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‘This book makes a refreshing case that discipline doesn’t have to feel like a struggle. Jiang shows how to make follow-through feel more natural – and a lot less exhausting’

Chris Guillebeau, author of Time Anxiety and The Art of Non-Conformity

‘A rallying cry for every ambitious person who has been taught that suffering is the price of greatness. It’s time to reject that story and reclaim the best version of yourself’

Liz Tran, author of AQ and The Karma of Success

‘Jiang has a knack for taking uncomfortable problems and making them approachable. In Easy Discipline, he makes a simple, convincing case that the work you actually enjoy is the work you’ll stick with. And in a world obsessed with pushing harder, that’s a surprisingly useful shift’

Aaron Dinin, Duke University entrepreneurship professor and author of the Learning to Fail newsletter




[image: Easy Discipline by Jia Jiang]



Copyright

Published by Piatkus

ISBN: 978-0-34944-997-5

Copyright © Jia Jiang, 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.




	Piatkus

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

	The authorised representative

in the EEA is

Hachette Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland

(email: info@hbgi.ie)






www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




This book is dedicated to my wife, life partner, and dearest friend, Tracy Xia.

After I became an adult, I told myself that, if I were ever to get married someday, I would build the happiest family in the world, no matter how hard it would be. I never thought that goal would be so easy, because of you.

Thank you for being you, and making me me. I wake up every day seeing you next to me and knowing it will be a beautiful day.
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INTRODUCTION



THE REAL SISYPHUS

Sisyphus, the clever king of Ephrya in Greek mythology, tricked Zeus multiple times. Zeus was so mad that he cursed Sisyphus to push a rock uphill on a mountain . . . eternally. Every time, right before he reached the top, the rock would roll back down to the bottom, and Sisyphus would have to do it all over again. According to the myth, this loop went on and on forever.

Of course, this eternal rock-pushing didn’t really happen, at least not in this form. Greek mythology is a fantastical set of stories designed to teach people real-life lessons. For example, in the story of Icarus flying too close to the sun, only to have his wings melted off so he fell to his death, the lesson was that you shouldn’t overreach with your power. The story of Achilles, the invincible warrior killed by an arrow to his heel, teaches that even the strongest of us has flaws. And in the case of Sisyphus, the lesson was that trying to outsmart the inevitable can lead to endless struggle and futility.

However, one can argue that every story has two sides, or multiple sides. What kind of moral we take from a story depends on which side we view it from. In the case of Sisyphus, there is another side of this story. One that unlocks a secret to lifelong success and happiness.

Let’s take a look.

Zeus cursed Sisyphus to push the rock eternally. Sounds simple enough. But what was Sisyphus’s mental state? Was he being mind-controlled by Zeus, like one of those parasites who takes over a host’s body so he can only take actions that benefit the parasite? In that case, this story would just be a horror show, not a tragedy per se, because Sisyphus no longer has free will. Sisyphus has become a brain-dead person doing zombie-like actions. The real Sisyphus is either dead forever or in the afterlife, so he’s not suffering.

But I am going to assume that, throughout the process, Sisyphus was still conscious. This means Zeus’s curse didn’t impact him, but only the rock. The rock’s curse is to roll back down right before it reaches the top. In this case, Sisyphus still has free will and agency. He’s the one who decides to keep on pushing. And when the rock inevitably rolls down, he’s the one who decides to go back and start the process again. And he’s the one who decides to perform this loop eternally.

So why would Sisyphus make the decision to play along with Zeus’s “curse”? You can argue that he was so determined to push the rock over the top of the mountain that his burning ambition to succeed kept him going forever. But I don’t think that was the case. After failing the first time, the tenth time, or the one millionth time, he would probably realize that the goal would never be achieved and just quit, like the rest of us.

But what if Sisyphus enjoyed the pushing process? What if he knew the rock would never make it to the top and, even more, that he didn’t even want it to reach the top? What if it was actually the everyday journey—the work of pushing the rock—that drove him?

If that were the case, then the whole script would flip. From the outside, Sisyphus would be seen as painstakingly pushing a rock uphill. But inside, he would feel like he was going downhill. He couldn’t imagine a world where he’s not pushing a rock! Pushing a rock defines who he is, makes him happy, and makes him feel like the person he was meant to be.

