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Chapter 4 — Excellence Demands Elitism (of the 

Self, Not Others)

Internal Hierarchy and Refusing the Average

If you insist on being no better than the people around you,
you will never be as good as you could have been.

You owe the world ordinary.
You owe yourself more.
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I. OPENING NARRATIVE SCENE 

The Levelling Office: “You’re Making Us Look Bad

The meeting room was the colour of fatigue: grey carpet, grey walls, grey light from a 
window that looked out onto a car park and the back of another building. On the 
wall, a television screen waited to be filled with yet another deck of slides nobody 
would remember. The team had drifted in with coffee cups and phones, talking 
about weekend plans and the latest reshuffle in middle management. It was a 
Thursday afternoon, the hour of the week when everyone quietly agrees that 
excellence is for other days.

She sat at the end of the table, notebook open, pen in hand. Mid-thirties, competent, 
the sort of person whose name appeared on “Could you just…” emails because she 
could be relied on to turn vague requests into finished work. Not brilliant in the 
cinematic sense. No lightning flashes of genius. Just the habit of going back over 
things once more, of checking facts instead of trusting impressions, of reading after 
hours because ignorance was more tiring than effort.

On the screen was the bare skeleton of their next obligation: quarterly presentation to 
a client that paid a significant portion of the department’s salary. The slides, as they 
currently stood, were a Frankenstein of past decks: numbers copied from old 
spreadsheets, bullet points salvaged from three years of similar meetings, a chart that 
did not quite match the labels beneath it. The client would not know the difference, 
the team leader had said. Nobody ever looked that closely.

She had looked that closely. The first time she had opened the file, she had traced the 
figures back to their sources and found half a dozen quiet errors, each small enough 
to pass unremarked, all together large enough to show contempt. She had made 
notes. She had marked the sections that needed updating, the graphs that needed 
rebuilding, the lines that could be cut without loss and the ones that ought to be 
rewritten entirely.

“So,” the manager said, tapping the table with a capped pen, “we’ve got the deck 
from last year. We tweak the dates, plug in the new numbers, maybe add a slide on 
‘innovation’ or whatever buzzword they’re excited about now, and we’re done. No 
need to reinvent the wheel.”

She cleared her throat. “I’ve been through the file. Some of the data’s off. The market 
section is two years old. If we rebuild the analysis and tighten the message, we can 
give them something that actually reflects where things are now. It wouldn’t take that 
much more time if we split it properly.”

There was a short, heavy silence. The others looked at one another with the 
expression of people who have just watched someone volunteer them for exercise.
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One of the colleagues, the sort who wore trainers to signal that he was “laid back,” 
smiled in the way people smile when they are about to be unhelpful. “You don’t have 
to go overboard,” he said. “Don’t work too hard, you’re making the rest of us look 
bad.”

Another, already half-slumped in their chair, laughed. “Seriously. Relax. No one else 
is doing that much. They just want to see that we’re alive and the graphs go up. It’s 
just a presentation.”

“It’s just a job,” someone added, as if invoking a charm. “You’re going to burn out if 
you keep this up.”

The words fell into the room like soft weights, gentle and suffocating. The 
conversation moved on around them: who would speak to which slide, who would 
send the calendar invite, whether the title should say “strategic” or “innovative” 
somewhere near the front. She sat with her notes open in front of her, the list of 
corrections suddenly looking like a list of crimes.

Part of her wanted, very much, to relax. To let the old slides stand, to adjust the labels 
where they were obviously wrong, to rehearse a script that made mediocrity sound 
like reassurance and spend the rest of the week in the sleepy comfort of low 
expectations. She could leave on time, go home, tell herself she was learning not to be 
so hard on herself. She could collect the pay and the praise: “Great job, everyone, the 
client was happy.” Nobody would know what could have been done. Nobody would 
know how little had been risked.

Another part of her—stubborn, humourless, inconvenient—could not bear the 
thought of standing in front of a room and delivering something she knew to be 
careless. It was not a matter of heroism. Just the simple, infuriating fact that attaching 
her name to shoddy work felt like forgery. She thought of the figures she had 
checked, the trends that had shifted while the old deck pretended nothing had 
changed. She imagined questions the client might ask, and the moment when 
someone would discover that the people paid to know had chosen not to know.

“Be kind to yourself,” one of her colleagues said later, when she lingered after the 
meeting to suggest a proper dry run. “We don’t get extra points for killing ourselves, 
you know.”

Their concern for her wellbeing reached exactly as far as the extra work they hoped 
not to do. Beyond that line, compassion ceased.

She nodded, because saying nothing was easier. Inside, there was the familiar churn: 
guilt for making others uncomfortable, guilt at the thought of joining them. She did 
not think of herself as better than them; that would have been easier. She thought of 
the work as deserving better than any of them, including her, was currently prepared 
to give.

The jokes continued.
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“You’re so intense about this stuff.”

“Perfectionist, much?”

“You’ve got to chill. It’s not like we’re saving lives.”

There was no accusation more serious in that office than “taking it too seriously.” It 
meant, translated into the honest dialect nobody spoke aloud: “Your existence is a 
daily reminder that we could be doing more, and we resent you for it.”

She felt the label pressing against her like a hand on the back of her head. Obsessive. 
Difficult. Arrogant. The kind of person who “tries too hard.” The kind of person 
stories are told about in kitchens: cautionary tales about ambition without balance.

When the meeting broke up, they had, without ever putting it to a vote, agreed on 
the standard. The deck would be lightly dusted, a few numbers updated where 
convenient, a new title slide added to show that time had passed. No restructuring, 
no re-analysis, no rehearsal. “We’ll wing it,” the manager said, standing. “We always 
do.”

Chairs scraped. Laptops closed. People drifted towards the door, already checking 
their phones.

She stayed seated for a moment longer, pen still resting on her notes. Around the 
table, empty cups and abandoned agendas lay in small, careless piles. In that 
scattered aftermath, something hard in her refused to move.

The others stopped at the doorway and looked back.

“You coming?” someone called. The question carried more than time in it. It was the 
invitation and the warning in one: come with us, back to the comfortable middle, or 
stay here alone with your unreasonable standards.

Their eyes were on her, waiting for the unspoken concession: the half-laugh, the 
“yeah, yeah, you’re right,” the surrender that would make everyone feel better.

The room was very quiet. The low standard had been set; the only outstanding 
matter was whether she would agree to live beneath it.

The Quiet Elitist: A Different Standard, A Different Era

She thought about it that evening, sitting at her kitchen table with the laptop open 
and the office lights still flickering in the back of her mind. The spreadsheet was in 
front of her, the old numbers clinging to their cells like mould. The path of least 
resistance was perfectly clear: nudge a few figures, adjust a label, drag an old chart 
into place, and call it a night. She could already hear the approving silence: nobody 
annoyed, nobody challenged, nobody forced to admit that more was possible.
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She closed the laptop instead and, for reasons she could not quite name, her mind 
went somewhere else.

There was an athlete she had seen once in a nearly empty stadium, years ago, when 
she had gone to watch a local meet because a friend had spare tickets. The main 
event had finished; the crowd was thinning; the announcer’s voice had dissolved into 
echo. On the track, the team had jogged their cool-down lap and drifted towards the 
tunnel, laughing, wrapping themselves in jackets. One runner had stayed. He had 
turned at the bend and started another lap, this one faster. When he finished, chest 
heaving, he didn’t look up to see who was watching. He simply turned, set his jaw, 
and ran again.

No coach had called him back. No audience had demanded an encore. There was no 
medal for extra laps in the dark. He was answering to a judge who did not sit in the 
stands.

She saw him now as clearly as if he were crossing her living room. Not a superhero. 
Just someone who had decided that “enough” would be defined privately, not 
collectively.

Another scene surfaced: a classical musician in a practice room she had peered into 
once at a conservatoire open day. The corridor had been full of noise—scales, 
fragments, false starts. In one small room, behind a cheap wooden door, a violinist 
was playing the same bar over and over. Four seconds of music, repeated until the 
sound stopped wobbling and sat exactly where it should. No audience. No applause. 
The player had stopped periodically, frowned, adjusted their grip, and gone again. If 
you had told them that “no one will notice that tiny mistake,” they would have 
looked at you politely and ignored you. The point was not what other people would 
notice. The point was whether their own standard had been met.

