
LAW 32: Play to People's Fantasies

Law 32 from The 48 Laws of Power suggests that appealing to people's fantasies can
be a highly effective strategy for gaining influence. By focusing on the dreams and
illusions people hold dear, one can bypass the discomfort of harsh realities and create
an environment where those fantasies become the driving force behind decisions and
actions. Greene argues that life, in its raw form, can often be brutal and disappointing,
and it is those who can shape or sustain fantasies who hold power over others, as
people are often willing to believe in illusions to escape their daily struggles.

The power of fantasy and illusion is demonstrated through the historical tale of Il
Bragadino in Venice. During a time of economic decline and despair, the city's
inhabitants longed for a return to the glory days of prosperity and influence.
Bragadino, an alchemist who made vague promises of creating infinite wealth, took full
advantage of this collective yearning. Despite having no proof or evidence of his
abilities, Bragadino was welcomed and showered with wealth and resources by the
Venetians, who were eager to believe in his claims. This story emphasizes how
people's desire for hope and prosperity can cloud their judgment and allow them to
embrace even the most improbable fantasies, revealing how perceptions of hope can
override reason and skepticism.

The chapter also highlights the dangers of exploiting people's fantasies, especially
when the individual or leader behind the fantasy has no intention of fulfilling the
promises made. This strategy of using illusions as a tool for gaining power is a double-
edged sword—while it can lead to immense success and influence, it can also cause
harm if the promised fantasy never materializes. Bragadino's success shows how false
promises can manipulate large groups of people, driving them to take actions they
would otherwise never consider, all because they are willing to believe in something
beyond their reach. This behavior taps into a universal human tendency—the need to



escape uncomfortable truths or to avoid facing the harshness of reality. In times of
struggle or uncertainty, many individuals are eager to latch onto any fantasy that
offers the possibility of a better life or an easier solution.

This law also delves into the psychological mechanisms that drive people toward
fantasy. The text suggests that humans, by nature, tend to seek simple solutions to
complex problems, especially when faced with uncertainty or adversity. These
tendencies make individuals susceptible to being influenced by charismatic figures
who can offer hope through grandiose ideas or unattainable promises. Such figures
often shape public opinion by creating narratives that appeal to the collective desire
for a better future, allowing them to gain influence and control. The fantasy does not
need to be grounded in reality; it only needs to resonate with the people's deep-seated
desires and longings.

While the power of fantasy can undoubtedly be a powerful tool for those in positions of
influence, Greene also urges readers to reflect on the ethical implications of
manipulating others in this way. The chapter raises an important cautionary note
about the responsibility that comes with shaping others' perceptions of reality.
Manipulating people's desires for personal gain can lead to misuse of power and cause
harm to both individuals and society as a whole. The lesson here is not only about how
to use people's fantasies to one's advantage, but also about the moral responsibility
that comes with wielding such power.

In conclusion, Law 32 emphasizes that while appealing to people's fantasies can be an
effective tool for gaining power and influence, it is not without its risks and ethical
considerations. Greene challenges readers to be aware of the potential manipulation
involved in the process and to reflect on the long-term consequences of shaping
people's desires without delivering on promises. Ultimately, the law asks leaders to
consider whether exploiting fantasies for personal gain is justified, especially when
unmet expectations could lead to future downfall and resentment. It serves as a
reminder that power gained through deception, even if successful in the short term,
can undermine trust and credibility in the long run.


