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prison camps of Vietnam. And today it surges in the DNA of the
entrepreneurs of Silicon Valley.

This philosophic approach is the driving force of self-made men and the
succor to those in positions with great responsibility or great trouble. On the
battlefield or in the boardroom, across oceans and many centuries, members
of every group, gender, class, cause, and business have had to confront
obstacles and struggle to overcome them—learning to turn those obstacles
upside down.

That struggle is the one constant in all of their lives. Knowingly or not,
each individual was a part of an ancient tradition, employing it to navigate
the timeless terrain of opportunities and difficulties, trial and triumph.

We are the rightful heirs to this tradition. It’s our birthright. Whatever we
face, we have a choice: Will we be blocked by obstacles, or will we
advance through and over them?

We might not be emperors, but the world is still constantly testing us. It
asks: Are you worthy? Can you get past the things that inevitably fall in
your way? Will you stand up and show us what you’re made of?

Plenty of people have answered this question in the affirmative. And a
rarer breed still has shown that they not only have what it takes, but they
thrive and rally at every such challenge. That the challenge makes them
better than if they’d never faced the adversity at all.

Now it’s your turn to see if you’re one of them, if you’ll join their
company.

This book will show you the way.
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INTRODUCTION

his thing in front of you. This issue. This obstacle—this frustrating,
unfortunate, problematic, unexpected problem preventing you from

doing what you want to do. That thing you dread or secretly hope will never
happen. What if it wasn’t so bad?

What if embedded inside it or inherent in it were certain benefits—
benefits only for you? What would you do? What do you think most people
would do?

Probably what they’ve always done, and what you are doing right now:
nothing.

Let’s be honest: Most of us are paralyzed. Whatever our individual
goals, most of us sit frozen before the many obstacles that lie ahead of us.

We wish it weren’t true, but it is.
What blocks us is clear. Systemic: decaying institutions, rising

unemployment, skyrocketing costs of education, and technological
disruption. Individual: too short, too old, too scared, too poor, too stressed,
no access, no backers, no confidence. How skilled we are at cataloging
what holds us back!

Every obstacle is unique to each of us. But the responses they elicit are
the same: Fear. Frustration. Confusion. Helplessness. Depression. Anger.

You know what you want to do but it feels like some invisible enemy has
you boxed in, holding you down with pillows. You try to get somewhere,
but something invariably blocks the path, following and thwarting each
move you make. You have just enough freedom to feel like you can move;
just enough to feel like it’s your fault when you can’t seem to follow
through or build momentum.





Subjected to those pressures, these individuals were transformed. They
were transformed along the lines that Andy Grove, former CEO of Intel,
outlined when he described what happens to businesses in tumultuous
times: “Bad companies are destroyed by crisis. Good companies survive
them. Great companies are improved by them.”

Great individuals, like great companies, find a way to transform
weakness into strength. It’s a rather amazing and even touching feat. They
took what should have held them back—what in fact might be holding you
back right this very second—and used it to move forward.

As it turns out, this is one thing all great men and women of history have
in common. Like oxygen to a fire, obstacles became fuel for the blaze that
was their ambition. Nothing could stop them, they were (and continue to
be) impossible to discourage or contain. Every impediment only served to
make the inferno within them burn with greater ferocity.

These were people who flipped their obstacles upside down. Who lived
the words of Marcus Aurelius and followed a group which Cicero called the
only “real philosophers”—the ancient Stoics—even if they’d never read
them.* They had the ability to see obstacles for what they were, the
ingenuity to tackle them, and the will to endure a world mostly beyond their
comprehension and control.

Let’s be honest. Most of the time we don’t find ourselves in horrible
situations we must simply endure. Rather, we face some minor
disadvantage or get stuck with some less-than-favorable conditions. Or
we’re trying to do something really hard and find ourselves outmatched,
overstretched, or out of ideas. Well, the same logic applies. Turn it around.
Find some benefit. Use it as fuel.

It’s simple. Simple but, of course, not easy.
This is not a book of gushing, hazy optimism. This is not a book that

tells you to deny when stuff sucks or to turn the other cheek when you’ve
been completely screwed over. There will be no folksy sayings or cute but
utterly ineffectual proverbs.

This is also not an academic study or history of Stoicism. There is plenty
written about Stoicism out there, much of it by some of the wisest and
greatest thinkers who ever lived. There is no need to rewrite what they have
written—go read the originals. No philosophic writing is more accessible. It
feels like it was written last year, not last millennium.
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THE DISCIPLINE OF PERCEPTION

efore he was an oilman, John D. Rockefeller was a bookkeeper and
aspiring investor—a small-time financier in Cleveland, Ohio. The son

of an alcoholic criminal who’d abandoned his family, the young Rockefeller
took his first job in 1855 at the age of sixteen (a day he celebrated as “Job
Day” for the rest of his life). All was well enough at fifty cents a day.

Then the panic struck. Specifically, the Panic of 1857, a massive national
financial crisis that originated in Ohio and hit Cleveland particularly hard.
As businesses failed and the price of grain plummeted across the country,
westward expansion quickly came to a halt. The result was a crippling
depression that lasted for several years.

Rockefeller could have gotten scared. Here was the greatest market
depression in history and it hit him just as he was finally getting the hang of
things. He could have pulled out and run like his father. He could have quit
finance altogether for a different career with less risk. But even as a young
man, Rockefeller had sangfroid: unflappable coolness under pressure. He
could keep his head while he was losing his shirt. Better yet, he kept his
head while everyone else lost theirs.

