ANNALS OF POWER

FRESH PRINCE

Hip-hop's Machiawell;.

BY NICK PAUMGARTEN

first law of power, as set forth (or
down) by Robert Greene in his 1998
book, “The 48 Laws of Power,” is “Never
outshine the master,” Thou shalt not up-
stage the boss, the benefactor, the mentor,
or the talent, whose good graces bestow
clout upon thee and whose ego must
therefore be stroked. Greene illustrates
each of his laws with historical instances
of transgression and observance, and for
the first one the exemplars are, respec-
tively, Nicolas Fouquet, Louis XIVs
finance minister, who threw such extrav-
agant parties that the King had him im-
prisoned for life, and Galileo, who was
clever enough not only to discover Jupi-
ter's moons but to name them after the
Medicis. “Dio not fool yourselfinto think-
ing that life has changed much,” Greene
writes. Every trading desk, district office,
or shop floor has its Sun King. You just
need to figure out who itis.

This first law has achieved special res-
onance in the hip-hop community, which
has adopted Greene's book as a hallowed
text, and Greene himselfas 2 kind of sage,
Rappers and executives frequently cite
other statutes as models for their industry
maneuverings (Law 15: "Crush your
enemy totally”; Law 21: “Play a sucker to
catch a sucker™), but the first law's invoca-
tion of hierarchy seems to suit the image
that rappers and their handlers have of
themselves and their ine—that they are
knights who must abide by a code. Greene
is their Capellanus.

Six years ago, the rapper Busta Rhymes
was working on the film “Halloween:
Resurrection,” the eighth in the series. His
acting coach gave him a special copy of
“The 48 Laws" as a gft, with his name in-
scribed on the cover. One of the produc-
tion executives had been making what
some in the cast and crew considered un-
reasonable demands, and it cccurred w
Busta Rhymes, as he consulred the book
in his trailer, that, as he recalled recently,
“the way you had to approach him, when
you were objecting to something he was

saying, was to make it like he was always
right. Bingo: Never outshine the mas-
ter.” In time, *Halloween” was indeed
resurrected, and thirty million dollars
were d. (At least one master—John
Carpenter, the director of the first “Hal-
loween™—was not outshone.) By then,
Rhymes had come to feel that almost
every situation in his life had a power law
that suited it. For example, # friend rec-
ommended him to a casting agent for a
role in “Shaft,” and, when Rhymes got 4
part and the friend did not, the friend sur-
reptitiously tried to sabotage him. “In-
stead of reacting as I would've, I just kept
cool,” Rhymes told me. "I showed my ap-
preciation. | am now an enemy of this
person, but he doesn't know it. T know
where that person’s malicious energy lies.
I'get to use this person like a puppet on a
string.” (Law 2: "Never put too much trust
in friends, learn how to use enemies.”)
Meanwhile, Law 10 (*Avoid the unhappy
other friends—the eriminally inclined,
say. “T'his friend brings his dirt in from
the street and gets it in your shit,” Rhymes
observed. Loyalty, it turned out, was over-
rated. For a time, he sensed that he had
esoteric knowledge, a competitive edge: T
felt like 1 had some Deep Sea scroll or
some shit.”

About the same time, the book began
to make the rounds at Def Jam records,
circulating first among the managerial
class, before filtering up (or down) to the
artists, Chris Lighty, who manages Busta
Rhymes and 50 Cent, and who might
therefore be inclined to refer to each of
them, publicly at least, as his master,
still bestows that honor on his old Def
Jam mentor Lyor Cohen, another early
adopter. When Lighty first came across
the book, he joked that Cohen had writ-
ten it—that Robert Greene didn't exisr.

