International Journal for Research in Health and Social Care
Published by: Green Publication Services
DOI: 10.53555/hsc.v1i2.2578
Volume 01 Issue 02 June 2026

Constructing the Powerful Self: Storytelling, Style, and Morality in Robert
Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power

Akansha Dhigan

Student, Languages, Interdisciplinary, Subharti University, 201206, Meerut, Email I'd:
akanshadhigan27@gmail.com

*Corresponding author: Akansha Dhigan (akanshadhigan27@gmail.com)

Article History:

Article Type: Research

Received: 2026-04-10 Revised: 2026-05-13

Accepted: 2026-06-16 Published: 2026-06-29
Abstract

The 48 Laws of Power by Robert Greene is not just a self-help book—it also works like a literary text
that shapes how readers think about power and success. This research argues that Greene creates a
special picture of the “powerful self,” a person who stays alert, strategic, and ready to control
situations. He builds this image through storytelling, strong language, and examples from history.
These techniques make power seem like something natural and necessary, while questions of morality
become less important.

Using ideas from Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, the paper shows how Greene teaches readers to
“perform” power, not just understand it. The study examines how the book’s historical anecdotes,
moral ambiguity, and directive-style writing shape identity, emphasizing adaptability, secrecy, and
strategic thinking. It also explores how these ideas resonate with modern pressures, such as social
media branding, hustle culture, and the constant curation of self-image.

The research concludes that The 48 Laws of Power is more than a guide to winning—it is a cultural
text that constructs identity and influences how people think about success, relationships, and morality
today. By combining literary analysis with theoretical frameworks, this study highlights Greene’s
work as a lens to understand contemporary performative selthood and the ethical tensions that
accompany it.
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1. Introduction

Robert Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power (1998) is one of the most widely read and debated
self-help books of the modern era. The book has captured the attention of business
professionals, students, celebrities, and even political figures for its unapologetic approach to
influence, strategy, and personal success. Unlike conventional self-help guides that
emphasize moral integrity, positive thinking, or authenticity, Greene’s text focuses on power
as a strategic game in which careful calculation, adaptability, and perception management are
central to success. The book’s appeal lies not only in its content but also in its presentation.
Through historical anecdotes, narrative examples, and command-style writing, Greene
constructs a compelling image of the “powerful self”—a persona who is alert, strategic, and
constantly aware of the social environment.

The book’s approach has sparked polarized reactions. Admirers see it as a realistic roadmap
for achieving influence in competitive settings, while critics argue that it encourages
manipulation, deceit, and moral compromise. Yet, beyond these debates, Greene’s work
offers a unique perspective on identity formation. By presenting power as performance rather
than moral choice, the text invites readers to consider themselves as actors navigating a social
and political stage. Laws such as “Conceal your intentions”(Greene 1998, p.16) “Court
attention at all costs”(Greene 1998, p.44) and “Pose as a friend, work as a spy” ( Greene
1998, p.101) illustrate how strategic self-presentation and manipulation of perception are
essential elements of the “powerful self.”

This study approaches Greene’s text not simply as a manual for action but as a literary and
cultural artifact. It examines how storytelling, stylistic choices, and historical examples are
used to shape readers’ understanding of power, morality, and identity. By employing Michel
Foucault’s concept of power and Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, the research
investigates how Greene constructs a self that is both performative and socially embedded.
The study also explores the contemporary relevance of Greene’s ideas. In today’s world,
especially in digital and professional spaces, identity is often curated, performed, and
evaluated publicly. Social media encourages visibility, impression management, and
continuous strategic behaviour—practices that closely mirror the “powerful self” Greene
advocates. At the same time, the book raises ethical questions about honesty, trust, and
emotional authenticity in relationships.

Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power is not merely a guide to influence; it is a text that illuminates
how identity, strategy, and morality intersect. Studying it through literary and theoretical
frameworks allows us to understand how power operates not only in practical terms but also
as a cultural and performative force that shapes modern selthood.

2. Literature Review:

The 48 Laws of Power (Greene, 1998) is widely studied for its strategies of influence,

leadership, and personal success.

1. Jaworska-Biskup & Zawadka, 2023; Taylor, (2022).Scholars have debated the ethical
implications of Greene’s advice, arguing that some laws encourage manipulation,
deceit, and moral compromise. It as a cultural artifact, shaping readers’ perceptions
and teaching strategic, performative selfhood rather than solely offering ethical
guidance. Most existing research emphasizes practical applications in business,
politics, and professional environments rather than examining literary or cultural
dimensions of the text.

2. Goffman, 1956; Ahmed, (2004) Greene’s narrative style combines historical
anecdotes, aphoristic, and direct guidance to construct a “powerful self”.

3. Foucault, 1980 Foucault’s theory of power emphasizes that individuals are shaped by
social structures and relational networks rather than possessing inherent authority ().

4. Butler, 1990; Butler, 1993 Butler’s concept of performativity highlights that identity is
enacted through repeated social behaviours and role performance. Greene’s laws, such
as “Conceal Your Intentions” and “Court Attention at All Costs,” align with these
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frameworks by promoting strategic, performative, and socially mediated actions.