And this would mean that while Zeus thought he was punishing Sisyphus, he was actually tricked by him again. He created a mechanism for his enemy to continue to do enjoyable things. He built Sisyphus the best workout machine in history, something Peloton and CrossFit could only dream of making.

Moreover, Zeus also made Sisyphus famous. He was once a king. But now he was the most famous rock-pusher in history. In the long run, who cares about being a king? There are thousands and thousands of kings in human history. But there is only one Sisyphus. There is only one person who gets to do what he does. And that’s what makes Sisyphus Sisyphus.

Who is the real winner here?

If this version of Sisyphus were a real person in modern society, he would have broken the world record in rock-pushing, inspiring millions of people with his actions.

He would write best-selling books and give TED Talks with millions of views. He would become an in-demand speaker and consultant who helps organizations around the world learn how to develop discipline and resilience. He would become an icon. People would make statues for him as a symbol of a strong work ethic.

Moreover, a real-world Sisyphus, one free of Zeus’s rock curse, would not only make it to that mountaintop, but conquer one mountaintop after another. How could he not with that type of forever determination?

Those mountaintops are nice, and they might provide a temporary burst of satisfaction and rest, but Sisyphus wouldn’t care less in the long term. He just loves rock-pushing. He would continue to do it until he no longer could. And he would continue to have accomplishments that are unthinkable for a regular person.

THE REALITY

You might be questioning my interpretation of the story, or the story itself, because it’s a myth, after all.

But if you look at the people who have reached the pinnacles of their fields, you will find many people who work and act like this version of Sisyphus. They are driven not by the tops, but by the pushing.

To me, these people, and my version of Sisyphus, are heroes, because they embody a different type of discipline than we’re used to learning and hearing about—one that I call Easy Discipline. It’s a discipline based on love of the work rather than the desire for results; one that enjoys the journey more than the destination; one that makes difficult and seemingly impossible achievements feel easy, and thus the name.

Albert Einstein found the utmost joy in theoretical physics from an early age, and he loved it so much that he couldn’t quit even if he wanted to. After discovering the special theory of relativity (E=mc2), he kept going, discovering key elements of quantum mechanics, the general theory of relativity, the Bose-Einstein condensate, and the start of unified field theory.

Kobe Bryant was known as a basketball genius. When he first arrived at the NBA, his teammates were going to bars and clubs, but Kobe never went anywhere but the gym. All he wanted was to play basketball. When his life hit tumultuous times, he never stopped playing, saying, “Basketball is my refuge, my sanctuary.” With his relentless focus and continuous improvements, he won not one, not two, not three, but five championships.

Michelangelo started his first artistic project—sculpting Hercules—at age nineteen. By all accounts, his creation, his understanding of human anatomy, and his method were all breakthroughs in his time. However, he didn’t stop there and went on to create the Pietà, David, the Sistine Chapel, Moses, The Last Judgment, and countless more pieces of art.

I could go on and on. All these highly accomplished people could have quit when they reached “the mountaintop,” but they didn’t. None of them were obsessed with “the top,” or if they were, it was only temporary. They kept accomplishing one top after another. When they looked back, those “tops” were simply stepstones for them to practice a higher level of craft. Like my preferred version of Sisyphus, they loved the “pushing”; they loved the journey. They all had Easy Discipline.

THIS BOOK

This book is not about teaching you how to get Sisyphus’s results. Rather, it’s about harnessing Sisyphus’s superpower of Easy Discipline. It teaches you how to love your work and enjoy your journey, so you can tap into the infinite power within you to reach amazing heights in this world—the real world. In fact, if you apply the principles of Easy Discipline, success will no longer be an end, but a by-product of your work.

Moreover, this book gives you power over your flaws and predicaments. Maybe you feel you are undisciplined, weak-minded, distracted, disorganized, or lazy. Maybe you think you are not endowed with the intelligence or temperament to be successful. Maybe you don’t have the resources or training that you think success requires. Maybe you are in the depths of despair and scarcity. Just know, Easy Discipline will give you the tools to overcome, circumvent, and even reverse what you see as your shortcomings. Your weaknesses can become your strengths, and your flaws can become your treasures.

