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Hey there and welcome to episode number 44 of Connect, Engage, 
Inspire; the Firepole Marketing podcast with Danny Iny, creator of 
Firepole Marketing and bestselling author of Engagement from Scratch.  

Online entrepreneurs like you tune in to this podcast every week to learn 
how to build an engaged audience that connects with their humanity and 
drives their business to success.  

For today’s episode, Danny hopped on Skype with Ryan Holiday, 
bestselling author of the books Trust me, I’m Lying; Growth Hacker 
Marketing; and most recently, The Obstacle is the Way.  

Let’s get on with the show. 

Danny Iny Hi there! I’m Danny Iny and I’m here today with Ryan Holiday. Ryan, you 
once gave me the very good advice that for a book to do really well, you 
should be able to describe it in just a few words and totally grab your 
target readers’ attention. 

So what’s the hook for the Obstacle is the Way?  

Ryan Holiday Yeah. Now, I have to see if I followed my own advice. The book is based on 
the ancient philosophy known as stoicism, which was popular with 
Roman emperors and things like that. And it’s designed to help you solve 
the practical problems of life; how to get the obstacles or problems that 
hold you back.  

Danny Iny Now, I love that you opened the book with a quote from Marcus Aurelius. 
You don’t know this about me but I actually have a quote of his on my 
desktop. I’m looking at it right now, and it reads— 

Ryan Holiday What quote is it?  

Danny Iny “It is the responsibility of leadership to work intelligently with what is 
given and not waste time fantasizing about a world of flawless people and 
perfect choices.” And I find it incredibly inspirational and centering.  

Ryan Holiday I love it.  

Danny Iny How did you stumble onto to him?  



© 2012 Firepole Marketing. All rights reserved. 

 

 

CEI044: 

Ryan Holiday on Winning Through Obstacles 

Remember, if you don’t do the work you won’t see the results, so put in the time. 
And if you get stuck, email us at TheTeam@FirepoleMarketing.com - we’re here to help! 

 

Ryan Holiday So weirdly enough, I was introduced to stoicism by Dr. Drew, the host of 
the HLN show Loveline. He’s an addiction specialist. I met him—this 
would have been like six or seven years ago now—I met him at a 
conference. We were sitting and talking and I asked him if he was reading 
any books that he would recommend. And he recommended Epictetus, 
who was the other prominent stoic philosopher. And I ended up reading 
Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius sort of back to back.  

And I really [stuck] with Marcus Aurelius like you did with your quote 
because it’s this totally unique historical document where basically you 
have the most powerful man in the world writing his private thoughts and 
sort of admonishments to himself about how to be a better person, about 
how to be a better leader, about how to be more fair, about how to be 
more just, and how to just deal with the problems that come from being in 
a position of influence and power.  

And so this book sort of knocked me over and that set in motion a chain of 
events that ultimately culminated in this book many years later.  

Danny Iny So, tell me a little bit about that chain of chain of events because I mean, if 
I ask someone what path might lead them to write a book about stoicism 
or stoic philosophy, whatever their answer might be probably would not 
look much like your career trajectory. So how did you get from there to 
here?  
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Ryan Holiday Well, I think it’s interesting because people think that because you’d think 
that to write a book about philosophy you should be an academic, and I’m 
not that at all. I’m a college dropout. But if you actually understand stoic 
philosophy, it makes total sense.  

Stoic philosophy was designed for doers. It was designed for soldiers and 
leaders and generals and entrepreneurs and business men, and all sorts of 
people who actually exist in the world doing things. One of the most 
prominent stoics Cato never wrote anything down. 

And so, the idea is that stoicism is designed to equip you with tools, sort 
of, an operating system for a world that is inherently predictable and is 
filled with people who do bad things, people who make mistakes. It’s 
designed for a flawed world, which is what we live in.  

And so my path has been a busy one to say the least. But I was coming out 
of marketing. [I’m an] expert. I’ve worked on dozens of New York Times 
bestselling works. I’ve worked billion dollar brands; I’ve worked with 
public figures. I’ve worked on all sorts of campaigns that have been very 
successful in business but sort of behind the scenes, dealing with the 
pressure and the stress and the obligations of that workload, for me, there 
was always these books which I turn to over and over again mostly, 
Marcus Aurelius meditations. And they were so helpful to me and they 
taught me so much that I set out to write a book that one, sort of codified 
all the lessons so that I could use it, and then also to help other people 
who maybe hadn’t been introduced to it yet.  