Gireene does exist, although perhaps
not in the stare of diabolical radiance
that his admirers sometimes imagine.
They instruct their people to arrange



meetings with Mr. Greene, and they
end up encountering an understated,
somewhat geeky guy whose implemen-
tation of his own teachings is, if any-
thing, very subtle. Whether by ﬁ!{:lﬂgnnr
by nature, his reserve comes off as selt-
possession, and his reputation remains
undiminished. *He's the Jedi master,
that's for sure,” Lighty says,

Greene is forty-seven years old and
lives in Los Angeles. He began writing
“The 48 Law=" in the mid-ninetics, after
having held, by his count, eighty jobs,
none of which broughr him any power,
except that which accrues from observa-
tion and . The book has sold
more than eight hundred thousand cop-
ies in the U.S. and another million world-
wide, and has been translated into twenty
languages (including Latvian and Arabic
but not French). It is in some ways justan
exhaustive collation of the work of other
sagres, such as Machiavelli and Sun Ta—
whose “Art of War" was espoused by
Hollywood and hip-hop, too. But its
frank and ruthless approach, and its easy
digest of admonishments—some innoc-
uous (*Always say less than necessary™;
“Keep your hands clean”) and some less
so (“Pose as a friend, work as a spy”;
“Keep others in suspended terror™)—
make it seem like some kind of gospel.
The design is stately, with great-man
(uotes in the margins, in red ink. Greene
would say that the laws are not o much
pieces of advice as they are observations
of behavior—the fruit of research, if not
quite revelation. “If the world is like a
giant scheming court and we are tapped
inside it, there is no use in trying to opt
out of the game,” Greene writes, “That
will only render you powerless, and pow-
erlessness will make you miserable.”

Greene's next two books, “The Artof
Seduction,” a lush guide to inveigling,
published in 2001 (the marginalia are lav-
ender-hued), and “The 33 Strategies of
Woar,” a concordance of tactical thinking,
published last winter, sold well, roo. Not
surprisingly, some people find all the
books sinister or upsetting, in that they
basically tell vou how to be a creep, albeit
a hapm and successful onc. But Greene's
way of seeing the world—play or be
played—has eamed him a ragtag aposto-
late, which includes the T-shirt magnate
Dov Chamey (who says of Greene, 1 call
2 him Jesus”), the Knicks guard E:m‘phﬂn
E Marbury (his copy of “The 48 Laws”

Robert Greene with bis acolytes 50 Cent, Kanye West, Jay-Z , and Busta Rhymes.

came from a friend of his brother's, who
encountered it in prison; “It's an inspira-
tion from somewhere else,” Marbury wold
me), and the producer Brian Grazer
("There was a time Mike Ovitz was one
of my agents, and 1 didn’t understand
him, but when 1 saw this book I began to
understand how he used power”), as well
as rappers like Kanye West, Jay-Z, and
50 Cent: people who, by position or dis-
position, must think & little harder to
identify someone whom they'd be com-
fortable calling master.

To Greene, the master is Machia-
velli. “Of course, it docsn't matter if |
outshine him,” Greene told me recently.
“But I'm not that presumptuous. I'm not
on his level.”

reene spent aweek in New Yorkin
September, attending to various
projects and disciples. The main event
was a meeting with 50 Cent, the mpper
and former crack dealer, who wants o
collaborate with Greene on a street ver-

sion of “The 48 Laws™ a slinger’s gloss
on Castiglione. He is not the first to ad-
vance some variation on this idea. A
dozen or so people have approached
Greene with movie adaptations in mind.
None of them made much sense to
Greene, until a few weeks ago, when he
met with Busta Rhymes, who proposed
a feature film abour a family who lives
by the forty-eight Laws. “Its kind of Bib-
lical,” Greene says. “The Godfather
mects ‘East of Eden.™

Greene has excellent posture and a
muscular neck, a result in part of Pilates
he has done over the years to counteract
a chronic problem with his spine, but he
walks with short steps and often wears a
backpack, the straps snug on both shoul-
ders, in a manner that suggests the fur-
tive application of a kick-me sign. If he
wore black pants and white shirts, in-
stead of hipster jeans and untucked
rayon shirts, you'd mistake him for a
Mormon missionary. To see him cross-
ing the street in the rain, with a tartered



umbrella and puddle water soaking the
cuffs of his jeans, is to witness firsthand
the :'.mdmwvfnramg:: to ignore his own
precepts: in this case, Law 37 (*Create
compelling tpe-ctadﬁ"} and Law 34 (“Be
royal in your own fashion”).