There was a parent, too, maybe stitched together from bits of people she had known. 
It was late, and the day had been long. The child had asked for a story, and the 
temptation to mutter “tomorrow” and hand over a glowing screen had been 
immense. Most parents she knew did exactly that, and no one blamed them. But this 
one did not. They sat down, again, and read from the same dog-eared book, voice 
rough with tiredness, because in their quiet, unfashionable hierarchy, being the adult 
who keeps that promise ranked higher than being the adult who scrolls in peace. 
They held boundaries that made them unpopular at the playground. They banned 
certain kinds of rubbish not because no one else did, but because their internal bar 
for what entered their child’s head sat higher than the neighbourhood average. Their 
elitism did not announce itself; it simply refused to outsource the job.

And a craftsman: an image fixed from a documentary she had half-watched. A 
carpenter examining the joint of a table, running calloused fingers along an edge, 
then—without drama—taking the piece apart because the angle was a fraction off. 
The customer would never have seen it. The piece would have passed every external 
test. But it would not have passed his. Onto the scrap pile it went. Not waste. Tribute.
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These figures shared a certain expression: not smug, not tortured, just unwilling to 
pretend that “good enough” and “the best you can do” are synonyms. They 
compared themselves not to the laziest person in the room, or the median 
performance of their peers, but to a standard only they could see and only they 
would ever fully feel the weight of.

In the office, her colleagues had a different religion. Their holiness lay in being 
indistinguishable. To stand out was to blaspheme.

She thought of the moment earlier that day when one of them had leaned over and 
whispered, “You’re showing off,” because she had corrected an error on a slide that, 
admittedly, no client might have spotted. Showing off, in that dialect, meant 
“refusing to join our pretence.” In that room, the one unforgivable breach of etiquette 
was to reveal how much more could have been done.

Her phone buzzed. A message from a colleague: Don’t stay up all night on that thing. 
Life’s too short. 😉 A small, smiling emissary of mediocrity.

She looked at the message, then at the dark window, where the reflection of her own 
face hovered among the outlines of other flats. Somewhere in the building, someone 
was watching a series about exceptional people, admiring strangers whose only real 
difference was that they had refused the very advice she was being given now.

Two futures unrolled themselves with unpleasant clarity.

In the first, she wrote the minimum edits, left the decomposing structure intact, and 
closed the file. Tomorrow, she would go along with the plan, deliver the presentation, 
accept the professional compliments, and feel the private corrosion of knowing 
exactly what she had done. Over time, that choice would become easier. The 
revulsion would dull. She would learn to say “it’s just a job” with the same weary 
authority as the rest. Her ledger, if she kept one, would show clean lines of “Good 
Enough” and no trace of greatness attempted. She would be liked; she would be safe; 
she would become indistinguishable from people she quietly pitied.

In the second, she rebuilt the damn thing.

She would scrap the lazy graphs, pull the real numbers, rework the narrative so that 
it told the truth instead of echoing last year’s lies. She would send an email 
proposing a proper rehearsal and, when the jokes came, let them pass through her. 
She would deliver work that met her own standard even if no one else recognised the 
difference. She would earn a different kind of fatigue: the honest kind. She would, 
inevitably, irritate people who had no intention of lifting a finger beyond what was 
required.

She imagined sitting in the meeting, presenting the corrected slide, and seeing the 
tight, brittle smiles of colleagues whose shabby house had just been lit by an honest 
lamp. She imagined being called “intense” again. “Too much.” She imagined, some 
years from now, either being promoted on the strength of a reputation for reliability 
and depth—or quietly sidelined because she refused to stop caring. Both were 
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possible. Neither changed the fact that one of these lives, and only one, would let her 
look at her own work without flinching.

Her finger hovered over the laptop trackpad.

“Just do what everyone else does,” whispered the part of her that wanted release.

“Everyone else is not the standard,” answered the part that remembered the runner 
in the empty stadium, the musician in the practice room, the parent on the edge of 
the bed, the craftsman with the rejected table. None of them had been asking, “What 
can I get away with?” They had been asking, “What am I capable of if I stop lying to 
myself?”

She opened the file and deleted the recycled slide wholesale. It hurt in the way 
tearing off a scab hurts. Then she began to rebuild.

The phone buzzed again; she ignored it. The TV stayed dark; the work did not. The 
hours bent around the task. When at last she stopped, the thing in front of her was 
not perfect, but it was honest. It met a standard no one had set for her and no one 
could take from her.

She knew what it would cost. The jokes, the eye-rolls, the little stories told in corners 
about “her type.” Let them talk. Their sentences were not the law.

This was not, she realised, about workload. It was about jurisdiction. Either the 
hierarchy that governed her life would be the soft, sagging curve of the local average, 
or it would be the hard line of her own best judgment. One or the other would win. 
There was no neutral option.

II. CONCEPTUAL FRAME

Elitism of Conduct, Not of Worth

Some actions are better than others.
Some standards are higher than others.
Pretend otherwise, and you will never reach the higher ones.

You already live as if this were true. You notice immediately when a coffee is badly 
made, when a film is lazily written, when a piece of work has been done “to spec” 
but without care. You complain when a doctor shrugs through a diagnosis or a 
teacher phones in a lesson. You know, in other people, the difference between 
excellence and adequacy. The lie begins when you pretend that no such difference 
exists in your own conduct, or that you have no right to insist on it.

“Elitism” is the word you have been taught to fear. It has been defined for you as a 
sneer, a nose tilted upwards, a belief that some people are inherently superior and 
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others inherently unworthy. That version is rotten. It is the mask of cowards who 
need to crush others to feel tall. Keep your contempt for that; it deserves it.

But there is another kind of elitism, and without it you will never be excellent at 
anything that matters. It does not concern the worth of other people. It concerns the 
standard by which you will judge yourself. It is not a claim that you are better than 
others; it is a demand that you must be better than you were, and better than the 
environment quietly invites you to be. It is elitism turned inward.

Think of your life as governed by a hierarchy. At the top, whether you admit it or not, 
sit your chosen principles and long-range aims: truth, excellence, usefulness, 
strength, the refusal to become a burden if you can become a support. Underneath 
them sit your habits and routines: how you work, speak, eat, keep promises, use your 
time. Underneath those, jostling noisily at the bottom, swarm your moods, impulses, 
cravings for convenience, fear of disapproval, and the warm sludge of “I can’t be 
bothered.”

Excellence is nothing mysterious. It is simply the condition in which the top of that 
hierarchy consistently rules the bottom. Your declared principles dictate your habits; 
your habits overrule your moods. You act according to what you have decided is 
right, not according to what is easy, socially rewarded, or immediately soothing. 
Internal elitism is the refusal to reverse that hierarchy, the refusal to let the laziest 
part of you set the standard for the whole.

Contemporary culture offers you an anaesthetic: “I’m no better than anyone else.” 
Used properly, this sentence means, “My life has no more intrinsic worth than yours; 
I am not a god among cattle.” Used as a life rule, it becomes something more 
insidious: a ceiling. If “no better than anyone else” is smuggled into your moral code 
as the highest acceptable state, then the average behaviour of the people around you 
becomes your upper limit. You tie your potential to the median like a stone to an 
ankle and call it humility.

Equal worth as persons does not imply equal quality of habits, courage, honesty, or 
contribution. A surgeon who trains relentlessly is not “worth more” as a human 
being than one who coasts; but one of them will save more lives. A parent who 
refuses to lie to their child for convenience is not a superior species to the one who 
constantly kicks promises into the fog of “later”; but one of them will raise a different 
kind of adult. You know this. You count on it when you choose a doctor, a pilot, a 
bridge-builder. You suddenly go blind only when the same principle threatens the 
comfortable average in your own life.