Danny Iny And how does this fit in to a career path? I mean, assembling and learning 
all this stuff obviously, it’s certainly valuable for an individual. But then 
going to the trouble of writing a book and putting it into the world and 
you’re doing – this is one of probably 100,000 podcasts you’re doing this 
month, and all the stuff that you’re doing to promote it, where is this 
meant to take you? Where do you want your career, your focus, the nexus 
of your energies to be as a result of doing this?  
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Ryan Holiday Sure. I mean, I’ll sort of say it again though. It’s, like, I didn’t write this 
book because I wanted – there’s better things that I can do with time that 
I make more money on than writing a book about philosophy, right? One 
of his stoic works, Epictetus’ Enchiridion, it literally translates to “a hand” 
or “on hand” like as a hand book, like, quite literally. And it’s supposed to 
be – the point is you’re supposed to have it with you always.  

And so, I wanted to write a book that took not just the lessons of stoic 
philosophy but actual examples and stories from history. Like the book is 
a collection of stories that illustrate the themes rather than a bunch of 
lectures and I wanted to keep them all in one place so when I’m having 
trouble, I can turn to my own book. And I know that seems weird but to 
me, it makes a lot more sense that an author who would write a book that 
they could actually use rather than write a book around, like, preaching to 
other people.  

But for me, I’m very much living exactly the life that I want to live. I get to 
do the things that I want to do. I work with the clients that I want to work 
with. I write and think about the things I want to think about and I have 
an audience for that. And so I feel very fortunate but we all have problems 
and obstacles even when we’re doing what we want to do. And so for me, 
this book was very much a toolkit for myself and then also seeing other 
people who wanted to have what I have or are struggling, a set of tools 
that had also previously been successful for me.  

So, I don’t think this is necessarily, like, “Oh, now, I’m going to write a lot 
of books like this.” It’s more like this was something that I felt had value 
and I felt that I could share with people. And I had the opportunity to 
write the book, so I took it. 

Danny Iny So let’s start talking about what the substance is of the book. And there’s a 
subtlety to the ideas in the book that I think people might miss before 
they’ve really gotten into it. And I think it’s an important subtlety is that 
you aren’t just talking about succeeding in spite of challenges or obstacles. 
You’re actually talking about succeeding because of them. Can you explain 
that?  
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Ryan Holiday Sure. Well, a way to illustrate this is like when you look back at the worse 
things that ever happened to you in your life, things that you wouldn’t 
have chosen to happen to you certainly, you can see how you derived at 
least some benefit from them, because you’re just a person and that’s what 
you have to do, right? You wouldn’t be here standing, working if that 
obstacle had ended you.  

It’s like on the one hand, we know that intellectually and yet, we spend all 
of our time avoiding and running from difficult things. And we want 
things to be as easy as possible. And what I wanted to show is that not 
only do we survive our obstacles, but there are plenty of people in history 
who have faced far worse things and they were able not only to get over 
around it but they derived a massive amount of benefit.  

One of the trailers that the book is going to have tells a story of Ulysses 
Grant. He’s trying to take , which is a Confederate stronghold that sort of 
owned or controlled a large portion of the Mississippi River. And I like the 
story because Grant tries everything. He tries to attack it. He tries to wait 
them out. He tries to reroute the river himself. He actually tries at one 
point to blow a levy upstream and float down over the land until he would 
magically end up in the city.  

None of it worked. He’s on the verge of being replaced. No one thinks he 
can do it and so finally, he has enough and he just says, “Okay. We’re 
going to leave all our supplies behind. We’re going to cross the river far 
down the stream. We’re going to work our way up and we’re going to live 
off the enemy’s land. We’re going to make their territory work for us.  

He ends up doing that. He starves the Confederates out of Vicksburg. 
Eventually, the siege – he besieges it, he takes it. And in that whole sort of 
challenge and ordeal, this idea of cutting loose from your supply and 
operating off enemy territory, making it work for you is ultimately the 
strategy that he and William Tecumseh Sherman used to win the Civil 
War.  