His meeting with 50 Cent was at the
headguarters, in Chelsea, of Violator
Management & Records, Chris Lighty's
firm, where every emplovee is encour-
aged to read “The 48 Laws,” and where
noone can ﬂpﬁmtﬁmmm the
book first. (An intern told me that ghe
had been assigned the book in college.)
A Violator partner named James (Cruz
Control) Cruz cornered Greene and
said, “T swear on everything that is dear
to me. Call my wife and ack her where
the book is in my house, and she will ask,
‘Which one? 1 have a copy in the den,
one in the bedroom, one—and 1 mean
no disrespect—in the bathroom.” Greene
langhed nervously and said, “Wow."

“I want to get drunk around you so
that I can hear what you have to say,”
Cruz said. “You and Fiddv—it's a mar-
riage of geniuses.”

Interns and guests (among them two
shy young Yankee stars, Mclky Cabrera

and Robinson Cane) milled around the
office suite. Greene and 50 Cent found
each other and exchanged greetings.
Greene had expressed some anxiety, be-
fore this meeting, about how one should
address 50 Cent: he didn't feel quite
right saying “Fiddy.” They had met
once before and discovered that they
had things in common, such as a ten-
dency, in their youth, to carry around,
and talk to, little green toy plastic sol-
diers, but, as Greene said, “There are
disparitics: 1 wasn't dealing drugs when
T was eight years old.”

Greene, Lighty, 50 Cent, and his lit-
erary agent, Marc Gerald, wenrt into a
conference room. 50 Cent sat with his
back to 2 window, so that Greene faced
the glarc. The atmosphere was giddy, to
suir 50 Cent's mood. “Chris takes all the
credit for my work,” 50 Cent said, refer-
ring to Lighty. "He's the dollar man.
People say, *50 Cent, he can't possibly
have come up with all that."”

“Well, you know whar?” Greene
said. “We're going to change that.”

50 Cent, wearing baggy jeans, a black
T-shirt, and a black ball cap, has a warm
smile and a gift for eye contact, and he

began talking profusely and without ap-
parent direction, as though relieved to be
in the company of someone who could
appreciate the tactical workings of his
mind. The previous week, he had been ar-
rested, on Thirty-fourth Street, for driv-
ing an unregistered Lamborghini in an
erratic manner, and then, after being re-
leased, had got into a scrape at a fashion
show, when a photographer refused to get
out of the seat next t his. As 50 Cent re-
lated it now, presumably for the purposes
of strategy evaluation, the photographer
yielded only when 50 Cent stood over
him, put his hand on the man’s shoulder,
and said, “Yo, getup.”

“Law 49,” Greene said, drolly.

“His perception of me is what got him
up,” 50 Cent went on. “The respect comes
from two things; admiration and fear.”

“It’s better to be feared than loved.”

50 Cent grinned and said, “Tr makes
it easier for me to continue to sell music.
And my interest is really business,
period.”

50 Cent began to discuss certain
strategic considerations in his career:
how he must constantly beat back rival
challenges, yet must sometimes also ig-
nore them, so as not to legitimartize
them; how people press him to do good
works, when he knows that the image
that sells is the opposite. He spends a
great deal of time considering the work-
ings of ill repute. “The way they buy you
is the way you absolutely have to stay,”
he said, *It's better to be remembered
than to not be remembered. What makes
me unsure about this is not being able
1o control people’s perceptions.”

“People have a lor of envy,” Greene
saic, “They try and bring peaple down.
That's Law 46." (*Never appear too per-
fect: envy creates silent enemics.” See
Rhbymes, Buita.)

50 Cent shook his head and =said, “Te
must be amazing to hang our with you.
All kind of shit must fall out your ass, in
passing.”

In this meeting, however, Greene
said lirtle, as 50 Cent held forth, Lt was
unclear whether this was a reflection
of tactics or of Greenc's own intuitive
sense of his place in this power fir-
mament, in the presence of a charis-
matic but not whally coherent power
strategist (whose débue album, inciden-
rally, sold more copies in the United
States in its first week than “The 48



Laws" has sold here in four hundred
and twenty-five weeks). Occasionally,
50 Cent stood to make a point, or mim-
icked a punch, or pounded the table,
while Greene sat still, with a perplexed
smile on his face. Almost nothing had
been said abour the book proposal that
was supposed to come out of the meet-
ing. This appeared to be an audience.