Easy Discipline is a set of four principles: Enjoyment, Artistry, Systems, and Yourself. Each principle offers a mindset of Easy Discipline, as well as powerful, practical tools to achieve your ambition.

Enjoyment. This principle is about getting work done by loving the work—or, as I like to say, by feeling like a lover. By igniting your passion for the process rather than the result, you dramatically elevate your chances of achieving the result.

Artistry. This principle teaches you to think like an artist, to fearlessly go deep with your work and engage with the world. It enables you to tap into a level of creativity—and even weirdness—that you didn’t know existed. As a result, you become better at everything you do.

Systems. This principle teaches you to think and work like an accountant. It’s about the tools and habits you need to consistently show up and give your best effort, so your enjoyment and artistry can shine.

Yourself. The last principle teaches you to be you. It’s about discovering your strength and core being, and letting your ambition align with who you are so you can achieve amazing heights in the dream of your choosing. It’s about becoming the best version of yourself.

Each principle is a part of the book, and each part has three chapters. The first chapter gives you an overall introduction to the principle, and the next two chapters give you the tools to achieve it.

This book, however, is not a hard-core manual. In my mind, achieving Easy Discipline has always been more of a dance than a march. I hope reading the book will be a dance for you too. When you are done with the dazzling moves, take a bow in front of the standing ovations from the future yous—the ones who are accomplished, fulfilled, and recognized. They will thank you for the effort you gave to make their lives, their achievements, and the ability to be themselves easy.

Moreover, this is a book of stories. You will read twelve real-world stories and lessons from people who have used Easy Discipline to achieve the pinnacles of success—figures from business, sports, politics, art, technology, and philosophy.

Lastly, you will read my personal stories.

To tell you the truth, I am one of the most undisciplined and flawed people I know. Throughout the book, you will hear how frustrating and even crippling some of my flaws were. But it was because of those flaws, not in spite of them, that I have been able to become who I am today. Those flaws led me on the path to discover the hidden truth and tools of Easy Discipline. To quote the Red Bull commercial, they gave me wings.

This book is partly my love letter to you—the ambitious yet undisciplined, disorganized, and distracted—and partly a road map and dance routine for you to achieve your own dreams with these mindsets and tools.

And no, these wings aren’t made of wax like those of Icarus, but created from psychology, experimentation, and the ghosts of people who changed history. So when you fly close to the sun, you keep flying and burst through it like a phoenix reaching for your dream and destiny.

I hope this book gives you the wings to achieve your personal heights too.

Now, let’s get the journey started.




PRINCIPLE ONE



E FOR ENJOYMENT




CHAPTER ONE


EASY OVER HARD

February 22, 1980, Lake Placid, New York. Eight thousand people were jam-packed in a stadium, watching a hockey game. Usually, a good hockey game has fans, stakes, and great competition. This game had all of that—but there was nothing “usual” about any of it.

The players were extremely intense. The white team was the home team. Their jersey had the big letters USA on the front. They led 4–3 with a minute and six seconds remaining in the game, but they were barely hanging on, score-wise, physically, and emotionally. On the ice, they were skating, chasing, and blocking hard, almost as if they were defending their home against invaders instead of playing a hockey game. On the bench, well, no one was sitting on the bench. Every player was leaning on the rink wall, desperately watching, praying, and screaming for the game to be over and for the score to stay the same.

The trailing red team, on the other hand, was equally desperate. Their jerseys said CCCP, the Russian letters for USSR. They were passing, attacking, slamming into bodies, chasing after the puck. With every second ticking away, it was as if a calamitous bomb were about to go off, and they were the bomb squad trying to diffuse it by scoring a goal to tie the game.

The crowd was in a frenzy. They were roaring, jumping, and chanting “U-S-A, U-S-A, U-S-A!” They were “going insane,” to use TV announcer Al Michaels’s words.

Eleven seconds . . . ten seconds. The entire crowd was jumping and counting down in unison: “5, 4, 3, 2, 1!”