And so instead of bemoaning this economic upheaval, Rockefeller
eagerly observed the momentous events. Almost perversely, he chose to
look at it all as an opportunity to learn, a baptism in the market. He quietly
saved his money and watched what others did wrong. He saw the
weaknesses in the economy that many took for granted and how this left
them all unprepared for change or shocks.

He internalized an important lesson that would stay with him forever:
The market was inherently unpredictable and often vicious—only the



rational and disciplined mind could hope to profit from it. Speculation led
to disaster, he realized, and he needed to always ignore the “mad crowd”
and its inclinations.

Rockefeller immediately put those insights to use. At twenty-five, a
group of investors offered to invest approximately $500,000 at his direction
if he could find the right oil wells in which to deploy the money. Grateful
for the opportunity, Rockefeller set out to tour the nearby oil fields. A few
days later, he shocked his backers by returning to Cleveland empty-handed,
not having spent or invested a dollar of the funds. The opportunity didn’t
feel right to him at the time, no matter how excited the rest of the market
was—so he refunded the money and stayed away from drilling.

It was this intense self-discipline and objectivity that allowed
Rockefeller to seize advantage from obstacle after obstacle in his life,
during the Civil War, and the panics of 1873, 1907, and 1929. As he once
put it: He was inclined to see the opportunity in every disaster. To that we
could add: He had the strength to resist temptation or excitement, no matter
how seductive, no matter the situation.

Within twenty years of that first crisis, Rockefeller would alone control
90 percent of the oil market. His greedy competitors had perished. His
nervous colleagues had sold their shares and left the business. His weak-
hearted doubters had missed out.

For the rest of his life, the greater the chaos, the calmer Rockefeller
would become, particularly when others around him were either panicked
or mad with greed. He would make much of his fortune during these market
fluctuations—because he could see while others could not. This insight
lives on today in Warren Buffet’s famous adage to “be fearful when others
are greedy and greedy when others are fearful.” Rockefeller, like all great
investors, could resist impulse in favor of cold, hard common sense.

One critic, in awe of Rockefeller’s empire, described the Standard Oil
trust as a “mythical protean creature” capable of metamorphosing with
every attempt by the competitors or the government to dismantle it. They
meant it as a criticism, but it was actually a function of Rockefeller’s
personality: resilient, adaptable, calm, brilliant. He could not be rattled—
not by economic crisis, not by a glittery mirage of false opportunities, not
by aggressive, bullying enemies, not even by federal prosecutors (for whom







There are a few things to keep in mind when faced with a seemingly
insurmountable obstacle. We must try:

To be objective
To control emotions and keep an even keel
To choose to see the good in a situation
To steady our nerves
To ignore what disturbs or limits others
To place things in perspective
To revert to the present moment
To focus on what can be controlled

This is how you see the opportunity within the obstacle. It does not
happen on its own. It is a process—one that results from self-discipline and
logic.

And that logic is available to you. You just need to deploy it.















is no reason to get worked up. No one said it would be easy and, of course,
the stakes are high, but the path is there for those ready to take it.

This is what we’ve got to do. And we know that it’s going to be tough,
maybe even scary.

But we’re ready for that. We’re collected and serious and aren’t going to
be frightened off.

This means preparing for the realities of our situation, steadying our
nerves so we can throw our best at it. Steeling ourselves. Shaking off the
bad stuff as it happens and soldiering on—staring straight ahead as though
nothing has happened.

Because, as you now realize, it’s true. If your nerve holds, then nothing
really did “happen”—our perception made sure it was nothing of
consequence.























Where the head goes, the body follows. Perception precedes action.
Right action follows the right perspective.
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THINK DIFFERENTLY

Genius is the ability to put into effect what is in your mind. There’s no other
definition of it.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD

teve Jobs was famous for what observers called his “reality distortion
field.” Part motivational tactic, part sheer drive and ambition, this field

made him notoriously dismissive of phrases such as “It can’t be done” or
“We need more time.”

Having learned early in life that reality was falsely hemmed in by rules
and compromises that people had been taught as children, Jobs had a much
more aggressive idea of what was or wasn’t possible. To him, when you
factored in vision and work ethic, much of life was malleable.

For instance, in the design stages for a new mouse for an early Apple
product, Jobs had high expectations. He wanted it to move fluidly in any
direction—a new development for any mouse at that time—but a lead
engineer was told by one of his designers that this would be commercially
impossible. What Jobs wanted wasn’t realistic and wouldn’t work. The next
day, the lead engineer arrived at work to find that Steve Jobs had fired the
employee who’d said that. When the replacement came in, his first words
were: “I can build the mouse.”

This was Jobs’s view of reality at work. Malleable, adamant, self-
confident. Not in the delusional sense, but for the purposes of
accomplishing something. He knew that to aim low meant to accept
mediocre accomplishment. But a high aim could, if things went right, create
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FINDING THE OPPORTUNITY

A good person dyes events with his own color . . . and turns whatever
happens to his own benefit.

—SENECA

ne of the most intimidating and shocking developments in modern
warfare was the German Blitzkrieg (lightning war). In World War II

the Germans wanted to avoid the drawn-out trench fighting of previous
wars. So they concentrated mobile divisions into rapid, narrow offensive
forces that caught their enemies completely unprepared.