So he’s got this obstacle and he’s hammering out and hammering out and 
it seems like the worst than ever. And ultimately, what it requires him to 
do to solve, not only solves that particular obstacle but illuminates an 
entire path that he otherwise, either wouldn’t have ever discovered or 
would have been far more costly to discover over time.  

And so, I think that that is a microcosm or an analogy to the problems in 
our own lives as well.  
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Danny Iny That reminds me a lot of a line out of Randy Pausch’s book The Last 
Lecture, where he talks about how the obstacles in your path, they’re not 
there to keep you out, they’re there to keep everyone else out and give you 
an opportunity to show how much you want it.  

Ryan Holiday Yeah. Look, things are supposed to be hard. If they were easy, everyone 
would do them. And so, at the very least, when you face something 
difficult but you know you’re going to overcome eventually, the benefit 
there is that a lot of people aren’t. And that’s what sets up the spectacular 
returns in that you don’t have to share them with anyone else.  

Danny Iny So stoic philosophy, are these ideas about what you do? You’re faced with 
adversity, what you’re trying to do isn’t working so get creative and see 
what the options are and just do what you can? Is it about the actions?  
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Ryan Holiday It’s two things. One, it’s about how you see and view a problem. The quote 
that I opened a book with is “The impediment to action advances action. 
What stands in the way becomes the way.” And what Marcus is saying 
there is he’s saying there is no thing that happens to you that’s not an 
opportunity to practice virtue and the stoics have a pretty expansive 
definition of virtue. But rationality, fairness, justice, honorableness, 
generosity, kindness, patience—these are the sort of the stoic virtues.  

And it doesn’t matter what happens to you, even if it’s not what you 
wanted to happen, you still have an opportunity to practice one of those, 
and probably, a different one that you’d initially intended.  

So first, the perception is important, and then yeah, it’s about what you 
do. It’s not enough for Grant—to go back to that analogy—to go like, “Oh, 
I’m just going to see this differently.” Ultimately, he has to roll the dice, 
take a risk and do something that’s a little bit out of the box.  

And then the sort of the final phase that I talked about in the book is this 
idea of the will. And not just our willpower, although that’s important, our 
sort of inner strength, but how do we persevere and handle the things that 
we can’t change, right? Grant is winning the Civil War but it’s also a brutal 
slaughter of people that’s essentially unavoidable, and how do you push 
through and endure that and find meaning and strength from it because 
that’s all you can do. And how do you accept that life is finite and that 
you’ve got to do what you can now and then be ready to go when that time 
comes as well.  

So stoicism is definitely a big idea. And I want people to think about the 
big idea but it’s also a very small and practical idea that helps you with 
whatever you’re dealing with whether it’s relationship problems, business 
problems, political problems or problems with your neighbor who’s 
stealing your parking space.  

Danny Iny So Ryan, I’m going to put the question back to you. I mean, in this 
difficult, flawed world where things don’t go the way we want them to and 
everything goes straight to hell sometimes, how do you keep your cool and 
stay calm and stay centered and act in accordance with your virtues and 
find the... How does that happen?  
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Ryan Holiday Well, I think it’s a mental shift. It’s understanding and truly embracing 
this fairly simple idea which is we don’t control the world around us, we 
control only how we respond to the world around us. And even then, we 
don’t always control that, right? Like, I know this and I’ve talked about 
this and I’ve written about when I got in a terrible car accident recently. 
And it doesn’t matter how much you prepare yourself, your body still 
dumps hormones, you have adrenaline.  

What matters ultimately is once things have reset, once you’ve taken stock 
of the situation, how do you respond, what is your behavior and your 
decisions after the world has presented you essentially with a choice, 
which is do you do the right thing or do you do the wrong thing?  

And the stoics were all about focusing there, on that area that we have a 
choice. And of course, this is all easier said than done. And I’m not saying 
that you read my book and then you magically would be able to do this. 
No, it’s difficult.  

Danny Iny Are you sure because then I’d buy the book for sure.  

Ryan Holiday Right. Of course, of course. Well, I wouldn’t have written it. I just would 
have set it in a lecture or something, right. It’s something you have to 
practice and do over and over again.  

And I mean that. I wrote this book to help myself practice these things 
just as Marcus Aurelius was sitting down every night and writing what 
eventually became the Meditations, exclusively for himself. He had no 
intention of publishing it and probably would be mortified if he ever heard 
that it got out after he died. 

