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Evidence of Learning 4: The Obstacle Is the Way towards Systems Engineering 

Ryan Holiday’s The Obstacle Is the Way explores the principles of Stoicism and how 

they can be applied to overcome challenges, turn adversity into an advantage, and maintain 

resilience in the face of hardship. He draws from historical examples, including Marcus Aurelius, 

Thomas Edison, and Amelia Earhart, to demonstrate how individuals who adopt a Stoic mindset 

can transform obstacles into opportunities. The book is structured around three key principles: 

perception, action, and will. Holiday emphasizes that our perception of a challenge determines 

how we react to it, and by controlling our response, we can turn setbacks into stepping stones for 

success (Holiday 12). This philosophy is particularly relevant in technical and engineering fields, 

where problem-solving and adaptability are essential. 

As an aspiring systems engineer, I will constantly encounter complex and unexpected 

challenges, whether debugging a kernel issue, optimizing an embedded system, or 

troubleshooting unpredictable hardware failures. The Obstacle Is the Way has reinforced the 

importance of maintaining a clear and rational mindset when facing these difficulties. Holiday 

stresses that obstacles should not be seen as roadblocks but as opportunities to improve and 

innovate (Holiday 45). This perspective has helped me shift my approach to debugging and 

problem-solving (rather than viewing a system crash or an unsolvable bug as a setback), I can 

see it as a chance to deepen my understanding of low-level computing and refine my technical 

skills. 
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Holiday’s discussion on the power of action aligns closely with how engineers approach 

problem-solving. He argues that progress is achieved through persistent, deliberate action, even 

when immediate results are not visible (Holiday 72). This lesson is crucial in systems 

engineering, where designing efficient architectures, writing low-level code, and optimizing 

performance require patience and incremental progress. For instance, when developing an 

operating system, I may spend weeks refining a memory management system, making small 

improvements that, over time, create a stable and efficient foundation. Holiday’s philosophy has 

reinforced my commitment to systematic, steady progress rather than seeking quick fixes. 

Another key concept in the book is will, the ability to endure, adapt, and persist in the 

face of adversity. Holiday explains that challenges are inevitable, but our ability to maintain 

discipline and mental toughness determines our long-term success (Holiday 104). In engineering, 

failures and setbacks are part of the learning process. A failed prototype or a poorly optimized 

algorithm is not a reason to quit but an opportunity to iterate and improve. This mindset is 

particularly relevant in embedded and systems software engineering, where unexpected bugs and 

inefficiencies can surface at any stage of development. By embracing obstacles as an inherent 

part of the journey, I can build resilience and continue refining my technical expertise. 

Ultimately, The Obstacle Is the Way has provided valuable insights into how I can 

approach challenges in systems engineering with a Stoic mindset. By focusing on rational 

perception, deliberate action, and inner resilience, I can navigate difficulties more effectively and 

continue growing as an engineer. Holiday’s message is clear: obstacles are not barriers but the 

path to progress, and by embracing them, I can develop the mindset necessary for long-term 

success in my field. 
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