The first three chapters of this book have already undermined the myth of a 
mysterious “true self” hiding somewhere inside you, waiting to be discovered by 
mood and accident. Chapter 1 showed that you are built by what you do repeatedly, 
not by what you daydream about. Chapter 2 showed that virtues are not glowing 
slogans but stable patterns of behaviour powered by habit. Chapter 3 placed a ledger 
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in your hand and told you to start counting, because without measurement your self-
image will remain an untested story.

This chapter decides how high to set the bar.

If you treat your capacity as an optional hobby—something you might cultivate if 
you “have time” after comforting everyone else—you are not being kind. You are 
being negligent. You have been given a mind that can learn, a body that can act, a 
span of years that can be used or wasted. To treat that combination as something that 
exists merely to drift pleasantly is not humility; it is ingratitude. The Randian truth is 
brutal and clean: you do not own your abilities as ornaments; you hold them in trust, 
under an obligation to make as much of them as you can. Internal elitism is nothing 
more, and nothing less, than the decision to honour that obligation.

Peterson’s counsel to “compare yourself to who you were yesterday, not to who 
someone else is today” fits inside this hierarchy, but it is often misunderstood. It is 
not an invitation to settle for “slightly less of a mess.” It assumes that you have 
drawn, somewhere above you, a clear line between “who I have been” and “who I 
could be if I stopped making excuses.” Without that upper benchmark, comparing 
yourself to yesterday can be an excuse for incremental decay: you lower the standard 
a little each week and congratulate yourself for not collapsing entirely.

Internal elitism demands that you draw that line. It forces you to articulate what 
“better” actually means in the concrete terms of honesty, competence, discipline, and 
contribution. It insists that your ledger rows and your daily habits answer not to the 
question, “Am I roughly like everyone else?” but to the harder and lonelier question, 
“Is this worthy of what I could have been?”

You are not required to despise others. You are required to stop using their average 
as your refuge. The standard that governs your life will come from somewhere. If you 
do not choose it consciously and unapologetically, the culture will hand you one: “Be 
comfortable, be harmless, be likeable, be average.” Internal elitism is the rebellion 
against that quiet decree. It is the act of saying, in effect: my own highest rational 
standard is the law here, and everything beneath it—habit, mood, convenience—will 
answer to it.

To see why such a stance is neither vanity nor cruelty, but a duty to your own 
potential, we have to look at where it comes from: in philosophy, in the idea of the 
great-souled person who refuses to aim low, and in psychology, in the way status, 
comparison, and fear conspire to keep you from ever lifting your eyes above the 
crowd.
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III. PHILOSOPHICAL + PSYCHOLOGICAL 

UNDERCARRIAGE

The Great-Souled Person: Aristotle, Rand, and the Duty to Aim High

Aristotle had a word for the person this chapter is about: megalopsychos. The great-
souled human being. Not the loudest, not the most theatrical, but the one whose 
sense of what they ought to be matches the scale of what they could be. They do not 
aim at “getting by.” They aim, deliberately, at great and noble ends.

The great-souled person judges their life on a different scale. They ask: given the 
mind I possess, the years I have, the opportunities I can create or seize, what would it 
mean to live in proportion to that? They refuse petty ambitions and trivial honours. 
Praise from the easily impressed does not interest them. Their standard is not the 
village gossip, the office whisper, or the social media comment section. Their 
standard is the best they can conceive and, with effort, reach.

This is not boastfulness. It is proportionate self-respect. To Aristotle, the small-souled 
person was the one who pretended to be less than they were, who hid their 
capacities, who called their fear of judgement “modesty.” The great-souled man or 
woman dares to say, in effect: given what I am capable of, it would be an injustice to 
live as if I were less.

Virtue, in this frame, has magnitude. There is a narrow, cheap way to be “virtuous”: 
avoid the most obvious vices, tell no outrageous lies, do just enough work to escape 
censure, avoid outright cruelty. This is moral minimalism. Then there is the larger 
scale: not merely “not lying,” but actively pursuing truth, even when it costs 
approval; not merely “not lazy,” but cultivating industry that produces more than is 
required; not merely “not selfish,” but deliberately making oneself useful in ways 
that matter.

Internal elitism is simply the decision to live on that larger scale. It is the choice to 
occupy the upper end of the spectrum in at least one domain of your life and to stop 
pretending, for your own comfort, that the lower end is “basically the same.”

Here Rand’s voice enters with no apology. Rational self-interest says: you have 
exactly one life; every compromise of your abilities is paid for with irretrievable time. 
You are the only person who will live inside the consequences of your laziness or 
your courage, your evasions or your honesty. To sabotage your own capacities so that 
others will not feel exposed is not kindness. It is self-betrayal.

Productive achievement, in that frame, is not vanity. It is justice—to yourself. Doing 
the best work you are capable of is an act of fairness toward the mind and body you 
have been given. To demand less of yourself than you know you can deliver is to steal 
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from your own future. You are not taking from others by aiming high; you are taking 
from yourself by aiming low.

We have dignified this theft with pleasant names. We call it “staying grounded,” “not 
being too intense,” “keeping it real.” Wilde would have named it more cleanly: 
calling it humility when you waste your talents is like calling it generosity when you 
burn money in front of the poor. Nothing noble is achieved by deliberately 
underperforming in deference to mediocrity. You do not uplift the average by joining 
it.

If you can think clearly, speak honestly, work diligently, your refusal to do so is not 
neutral. It is a decision. It is a decision to leave potential unused, to let years pass in 
which you could have been more precise, more courageous, more rigorous, but chose 
not to be because it would have made others uncomfortable—or yourself ashamed of 
the time you had already squandered.

Internal elitism, philosophically, can be put in one sentence: I will not set my 
standard by what the average finds comfortable. I will set it by what I can, with effort, 
actually achieve. It is the difference between asking, “What can I get away with?” and 
asking, “What would it look like to be fully worthy of my own respect?”

This is not a demand that you dominate other people. It is a demand that you stop 
letting their indifference dictate the ceiling of your life. The great-souled person does 
not need to stand on anyone’s neck. Their struggle is vertical and internal: against 
inertia, fear, laziness, and the temptation to flatten themselves to fit the room.

Philosophy sets the obligation. It says: your capacities are not accidents to be wasted; 
they are material to be formed. It tells you that living beneath them, deliberately, is a 
vice, however gently you describe it. But philosophy alone cannot make you live 
differently. Knowing that you ought to aim higher does not stop you from shrinking 
back the moment someone rolls their eyes at your standards.

This is where psychology enters. Your instincts are not on your side. Left to 
themselves, they will drag your standards down to whatever the group tolerates. You 
are wired to seek approval, to fear exclusion, to calibrate your behaviour to match the 
herd. If the herd sneers at excellence and glorifies “relatable” mediocrity, your 
unexamined impulses will do the rest.

Without a deliberate, hierarchical standard—without internal elitism—your values 
will quietly reorder themselves around comfort and acceptance. You will discover, 
one day, that the principle at the top of your life is not truth, or excellence, or 
usefulness, but “not making anyone uneasy, including myself.” At that point, the 
ledger you keep and the habits you build will be instruments of maintenance, not of 
ascent.

To resist that slide, you need more than motivation. You need a declared scale on 
which your life will be measured. Aristotle’s great-souled person, Rand’s proud 
producer, the musician who refuses sloppy bars, the parent who refuses to outsource 
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their child’s upbringing to screens: these are all versions of the same stance. They 
have chosen a scale the average finds uncomfortable and have decided to live by it.

The rest of this chapter will show how easily your instincts betray that choice, and 
how you can design your comparisons, your habits, and your ledger so that, day by 
day, the great-souled part of you is the one that sets the standard—and the small-
souled part is the one that has to explain itself.

Reference Groups, Status, and the Trap of the Median

Human beings are born with a nervous system that never stops asking, “Where do I 
stand?” It is not a philosophical question. It is a survival calculation. In any room, in 
any group, the eyes and the instincts sweep the field: who is above me, who is below, 
how do I avoid humiliation and exclusion? Before you ever ask what is right, you are 
already asking what is normal.