5. Bakiner, 2025 Studies on social media demonstrate that identity is performed, curated,
and managed for public perception, mirroring Greene’s strategic self, Condemayta
Soto, Bauwens, & Smets, 2023; Taylor, 2022).

6. Maiz-Arévalo, 2023; Zhong, Chan, Karamshuk, Lee, & Sastry, 2017 Empirical
research indicates that digital self-presentation often involves adaptability, multiple
roles, and impression management, reflecting the performative and strategic elements
emphasized by Greene.

Background of the Study :

Since its publication in 1998, Robert Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power has become a global
phenomenon. Unlike typical self-help literature, which often emphasizes positivity,
confidence, or moral clarity, Greene presents power as a strategic and performative
endeavour. Drawing from historical examples of rulers, military leaders, politicians, and
advisors, the book demonstrates power as a dynamic force that must be actively navigated,
manipulated, and managed. By combining historical anecdotes with direct advice, Greene
creates a persuasive vision of the “powerful self’—a self that is constantly alert, calculating,
and ready to act strategically in social interactions.

Most existing research on the book examines its practical applications, ethical implications,
or psychological strategies. Scholars and commentators often debate whether its laws are
effective or morally acceptable. However, there is limited research on the book as a literary
text or cultural artifact. Specifically, few studies have explored how Greene uses narrative
techniques, stylistic choices, and historical framing to construct identity and influence
readers’ perception of power. The book’s literary and rhetorical strategies—such as concise
imperatives, memorable aphorisms, and vivid historical storytelling—serve not merely as
tools of advice but as mechanisms for shaping the reader’s self-conception.

At the same time, the themes explored in Greene’s work resonate strongly with contemporary
social conditions. Modern culture, especially in digital and professional spheres, emphasizes
self-presentation, attention management, and competition for recognition. Social media
platforms, personal branding, and the constant curation of online identity mirror the strategic,
performance-oriented self Greene promotes. This connection underscores the relevance of
analyzing the book as both a literary and cultural text.

Theoretical perspectives enhance this analysis. Michel Foucault’s work on power emphasizes
that power is relational and shapes individuals’ behaviour and identity, rather than being a
fixed possession. Judith Butler’s concept of performativity further highlights how identity is
enacted through repeated actions, social performance, and perception management. Greene’s
text can be read through these lenses, demonstrating that the “powerful self” is both socially
constructed and strategically performed.

This research addresses a significant gap by combining literary analysis, theoretical
interpretation, and cultural context to examine how The 48 Laws of Power constructs the self.
By doing so, it illuminates the broader implications of Greene’s work for understanding
modern identity, morality, and social behaviour.

Rationale:

This study is necessary because The 48 Laws of Power has gained immense cultural
influence, shaping how people think about success, relationships, and self-presentation in
contemporary society. While widely read, the book is rarely examined as a literary and
cultural text that constructs a particular idea of power and identity. Existing scholarship
focuses mainly on its psychological or managerial relevance, leaving a gap in understanding
how Greene’s storytelling, structure, and style normalize strategic, performative behaviour.
By analyzing the book through theoretical lenses such as Foucault and Butler, the research
clarifies its deeper social implications and encourages critical engagement with its moral
assumptions.
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Objectives:

1. To examine how Greene constructs the “powerful self” in The 48 Laws of Power.

2. To analyze the literary techniques—storytelling, historical examples, and stylistic
choices—used to shape this identity.

3. To investigate the role of morality in Greene’s text and its influence on readers’
ethical understanding of power.

4. To explore the relevance of Greene’s model of the self in contemporary culture,

including social media and competitive environments.

Research Gap :

Although The 48 Laws of Power has received widespread attention, most research focuses on
its practical effectiveness or moral implications. Few studies analyze it as a literary or cultural
text that constructs identity, and even fewer examine how its narrative techniques and
stylistic choices shape the reader’s understanding of power and selfhood. Additionally,
limited scholarship applies theoretical frameworks such as Foucault’s concept of power or
Butler’s theory of performativity to interpret Greene’s work. Furthermore, the book’s
relevance to contemporary culture—including social media performance, personal branding,
and competitive self-presentation—has been largely overlooked. This study addresses these
gaps by combining literary analysis, theoretical interpretation, and cultural context to
investigate how Greene constructs the “powerful self,” how morality is represented, and how
the text resonates with modern performative and strategic notions of identity.

Methodology :

1. Qualitative Approach: The study uses a qualitative method to analyze Greene’s text as
a literary and cultural artifact.

2. Primary Source: The primary data is the text of The 48 Laws of Power (1998),
focusing on storytelling, style, and moral framing.

3. Secondary Sources: Scholarly articles, books on literary theory, cultural studies, and
works by Foucault and Butler are consulted to provide theoretical context.
4. Data Analysis: Textual and thematic analysis is used to identify narrative techniques,

imperatives, and recurring motifs; Foucault and Butler’s theories are applied to
interpret how the “powerful self” is constructed and performed.

