
LAW 39: Stir Up Waters to Catch Fish
Law 39 of The 48 Laws of Power, titled "Stir Up Waters to Catch Fish," underscores the strategic advantage
of emotional control while provoking adversaries into emotional reactions. Robert Greene asserts that
remaining calm and composed in the face of conflict allows individuals to maintain clarity and make rational
decisions, while opponents who react emotionally become predictable and easier to manipulate. This law
teaches that by intentionally unsettling others, one can seize the upper hand in any power dynamic, ensuring
that adversaries make mistakes while the strategist maintains control.

The chapter opens with an exploration of the dangers of unchecked emotions, particularly anger, and how
they can lead to poor decision-making. History has shown that leaders who succumb to their emotions often
find themselves at a disadvantage, as their reactions become transparent and easily exploited. Greene presents
the example of Itakura Shigemune, the Kyoto Shoshidai, who remained composed during trials by engaging
in Cha-no-yu, the traditional tea ceremony, using the act of tea grinding as a meditative practice. This ability
to maintain control in tense situations allowed him to govern effectively, proving that serenity in the face of
adversity can be a powerful tool.

In contrast, Greene highlights how Napoleon Bonaparte’s uncontrolled anger led to his downfall, particularly
in his dealings with Talleyrand, his once-loyal minister. Upon discovering Talleyrand’s betrayal, Napoleon
allowed his fury to take over, berating him publicly and showing visible distress before his advisors. Instead
of handling the situation with measured calculation, Napoleon’s display of rage diminished his authority and
signaled his vulnerability. This moment marked the beginning of his decline, illustrating how powerful
figures who lose control of their emotions invite challenges to their leadership.

The chapter also discusses the strategic use of psychological manipulation in warfare and politics. Greene
examines Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, who successfully baited Ras Gugsa into a premature rebellion by
exploiting his arrogance and spreading misinformation. By maintaining his composure and orchestrating
events from behind the scenes, Selassie ensured that his rival made critical mistakes, ultimately leading to his
defeat. This tactic aligns with the broader theme of this law: disrupting an opponent’s emotional balance
leads to their downfall, provided one maintains their own stability.

Another analogy Greene employs is the "Pond of Fish"—a metaphor describing how stirring the waters
represents provoking emotions in adversaries, making them more visible and susceptible to attack. When the
waters are calm, fish can remain hidden, much like a composed individual who conceals their true intentions.
However, when the waters are agitated, fish become exposed, symbolizing an opponent who, when
provoked, reveals their weaknesses. This concept illustrates the importance of inciting emotional reactions in
others while remaining unreadable and composed oneself.

The discussion extends to military history, where Ts’ao Ts’ao and Sun Pin masterfully used deception and
emotional triggers to control their enemies. Ts’ao Ts’ao, an infamous warlord, manipulated opponents into
overextending themselves by spreading misinformation, ensuring they acted impulsively rather than
strategically. Sun Pin, another Chinese military strategist, orchestrated a psychological trap by making his
enemies believe his forces were weak, luring them into a false sense of security before striking at the perfect
moment. These historical examples emphasize that those who provoke emotional responses while remaining
rational themselves hold a significant strategic advantage.

However, Greene also warns that provoking emotions must be done carefully, as some adversaries may prove
more resilient than expected. The siege of Tyre by Alexander the Great serves as a cautionary tale.
Alexander’s initial efforts to provoke Tyre’s surrender failed, as the city’s defenders proved unexpectedly
resourceful and determined. His aggressive approach prolonged the battle, leading to unnecessary losses and
delays. This serves as a reminder that not all opponents react predictably, and some conflicts require a blend



of patience and pressure rather than outright provocation.

In conclusion, Law 39 advocates for staying emotionally detached while inciting emotional reactions in
opponents as a means to gain control. Those who master their emotions can guide conflicts in their favor,
while those who react impulsively fall into traps laid for them. Greene’s historical examples reinforce that
leaders, strategists, and anyone in power must recognize the value of calm calculation and the dangers of
letting emotions dictate actions. The key takeaway is that emotional intelligence—knowing when to stir up
emotions in others while maintaining personal composure—is a fundamental skill for gaining influence and
power.