Social comparison is the default setting. You do not have to choose it. You only have 
to fail to choose anything higher. If the group around you is weak, the mathematics 
are convenient. Being slightly above average in a feeble environment feels like 
triumph. You are not excellent, but you are “doing better than most,” and the 
nervous system takes that as a win.

Consider a classroom where the teacher accepts any vaguely coherent paragraph as 
an A. The student who bothered to proofread once, who checked a reference or two, 
can preen as “top of the class” while producing work that would be laughed out of a 
serious programme. The median is low; standing a little above it produces a warm 
glow. Or take a circle of friends in which no one exercises, everyone eats badly, and 
jokes about it. One slow walk a week, logged religiously on an app, feels like 
heroism. “At least I’m doing something,” you tell yourself, and strictly speaking that 
is true. It is also strictly useless if measured against your real capacity.

The median functions as a sedative. It dulls the sharp edge of “I ought to be more” 
and replaces it with “I’m fine; look at everyone else.” You cease to ask whether your 
life, by any serious measure, is rising; you only ask whether you are sinking faster or 
slower than the people you happen to stand next to.

This is external hierarchy: “I’m fine; I’m doing better than most here.” It is a 
hierarchy that depends entirely on where you choose to stand. Move from a sluggish 
office to a high-performing team, and you may discover that your “exceptional” work 
is merely adequate. Move from a group of friends who live on excuses to one where 
people quietly build things, and your dramas will look small and repetitive. The 
standard was never fixed; you merely chose a room in which you could feel tall.

Internal hierarchy says something very different: “I am not fine; I am far below what 
I could be, regardless of this room.” It refuses to let the average in your immediate 
environment set your ceiling. It asks, instead, what your ledger would look like if it 
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were judged by the standards of your own potential and the best examples you know
—not by the laziness you happen to find comfortable.

Peterson’s counsel—compare yourself to who you were yesterday, not to who 
someone else is today—points in this direction, but only if you understand the trap. 
If yesterday’s you was drifting, and today’s you is slightly more efficient at drifting, 
you have not escaped the median; you have merely personalised it. The past self you 
compare to must itself be oriented upward, or you will enshrine stagnation as 
progress. A better question is: compared to what I could reasonably have done by 
now, where do I stand? Compared to the standards I would respect in another 
person, how am I actually living?

The hidden cost of treating “average” as a sanctuary is paid in compound interest. 
The present-tense comfort of fitting in trades directly against the future-tense pain of 
looking back on a life underused. It is pleasant, in the moment, to be 
indistinguishable from your peers, to share their jokes about doing the bare 
minimum, to avoid the awkwardness of being the one who tries harder. It is 
considerably less pleasant to be forty, or sixty, and to sense—without any need of 
philosophy—that you allowed fear of standing out to consume decades you will not 
get back.

We have taught ourselves to speak of average as if it were a kind of merit badge. “I’m 
just normal,” we say proudly, as if normality were an achievement rather than a 
statistical description. Wilde would have pointed out the obvious: we treat “average” 
as a sanctuary, forgetting that sanctuaries are where people hide from danger—and 
here the danger is time. You can hide in average for many years. Time will not be 
moved. It will deplete you at the same rate regardless of how doggedly you insist on 
being like everyone else.

Internal elitism comes with an emotional price tag. It is not romantic. If you decide 
that you will no longer use the room as your ceiling, you will feel anxious about 
failure. When you raise your standard, you also raise the number of ways to fall 
short. You will fear being resented. People who have built their identity on comfort 
will not thank you for demonstrating, silently, that more is possible. You will feel 
guilty for making others uncomfortable, simply by doing your work to a level they 
chose not to attempt. You will hear the little voice asking, “Who do you think you 
are?” every time you refuse to join in the ritual self-deprecation.

These feelings are not evidence that you are wrong. They are the friction of ascent. 
Climbing generates heat and strain; so does pulling your standards away from the 
median. The absence of this friction proves nothing except that you have chosen not 
to climb.

Psychologically, the median is always waiting for you. There is a part of your mind 
that longs to settle into it, to be “good enough” by the standards of whichever crowd 
you currently inhabit. Without a deliberate counterweight, that part will win. The 
counterweight is the hierarchy you choose and write down. It is the decision to let 
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your declared values, your ledger, and your habits answer to something higher than 
“no one complained.”

Internal elitism is that decision. It is the moment you stop asking whether you are 
doing better than the people around you and start asking whether you are doing 
justice to the capacities within you. The culture around you, as the next section will 
show, is heavily invested in pathologising that question. It will call it arrogance, 
extremism, obsession, lack of balance. The tragedy is that you will often be the first to 
agree.

IV. DIAGNOSTIC SECTION: CULTURAL + PERSONAL 

SABOTAGE

Cultural Flattening: Slogans that Smother Standards

There is a sentence that passes for wisdom in polite company: “No one is better than 
anyone else.” It is presented as kindness, as fairness, as the antidote to arrogance. 
Taken literally, it is an obscenity. It makes no distinction between the coward and the 
brave man, between the liar and the one who tells the truth when it costs him, 
between the parent who raises their children and the parent who abandons them. It 
smudges all conduct into an indistinct blur and calls the blur compassion. Human 
beings may share equal worth as persons, as bearers of rights; this does not mean 
that every life is equally disciplined, equally courageous, equally honest, equally 
useful. When you are told that “no one is better than anyone else,” you are being 
invited to lie about obvious differences in quality—not to protect the weak, but to 
anaesthetise the guilty.

Language does a great deal of the dirty work. There is an entire vocabulary designed 
to punish visible effort. “Overachiever.” “Try-hard.” “Workaholic.” “Teacher’s pet.” 
None of these terms are used for embezzlers or tyrants. They are reserved for the 
person who does more than the minimum, who shows that the minimum was never 
necessary. The student who studies without being forced, the worker who corrects 
their own mistakes, the athlete who trains when practice is optional—all become 
targets of this little arsenal. “You’re going to burn out,” the colleagues say, in the tone 
one uses for someone stepping into traffic. What they usually mean is, “You are 
exposing that my ‘reasonable’ level of effort is laziness with better PR.” Concern for 
your wellbeing extends precisely to the point where your standards start to make 
theirs uncomfortable.

At the same time, mediocrity has been dressed in the clothes of virtue. You can see it 
in the current fetish for “relatable failure.” Entire industries exist to reassure you that 



124

being chaotic, unserious, and perpetually behind is not a problem but a personality 
type. Films, series, and posts parade the proudly disorganised, the eternal mess, the 
professional victim of their own calendar. “Look how authentic they are,” the 
commentary says. The merely competent are cast as rigid, joyless, oppressive; the 
excellent are caricatured as tyrants or freaks. The moral is simple: being 
unimpressive makes you lovable, being impressive makes you suspect. You are 
invited to build your identity on the lowest denominator you can find and call it 
honesty.

Institutions have learned to implement this flattening in policy. In classrooms, 
teachers are told not to “let the same students dominate discussion,” as if thoughtful 
contribution were a form of bullying. The brightest are trained to hold back, to ration 
their questions, to apologise before answering. Grading curves are adjusted, 
standards blurred, because too sharp a difference might harm someone’s feelings. In 
offices, performance reviews are gently massaged; the outstanding and the barely 
competent are nudged towards the same beige centre. “We do not want anyone to 
feel left behind,” the manager says, as if being left behind were an injustice rather 
than the predictable result of doing less and caring less. On sports teams, anyone 
who stays behind to practise extra can feel the unease: joking accusations of 
“showing off,” the coach’s warning not to “push too hard,” the unspoken charge that 
dedication is a kind of disloyalty.

We have built a culture in which it is perfectly acceptable to be terrible, so long as 
everyone is terrible together. What must never happen is that one person, in one 
corner of their life, quietly decides to be better. That decision exposes possibilities. It 
shows that the ceiling was always higher. It makes the excuses sound what they are: 
excuses. The levelling instinct cannot forgive that. It must reinterpret excellence as 
pathology and mediocrity as balance.