Are you preparing yourself for these situations and practicing, and then 
also understanding that once it does happen, it’s about the decisions and 
the choices that you make because that’s the only part of life that we 
control. 

Danny Iny So let’s make this tangible. I mean, obviously, there’s not one single 
technique that people can apply to become Zen masters. I mean, life is not 
that easy but what is the way in which people can practice or refine their 
ability to respond appropriately in a difficult situation? 
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Ryan Holiday So this is what I really focus on in the first third of the book, and there’s a 
couple of things. One is this sort of idea of practicing objectivity. I think 
we forget how much our perceptions influence what we think reality is. So 
the stoics have a great line about “There is no such thing as good or bad, 
there’s only perception.” 

And so it’s like, “Hey, I got fired.” That’s an objective event but what we 
say is, “I got fired and now my life is over,” or “She dumped me and now, 
I’ll never be happy again.” We add so much to what happens to us and by 
nature of interpretation, we say this was unfair. We say this was great and 
then when we lose it then we feel terrible, we say this was bad. So now we 
feel mistreated. So this idea of seeing things simply as what they are and 
not attaching all these extra meeting and analysis and context to it that 
makes it harder for us to understand what a state of flux everything is in.  

I think another big part of it is – and again, these things are going to 
sound familiar because they’re timeless truths. But let’s say do you know 
of living in the present moment makes it easier to be objective. If you’re 
dealing only with what’s in front of you and not what it’s going to mean 
for you five years from now, it’s a little bit easier to just deal with it. I 
mean, it’s like, “Hey, I’ve got a problem, I’ve got to deal with it.” Not, 
“Hey, I’ve got a problem and if I don’t deal with it in the next six months, 
then I won’t be able to pay my taxes and then if I don’t pay my taxes then 
I’m going to go to jail.” All this sort of extrapolation that we do doesn’t 
make lives any easier. 

And I think the sort of the finial part I talked about seeing the opportunity 
within any situation. So, like, look, an employee makes a mistake. You can 
see it as a mistake and you can yell at them and you can try to fire them or 
whatever. Or you can say like, “All right. I wish this didn’t happen but now 
that they have made this mistake and it’s very clear and it’s 
straightforward, I can sit down with them and reach them in a way that 
otherwise they might be defensive and actually teach them what I feel like 
they need to know to be a better employee.”  

So you can look at the employee that cost you $1,000 and be mad about it 
or you can see that you just paid $1,000 to make your employee better 
and teach them something. And so, I think those are three pretty tangible, 
quick, mental, and attitudinal shifts that really free you up to spend less 
time freaking out about something and more time actually fixing it.  
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Danny Iny That’s really interesting. I don’t know where I’ve heard this but this idea 
that a lot of the pain and the anxiety that we experience, it’s a function of 
the gap between where we thought we’d be and where we actually are. 

Ryan Holiday Yes. 

Danny Iny And being able to take stock and say, “Okay. This is where I am. What can 
I do from here,” without trying to reclaim or salvage where I thought I 
would be but I’m not. And so, it’s like a path that life didn’t go down.  

Ryan Holiday Sure. You got to manage your own expectations. It’s not just managing 
your client’s expectations but manage your own expectations about life, 
then you won’t be disappointed as often because you’ve properly set the 
context for what may or may not happen. 

Danny Iny So Ryan, one of the – well, a core premise, as you’ve been saying, of 
stoicism is that in the phase of adversity, you, as quickly as you can, you 
return to keeping your cool. You act rationally; just find your best move. 
Do you ever get upset? Do you ever need to blow off steam? Are you 
always 100% centered? 
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Ryan Holiday Oh, I’m terrible at it. No. The point is these are – I think what people may 
wrongly deduce from my book and they definitely wrongly deduced it 
from Marcus Aurelius is this is not me or him or anyone congratulating 
ourselves on how awesome we are at dealing with problems, right? This is 
a reminder usually after the fact of how something could have been done a 
little bit better so that next time you actually you can do, do it a little bit 
better.  

So I freak out. I have anxiety. I have problems just like everyone else. But 
what I do is I try to analyze where those problems are. I try to spot the 
patterns before they happen and I try to address them.  