The final horn sounded. The US team sprinted onto the ice, hugging, picking up, and piling on each other. It was chaos. The USSR team was in a daze, lining up on the opposite end of the ice rink, watching the opponent and the crowd celebrate, unable to comprehend what had just happened.

Simultaneously, in the stands and in countless cities in America, millions of people rushed out to hug and high-five strangers, spilling drinks into the air, waving American flags, and shouting, “U-S-A, U-S-A, U-S-A!”

Those who were lucky enough to witness the 1980 US Olympic hockey team defeat the Soviet Union often call it the most important sports moment in their lives, and even in the entire history of American sports.

And those who were too young to witness it live, like myself, were later introduced to this moment by the 2004 movie Miracle, featuring Kurt Russell as the legendary American hockey coach Herb Brooks.

The movie documented how a group of talented but disjointed young players, fragmented by their previous college and regional allegiances, came together to become an inseparable family, culminating in defeating the indomitable “machine” that was the Soviet team.

I remember watching the movie for the first time. In one scene, after punishing the team for a lackadaisical game performance, Brooks asked the physically and emotionally broken-down captain Mike Eruzione, “Who do you play for?”

He answered, “I play for the United States of America!” I had tears in my eyes.

Then, in the final scene (as well as in the real game broadcast), as the Americans were about to clinch the impossible victory against the Soviets and Al Michaels shouted, “Do you believe in miracles? YES!” I just started bawling.

“Is this the best movie ever made?” I asked myself.

But it wasn’t just a movie. The “Miracle on Ice” actually happened and was forever imprinted in Americans’ minds as a story of patriotism, brotherhood, transformation, and achieving the impossible.

It was indeed one of the best sports moments of all time.

Now, for a story to be a great and classic one like the “Miracle on Ice,” you often need an underdog, or a group of underdogs, facing insurmountable odds to defeat a daunting foe. If the antagonist isn’t overwhelmingly powerful, then the triumph won’t be that impressive or memorable.

You see it in movies like The Lord of the Rings, where a group of ring carriers plus a smaller army went up against Sauron, the Dark Lord with an evil, all-seeing eye, plus the terrifying Ringwraiths riders, plus the mighty and corrupt wizard, plus an enormous army of orcs and trolls. If the ring carriers simply beat up a group of tofu smugglers, the story wouldn’t be epic.

And in the movie 300, it was King Leonidas, with his 300 Spartan warriors, going up against the Persian army of over a million soldiers. If his army had defeated 400 or so Persians, then it would have been just a street brawl (and a viral YouTube video with a bunch of thumbs-up), not a historic event and blockbuster movie.

The more powerful the enemy, the smaller the odds of winning, the better the story. Just how impressive was the Soviet hockey team?

As it turned out, historically great.

The Soviet men’s national ice hockey team debuted in 1954 and played until the USSR’s collapse in 1991. During that time, the team won the Olympic gold medal in 1956; the bronze medal in 1960; then gold again in 1964, 1968, 1972, and 1976; silver in 1980 (when they lost to the Americans); and gold again in 1984 and 1988. That’s a 100 percent medal rate and 77.8 percent championship rate.

And it’s even more impressive if you look at their competition in World Championship tournaments, which happened mostly outside of the Olympic years. In the 31 tournaments from 1954 to 1991 that the Soviet Union competed in (they boycotted the tournament in 1963 for political reasons), they won 20 gold medals, 7 silver, and 4 bronze. That’s a 100 percent medal rate (again!) and a 64.5 percent championship rate.

Over a 37-year period, they basically won it all in two out of every three years.

To put this in context: There is no known equivalence to this type of success rate in men’s sports competitions on an international level, ever.

That’s also a miracle, if not a bigger one.

However, just how many people in the West know and appreciate the Soviet team’s greatness, other than performing in a backdrop role as the indominable foe for the underdog US team to overcome?

The answer is: not many, if any.

At the height of the Cold War, sports competitions against the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc teams were often seen through the lens of democracy vs. totalitarianism, freedom vs. oppression, and capitalism vs. communism. Their athletes were often viewed as ruthless and emotionless machines, almost as if they were just biological robots manufactured to compete in sports, not real people with dreams, aspirations, and kidney stones.