This cultural flattening seeps into your private rhetoric almost unnoticed. You catch 
yourself saying, “I don’t want to be too intense,” when what you mean is, “I don’t 
want to be seen to care more than the people around me.” You tell yourself, “I’m just 
aiming for balance,” when your so-called balance is simply the midpoint between 
your potential and your fear. You repeat slogans about “not tying your worth to 
achievement,” which, translated, often means, “I intend to protect my self-esteem 
from the consequences of my own choices.”

The effect on habit and ledger is brutal. If you swallow these messages, you will set 
your standard at “not embarrassing yourself” and call it sanity. When you choose 
which behaviours to track, you will select those that keep you safely in the middle 
rather than those that drag you towards your best. Your ledger will become a record 
of compliance: came in around the same time as everyone else, produced work 
roughly as sloppy, avoided obvious scandals. There will be very few marks of 
outright failure, because the bar is resting comfortably on the floor.

Internal elitism cannot coexist with this. To hold yourself to a higher standard than 
the environment demands is, under the current doctrine, a kind of heresy. You will 
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be accused of thinking you are “better than everyone else,” when what you are 
actually guilty of is refusing to pretend that all conduct is equal. The slogans that 
flatten virtue are not harmless; they are instruments designed to keep you at the level 
that causes the least discomfort to those who have no intention of climbing. If you 
accept them, your architecture will match their expectations: smooth, bland, and 
forgettable.

The next time you catch that phrase—“no one is better than anyone else”—listen 
carefully to how it is used. It rarely comes up when defending the weak against 
cruelty. It appears, with suspicious regularity, when someone has just demonstrated 
that far more was possible than the group wanted to admit.

Internal Saboteurs: False Modesty, Fear, and the “Who Do You Think 

You Are?”

There is a question that appears in your mind whenever you begin to rise above the 
level you have quietly agreed to inhabit: “Who do you think you are?” It arrives with 
the weight of accusation, as if wanting to be excellent were a moral crime. You have 
heard its variants all your life. “It’s arrogant to want to be the best.” “I don’t want to 
make other people uncomfortable.” “If I try and fail, I’ll be exposed.” They pose as 
conscience. They are not conscience. They are the security guards of mediocrity.

Strip them of their costumes and the translations are blunt. “Who do you think you 
are?” means: I fear being seen trying. “It’s arrogant to want to be the best” means: I 
would rather never discover how good I could have been, in case the answer 
disappoints me. “I don’t want to make others uncomfortable” means: the comfort of 
the group matters more to me than the truth of my own capacities. “If I try and fail, 
I’ll be exposed” means: I prefer the safety of unrealised potential to the risk of 
measurable effort.

You call this humility. It is not. It is a refusal to submit your life to an honest 
experiment.

Pseudo-humility is one of the more socially acceptable forms of cowardice. You see it 
in the capable person who insists they are “not really management material,” when 
what they mean is that they do not want the pressure and visible responsibility. You 
see it in the gifted student who jokes about “winging it” and refuses to prepare, so 
that any success can be attributed to luck and any failure can be blamed on lack of 
effort instead of lack of ability. You see it in the artist who sneers at “trying to make 
it” while quietly resenting those who do.

Underneath, the pattern is the same. Downplay your abilities, refuse promotion, 
avoid leadership, decline to aim at the top of your range. Call it modesty. What it 
often is: an attempt to avoid being judged on the full display of what you can do. If 
you never truly commit, the verdict will never be conclusive. You can spend your life 
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in the realm of “I could have, if I’d really tried,” where your imagined excellence is 
safer than any tested competence.

We have mistaken crouching for humility for so long that standing upright now 
looks like arrogance. The able person who says, calmly, “I intend to be excellent at 
this” is more shocking than the lazy person who says, proudly, “I’m just average.” 
The first is accused of ego. The second is rewarded with immediate reassurance. You 
have been trained to believe that lowering your head is a moral act, even when what 
you are bowing to is not truth or duty, but the lowest expectation in the room.

These internal scripts do not remain abstract. They shape behaviour, and behaviour 
is what your ledger records—or conspicuously fails to record. When “I don’t want to 
make others uncomfortable” is the rule, you will avoid tasks that might distinguish 
you. You will choose assignments of modest difficulty, deliver “good enough,” and 
decline opportunities that would require visible striving. When “If I try and fail, I’ll 
be exposed” dominates, you will quietly lower your aim in every domain where the 
outcome can be seen: choose safe goals, soft timelines, unambitious metrics. You will 
protect yourself from humiliation by protecting yourself from greatness.

The ledger then becomes a document of that retreat. Rows that might have measured 
excellence never appear. There is no line for “Work brought to the highest standard I 
can reach,” only lines for “Did not miss the basic deadline” and “Avoided obvious 
disaster.” There is no line for “Spoke the hard truth when needed,” only a vague 
sense that you “weren’t too dishonest.” You select habits to track that allow you to 
feel conscientious without ever forcing you to confront that your standard has been 
set far below what you are capable of sustaining.

Internal elitism suffocates in this atmosphere. It is smothered by the combined 
weight of cultural levelling—“No one is better than anyone else, so stop acting like 
effort matters”—and internal cowardice dressed as virtue. You tell yourself that you 
are being considerate by not shining too brightly; in reality, you are colluding with 
your own fear. You tell yourself that you are being realistic by not setting 
“unrealistic” targets; in reality, you have never seriously tested the limits of your 
ability. You tell yourself you are being humble by insisting that you are “nothing 
special”; in reality, you are excusing yourself from the obligation to do something 
special with what you have.

There is a moral question buried here: whose comfort are you protecting? When you 
lower your ambitions to avoid making others uneasy, you sacrifice your own life to 
spare them a momentary feeling. When you refuse to write the best report you can, 
or refuse to become as competent as you could be, you are choosing that your fear of 
their raised eyebrows matters more than the long-term consequences of your own 
underdevelopment. You are treating their passing reactions as more sacred than your 
permanent character.

If you do not dismantle these stories, your highest values will remain ink on a page. 
You will rank “excellence” high in your list of principles, you will nod along to every 
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argument in favour of virtue, and your daily conduct will remain comfortably, 
politely average. You will maintain a ledger that never once asks whether you used 
this day to approach the best you could do; it will only confirm that you stayed 
within the band of acceptability. At the end of a year, the record will be clean of 
scandal and empty of greatness.

The voice that asks, “Who do you think you are?” is not asking for an answer. It is 
hoping you will never find out.

V. CONSTRUCTIVE SECTION: METHODS, HABITS, 

PROTOCOLS

Defining “Excellent” in One Domain: From Vague Aspiration to Concrete 

Standard

Pick one area of your life. Not all of them. Not the grand vision of who you will be in 
twenty years. One domain you are actually living in this month.

Work or study. Physical condition. Intellectual development. A particular 
relationship. Parenting. Craftsmanship. Choose the one where the gap between what 
you are and what you could be bothers you most. If you are honest, it won’t be hard 
to find.

Now forbid yourself the language that has kept you safely vague. You are not allowed 
to write “do my best.” You are not allowed to write “be more consistent.” You are not 
allowed to write “be healthy” or “be there more.” Those phrases exist so that you 
never have to be embarrassed by a number or a missed standard. They are a blanket 
you throw over the exact shape of your laziness.

Excellence, in any domain, can be described in the concrete. Times. Frequencies. 
Error tolerances. Behaviours. If you cannot specify it, you are not aiming at it; you are 
daydreaming.

Take work or study. The mediocre standard sounds respectable enough: “I finish 
tasks roughly on time; my output is about as good as anyone else’s; I don’t make 
major mistakes.” It is defensible. It will keep you employed. It will never make you 
formidable. An internally elite standard in the same role might read: “I deliver work 
on or before deadline, error-free to the best of my ability, structured so that my 
manager never has to ask for missing context, and I consistently anticipate at least 
one next step they did not explicitly request.” That is not perfectionism. That is what 
“excellent, given my current abilities and this job” looks like when you stop hiding 
behind “I tried.”
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Take parenting. The diffuse standard is everywhere: “I’m around most evenings; I 
love my kids; we get by.” It sounds tender and modest. The elite standard sounds 
almost rude by comparison: “Every day I read aloud to my child for at least fifteen 
minutes; when they speak, I put the phone down; I enforce the same small set of 
clear boundaries every time, without theatrics; I do not use screens as a pacifier 
except in explicitly chosen situations.” One version makes you relatable on social 
media. The other builds a human being.

