LAW 31: Mastering the Art of

Controlling Choices

Law 31 from The 48 Laws of Power revolves around the concept of controlling options
to influence others' decisions while making them believe they are acting
independently. The key to this strategy is not to impose direct control but to present
people with choices that all lead to outcomes that benefit you. By doing this, one
creates an illusion of freedom, allowing others to feel empowered while subtly guiding
them toward decisions that serve your interests, akin to a puppeteer pulling the strings

without the puppets realizing it.

One of the most striking examples of this law is illustrated by Ivan IV, also known as
Ivan the Terrible of Russia. His power was solidified through a masterstroke of control
when he strategically withdrew from Moscow, leaving the population in a state of fear
and uncertainty. His absence created a crisis that paralyzed the city, and when he
returned, the people begged him to return to power under any conditions,
demonstrating how creating a crisis and offering a solution that only you can provide
can give you unprecedented control over others. This example perfectly showcases
how manipulating the field of choice can give you complete command over the
situation, as the people believed they had a choice but were actually forced to accept

the terms he dictated.

The principle of controlling choices is not limited to historical monarchs. Other
examples, such as the clever tactics of Rudolf Virchow, further demonstrate this law in
action. Virchow, faced with the possibility of a duel, cleverly introduced an element of
doubt by offering a choice between two sausages, one of which was poisoned. The
uncertainty of the choice manipulated his opponent into declining the duel altogether,

showing how fear and confusion can be manipulated to control decisions. This use of



fear and uncertainty as a tool for controlling choices highlights how psychological
manipulation can be just as powerful as physical dominance when it comes to

influencing behavior.

Another example from the law is the story of an Armenian king who challenged his
subjects to find the greatest liar in his kingdom. The contest, which seemed to be a
simple test of truthfulness, quickly turned into a paradox when the contestants were
outwitted by their own manipulation, demonstrating the power of controlling choices
through paradoxical challenges. This illustrates how people can be controlled not just
through simple offers of choice but by presenting them with options that lead them
into a situation where they believe they are in control, while in reality, they are being

steered toward a predetermined outcome.

Further exemplifying this law is the story of Ninon de L'Enclos, a courtesan who
understood the art of controlling her suitors. Instead of simply being passive in her
relationships, she made herself the prize in a game of choices, offering her suitors the
illusion of control. By positioning herself as the ultimate choice in a strategic game,
she was able to maintain her autonomy and power, forcing others to compete for her
favor while she was in complete control of the situation. Her ability to create an
environment where her suitors felt they had a choice, yet were ultimately guided by
her terms, is a prime example of how controlling options can elevate one's power and

independence.

These examples all reinforce the main principle of Law 31: true power lies in the ability
to manipulate the choices of others while simultaneously expanding your own options.
Through strategic planning, psychological manipulation, and creating the illusion of
freedom, one can control the actions of others without them realizing that they are
being steered in a direction that benefits you. The paradox here is that those being
influenced believe they have the power to choose, but in reality, they are caught in a
web of carefully crafted choices that lead them to a predetermined conclusion. By
understanding how to narrow the options available to others, you can effectively

control their actions and shape the course of events without ever revealing your true



intentions.