In the movie, US coach Herb Brooks said, “They skate eight months out of the year. Practice six days a week. And they play as a unit. You cannot play them straight up. They’ll smoke you.”

The American player Jack O’Callahan said, “They’re Russians. They get shot if they smile.”

Yes, the Soviet players were fellow human beings, but, in American minds, they might as well have been viewed as the biting trolls and orcs in The Lord of the Rings.

When you view people through a dehumanized lens, it’s hard to understand, appreciate, and learn from their successes.

But if you are interested in the art of achievement, if you want to learn lessons from others, if you care about reaching your own greatest heights, wouldn’t it be counterproductive to focus all learning on the one improbable American run, and just completely ignore the Soviet side, whose hockey program won seven out of nine Olympics?

After wiping away the patriotic tears stoked by watching Miracle for the first time, I started asking myself: Just how did the Soviet team become so good? Is there anything I can learn from them so that I can be that good for that long too?

So I started digging into the other side of Miracle on Ice. I watched many documentaries about the Soviet hockey team. I devoured numerous books about them. I went deep. And what I found was a story rich with answers and lessons.

And—this is the important part—I discovered a hidden battle between two sets of achievement philosophies. It’s a conflict that not only had raged within the Soviet hockey system but one that also shows up constantly in our own everyday lives. It’s a fight between mindsets that has existed since the dawn of our species and will still unfold long into the future.

Understanding this conflict is one of the most important keys to unlocking Easy Discipline.

THE HOPELESS ROMANTIC

In 1946, a man was given an ambitious yet difficult task: building a national hockey team for a country that had no history in the sport. He took up the challenge and built one of the most dominant sports programs in the world. The man’s name was Anatoly Tarasov.

World War II had just ended, and over 20 million Russians had died during the conflict. Right after the war, the Iron Curtain lowered down, and the world was divided into Eastern and Western blocs. In the years and decades that followed, winning Olympic gold became a cornerstone of national pride (and propaganda) in both blocs.

Hockey was a game invented and dominated internationally by Canadians. They were known to have the best players, with the highest skills and the most aggressive playing style. They had the most advanced training facilities in the world. And they had an endless youth talent pool fueled by a burning passion for the sport.

The Soviet Union, on the other hand, had none of that—not even game tapes of any kind. Tarasov had only the rule book, an influx of young kids from the postwar baby boom, and the cold weather to keep the ice solid for most of the year. But he also had a secret weapon—his creative mind, plus his love for a challenge.

Tarasov knew that to beat the Canadians at this game, he couldn’t just copy them. He had to reinvent the game with a completely different style and mindset.

Tarasov threw himself at the challenge the way a novelist would write an epic story, a musician would write a hit song, or a mathematician would set about solving a seemingly impossible-to-crack equation. He got up every day at 4:00 a.m., and thought, dreamed, and wrote about hockey strategy for hours. He would borrow moves from ballet dances and variety acts, strategies from chess, and philosophies from watchmaking (Tarasov used to work as a watchmaker), and incorporate them into hockey.

The results were a training method, coaching philosophy, and playing style that the world had never seen. Under Tarasov, the Soviet players played in a way opposite that of the Canadians and Americans. Instead of skating up and down in straight lines, they skated diagonally like bishops and knights on a chessboard. Instead of relying on individual skills and speed, they relied on the movement of all five players to create an intricate passing scheme. Instead of playing traditional hockey, they were more like choreographed ballet dancers on ice.

And most importantly, Anatoly Tarasov built his team on love—love for the game and love for each other.

He indeed trained his team for long hours with intense demands, and his players developed strong skills and a high level of discipline. But their training was filled with love and joy.

During training, he implored and demanded his players to both work hard and have fun.

“Why are you playing with such demeanors? Why aren’t there any smiles? You should be happy you are playing hockey,” Tarasov said to his players during training.1

Forward Boris Mikhailov once said, “You know, you have to really love the sport in order to train as hard and long as we did.”2

Furthermore, Tarasov loved his players, and they loved him back. When remembering her father and his team, Tatiana Tarasova said, “He was everything to them. Psychologist, coach, father, and mother. Everything. They were his sons, whom he coached to defend their goal. For the coach, they had endless trust.”3

Vladislav Tretiak, the Soviet goaltender under Tarasov—some would call him the best goalie in history—said, “Tarasov! The greatest person! I think that nobody was like him and never will be.”4

That love extended beyond the coach–player relationships. The players also loved each other.