Like the tip of a spear, columns of panzer tanks rushed into Poland, the
Netherlands, Belgium, and France with devastating results and little
opposition. In most cases, the opposing commanders simply surrendered
rather than face what felt like an invincible, indefatigable monster bearing
down on them. The Blitzkrieg strategy was designed to exploit the flinch of
the enemy—he must collapse at the sight of what appears to be
overwhelming force. Its success depends completely on this response. This
military strategy works because the set-upon troops see the offensive force
as an enormous obstacle bearing down on them.

This is how the Allied opposition regarded the Blitzkrieg for most of the
war. They could see only its power, and their own vulnerability to it. In the
weeks and months after the successful invasion of Normandy by Allied
forces, they faced it again: a set of massive German counteroffensives. How
could they stop it? Would it throw them back to the very beaches they just
purchased at such high cost?







much on it next time. And now you’ve learned two things: that your instinct
was wrong, and the kind of appetite for risk you really have.

Blessings and burdens are not mutually exclusive. It’s a lot more
complicated. Socrates had a mean, nagging wife; he always said that being
married to her was good practice for philosophy.

Of course you’d want to avoid something negative if you could. But
what if you were able to remember, in the moment, the second act that
seems to come with the unfortunate situations we try so hard to avoid?

Sports psychologists recently did a study of elite athletes who were
struck with some adversity or serious injury. Initially, each reported feeling
isolation, emotional disruption, and doubts about their athletic ability. Yet
afterward, each reported gaining a desire to help others, additional
perspective, and realization of their own strengths. In other words, every
fear and doubt they felt during the injury turned into greater abilities in
those exact areas.

It’s a beautiful idea. Psychologists call it adversarial growth and post-
traumatic growth. “That which doesn’t kill me makes me stronger” is not a
cliché but fact.

The struggle against an obstacle inevitably propels the fighter to a new
level of functioning. The extent of the struggle determines the extent of the
growth. The obstacle is an advantage, not adversity. The enemy is any
perception that prevents us from seeing this.

Of all the strategies we’ve talked about, this is the one you can always
use. Everything can be flipped, seen with this kind of gaze: a piercing look
that ignores the package and sees only the gift.

Or we can fight it the entire way. The result is the same. The obstacle
still exists. One just hurts less. The benefit is still there below the surface.
What kind of idiot decides not to take it?

Now the things that other people avoid, or flinch away from, we’re
thankful for.

When people are:

—rude or disrespectful:

They underestimate us. A huge advantage.



—conniving:

We won’t have to apologize when we make an example out of
them.

—critical or question our abilities:

Lower expectations are easier to exceed.

—lazy:

Makes whatever we accomplish seem all the more admirable.

It’s striking: These are perfectly fine starting points, better, in some
cases, than whatever you’d have hoped for in the best scenario. What
advantage do you derive from someone being polite? Or pulling their
punches? Behind the behaviors that provoke an immediate negative reaction
is opportunity—some exposed benefit that we can seize mentally and then
act upon.

So focus on that—on the poorly wrapped and initially repulsive present
you’ve been handed in every seemingly disadvantageous situation. Because
beneath the packaging is what we need—often something of real value. A
gift of great benefit.

No one is talking glass-half-full-style platitudes here. This must be a
complete flip. Seeing through the negative, past its underside, and into its
corollary: the positive.







T

THE DISCIPLINE OF ACTION

here was little evidence that Demosthenes was destined to become the
greatest orator of Athens, let alone all of history. He was born sickly

and frail with a nearly debilitating speech impediment. At seven years old,
he lost his father. And then things got worse.

The large inheritance left to him—intended to pay for tutors and the best
schools—was stolen by the guardians entrusted to protect him. They
refused to pay his tutors, depriving him of the education he was entitled to.
Still weak and sick, Demosthenes was also unable to distinguish himself in
the other critical sphere of Greek life: the floor of the gymnasia.

Here was this fatherless, effeminate, awkward child who no one
understood, who everyone laughed at. Not exactly the boy you’d expect
would soon hold the power to mobilize a nation to war by his voice alone.

Disadvantaged by nature, abandoned by the people he depended on,
nearly every wrong that can be inflicted on a child befell Demosthenes.
None of it was fair, none of it was right. Most of us, were we in his
position, would have given up right then and there. But Demosthenes did
not.

Stuck in his young mind was the image of a great orator, a man he’d
once witnessed speaking at the court at Athens. This lone individual, so
skilled and powerful, had held the admiration of the crowd, who hung on
his every word for hours—subduing all opposition with no more than the
sound of his voice and the strength of his ideas. It inspired and challenged
Demosthenes, weak, beaten on, powerless, and ignored; for in many ways,
this strong, confident speaker was the opposite of him.

So he did something about it.



To conquer his speech impediment, he devised his own strange
exercises. He would fill his mouth with pebbles and practice speaking. He
rehearsed full speeches into the wind or while running up steep inclines. He
learned to give entire speeches with a single breath. And soon, his quiet,
weak voice erupted with booming, powerful clarity.

Demosthenes locked himself away underground—literally—in a dugout
he’d had built in which to study and educate himself. To ensure he wouldn’t
indulge in outside distractions, he shaved half his head so he’d be too
embarrassed to go outside. And from that point forward, he dutifully
descended each day into his study to work with his voice, his facial
expressions, and his arguments.