Theoretical Interpretation:

In The 48 Laws of Power, Greene constructs the “powerful self” as a strategic, adaptable, and
performative identity. For instance, Law 3, “Conceal Your Intentions,”( Greene 1998, p.16)
encourages hiding plans to prevent interference. This aligns with Foucault’s idea that power
is relational and shapes behaviour: one must navigate social networks strategically. It also
illustrates Butler’s concept of performativity, as readers learn to act in ways that conceal
motives and perform control.

Law 6, “Court Attention at All Costs,” ( Greene 1998, p.44) emphasizes visibility as central
to influence. Power, from a Foucauldian perspective, is produced through perception and
attention. From Butler’s viewpoint, the “powerful self” is enacted publicly; identity is
constructed through visible performance. Similarly, Law 14, “Pose as a Friend, Work as a
Spy,”( Greene 1998, p.101) teaches readers to adopt multiple roles to gain advantage,
demonstrating both relational power and the fluid, performative self.

Law 15, “Crush Your Enemy Totally,” ( Greene 1998, p.107) illustrates strategic action
reshaping hierarchies. Foucault’s framework shows power exercised through decisive acts,
while Butler highlights repeated performance as essential for identity formation. Law 34, “Be
Royal in Your Own Fashion,” ( Greene 1998, p.282) stresses projecting confidence to
command respect, reinforcing authority through social perception. Law 48, “Assume
Formlessness,” ( Greene 1998, p.419) emphasizes adaptability, reflecting both the dynamic
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nature of power (Foucault) and the fluid enactment of self (Butler).

Greene’s use of historical anecdotes, imperatives, and stylistic brevity teaches readers that
power is learned and performed. The “powerful self” emerges as one who strategically
manages perception, adapts to context, and balances ethical ambiguity with effectiveness.
Reading the text through these theoretical lenses reveals that identity, power, and morality are
intertwined, showing that Greene’s work functions as both a literary text and a model of
contemporary performative selfhood.

Discussion:

Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power constructs a “powerful self” that resonates with
contemporary society. In digital and competitive environments, individuals are expected to
manage visibility, curate impressions, and perform identity strategically, reflecting Greene’s
laws. Social media amplifies these pressures, as online attention and audience perception
become central to influence and success. Hustle culture and professional competition also
reward adaptability, calculated action, and emotional control, echoing Greene’s strategic self.
The text’s moral ambiguity encourages readers to separate effectiveness from ethical
considerations. Relationships may become transactional, and authenticity can be
compromised. This reflects the risks of hyper-performative identity: the more the self is
managed for visibility and advantage, the more social interactions become strategic rather
than genuine.

The book’s literary qualities—historical storytelling, imperatives, and stylistic conciseness—
enhance its cultural influence, teaching readers to internalize and perform the “powerful self.”
Applying Foucault and Butler clarifies that the self is socially embedded and enacted, while
power operates relationally, shaping behaviour and perception.

Ultimately, Greene’s work functions as both advice and cultural commentary. It reveals how
modern identity is performed and observed, highlighting the intersections of power,
perception, and morality. Understanding these dynamics allows readers to critically reflect on
the social and ethical implications of strategic selthood in contemporary life.

Conclusion:

Robert Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power transcends its reputation as a self-help book,
operating as a literary and cultural text that constructs a strategic, performative model of
identity—the “powerful self.” Through storytelling, historical examples, and direct
imperatives, Greene teaches readers to navigate social and professional networks with
calculation, adaptability, and careful perception management. Unlike conventional self-help
literature, which emphasizes authenticity, positivity, or moral virtue, Greene presents power
as a performance that must be enacted and constantly refined.

The book’s construction of identity aligns with contemporary theoretical frameworks.
Foucault’s concept of relational power explains how individuals are shaped by social
structures, networks, and perception, rather than possessing inherent authority. Butler’s
theory of performativity illustrates that identity is enacted through repeated behaviours and
social interactions. Laws such as “Conceal Your Intentions”, “Court Attention at All Costs”,
and “Assume Formlessness” demonstrate how the text guides readers to perform a self that is
flexible, strategic, and publicly oriented. Historical anecdotes and imperatives reinforce these
lessons, creating a “powerful self” that is learned, performed, and socially validated.

In contemporary society, Greene’s model resonates strongly with practices such as social
media branding, competitive self-presentation, and professional performance management.
The text mirrors pressures to curate and project an idealized self, highlighting the increasing
performativity of identity in modern culture. However, the strategic and morally flexible self
raises ethical and relational concerns. Emphasizing calculation and control may reduce
authenticity, trust, and emotional intimacy, making social interactions more instrumental.
Ultimately, this study demonstrates that The 48 Laws of Power is both a guide to influence
and a cultural lens through which we can examine modern notions of identity, power, and
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morality. By combining literary analysis with theoretical interpretation, the research shows
that Greene’s text constructs a self that is performative, socially embedded, and highly
relevant to contemporary competitive environments. Understanding the “powerful self” helps
illuminate broader questions about how identity, ethics, and performance intersect in the
twenty-first century, offering critical insight into the cultural and psychological effects of
texts that shape human behaviour and ambition.
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