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Human nature does not change based on good or evil;It is merely revealed by the position one holds.

 

When power emerges,people choose to approach, to obey, to test, or to hide;not because anyone has changed,but because the situation is different.

 

Understanding how power affects the human heartis not for manipulating others,but to avoid being misled or depletedin complex relationships,and to not misjudge oneself.

      

    


​Editor’s Note

Reading the Mind of Power—ancient Chinese strategies for influence, self-preservation, and survival in the modern workplace.

In the workplace and within organizations, what ultimately determines how far—or how steadily—a person advances is often not raw ability, but whether they truly understand how human nature operates within power structures.

Understanding the Psychology of Power: Thriving in the Workplace is not a book about clever tricks or techniques for manipulating others.

Instead, it centers on a more fundamental and realistic question:

When individuals are placed within systems of power, how do their inner worlds change, and how do those changes shape their decisions?

This book draws its intellectual foundation from Du Xin Shu (The Art of Reading the Mind), written by the Tang-dynasty chancellor Li Yifu.

Far from being a clandestine handbook of power tactics, this classical work is a sober and penetrating observation of human nature, strategy, and the psychological principles underlying the management of others. It examines not schemes or conspiracies, but the subtle ways in which the human heart responds to authority, pressure, reward, and fear.

While remaining faithful to the spirit of the original text, the author reinterprets its core insights in contemporary language and places them in dialogue with five influential Western classics across different eras and intellectual traditions:


	Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince


	Baltasar Gracián, The Art of Worldly Wisdom


	Robert Greene, The 48 Laws of Power


	Dale Carnegie, How to Win Friends and Influence People


	Robert Cialdini, Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion



In addition to drawing on historical and modern case studies from both China and the West, the book reconstructs common yet critical scenarios found in today’s workplaces. Through concrete conversational strategies and examples of psychological judgment, it illustrates how influence operates in practice—and how individuals can navigate relationships marked by unequal power.

Readers may come to recognize that many situations commonly described as “office politics” are, in fact, natural expressions of human behavior under the pressure of power. They may also see how actions that appear reasonable or well-intentioned, when taken without a clear understanding of the human heart, can quietly accumulate into long-term risks.

This is a book meant to be read slowly and revisited, in dialogue with one’s own experiences.

If it helps you see situations more clearly and earlier, misjudge others less often, and maintain clarity and composure while protecting yourself, then it has fulfilled its purpose.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Foreword
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Du Xin Shu (The Art of Reading the Mind), written by Tang Dynasty chancellor Li Yifu, is a profound exploration of human nature, strategy, and the psychology of authority. This book brings its ancient insights into dialogue with modern life, translating classical principles into contemporary contexts.

Through clear modern interpretation and in-depth comparative analysis with five influential Western works—Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince, Baltasar Gracián’s The Art of Worldly Wisdom, Robert Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power, Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, and Robert Cialdini’s Influence—the book bridges Eastern strategic thought with modern psychology.

Supplemented by historical and contemporary case studies, as well as scenario-based dialogue frameworks for modern situations, it offers a practical guide to understanding human behavior, navigating power dynamics, and establishing durable influence in today’s complex social and professional environments.
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​Chapter 1: Reading the Mind 
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A towering skyscraper rises from a solid foundation; the governance of the world begins with understanding people. The human heart is like a game of chess—fluid, elusive, and ever changing. A master player discerns intention through each move; a master ruler perceives the will of others through their words and actions. This is where every game of power begins.

This chapter primarily discusses how to understand and manage the "officials" (吏), the various levels of officers and managers who form the foundation of governance. The author proposes methods for identifying and handling different types of talent, emphasizing that the core of governance is "governing the heart."

Original Text and Modern Interpretation

吏者，能也，治之非易焉。

[Interpretation] The so-called officials are capable individuals responsible for executing tasks. However, managing these capable people is no easy feat.