The same logic applies to physical condition. “Be healthier” is a wish. “Walk for 
thirty minutes five times a week, lift weights twice, and never buy sugar-saturated 
drinks again” is a decision. One can be scrolled past. The other has to be obeyed or 
broken.

Defining excellence is not about describing your fantasy decade. You are not 
composing a eulogy. You are issuing instructions to the person who will wake up 
tomorrow morning in your body. Internal elitism begins where you ask: if I defined 
“excellent” by what I could legitimately achieve with effort this month, what would it 
look like? Not what would impress an audience. Not what would flatter your ego. 
What would stretch you to the limits of your current capacity without collapsing into 
absurdity.

This constraint matters. Fantastical standards are another form of cowardice. “I will 
publish three books this year, transform my body, repair every relationship, and 
become a saint” is just another way of avoiding the humiliation of specifying one 
measurable improvement that you might actually fail to achieve. An elite standard is 
not grandiose; it is simply honest about the top of your current range.

Write it down. One domain. One page. No abstractions allowed. “Excellent 
intellectual development” becomes: “I read one serious book a month in my field, 
take notes, and summarise the main argument in writing; I schedule two hours a 
week to wrestle with ideas instead of scrolling headlines.” “Excellent craftsmanship” 
becomes: “I do not ship any piece of work that has not been checked twice for flaws; 
once a week I deliberately practise a difficult skill in my trade beyond what clients 
demand.”

Most people define “excellent” exactly one rung above where they currently stand. It 
keeps admiration within reach and effort at a minimum. They can claim to be 
“pushing themselves” while carefully selecting goals that require no genuine 
transformation. You are not writing for that audience. You are writing the 
specification for a standard that would, if met, make you quietly respect yourself.

Notice what happens as you do this. Other values will start to protest. Comfort will 
murmur that this is “too much.” Desire for approval will remind you that people 
already think you are intense. Fear will whisper that if you set this standard and fall 
short, you will lose the last excuse you had. Good. These are the enemies you have 
been serving. They should object when you write their replacement.
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Your task in this block is simple and unforgiving. Choose the domain that matters 
most now. Describe, in concrete, observable terms, what excellence in that domain 
would look like over the next thirty days, given who you are and what you can 
realistically do with effort. Do not write what your colleagues would accept, what 
your friends would admire, or what your laziest self would tolerate. Write what the 
best version of you could actually sustain.

Once you have that page, you hold more than a description. You hold a line in the 
sand. The next step is to ensure that your declared values do not quietly veto it.

Writing a Value Hierarchy and Binding It to the Ledger

Take the page where you defined excellence in one concrete domain and set it aside. 
Now take a new one. This one is more dangerous. This one will tell you why you fail.

Write at the top: “What I Actually Worship.”

Then list eight to twelve values you claim to care about. Not the virtues you think a 
philosopher would approve. The things that actually move you.

Truth. Comfort. Excellence. Being liked. Security. Novelty. Relaxation. Usefulness. 
Loyalty. Autonomy. Harmony. Status. Put down whatever words are honest. If you 
feel tempted to prettify them, you have already discovered your first problem.

Now rank them.

No ties. No “it depends.” No “they’re all important.” You may think like that in 
casual conversation; you may not think like that if you intend to build anything 
serious. A hierarchy that cannot make a choice is not a hierarchy; it is a list of excuses.

Force yourself, line by line, to answer the only questions that matter:

When truth and comfort clash, which do I serve?

When excellence and approval clash, who wins?

When usefulness and relaxation clash, which one do I betray?

Do not answer in slogans. Answer by asking: in the last year, what did I actually 
choose? When someone you respected said something you believed to be wrong, did 
you correct them at the cost of awkwardness, or stay silent and enjoy their goodwill? 
When you had the option to put in extra work for a project that only you would 
notice, did you do it, or did you watch another episode and call it “recharging”?

Write the ranking in plain numbers:

1.

2.
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3.

…

If “being liked” ends up above “truth,” say so. If “comfort” sits comfortably above 
“excellence,” write it. This is not a morality play. It is an inventory. You cannot 
reorder a hierarchy you refuse to admit.

Once the order is on the page, you are not done. You now have to translate it into 
sentences that make betrayal unmistakable. For each pair that will clearly collide, 
write an explicit declaration.

“When excellence and comfort clash, I will choose excellence.”

“When truth and approval clash, I will choose truth.”

“When usefulness and relaxation clash, I will choose usefulness.”

These are not affirmations. They are promises you are making in advance to the only 
person who can enforce them. They exist so that, when you are tempted to lie to keep 
a friend, or to coast to keep an evening free, you can see, in your own handwriting, 
the standard you claimed to respect.

There are few things more convenient than never writing your values down. It 
guarantees that nothing you actually do can contradict them. As long as your 
priorities float in the fog, every compromise can be justified as “balance.” The page 
removes that luxury. The moment you see “comfort” at the top and “truth” halfway 
down, you will understand why your conversations are shallow and your conscience 
is noisy.

Now bring the ledger in.

Look at the values you have raised to the top of the hierarchy. If “truth” is in position 
one or two, it demands a line in the ledger: Honesty. That row is where you record 
every day you knowingly distort, omit, or twist a fact to look better or avoid 
consequence. If “excellence” sits high, it must appear as Diligence or The Hard Thing: 
a row that asks, “Did I do the hardest necessary task today?” If “usefulness” ranks 
above relaxation, it belongs in a Service or Usefulness row: “Did I make someone 
else’s life concretely easier today?”

If a value does not earn a row, it is not a value. It is a decoration. The ledger is your 
budget of attention. You do not put what you genuinely do not intend to spend.

Notice what happens when you look back at your supposed ranking and the existing 
ledger side by side. You may have written “truth over approval,” but your ledger 
shows no honesty row at all, while your days are filled with smooth evasions. You 
may have written “excellence over comfort,” but the only habits you track are ones 
that do not hurt: water intake, step count, vague “gratitude.” Comfort has the throne; 
excellence is an usher.
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This is not a tragedy. It is a diagnosis. You are not wicked; you are misaligned. The 
internal elitism you are trying to build depends on that alignment. High-sounding 
values written on one page, low, painless habits measured on another—that is the 
structure of a life that never rises above average.

Your task now is to wire the hierarchy into the grid.

Take your ledger. For each of your top three values, create or rename a row that 
embodies it. If truth is top, Honesty must be tracked daily. If excellence is next, 
Diligence or The Hard Thing must be there. If usefulness is third, Service must have a 
line. If “being liked” somehow still sits above all of these, have the courage to see 
what that implies: you have built a life aimed at avoiding disapproval, and your 
ledger, if you kept one honestly, would be a record of strategic cowardice.

You are allowed to leave lower-ranked values without a row. Comfort can exist; 
relaxation can exist; novelty can exist. Internal elitism does not mean turning yourself 
into a machine. It means making sure that, in conflict, the right values win. The 
ledger is not a diary of every passing impulse. It is the constitution’s enforcement 
arm. Only the highest laws need police.

Write, under your hierarchy:

“These are the values my ledger will serve.”

Then, next to each corresponding row, note the value it protects:

Honesty → Truth.

Diligence / The Hard Thing → Excellence.

Usefulness / Service → Usefulness, Loyalty, something beyond yourself.

From this point on, a breach in those rows is no longer a small behavioural slip. It is a 
violation of your own constitution. The dot in the ledger is the record of an internal 
coup, in which comfort or approval overthrew truth or excellence for a day.

With a written hierarchy and a ledger designed to reflect it, you now possess more 
than a set of goals. You have a structure of authority inside your life. Philosophy has 
moved from abstraction into architecture. What remains is to practise internal elitism 
daily, to act as if your top values really outrank your bottom ones, and to learn to 
endure the social friction that always follows when a person stops living at the level 
of the room and starts living at the level of their own standards.

