
Law 48: Assume Formlessness

The 48th Law of Power emphasizes the necessity of formlessness as a means of
maintaining control, avoiding predictability, and preventing adversaries from exploiting
weaknesses. This principle suggests that, much like water, one must be adaptable,
shifting in response to changing circumstances rather than adhering to rigid structures
or fixed identities. Inflexibility, whether in thought or strategy, leads to vulnerability,
while those who remain fluid can navigate challenges with greater ease and
effectiveness.

The concept of formlessness is deeply rooted in both historical and strategic thought,
seen in military tactics, political maneuvering, and even personal interactions. The
ability to conceal one's true intentions, remain adaptable in the face of adversity, and
avoid attachment to rigid plans allows for an edge over competitors or enemies. Just
as martial artists use unpredictability to outmaneuver opponents, leaders and
strategists throughout history have demonstrated that success often belongs to those
who can shift directions without warning.

A key example illustrating this principle is the contrast between Sparta and Athens.
Sparta maintained a rigid and highly structured society, emphasizing discipline and
conformity, which ultimately led to stagnation. Athens, on the other hand, thrives on
flexibility, economic innovation, and strategic adaptability, allowing it to surpass its
more militaristic counterpart. This historical comparison reinforces the idea that those
who evolve with changing circumstances tend to outlast those who resist
transformation.

The importance of formlessness is further exemplified in the Chinese Civil War, where
Mao Tse-tung's guerrilla warfare tactics effectively countered the rigid strategies of the
Nationalist forces. By dispersing his troops, using the environment to his advantage,



and refusing to adhere to traditional battlefield formations, Mao created a strategy
that was nearly impossible to counter. His approach demonstrated that avoiding a set
pattern and embracing fluidity can lead to long-term success, even against a more
conventionally powerful enemy.

Another metaphor for this law can be found in strategic games, particularly the
difference between chess and Go. Chess is a game of structured moves, where players
follow a predetermined set of possibilities, often resulting in predictable gameplay. Go,
in contrast, involves vast possibilities, where adaptability and long-term positioning
take precedence over immediate tactical moves. The game of Go mirrors the
philosophy of formlessness—expanding influence and remaining adaptable rather than
fixing on rigid objectives.

Beyond military and strategic applications, formlessness plays a critical role in
psychological resilience. By refusing to take conflicts personally and maintaining
emotional detachment, individuals can navigate adversities with greater ease. The
ability to shift perspectives, reassess situations, and pivot away from emotionally
charged reactions enhances one's control over circumstances, making it more difficult
for adversaries to manipulate or predict responses.

Historical figures like Baron James Rothschild, Queen Elizabeth I, and Empress
Catherine the Great exemplify the power of formlessness. These leaders thrived by
adapting to ever-changing political landscapes, shifting their alliances when necessary,
and refusing to remain bound to outdated strategies. Their ability to embrace fluidity
allowed them to maintain power in highly volatile environments where rigid rulers
often met downfall.

Applying this law in everyday life requires a willingness to embrace change, whether in
business, politics, or personal interactions. Rigid adherence to a single strategy or
belief system can create vulnerabilities, whereas those who remain adaptable can
seize new opportunities and evade predictable patterns. This law warns against
becoming trapped in past successes or set ways of thinking, as these can become



liabilities over time.

In conclusion, Law 48 teaches that true power lies in one's ability to remain fluid,
adjusting tactics in response to evolving challenges. By mastering adaptability,
individuals and leaders can avoid stagnation, keep opponents guessing, and maintain
control over unpredictable situations. The philosophy of formlessness ensures
longevity, making it a crucial approach for those seeking sustained influence and
success in an ever-changing world.