When he did venture out, it was to learn even more. Every moment,
every conversation, every transaction, was an opportunity for him to
improve his art. All of it aimed at one goal: to face his enemies in court and
win back what had been taken from him. Which he did.

When he came of age, he finally filed suits against the negligent
guardians who had wronged him. They evaded his efforts and hired their
own lawyers, but he refused to be stopped. Flexible and creative, he
matched them suit for suit and delivered countless speeches. Confident in
his new strengths, driven on by his own toil, they were no match.
Demosthenes eventually won.

Only a fraction of the original inheritance remained, but the money had
become secondary. Demosthenes’s reputation as an orator, ability to
command a crowd and his peerless knowledge of the intricacies of the law,
was worth more than whatever remained of a once-great fortune.

Every speech he delivered made him stronger, every day that he stuck
with it made him more determined. He could see through bullies and stare
down fear. In struggling with his unfortunate fate, Demosthenes found his
true calling: He would be the voice of Athens, its great speaker and
conscience. He would be successful precisely because of what he’d been
through and how he’d reacted to it. He had channeled his rage and pain into
his training, and then later into his speeches, fueling it all with a kind of
fierceness and power that could be neither matched nor resisted.

Some academic once asked Demosthenes what the three most important
traits of speechmaking were. His reply says it all: “Action, Action, Action!”







and an eye for opportunity and pivotal moments

Are you ready to get to work?
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PRACTICE PERSISTENCE

He says the best way out is always through
And I agree to that, or in so far
As I can see no way out but through.

—ROBERT FROST

or nearly a year, General Ulysses S. Grant tried to crack the defenses of
Vicksburg, a city perched high on the cliffs of the Mississippi, critical

to the Confederacy’s stranglehold on the most important river in the
country. He tried attacking head-on. He tried to go around. He spent months
digging a new canal that would change the course of the river. He blew the
levees upstream and literally tried to float boats down into the city over
flooded land.

None of it worked. All the while, the newspapers chattered. It’d been
months without progress. Lincoln had sent a replacement, and the man was
waiting in the wings. But Grant refused to be rattled, refused to rush or
cease. He knew there was a weak spot somewhere. He’d find it or he’d
make one.

His next move ran contrary to nearly all conventional military theory. He
decided to run his boats past the gun batteries guarding the river—a
considerable risk, because once down, they could not come back up.
Despite an unprecedented nighttime firefight, nearly all the boats made the
run unharmed. A few days later, Grant crossed the river about thirty miles
downstream at the appropriately named Hard Times, Louisiana.









When people ask where we are, what we’re doing, how that “situation”
is coming along, the answer should be clear: We’re working on it. We’re
getting closer. When setbacks come, we respond by working twice as hard.
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ITERATE

What is defeat? Nothing but education; nothing but the first steps to
something better.

—WENDELL PHILLIPS

n Silicon Valley, start-ups don’t launch with polished, finished
businesses. Instead, they release their “Minimum Viable Product” (MVP)

—the most basic version of their core idea with only one or two essential
features.

The point is to immediately see how customers respond. And, if that
response is poor, to be able to fail cheaply and quickly. To avoid making or
investing in a product customers do not want.

As engineers now like to quip: Failure is a Feature.
But it’s no joke. Failure really can be an asset if what you’re trying to do

is improve, learn, or do something new. It’s the preceding feature of nearly
all successes. There’s nothing shameful about being wrong, about changing
course. Each time it happens we have new options. Problems become
opportunities.

The old way of business—where companies guess what customers want
from research and then produce those products in a lab, isolated and
insulated from feedback—reflects a fear of failure and is deeply fragile in
relation to it. If the highly produced product flops on launch day, all that
effort was wasted. If it succeeds, no one really knows why or what was
responsible for that success. The MVP model, on the other hand, embraces
failure and feedback. It gets stronger by failure, dropping the features that











The road to back-to-back championships is just that, a road. And you
travel along a road in steps. Excellence is a matter of steps. Excelling at this
one, then that one, and then the one after that. Saban’s process is
exclusively this—existing in the present, taking it one step at a time, not
getting distracted by anything else. Not the other team, not the scoreboard
or the crowd.

The process is about finishing. Finishing games. Finishing workouts.
Finishing film sessions. Finishing drives. Finishing reps. Finishing plays.
Finishing blocks. Finishing the smallest task you have right in front of you
and finishing it well.

Whether it’s pursuing the pinnacle of success in your field or simply
surviving some awful or trying ordeal, the same approach works. Don’t
think about the end—think about surviving. Making it from meal to meal,
break to break, checkpoint to checkpoint, paycheck to paycheck, one day at
a time.

And when you really get it right, even the hardest things become
manageable. Because the process is relaxing. Under its influence, we
needn’t panic. Even mammoth tasks become just a series of component
parts.

This was what the great nineteenth-century pioneer of meteorology,
James Pollard Espy, was shown in a chance encounter as a young man.
Unable to read and write until he was eighteen, Espy attended a rousing
speech by the famous orator Henry Clay. After the talk, a spellbound Espy
tried to make his way toward Clay, but he couldn’t form the words to speak
to his idol. One of his friends shouted out for him: “He wants to be like you,
even though he can’t read.”