Daily Practices of Internal Elitism and Handling Resentment

Block 4.5.3 — Daily Acts of Elite Standards and Handling the Resentment (≈900–
1,100 words)
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Start with one simple, brutal premise: excellence is not a mood; it is a daily act of 
disobedience against the gravitational pull of the average. If internal elitism is the stance, 
these daily acts are the proof.

Each morning, before the world’s demands dilute your intention, choose one above-
minimum act in the domain you selected earlier. One act, not ten. Excellence is built 
by a consistent surplus, not by spasmodic heroics.

Do one task to the standard you would be proud to sign, not merely the standard that 
will pass unnoticed. If the minimum is “send the report,” the elite version is “send it 
after checking every number twice.” If the minimum is “show up,” the elite version 
is “show up prepared.” If the minimum is “get through the day with the children 
alive,” the elite version is “read to them attentively for ten minutes even when you 
are exhausted.”

Add one layer of thought, care, or precision that no one requested. You are not doing 
it to impress them. You are doing it to maintain fidelity to your own hierarchy of 
values. That extra layer is the daily tax you pay to your ideals.

Then pair the affirmative act with a defensive one: one refusal per day. Internal 
elitism is defined as much by what you decline as by what you pursue.

Refuse one act of degradation. Decline to join the gossip that corrodes integrity. 
Decline to accept the sloppy shortcut that would undermine your workmanship. 
Decline to accept a standard you would be ashamed to claim as your own. These 
refusals are small acts of revolt against the environment’s gravitational levelling.

The ledger must now evolve to record this stance. Add or sharpen lines that capture 
these elite decisions. Create rows such as: “Elite Work Block completed—yes/no?” 
“No careless errors in core output?” “Delivered above requirement once today?” The 
language matters less than the clarity: the ledger must show, each night, whether you 
lived at the level of your declared hierarchy or collapsed to the level of convenience.

A ledger row that reads “Excellence Surplus?” is deceptively simple. A tick means 
you pushed beyond sufficiency. A blank means you drifted. Over time, these marks 
become a map of who you are in practice. It is easy to tell yourself that you “usually 
try hard.” It is impossible to sustain that delusion when a month of squares stare 
back empty.

But no one becomes elite in private without friction in public. The moment you hold 
a higher standard consistently, resentment will surface. Some of it will be veiled in 
concern: “You’re taking on too much—you don’t have to be perfect.” Some of it will 
be naked levelling pressure: “Calm down; you make everyone else look bad.” The 
first question is always: Is this concern honest? If your workload is unsustainable, 
adjust it—without lowering the standard for the commitments you choose to keep. Thin out 
obligations, not excellence.

The second question is harder: Why does your improvement agitate them? Wilde would 
say: “Nothing is more offensive to the mediocre than the suggestion that effort might 
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matter.” A person’s resentment often reveals their private fear that they, too, could 
have done more and did not. Do not sermonise. Do not attempt to convert them. 
Quiet persistence is the only reply internal elitism requires.

A Petersonian realism belongs here: internal elitism does not mean pushing to 120% 
daily until you collapse. It means increasing your standard by a sustainable margin—
5%, 10%, 20% above the norm you would otherwise accept—and doing that for years. 
You are not trying to become a martyr; you are trying to become a different person. 
Consistency beats intensity. The ledger exists to protect you from lying to yourself 
about that consistency.

A Randian line follows naturally: a life that never strains your abilities is not a life of 
peace but a life of unspent power. The avoidance of strain is not humility; it is 
abdication. The ledger will show, relentlessly, whether you used the day to honour 
your potential or to spare your comfort.

By now, the structure is clear: you have defined excellence in one domain, ranked 
your values, selected elite standards, and built the beginnings of habits to honour 
those standards. The ledger is waiting to record whether today was lived under the 
rule of your highest values or under the gentle tyranny of ease.

The final move before exercises is simple: acknowledge that internal elitism only 
becomes real once it is enacted, observed, and recorded. An elite intention that leaves 
no trace is fantasy. An elite action that leaves no mark in the ledger is luck. But a 
repeated elite act, measured and protected by refusal, becomes identity.

Now comes the work of formalising it—codifying your internal hierarchy into 
explicit commitments and forcing your ledger to reflect the new standard you have 
chosen.

Objections Addressed

"Internal elitism is just perfectionism with a better name." No. Perfectionism sets an 
impossible standard and uses inevitable failure as evidence of worthlessness. Internal elitism 
sets a high but achievable standard and uses the gap between current performance and that 
standard as diagnostic information. The perfectionist cannot tolerate a dotted Ledger row. The 
internal elitist reads the dots and adjusts. Perfectionism is a disease of identity: "I must be 
flawless or I am nothing." Elitism of the self is an engineering practice: "I must be better than 
yesterday, and I have a method for checking."
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"Not everyone can afford to aim high. Some people are just trying to survive." This chapter 
does not ask you to abandon survival for aspiration. It asks you to stop treating survival as the 
ceiling when it is the floor. A person working three jobs to feed their children is already 
displaying the logic of internal elitism in action — holding to a standard that most 
comfortable people never approach. The question this chapter poses is not "Can you afford 
excellence?" It is "Have you confused comfort with constraint, and are you using the 
language of hardship to justify drift?"

"This sounds like it leads to contempt for ordinary people." Only if you misread it. The 
chapter distinguishes, repeatedly, between elitism of conduct and elitism of worth. You do not 
look down on other people. You refuse to look down on your own potential. If your 
neighbour is content with a standard you find insufficient for yourself, that is not your 
concern. Your concern is the gap between what you could reasonably achieve and what you 
have settled for.

VI. EXERCISE SET

Value Ranking, Domain Standard, and One Elite Habit

Take a pen. Take paper. This is not brainstorming. This is legislation.

Step 1: Write and rank values
On one page, write ten values you claim matter to you. Do not censor the list. Include 
what is actually there, not what would impress a stranger.

Examples: truth, comfort, excellence, being liked, security, novelty, relaxation, 
usefulness, loyalty, status.

Write them as a simple list, one per line. Then number them from 1 to 10 in order of 
actual priority. No ties. No evasions. You are building a hierarchy, not a cloud.

Ask, explicitly:
“When truth and comfort clash, which wins?”
“When excellence and approval clash, which wins?”

Rank them accordingly. If you discover that “being liked” sits above “truth,” write it 
that way. Do not decorate the page with your aspirations. Document your reality.

Underneath the list, write one explicit conflict statement in ink:
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“When excellence and comfort clash, I will choose excellence.”

Or:

“When truth and approval clash, I will choose truth.”

Write it as a simple conditional: When X and Y clash, I will choose X. Then sign it with 
your full name and today’s date. You have just written a private constitution. If you 
cannot bear to sign it, you have just discovered who rules you.

Figure 4 - The Hierarchy of Internal Authority

Step 2: Describe excellence in one domain
Turn the page. At the top, write the name of a single domain: Work. Study. Physical 
condition. Parenting. Craft. Marriage. Choose one that matters and where you know 
you have been coasting. Do not choose a trivial area just to feel successful.

Now describe, in one page, what an excellent month in that domain would look like. 
Not someday. Not in ten years. Next month, with your current life circumstances.

Ban abstractions. No “do my best.” No “be more present.” No “get healthier.”
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Write concrete, measurable realities:

 Times (“At my desk by 8:00, four days a week.”)
 Frequencies (“Read to each child at least once per day.”)
 Error tolerances (“Zero careless errors in client-facing work.”)
 Behaviours (“One hard conversation every week.”)

Write as if someone could follow this page as instructions and reproduce your 
month. If a sentence cannot be checked in reality—yes/no—rewrite it until it can.

When you finish, look at the page and ask: “Is this merely slightly above my current 
average, or is it genuinely the standard I could reach with effort?” If it is only one 
rung above laziness, you are still lying to yourself. Raise it until it is demanding but 
achievable.

Step 3: Choose one elite habit
From that page, select one behaviour. Not the grandest. The most central. The one 
that, if done consistently, would drag many other behaviours upward with it.

Turn it into a habit statement using the format:

“After [cue], I will [elite behaviour] every [frequency].”