As Tretiak reminisced, “He knew how to unify his players. Go out on the ice and treat your teammate like the love of your life. It’s got to be true love.”5

Player Boris Mikhailov said, “If anyone of us fell onto hard times, the whole team would stand up for them.”6

Tatiana Tarasova also said, “Love is the strongest feeling. And the most true. If everything is done with love, it can never be destroyed.”7

Yes, the movie version of Herb Brooks was right: The Russians indeed “skate eight months out of the year. Practice six days a week. And they play as a unit.”

But Jack O’Callahan, who said, “They’re Russians. They get shot if they smile,” was wrong, at least under the Tarasov regime. The Russians not only smiled; they smiled more than anyone else. And they did so with genuine love—for the game, for their coach, and for each other. They indeed felt like lovers in their hearts.

With the ingenuity of a revolutionary playing style and the power of love, Tarasov’s Soviet Union team won every major international tournament from 1963 to 1972, including nine World Championships and three Olympics. They became not only a powerhouse, but a dynasty.

THE RUTHLESS CYNIC

Unfortunately, Anatoly Tarasov never got along with the high powers of the Soviet government and was fired in 1972.

The new coach who took over was the opposite of Tarasov. His name was Viktor Tikhonov.

Tikhonov was the protégé of the KGB chief, and was very on-brand. If someone were to ask the American public, “Hey, can you create an image of an evil coach that confirms every stereotype you have about the Soviet Union, then take it up a couple notches,” they would come up with someone like Tikhonov.

His coaching philosophy was not based on invention and creativity, but on control and rigidity. Instead of borrowing philosophies from ballet and chess, he borrowed from circus animal training and KGB motivation tactics.

He once told his players: “If there is love between players and coach, it’s the end of the result.”8

On and off the ice, he demanded total obedience from his players, no matter how much they disagreed with his tactics and treatment. And if anyone performed below his standard or dared to challenge him, the punishment was severe. He frequently withheld salaries from his players and even ended many careers by kicking them off the team.

During the games, he would frequently yell at players, often demoralizing them.

For training, he locked up his team in army barracks for 11 months of the year. The workload was extreme. In the summer, they would train four times a day, often with heart rates of over 220 beats per minute. Some players were pissing blood.

Outside of games broadcasted on TV, his abuse went beyond the verbal and into the physical; he sometimes smacked players in the head for making mistakes.

During an interview, Tikhonov said, “I’m very volatile. That’s how I am.”9

Moreover, in the name of focusing on the game, he barred players from going home to see their families. A player once requested special permission to see his dying father, only to be refused by Tikhonov, citing preparation for the next game. The player never saw his father again.

Tikhonov was the Soviet version of Bobby Knight, the famously strict and often abusive basketball coach of Indiana University, but even more extreme. There was no love lost between him and his players. In fact, he was widely detested.

Slava Fetisov, who played for both Tarasov and Tikhonov, said this about the latter: “Do I respect him as a coach? Yes. As a person? No. Why suffer so much? Why play for a guy who doesn’t respect us as a human being?”10

Vladislav Tretiak said, “My youth was wasted,” referring to the harsh and cruel years playing for Tikhonov.11

Under the new regime, Jack O’Callahan was not entirely off: “They’re Russians. They get shot if they smile.”

Is this how we expect the story to end? Anatoly Tarasov used love, creativity, and artistry to build a winning dynasty, only to see it destroyed by the evil, merciless, and rigid Tikhonov? The cruel tactics and bitter feelings that Tikhonov induced must have made the players lose their winning tradition, right?

Well, Hollywood-style endings don’t always happen. In fact, history and real-world stories are often much messier and more nuanced. People with creativity, kindness, and love don’t monopolize victories and high achievements. Neither do bullies, cynics, and bad guys.

Under Viktor Tikhonov, the Soviet hockey team went on to win gold in the 1984 and 1988 Olympics, after earning silver in 1980 when they lost to the Americans. They also won gold in eight World Championships. Tikhonov won, just like Anatoly Tarasov did.

