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The idea of the Madman Theory has resurfaced in discussions about tensions between the United
States and Iran, particularly in relation to the leadership style of Donald Trump. Originally
associated with Richard Nixon during the Cold War, the theory proposes that a leader can gain
strategic advantage by appearing unpredictable or even irrational, thereby pressuring
adversaries into concessions.
In the context of the U.S – Iran relationship, this approach can be seen in the pattern of alternating
rhetoric and policy signals. On one hand, there are strong warnings, military posturing, and
economic sanctions. On the other, there are sudden openings to negotiation or claims of
willingness to reach a deal. This fluctuation creates uncertainty for Iran, making it difficult to
anticipate the next move and potentially encouraging caution in its responses.
However, applying the Madman Theory to Iran presents unique challenges. Unlike Cold War
adversaries, Iran has demonstrated resilience under prolonged economic pressure and a
willingness to engage in indirect forms of retaliation. Its strategic culture blends ideological
commitment with calculated patience, meaning that unpredictability from the United States does
not necessarily lead to quick concessions. Instead, it may reinforce resistance and encourage Iran
to adopt its own asymmetric tactics.
Another important factor is the global context. In today’s interconnected world, actions taken



under the guise of unpredictability can have immediate and widespread economic and political
consequences. Rising tensions in the Middle East often affect global energy markets, international
trade routes, and diplomatic alliances. This reduces the ability of any one leader to fully control the
outcomes of a strategy based on calculated instability.
Moreover, the risks of miscalculation are significant. When both sides interpret each other’s
actions through a lens of uncertainty, the chances of unintended escalation increase. A move
intended as a signal could be perceived as a genuine step toward conflict, prompting a stronger-
than-expected response. In such an environment, the line between strategic performance and
actual confrontation becomes dangerously thin.
The Madman Theory offers a framework for understanding certain aspects of U.S. behavior
toward Iran, its effectiveness remains uncertain. What may have once served as a tool of leverage
in a bipolar world is far more complex in today’s geopolitical landscape, where unpredictability
can just as easily undermine stability as it can create advantage.
Tahmeed Sadiq
Birmingham – UK