Clay grabbed one of his posters, which had the word CLAY written in
big letters. He looked at Espy and said, “You see that, boy?” pointing to a
letter. “That’s an A. Now, you’ve only got twenty-five more letters to go.”

Espy had just been gifted the process. Within a year, he started college.
I know that seems almost too simple. But envision, for a second, a

master practicing an exceedingly difficult craft and making it look
effortless. There’s no strain, no struggling. So relaxed. No exertion or
worry. Just one clean movement after another. That’s a result of the process.

We can channel this, too. We needn’t scramble like we’re so often
inclined to do when some difficult task sits in front of us. Remember the



first time you saw a complicated algebra equation? It was a jumble of
symbols and unknowns. But then you stopped, took a deep breath, and
broke it down. You isolated the variables, solved for them, and all that was
left was the answer.

Do that now, for whatever obstacles you come across. We can take a
breath, do the immediate, composite part in front of us—and follow its
thread into the next action. Everything in order, everything connected.

When it comes to our actions, disorder and distraction are death. The
unordered mind loses track of what’s in front of it—what matters—and gets
distracted by thoughts of the future. The process is order, it keeps our
perceptions in check and our actions in sync.

It seems obvious, but we forget this when it matters most.
Right now, if I knocked you down and pinned you to the ground, how

would you respond? You’d probably panic. And then you’d push with all
your strength to get me off you. It wouldn’t work; just using my body
weight, I would be able to keep your shoulders against the ground with little
effort—and you’d grow exhausted fighting it.

That’s the opposite of the process.
There is a much easier way. First, you don’t panic, you conserve your

energy. You don’t do anything stupid like get yourself choked out by acting
without thinking. You focus on not letting it get worse. Then you get your
arms up, to brace and create some breathing room, some space. Now work
to get on your side. From there you can start to break down my hold on you:
Grab an arm, trap a leg, buck with your hips, slide in a knee and push away.

It’ll take some time, but you’ll get yourself out. At each step, the person
on top is forced to give a little up, until there’s nothing left. Then you’re
free—thanks to the process.

Being trapped is just a position, not a fate. You get out of it by
addressing and eliminating each part of that position through small,
deliberate actions—not by trying (and failing) to push it away with
superhuman strength.

With our business rivals, we rack our brains to think of some mind-
blowing new product that will make them irrelevant, and, in the process, we
take our eye off the ball. We shy away from writing a book or making a film
even though it’s our dream because it’s so much work—we can’t imagine
how we get from here to there.











If you see any of this as a burden, you’re looking at it the wrong way.
Because all we need to do is those three little duties—to try hard, to be

honest, and to help others and ourselves. That’s all that’s been asked of us.
No more and no less.

Sure, the goal is important. But never forget that each individual instance
matters, too—each is a snapshot of the whole. The whole isn’t certain, only
the instances are.

How you do anything is how you can do everything.
We can always act right.



I

WHAT’S RIGHT IS WHAT WORKS

The cucumber is bitter? Then throw it out.
There are brambles in the path? Then go around.
That’s all you need to know.

—MARCUS AURELIUS

n 1915, deep in the jungles of South America, the rising conflict between
two rival American fruit companies came to a head. Each desperately

wanted to acquire the same five thousand acres of valuable land.
The issue? Two different locals claimed to own the deed to the

plantation. In the no-man’s-land between Honduras and Guatemala, neither
company was able to tell who was the rightful owner so they could buy it
from them.

How they each responded to this problem was defined by their
company’s organization and ethos. One company was big and powerful, the
other crafty and cunning. The first, one of the most powerful corporations
in the United States: United Fruit. The second, a small upstart owned by
Samuel Zemurray.

To solve the problem, United Fruit dispatched a team of high-powered
lawyers. They set out in search of every file and scrap of paper in the
country, ready to pay whatever it cost to win. Money, time, and resources
were no object.

Zemurray, the tiny, uneducated competitor, was outmatched, right? He
couldn’t play their game. So he didn’t. Flexible, fluid, and defiant, he just
met separately with both of the supposed owners and bought the land from
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IN PRAISE OF THE FLANK ATTACK

Whoever cannot seek
the unforeseen sees nothing,
for the known way
is an impasse.

—HERACLITUS

he popular image of George Washington in American lore is of a brave
and bold general, towering over everything he surveyed, repelling the

occupied and tyrannical British. Of course, the true picture is a little less
glorious. Washington wasn’t a guerrilla, but he was close enough. He was
wily, evasive, often refusing to battle.

His army was small, undertrained, undersupplied, and fragile. He waged
a war mostly of defense, deliberately avoiding large formations of British
troops. For all the rhetoric, most of his maneuvers were pinpricks against a
stronger, bigger enemy. Hit and run. Stick and move.

Never attack where it is obvious, Washington told his men. Don’t attack
as the enemy would expect, he explained, instead, “Where little danger is
apprehended, the more the enemy will be unprepared and consequently
there is the fairest prospect of success.” He had a powerful sense of which
minor skirmishes would feel and look like major victories.

His most glorious “victory” wasn’t even a direct battle with the British.
Instead, Washington, nearly at the end of his rope, crossed the Delaware at
dawn on Christmas Day to attack a group of sleeping German mercenaries
who may or may not have been drunk.

















A

CHANNEL YOUR ENERGY

When jarred, unavoidably, by circumstance revert at once to yourself and
don’t lose the rhythm more than you can help. You’ll have a better grasp of
harmony if you keep going back to it.