THE HIGH EYES, LOW HANDS DISEASE

The world tells you that ambition is a good thing. All great achievements start with big dreams. Therefore, you should set your sights on the high mountains you will try to climb, the changes you want to bring to the world, or the amount of money you want to make. That’s what can inspire and encourage you. That’s how you achieve those ambitions.

But the problem is that ambition alone not only doesn’t work—it works against you.

Higher ambition creates higher expectations for results and higher requirements of effort. If you don’t have the ability to get from where you are to where you want to be, you quickly realize how big the gap is between your desired end state and your current state.

You will first get frustrated. You will start blaming the world: your boss, your workplace, your family, your friends, and the economy—everyone is conspiring against you and your dreams.

When you run out of excuses, you start blaming yourself. Why can’t you get it together? Why can’t you get the result you want?

In the end, you lose trust in yourself and the confidence that you will ever achieve your goals, so you give up.

There is a Chinese term that describes ambitious people who have no ability to execute on their dreams: the High Eyes, Low Hands Disease. It’s a condition that affects people who show up at the base of Everest with only binoculars but no climbing boots.

If you look around, people with High Eyes, Low Hands Disease are everywhere. They tell you that someday they will build a company. Someday they will write a book. Someday they will own an awesome gym in Las Vegas (if this sounds oddly specific, it was the goal of my college roommate, who told me this every day while watching TV all the time). But they either can’t or won’t bring themselves to take action. And even if they do take action, when it doesn’t produce immediate results and the gap between their dreams and reality doesn’t shrink fast enough, or at all, that’s when they quit.

Why can’t everyone just work hard, you might ask? Because hard work often goes against human nature.

Students of human nature tell us that, without intervention, we are pleasure-seeking and pain-avoiding machines. If hard actions are painful, we will naturally avoid them. And if the alternatives, such as leisure and entertainment, are more pleasurable, we will naturally seek them out.

That’s why ambitions are often not enough. They give us a temporary burst of motivation, but over the long run, inspiration is no match for human nature. In the long run, hard work will give way to easy vices.

That’s why only 9 percent of people who make New Year’s resolutions keep them. And most of them quit before February. Based on statistics, you are more likely to get diabetes than achieve the yearly goal you set for yourself.

HARD DISCIPLINE

So if ambition alone doesn’t work, what does? How do you overcome High Eyes, Low Hands Disease?

Ever since I came to America, I have immersed myself in literature that promised to give an answer—works ranging from ancient thinkers like Aristotle and Marcus Aurelius, to modern self-help gurus like Napolean Hill and Dale Carnegie, to contemporary authors like James Clear and Mark Manson, to sports coaches like Anatoly Tarasov and Viktor Tikhonov.

Bouncing from positive thinking to Stoicism, from manifesting to making friends and influencing people, and from developing atomic habits to “not giving a f*ck” can sometimes feel like eating at a self-help buffet. It’s not only intellectually disorienting but can lead to emotional diarrhea.

So I tried to find the one ingredient for success that everyone can agree on. The result was discipline.

Discipline is your ability to take consistent action toward your goals over long periods of time. It’s the capability to do what you said you are going to do, despite the ups and downs of the conditions around you.

Discipline became a hot topic in the 2010s. The Navy Seals will angrily yell at you, and the monks will calmly chant to you, that you need to have discipline. In fact, the whole world will pelt you with words like self-control, structure, focus, willpower, responsibility, habits, and routines.

But none of these terms is fun or happy, because they focus on one side of our human nature—pain.

Discipline is often viewed as a way for us to increase our ability to tolerate pain, so we can do the hard work required for our goals. The more pain we tolerate, the more hard work we do, and the more goals we achieve.

That’s exactly what Viktor Tikhonov did to his players. He put his players in camps that required them to build the discipline to fight pain every day. If their pain tolerance wasn’t enough for them to take action, he would add more pain for not taking action in the form of punishment. When not taking action becomes more painful than taking action, the players are forced to take action.

This type of pain-tolerance-based discipline is what I call Hard Discipline. And this is the discipline the world teaches you.

To be a badass, you need to be a
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