仁者，鮮也，御之弗厚焉。

[Interpretation] Officials who are truly "benevolent" (仁) are exceedingly rare. Therefore, when managing them, one should not grant them overly generous rewards or excessive power.

志大不朝，欲寡眷野。

[Interpretation] Those with great ambitions typically dislike the scheming within the court, while those with few desires often long for the tranquility of the countryside.

才高不羈，德薄善詐。

[Interpretation] Highly talented individuals are often unrestrained by worldly conventions, whereas those of low moral character are skilled in the art of deception.

民之所畏，吏無懼矣。

[Interpretation] When officials no longer fear what the people fear (such as public opinion or the law), they may become reckless and unbridled.

狡吏恃智，其勇必缺，迫之可也。

[Interpretation] Cunning officials rely on their cleverness, but they usually lack true courage and decisiveness. Applying pressure at critical moments can force them to submit.

悍吏少謀，其行多疏，挾之可也。

[Interpretation] Overbearing and fierce officials, though imposing, often lack forethought and act with many oversights. One can use their weaknesses or vulnerabilities to control them.

廉吏固傲，其心系名，譽之可也。

[Interpretation] Incorruptible officials are mostly stubborn and proud, as their hearts are attached to their reputation. Granting them honor and praise is an effective way to motivate them.

治吏治心，明主不棄背己之人也。

[Interpretation] The highest realm of managing officials is to win over their hearts. An enlightened leader does not easily discard those who have previously opposed them.

知人知欲，智者善使敗德之人焉。

[Interpretation] A truly wise manager understands the nature and desires of others and is even capable of skillfully employing those with moral failings, allowing them to be effective in specific roles.

Cross-Cultural Analysis

The opening of Du Xin Shu immediately points out that the core of "managing officials" is "governing the heart," a concept that resonates deeply with and contrasts sharply against classic Western works on power and psychology.

First, the idea of "governing officials by governing the heart, knowing people by knowing their desires" echoes Robert Cialdini's Influence and Dale Carnegie's How to Win Friends and Influence People. Li Yifu emphasizes understanding and utilizing people's intrinsic desires (such as for reputation or out of fear) for management. This is analogous to Cialdini's six principles of influence (especially liking, authority, and scarcity) and Carnegie's emphasis on understanding others' needs. Both Eastern and Western thought agree that true control comes not from force, but from a profound understanding of human nature and psychological guidance.

Second, regarding the handling of talented but unconventional or morally flawed individuals ("highly talented but unrestrained, of low moral character and skilled in deception"), Li Yifu's realism is highly consistent with Machiavelli's The Prince and Robert Greene's The 48 Laws of Power. Both Machiavelli and Greene argue that a leader should be pragmatic in their use of talent and not be constrained by moral considerations. Li Yifu's classification of and strategies for dealing with "cunning officials" and "fierce officials" (applying pressure, using leverage) are based on their character weaknesses (over-reliance on cleverness, lack of strategy). This is identical to principles in The 48 Laws of Power, such as exploiting an enemy's weaknesses.

Third, the statement "Incorruptible officials are stubborn and proud, their hearts are attached to their reputation, so praise is the way to handle them" finds its counterpart in Baltasar Gracián's The Art of Worldly Wisdom. Gracián repeatedly mentions that reputation is one of a person's most valuable assets. Li Yifu accurately points out that for honorable individuals who cherish their reputation, the best incentive is to grant them honor. This shows that, in both the East and the West, spiritual recognition is often more effective than material rewards for motivating people of high character.

Furthermore, the view that "an enlightened leader does not discard those who have previously opposed them" demonstrates a more sophisticated political wisdom consistent with Carnegie's idea of "turning an enemy into a friend." This contrasts with Machiavelli's preference in The Prince for completely eliminating potential threats. Li Yifu's perspective is more dialectical: winning over opponents not only demonstrates a leader's magnanimity but also transforms potential enemies into usable assets, thereby consolidating rule.
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