—MARCUS AURELIUS

s a tennis player, Arthur Ashe was a beautiful contradiction. To
survive segregation in the 1950s and 1960s, he learned from his father

to mask his emotions and feelings on the court. No reacting, no getting
upset at missed shots, and no challenging bad calls. Certainly, as a black
player he could not afford to show off, celebrate, or be seen as trying too
hard.

But his actual form and playing style was something quite different. All
the energy and emotion he had to suppress was channeled into a bold and
graceful playing form. While his face was controlled, his body was alive—
fluid, brilliant, and all over the court. His style is best described in the
epithet he created for himself: “physically loose and mentally tight.”

For Arthur Ashe, this combination created a nearly unbeatable tennis
game. As a person he’d control his emotions, but as a player he was
swashbuckling, bold, and cool. He dove for balls and took—and made—the
kind of shots that made other players gasp. He was able to do this because
he was free. He was free where it mattered: inside.

Other players, free to celebrate, free to throw tantrums or glower at refs
and opponents, never seemed to be able to handle the pressure of high-
stakes matches the way Ashe could. They often mistook Ashe as inhuman,







I

SEIZE THE OFFENSIVE

The best men are not those who have waited for chances but who have
taken them; besieged chance, conquered the chance, and made chance the
servitor.

—E. H. CHAPIN

n the spring of 2008, Barack Obama’s presidential candidacy was
imperiled. A race scandal involving inflammatory remarks by his pastor,

Reverend Jeremiah Wright, threatened to unravel his campaign—to break
the thin bond he’d established between black and white voters at a critical
moment in the primaries.

Race, religion, demographics, controversy emulsified into one. It was the
kind of political disaster that political campaigns do not survive, leaving
most candidates so paralyzed by fear that they defer taking action. Their
typical response is to hide, ignore, obfuscate, or distance themselves.

Whatever one thinks about Obama’s politics, no one can deny what
happened next. He turned one of the lowest moments in his campaign into a
surprise offensive.

Against all advice and convention, he decided that he would take action
and that this negative situation was actually a “teachable moment.” Obama
channeled the attention and energy swirling around the controversy to draw
a national audience and speak directly to the American people of the
divisive issue of race.

This speech, known today as the “A More Perfect Union” speech, was a
transformative moment. Instead of distancing himself, Obama addressed







This is what Obama did. Not shirking, not giving in to exhaustion
despite the long neck-and-neck primary. But rallying at the last moment.
Transcending the challenge and reframing it, triumphing as a result of it. He
turned an ugly incident into that “teachable moment,” and one of the most
profound speeches on race in our history.

The obstacle is not only turned upside down but used as a catapult.





fails, now you can practice acceptance. If there is nothing else you can do
for yourself, at least you can try to help others.

Problems, as Duke Ellington once said, are a chance for us to do our
best.

Just our best, that’s it. Not the impossible.
We must be willing to roll the dice and lose. Prepare, at the end of the

day, for none of it to work.
Anyone in pursuit of a goal comes face-to-face with this time and time

again. Sometimes, no amount of planning, no amount of thinking—no
matter how hard we try or patiently we persist—will change the fact that
some things just aren’t going to work.

The world could use fewer martyrs.
We have it within us to be the type of people who try to get things done,

try with everything we’ve got and, whatever verdict comes in, are ready to
accept it instantly and move on to whatever is next.

Is that you? Because it can be.



















Each one—wherever they’d been dispersed around the world, whatever
persecution or hardship they faced—could draw upon it for strength and
security.

Consider the line from the Haggadah: “In every generation a person is
obligated to view himself as if he were the one who went out of Egypt.”

During Passover Seder, the menu is bitter herbs and unleavened bread—
the “bread of affliction.” Why? In some ways, this taps into the fortitude
that sustained the community for generations. The ritual not only celebrates
and honors Jewish traditions, but it prompts those partaking in the feast to
visualize and possess the strength that has kept them going.

This is strikingly similar to what the Stoics called the Inner Citadel, that
fortress inside of us that no external adversity can ever break down. An
important caveat is that we are not born with such a structure; it must be
built and actively reinforced. During the good times, we strengthen
ourselves and our bodies so that during the difficult times, we can depend
on it. We protect our inner fortress so it may protect us.

To Roosevelt, life was like an arena and he was a gladiator. In order to
survive, he needed to be strong, resilient, fearless, ready for anything. And
he was willing to risk great personal harm and expend massive amounts of
energy to develop that hardiness.

You’ll have far better luck toughening yourself up than you ever will
trying to take the teeth out of a world that is—at best—indifferent to your
existence. Whether we were born weak like Roosevelt or we are currently
experiencing good times, we should always prepare for things to get tough.
In our own way, in our own fight, we are all in the same position Roosevelt
was in.

No one is born a gladiator. No one is born with an Inner Citadel. If we’re
going to succeed in achieving our goals despite the obstacles that may
come, this strength in will must be built.

To be great at something takes practice. Obstacles and adversity are no
different. Though it would be easier to sit back and enjoy a cushy modern
life, the upside of preparation is that we’re not disposed to lose all of it—
least of all our heads—when someone or something suddenly messes with
our plans.