You know, stoicism, in a lot of ways, is attributed to the founding of 
cognitive behavioral therapy, which millions of people all over the world 
do. Because it’s this idea of, again, recognizing patterns in your behavior 
or self-destructive emotions, instincts and reactions that you have and 
then attempting to insert discipline in that process and preventing that 
negative loop from happening.  

So look, I get mad. I also am human. So if I get hurt, I feel pain or if 
something amazing happens, I might initially get very, very excited. But 
the point is can you step back a little bit, return back to a reasonable 
center so you are protected both from bad things happening and you’re 
not endlessly chasing this high over and over again that is not necessarily 
always achievable either.  

Danny Iny So Ryan, we’re coming up on 20 minutes. I want to respect your time and 
the time of our listeners. There is a question that I try to end all of our 
podcasts with. It’s just basically the idea that we are big on 
implementability. You hear something, you’re excited about it. You want 
to go run with it.  

So if someone has listened to this podcast, you really struck a nerve for 
them to the point that they cleared three hours this afternoon to start 
making a change and implementing what they’ve heard today. The first 
thing they should do is go to Amazon or wherever been books are sold, 
buy the book. But that’s probably going to leave them – depending on 
whether they have to drive 2 hours and 45 minutes. What can they do 
with that time?  
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Ryan Holiday Look, I think the idea of – the good part about stoicism is that it’s not like 
meditation where you just do it and then you’re supposed to live your life. 
This is supposed to be intricately intertwined with your life, right? It’s 
supposed to be the next time something bad happens to you or the next 
time something seemingly undesirable or something that you just didn’t 
intend to happen happens, what’s the conversation that you’re going to 
have with yourself?  

Are you going to say this is the worst thing ever? I’m pissed off. I’m hurt. 
What are going to say? Are you going to say those things, the old patterns 
or are you going to say to yourself this is an opportunity. I can do this 
now. I’m going to do this instead now. Here’s how I’m just going to get 
started and work on this rather than bemoaning it, right?  

So I think what I wanted this book to be—and if you don’t read it, you 
don’t read it. But at least take this idea of the obstacle being the way 
rather than the obstacle being an obstacle to you. And I promise you will 
find that it makes – again, it makes the things that impede you not only 
not impede you but possibly guide you on a new way that you wouldn’t 
have otherwise consider.  

And I think that’s really powerful and really helpful. And I know this 
because I’ve used it in my own life and I’ve studied countless people in 
history that did the exact same thing.  

Danny Iny Awesome. And I’ll share with our listeners, for those who are not familiar 
with Ryan’s work, if you read some of his previous books, and he’s been in 
some fairly stressful situations dealing with stressful people. So the fact 
that this is coming from someone who’s been there, done that, it matters. 

Ryan Holiday Thank you.  

Danny Iny Ryan, for people who are thinking—yeah, this is great, I want to learn 
more, where do they go? I mean, they get your book on where? Amazon? 
Is there a website they should go to?  

Ryan Holiday Yeah. They can go to Amazon. It’s available in bookstores everywhere. My 
website is ryanholiday.net. There, I also have a reading list where I 
recommend four to five amazing books every month that I’ve personally 
read. Something like 15,000 people subscribe to that. So those are the 
three—the book, my site or the reading list are probably the three best 
places to start.  
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Danny Iny Fantastic. Ryan, thank you for taking the time out of your very, very busy 
book launch lead up schedule to talk to us, to share some of the things 
that you’ve learn and you’ve been thinking about with our audience. And I 
really encourage everyone who’s listening to this; pick up the book, read 
it. Ryan is a great writer. Good ideas aside, it’s the kind of book that’s easy 
to read, it’s easy to get into. It’s not an academic [snorer] which is kind of 
what you think of when you think philosophy.  

So this is a fun book to read. Go grab it, enjoy it, and you’ll be pleased with 
the impact it has on your life going forward. Thank you, Ryan.  

Ryan Holiday Thank you very much.  

Megan 
Dougherty 

Thanks for tuning in. You were just listening to Connect, Engage, Inspire, 
the Firepole Marketing podcast. If you enjoyed the show, we’d very much 
appreciate a rating and review here on iTunes and make sure to head over 
to firepolemarketing.com where you can get free access to top-rated 
marketing books, dozens of special reports on engagement and audience 
building, access to expert Q&A with Danny and a whole lot more.  

And of course, stay tuned for upcoming episodes on marketing, 
engagement, and successful online business.  

 


