in the case of a golf swing or musical note. But it can also be longer lasting, such as when you gain a feel for a larger project, a sport, a leadership role, a relationship, a line of academic inquiry, or even an entire phase of life. In each of these instances, trying to think, or worse yet, force, your way into the right actions almost always backfires. You get stiff, rigid, and underperform—or even choke.

* * *

Alex Honnold is someone who cannot afford to choke.

Known for his starring role in the Academy Award–winning documentary Free Solo, Honnold is considered one of the greatest rock climbers in history, scaling nature’s most challenging walls without any support—literally without a rope. If he falls, he almost certainly dies. There’s not much else that requires that level of sustained concentration, where the downside of even the smallest misstep, error, or lapse in focus is catastrophic.

When I spoke with Honnold, he told me that when he’s preparing for a challenging ascent, he spends time “visualizing what the entire experience will feel like, what specific sections will feel like, and even what individual moves will feel like.”

Honnold knows that when he’s on the rock face of a towering mountain, thinking too much will get him into trouble, and with perilous consequences. So he practices by acquainting himself with how the climb ought to feel. When he’s actually out on the mountain climbing, he feels his way in and out of certain positions, continually adapting to the conditions around him.

Honnold’s experience mirrors that of Tiger Woods and Hilary Hahn. But it isn’t specific to sports or music. Surgeons, courtroom lawyers, traders, sculptors, coaches, and educators have all told me some version of the same thing: Thinking may be a significant part of what they do, but when they are at their best, it is their feelings that take center stage.

When I’m in a writing groove, be it on a specific day or over the course of an entire project, I don’t think my way forward as much as I feel my way forward. Likewise, the award-winning author George Saunders says his edits are guided by an inner knowing: “The subconscious feels things, it prefers things; it finds this more fun than that . . . and maybe it doesn’t know why. And I find it’s best to say, at such moments, ‘As you wish.’”10

The sociologist Richard Sennett, who is widely known for his work studying craftspeople, coined the term situated cognition to describe how the better someone gets at an activity, the less they think with their head and the more they think (and feel) with their entire being. “When we focus on making a physical object,11 or playing a musical instrument, our concentration level is mainly self-directed,” he explains. Generally speaking, once we reach a certain level of proficiency, if we spend too much time intellectualizing, our performance and experience deteriorates. We perform best when we feel our way forward, experiencing an intimate and involved absorption with our activity. It’s an advanced version of sensing and responding, bestowed upon us from bacteria and refined over millennia of evolution. Our nervous systems evolved for the pursuit of excellence, which explains why it’s such a powerful antidote to the dysregulation so many of us experience today. When we remove distractions, focus intently, and pursue excellence, we become situated in ourselves and situated in the world.

* * *

In a fascinating series of studies, the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio and his colleagues investigated what happens when people suffer damage to their ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC), a center of feeling and emotional processing in the brain. These patients had undergone strokes or other traumatic events that caused injury to the vmPFC while sparing other neural networks. Most notably, they had no damage to regions associated with rational processing. As such, when they were given strict tests of intellect—for example, IQ tests, math problems, logic puzzles, or memory games—they had few issues. But when it came to navigating and making decisions in the real world, they were incapable of functioning at even the most basic levels. They could not operate in any environments outside of those that were fully controlled.

To explain this, Damasio and his colleagues put forth the “somatic marker” theory:12 without emotional assignments of value, we become incapable of making real-world decisions. When we are operating under uncertainty, when there are numerous possibilities for what action to take, it is nearly impossible to deduce whether something is “good” or “bad” without somatic markers, without the feelings that accompany our actions and reactions as we go about the world.

Damasio’s experiments represent an extreme case, but they highlight an underlying truth about our nature. We are at our best when we get into the zone, function in lockstep with our surroundings, and feel our way toward excellence. These deeply satisfying experiences fill our lives with meaning. When we lose our ability to feel, we struggle mightily. Either way, our feelings are indispensable to our success. They guide us toward what biology calls homeostatic upregulation and what I call excellence.



Our Deepest Nature

The main reason I write and lift weights is because a technology company can’t design a robot that can make me feel what I feel when I write and lift weights. Maybe the robot can write more elegantly or lift more weight. But it can’t make me feel the aliveness of a great idea. It can’t make me feel the rhythm of a great sentence. It can’t make me feel the heavy weight starting to move. This feeling is what makes us human.

Find it in your own life. Protect it. Cherish it.

In his book The Creative Act, music producer Rick Rubin describes a version of excellence that he refers to as the ecstatic: “Following the natural feedback in the body, we move closer toward the option that hints at the ecstatic. [It is] our compass, pointing to our true north. The feeling is an affirmation that you’re on the right path . . . a visceral, body-centered reaction, not a cerebral one. . . . Of all the experiences that occur during the creative process, touching the ecstatic and allowing it13 to guide our hand is the most profound and precious.”

I hope this chapter has helped you understand the mechanisms behind Rubin’s ecstatic, behind the incredible feelings that accompany the pursuit of excellence. I also hope it’s helped you realize that excellence is one of the truest, most biologically attuned ways of knowing there is. Excellence is in






Chapter Summary


	•Excellence means involved engagement in something worthwhile that supports your values and goals. It combines mastery and mattering. It is not just for athletes, artists, or other masters of craft—it is for all of us, what we are made to do.

	•Scientists call our innate drive toward excellence homeostatic upregulation, and it traces itself back to the beginning of life. In the past it dealt mainly with survival, but now it pushes us toward flourishing.

	•Progress advances through four phases of competence: unconscious incompetence, conscious incompetence, conscious competence, and unconscious competence.

	•Feelings are indispensable to excellence—they play a significant role in telling us when we are on the right track: We don’t think our way to excellence as much as we feel our way to excellence.
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