It’s almost a cliché at this point, but the observation that the way to
strengthen an arch is to put weight on it—because it binds the stones











are.
As a result of our anticipation, we understand the range of potential

outcomes and know that they are not all good (they rarely are). We can
accommodate ourselves to any of them. We understand that it could
possibly all go wrong. And now we can get back to the task at hand.

You know you want to accomplish X, so you invest time, money, and
relationships into achieving it. About the worst thing that can happen is not
something going wrong, but something going wrong and catching you by
surprise. Why? Because unexpected failure is discouraging and being
beaten back hurts.

But the person who has rehearsed in their mind what could go wrong
will not be caught by surprise. The person ready to be disappointed won’t
be. They will have the strength to bear it. They are not as likely to get
discouraged or to shirk from the task that lies before them, or make a
mistake in the face of it.

You know what’s better than building things up in your imagination?
Building things up in real life. Of course, it’s a lot more fun to build things
up in your imagination than it is to tear them down. But what purpose does
that serve? It only sets you up for disappointment. Chimeras are like
bandages—they hurt only when torn away.

With anticipation, we have time to raise defenses, or even avoid them
entirely. We’re ready to be driven off course because we’ve plotted a way
back. We can resist going to pieces if things didn’t go as planned. With
anticipation, we can endure.

We are prepared for failure and ready for success.









The hubris at the core of this notion that we can change everything is
somewhat new. In a world where we can beam documents around the world
in nanoseconds, chat in high-definition video with anyone anywhere,
predict the weather down to the minute, it’s very easy to internalize the
assumption that nature has been domesticated and submits to our whim. Of
course it hasn’t.

People didn’t always think this way. The ancients (and the not so
ancients) used the word fate far more frequently than us because they were
better acquainted with and exposed to how capricious and random the world
could be. Events were considered to be the “will of the Gods.” The Fates
were forces that shaped our lives and destinies, often not with much
consent.

Letters used to be signed “Deo volente”—God willing. Because who
knew what would happen?

Think of George Washington, putting everything he had into the
American Revolution, and then saying, “The event is in the hand of God.”
Or Eisenhower, writing to his wife on the eve of the Allied invasion at
Sicily: “Everything we could think of have been done, the troops are fit
everybody is doing his best. The answer is in the lap of the gods.” These
were not guys prone to settling or leaving the details up to other people—
but they understood ultimately that what happened would happen. And
they’d go from there.

It’s time to be humble and flexible enough to acknowledge the same in
our own lives. That there is always someone or something that could
change the plan. And that person is not us. As the saying goes, “Man
proposes but God disposes. ”

As fate would have it.
Heaven forbid.
Nature permitting.
Murphy’s Law.

Whatever version you prefer, it’s all the same. Not that much has
changed between their time and ours—they were just more cognizant of it.



















Beethoven: “The barriers are not erected which can say to aspiring talents
and industry, Thus far and no farther.”

We can go around or under or backward. We can decide that momentum
and defeat are not mutually exclusive—we can keep going, advancing, even
if we’ve been stopped in one particular direction.

Our actions can be constrained, but our will can’t be. Our plans—even
our bodies—can be broken. But belief in ourselves? No matter how many
times we are thrown back, we alone retain the power to decide to go once
more. Or to try another route. Or, at the very least, to accept this reality and
decide upon a new aim.

Determination, if you think about it, is invincible. Nothing other than
death can prevent us from following Churchill’s old acronym: KBO. Keep
Buggering On.

Despair? That’s on you. No one else is to blame when you throw in the
towel.

We don’t control the barriers or the people who put them there. But we
control ourselves—and that is sufficient.

The true threat to determination, then, is not what happens to us, but us
ourselves. Why would you be your own worst enemy?

Hold on and hold steady.











idea that you would exist, but you know that they did. And a century from
now, someone will be in your exact same position, once more.

Embrace this power, this sense of being part of a larger whole. It is an
exhilarating thought. Let it envelop you. We’re all just humans, doing the
best we can. We’re all just trying to survive, and in the process, inch the
world forward a little bit.

Help your fellow humans thrive and survive, contribute your little bit to
the universe before it swallows you up, and be happy with that. Lend a hand
to others. Be strong for them, and it will make you stronger.



I

MEDITATE ON YOUR MORTALITY

When a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his
mind wonderfully.

—DR. JOHNSON

n late 1569, a French nobleman named Michel de Montaigne was given
up as dead after being flung from a galloping horse.
As his friends carried his limp and bloodied body home, Montaigne

watched life slip away from his physical self, not traumatically but almost
flimsily, like some dancing spirit on the “tip of his lips.” Only to have it
return at the last possible second.

This sublime and unusual experience marked the moment Montaigne
changed his life. Within a few years, he would be one of the most famous
writers in Europe. After his accident, Montaigne went on to write volumes
of popular essays, serve two terms as mayor, travel internationally as a
dignitary, and serve as a confidante of the king.

It’s a story as old as time. Man nearly dies, he takes stock, and emerges
from the experience a completely different, and better, person.

And so it was for Montaigne. Coming so close to death energized him,
made him curious. No longer was death something to be afraid of—looking
it in the eyes had been a relief, even inspiring.

Death doesn’t make life pointless, but rather purposeful. And,
fortunately, we don’t have to nearly die to tap into this energy.

In Montaigne’s essays, we see proof of the fact that one can meditate on
death—be well aware of our own mortality—without being morbid or a







We can learn to adjust and come to terms with death—this final and most
humbling fact of life—and find relief in the understanding that there is
nothing else nearly as hard left.