For example:

 “After I arrive at my desk at 8:00, I will work for 45 minutes with my phone 
out of reach, every weekday.”

 “After we clear dinner, I will read aloud to my child for at least 10 minutes, 
every night.”

 “After I make my first coffee, I will identify and start the hardest necessary 
task for the day, every workday.”

Write the habit statement clearly. No ambiguity. If an observer could not tell whether 
you had done it, it is not specific enough. Refine it until a simple yes or no is possible 
at the end of each day.

This is your first explicit act of internal elitism: choosing one behaviour that belongs 
to the life you ought to be living, and dragging it into the life you are actually living.

Step 4: Social cost reflection
On the next section of the page, write these questions and answer them in full 
sentences:

“If I live this standard consistently for 30 days, how might colleagues / family / 
friends react?”

Do not be dramatic. Be honest. Perhaps:

 “Some colleagues will mock me as a try-hard.”
 “My partner may complain that I am less available for shared laziness.”
 “Some friends will feel judged, even if I say nothing.”
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Then write:

“Is avoiding that discomfort worth keeping my life at its current level?”

Answer yes or no. There is no third option. Circle the answer. Then sign beneath it.

If you write “yes,” you have consciously chosen comfort over excellence. That is your 
right, but you can no longer pretend it happened to you. If you write “no,” you have 
accepted the cost of standing out. Your ledger will now record whether that 
acceptance was real or theatrical.

Step 5: Ledger audit and integration
Take your existing ledger from Chapter 3. Open it. You are about to confront the gap 
between your declared elite standard and the behaviour you have actually tracked.

Look down the rows. For each, ask:

 “Which row shows the widest gap between the ‘average’ I have been tolerating 
and the excellence I have just defined?”

 “Where have I been content to mark ‘good enough’ while calling it discipline?”

Identify the row that most directly touches your new elite habit. Perhaps you already 
have “Diligence” or “The Hard Thing.” Perhaps you have nothing that touches this 
domain at all.

Now ask:

“Does my ledger currently measure my new elite habit in any form?”

If the answer is no, you are attempting to build excellence off the books. Correct that.

Add at least one new row, or tighten the criteria for an existing one, so that your new 
standard is explicitly measured. For example:

 Add a row: “Elite Work Block completed?” (yes/no).
 Or change “Work Block?” to “Phone-free 45-minute work block at 8:00?”
 Add: “Read to child 10+ minutes?”
 Add: “Hardest task begun before 10:00?”

Write the definition of a “Yes” or a “dot” for this row on the facing page, in one 
sentence. It must match the habit statement from Step 3.

Finally, write:

“I commit to tracking this row for the next 30 days.”

Sign and date it.

From tomorrow, the elite standard you defined will appear each night as a square 
waiting for a mark. For 30 days, your values hierarchy, your domain standard, and 
your ledger will either align or expose one another as lies.
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This is not a suggestion list. It is a set of decisions. You have written your values, 
defined one concrete standard of excellence, chosen one elite habit, faced its social 
cost, and carved a place for it in the only court that matters in this book: the ledger 
you complete in your own hand.

VII. CLOSING SYNTHESIS + APHORISM

Refusing the Comfort of the Crowd: Two Futures of the Same Person

Two Futures: The Levelling Life and the Elite Life 

Imagine the protagonist ten years from now.

In one version, they listened.

They took the advice to heart: “Don’t work too hard, you’re making the rest of us 
look bad.” They stopped checking the third time. They stopped thinking ahead when 
“good enough” would pass. They learned to smile when someone said, “Relax, no 
one else is doing that much,” and they let that line set the upper bound of their effort.

Over time, their standards eased, then dissolved. The reports went from sharp to 
acceptable. The extra reading was quietly replaced by scrolling. The small, precise 
acts that once distinguished their work became occasional flourishes rather than 
normal practice. They became, by all accounts, pleasant. “Nice.” “Easy-going.” 
“Fine.”

If they kept a ledger at all, its rows were modest and easy. “Arrived roughly on time.” 
“Did not actively sabotage anything.” “Answered some emails.” The boxes were 
mostly ticked, because the expectations had been lowered until failure was nearly 
impossible. The page was clean, and their life was bland.

Inside, something remained restless. Not dramatic anguish—just a quiet, chronic 
sense of never really having tested themselves. Of having lived permanently one 
rung below what they suspected they could have been. They would not talk about 
this much; they would call it “burnout avoidance,” “balance,” or “being realistic.” But 
the ledger, if anyone dared to read it honestly, would show precisely what had 
happened: a life designed not to hurt, and therefore incapable of greatness.

In the other version, they refused.

They took the mockery, the rolled eyes, the soft accusations of being “too much,” and 
did the work anyway. They decided that if they were going to sign their name to 
something, it would be done to a standard they could respect, not merely to one that 
would pass. They listened politely to “You’re going to burn out” and then quietly 
restructured their rest, not their standard.
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They defined excellence in their domain. They ranked their values and wrote, in ink, 
that excellence would outrank comfort. They chose one elite habit and wired it into 
the ledger. They lived through the social friction: colleagues joking about their 
“overachiever energy,” friends hinting that they were making everyone else look bad. 
They did not sermonise. They did not demand applause. They simply kept building.

Ten years later, their life had not become a glamorous myth. It had become 
something rarer: solid. They had a reputation for reliability, depth, seriousness. 
When something important had to be done properly, people thought of them. When 
a crisis came, their name moved to the top of the list of those who could be trusted. 
Some resented them, of course; excellence always reminds the comfortable of what 
they have refused. But even the resentful, in private, relied on them.

Their ledger told the story with a precision no biography could match. Rows that had 
once been riddled with failures—Diligence, Courage, The Hard Thing, Usefulness—
grew steadier. Not empty. Not spotless. Steadier. There were seasons of relapse, 
weeks of smudges, months of strain. But the long arc bent upward. Page after page 
showed a human being who had chosen, repeatedly, to let a higher standard govern 
their actions rather than the ambient temperature of the room.

These are not personality types. They are trajectories. They are available to anyone.

Elitism of the self is not contempt for others; it is respect for your own potential. It is 
the refusal to pretend that a life spent safely within the boundaries of “average” is an 
adequate use of the capacities you were given. A life without a clear hierarchy of 
values does not remain neutral; it defaults to whatever the environment rewards: 
comfort, approval, least effort.

Your ledger does not care which you choose. It will mirror, with pitiless honesty, the 
standard you actually live by. If you aim low, it will show you hitting low targets 
consistently. If you aim high, it will show the struggle, the failure, and the gradual 
alignment between what you claim to be and what you do.

You are not required to match the people around you.
You are required to match what you could become.

The crowd will forgive almost anything—except your refusal to remain like them.

In the end, the choice is stark and simple:

Ordinary may be what you owe the world.
Excellence is what you owe yourself.
Choose which debt you pay.

VIII.
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PART II — TRAINING UNDER LOAD: MAKING A LIFE THAT CAN 
CARRY WEIGHT

PART II turns from design to discipline. A blueprint is meaningless until it meets 
resistance, and these chapters confront the unavoidable truth that a life capable of 
carrying real weight must be trained under it. Here, excellence stops being an 
intellectual exercise and becomes a lived practice: the daily shaping of behaviour, 
habit, and environment so that your architecture does not collapse the moment 
pressure is applied. This section exposes the mechanisms of drift, avoidance and self-
deception, replacing them with training protocols that force strength, clarity and 
competence into your days.

In these chapters, you will learn how to convert standards into actions, how to 
confront difficult tasks before they metastasise into chaos, and how to build habits 
that hold firm when comfort urges retreat. The Ledger becomes a tool of 
accountability rather than aspiration, measuring not intentions but performance. 
Training under load reveals who you are when the weight increases—when work 
intensifies, relationships demand honesty, or life confronts you with challenges you 
did not choose.

By the end of PART II, your architecture will no longer be theoretical. It will be 
stress-tested, reinforced and capable of bearing responsibility without buckling. This 
is the stage where the life you intend begins to replace the life you have drifted into.
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