50 Cent had a story to tell about
dealing drugs, one that involved his
seizure of market share on a comer in
Queens. The key tactical maneuver, it
seemed, was robbing his competitors
at gunpoint, while wearing a mask,
and then giving away their product
free. The chain of events that this set
off revealed 50 Cent to be a man of
prodigious foresighr,

“What made you think of this?"
Greene asked, with a note of admiration.

50 Cent beamed.

The rivalries and grievances in rap
music, as in local politics or professional
wrestling, can be hard to keep up with.
The consequences are occasionally real—
50 Cent has been stabbed, and once was
shot nine times—but the beefs are not
always entirely sincere. It's a game, like
any other where reputation is the coin
of the realm—the corner, the court, the
House of Represenmatives—and strategy
is as integral to it 2s bears and rhymes. At
one point, 50 Cent talked about how he
had erred in letting a perulant rival off
the hook.

“There's a law in there for that,” 50

Cent said. “T shoulda just finished his
a5,

“Is thar Machiavelli#" 1 asked.

*No, that's me,” Greene said. “And
Moses."

*Crush your enemy totally™; 50 Cent
wasn't entirely clear on the implications.
“You say destroy completely,” he said.
"My problem is that I kind of begin to
cnjoy the destructive part, when 1 get
'em on the ropes. Because [ enjoy ir, 1
don't quite know when to stop.”

“Right,” Greene replied. "What
about Law 472 ‘In victory learm when to
stop.” In war, they call it the ‘culminat-
ing point of victory. You have to get to
the sweet spot where you destroy them
and then just walk away.”

After an hour and a half, 50 Cent’s
representatives popped in to announce
an imminent end to the meeting. And
o, with the five minutes Greene had 1=,
he tried to talk about their collaboration.
He said, "Like I've done with Napoleon
and Hannibal, I'd like to do with you™

You know how in your books you
went back to, like, Moses and great war
tactics?” 50 Cent said. "Whaddaya think
of the concept of utilizing some of the
activities from street gangsters? The
right method in the wrong sintations.
We don't want to give the message in
the book ‘I's O.K., you're just doing
business, if vou blow someone's head
off.’ But the mentality and movement of
it is the mentality and movement of
good business. The negative charge

travels faster than the positive charge.”
“Whenever vou watch a movie you're
always more interested in the villain
than the hero,” Greene said.
50 Cent concurred. “You root for the

villain. It's almost cinematic law,”

en Greene was a kid, in Brenr-
wood, he and some of the boys
on his street played a game they called
G:stapa Two boys, impersonating
prison-camp escapees, would run off
separately into the hills, and the others
would give chase, with a bloodhound.
“It was terrifying,” Greene told me. He
suspects that, despite being the only
Jewish boy in the group, he was the one
who came up with the game.

Greene's father, who died six years
ago, sold cleaning supplies. His mother
stayed home. (Greene talks to his mother
nearly every other day. She goes into
bookstores and asks for his books, and
then reports back. He likes to tease her
by threatening to write a book about
Bozo the Clown, another area of inter-
est, As he put it, "Whatabout power, se-
duction, war . . . Bozo®") Greene was a
good student and something of a loner.
He graduated early from high school
and went to Berkeley, to study English
literature, but one summer he took a
crash course in ancient Greek—eight
hours a day, for cight weeks. *1 had a
weird connection to ancient Greek.” he
saicl, *1 could almost understand it before
I started studying it.” One of the Greek
teachers was a professor at the University
of Wisconsin and offered ro help him get
a scholarship there. "1 hated Berkeley,"
Greene says, "The hippie culture bugged
me.” So he went to Madison.

Greene is what vou might call a home-
grown intellectual, and his house, a Span-
ish=style bungalow in Los Feliz, is filled
with books, especially faded undergrad-
era paperbacks. They are, fundamentally,
his stock-in-trade, and there is littde he'd
rather do than sit with his cat, Brutus, un-
derlining passages and organizing the sa-
lient ideas on color-coded note cands. A
good book will generate thirty cards. This
interest was of little use to him, however,
in the days before “The 48 Laws,” when
he wandered from project to project, wait-
ing for something to take. He wrote on-
line encyclopedia entries on philosophy,
and at one point worked as a skip tracer,
finding people over the phone. “Tt was all


