And so, if even our own mortality can have some benefit, how dare you
say that you can’t derive value from each and every other kind of obstacle
you encounter?









As he told his men, if there was one profit they could derive from this
awful situation that they had not wanted, it would be to “settle this affair
well and show to all mankind that there is a right way to deal even with
civil wars.”

The obstacle becomes the way.
Of course, as so often happens, even the most well-intentioned plans can

be interrupted by others. For both Cassius and Marcus, their destiny was
changed when a lone assassin struck Cassius down in Egypt, three months
later. His dream of empire ended right there. Marcus’s initial hope to be
able to forgive, in person, his betrayer ended as well.

But this itself created a better opportunity—the opportunity to practice
forgiveness on a significantly larger scale. The Stoics liked to use the
metaphor of fire. Writing in his journal, Marcus once reminded himself that
“when the fire is strong, it soon appropriates to itself the matter which is
heaped on it, and consumes it, and rises higher by means of this very
material.”

The unexpected death of his rival, the man whom Marcus had been
deprived of granting clemency to, was this metaphor embodied. Marcus
would now forgive essentially everyone involved. He wouldn’t take any of
it personally. He’d be a better person, a better leader for it.

Arriving in the provinces shortly after the death of Cassius, Marcus
refused to put any coconspirators to death. He declined to prosecute any of
the senators or governors who had endorsed or expressed support for the
uprising. And when other senators insisted on death sentences for their
peers associated with the rebellion, he wrote them simply: “I implore you,
the senate, to keep my reign unstained by the blood of any senator. May it
never happen.”

The obstacle becomes the way, becomes the way.
Forever and ever and ever.
Yes, it’s unlikely that anyone is going to make an armed run at our

throne anytime soon. But people will make pointed remarks. They will cut
us off in traffic. Our rivals will steal our business. We will be hurt. Forces
will try to hold us back. Bad stuff will happen.

We can turn even this to our advantage. Always.
It is an opportunity. Always.



And if our only option—as was the case with Marcus—because of
someone else’s greed or lust for power, is simply to be a good person and
practice forgiveness? Well, that’s still a pretty good option.

This, I’m sure you’ve noticed, is the pattern in every one of the stories in
this book.

Something stands in someone’s way. They stare it down, they aren’t
intimidated. Leaning into their problem or weakness or issue, they give
everything they have, mentally and physically. Even though they did not
always overcome it in the way they intended or expected, each individual
emerged better, stronger.

What stood in the way became the way. What impeded action in some
way advanced it.

It’s inspiring. It’s moving. It’s an art we need to bring to our own lives.
Not everyone looks at obstacles—often the same ones you and I face—

and sees reason to despair. In fact, they see the opposite. They see a
problem with a ready solution. They see a chance to test and improve
themselves.

Nothing stands in their way. Rather, everything guides them on the way.
It is so much better to be this way, isn’t it? There is a lightness and a

flexibility to this approach that seem very different from how we—and
most people—choose to live. With our disappointments and resentments
and frustrations.

We can see the “bad” things that happen in our lives with gratitude and
not with regret because we turn them from disaster to real benefit—from
defeat to victory.

Fate doesn’t have to be fatalistic. It can be destiny and freedom just as
easily.

There is no special school that these individuals attended (aside from, for
many, a familiarity with the ancient wisdom of Stoicism). Nothing that they
do is out of reach for us. Rather, they have unlocked something that is very
much within each and every person. Tested in the crucible of adversity and
forged in the furnace of trial, they realized these latent powers—the powers
of perception, action, and the will.

With this triad, they:





You are iron-spined and possess a great and powerful will. Like Lincoln,
you realize that life is a trial. It will not be easy, but you are prepared to
give it everything you have regardless, ready to endure, persevere, and
inspire others.

The names of countless other practitioners escape us, but they dealt with
the same problems and obstacles. This philosophy helped them navigate
those successfully. They quietly overcame what life threw at them and, in
fact, thrived because of it.

They were nothing special, nothing that we are not just as capable of
being. What they did was simple (simple, not easy). But let’s say it once
again just to remind ourselves:

See things for what they are.
Do what we can.
Endure and bear what we must.

What blocked the path now is a path.
What once impeded action advances action.
The Obstacle is the Way.
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READING RECOMMENDATIONS

This book and its stories were a result of the books I’ve been fortunate
enough to come across in my life. Each month I distill what I read into a
short e-mail of book recommendations, which I send to my network of
friends and connections. The list started as about forty people and is now
received and read by 10,000 people from all over the world. All in all, I’ve
recommended, discussed and chatted more than a thousand books with
these fellow readers in the last five years.

If you’d like to join us and get these recommendations, sign up at
Ryanholiday.net/Reading-Newsletter/.

Or you can just send me an e-mail at ryan.holiday@gmail.com and tell me
you want to get the e-mail (just put Reading List in the subject line).



* I think Stoicism is a deeply fascinating and critically important philosophy. But I also understand
that you live in the real world, right now, and you don’t have time for a history lecture. What you
want are real strategies to help you with your problems, so that’s what this book is going to be. If
you’d like some additional resources and reading recommendations on Stoicism, I’ve provided them
in the reading list at the back of this book.



http://penguin.com/welcome?CMP=OTC-PEBL
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