
LAW 17: Keep Others in Suspended Terror:
Cultivate an Air of Unpredictability

Law 17 of The 48 Laws of Power emphasizes the power of unpredictability in maintaining control over
others and keeping them in a constant state of uncertainty. Human nature thrives on predictability, as it
provides a sense of security and the ability to anticipate outcomes. By breaking these expectations and acting
in ways that defy logical patterns, one can create an atmosphere of unease, forcing opponents to second-guess
their decisions and strategies.

A striking example of this principle in action comes from the legendary 1972 World Chess Championship
between Boris Spassky and Bobby Fischer. Fischer’s erratic behavior before and during the
match—including delaying his arrival, making unusual demands, and complaining about minor details—was
perceived as irrational but was, in reality, a deliberate tactic. His unpredictability unsettled Spassky, causing
the reigning champion to doubt his own strategies and react emotionally rather than logically.

Fischer’s ability to manipulate not just the game but also the psychological state of his opponent was a
masterclass in unpredictability as a tool for dominance. Even after forfeiting an early game, he recovered
with aggressive and unconventional moves that left Spassky disoriented. The psychological toll on Spassky
was so profound that he even entertained conspiracy theories about Fischer using mind control tactics,
demonstrating just how effective unpredictability can be in destabilizing an opponent.

Beyond chess, this law applies in politics, warfare, and business, where leaders who are difficult to predict
often maintain an advantage over their adversaries. Historical figures like Napoleon Bonaparte used
unpredictability to outmaneuver larger armies, striking when and where opponents least expected. In modern
times, business tycoons like Elon Musk employ unpredictable behavior to keep competitors, investors, and
the media off balance, ensuring they control the narrative rather than reacting to it.

This law is also valuable in negotiations, where unpredictability can be a powerful bargaining tool. When one
side is unable to anticipate how the other will respond, they may become more cautious, offering concessions
in an attempt to regain control of the situation. By refusing to conform to expectations, an individual can shift
power dynamics in their favor, forcing others to adapt to their terms rather than the other way around.

Psychologically, unpredictability taps into fear and anxiety, as people feel uncomfortable when they cannot
foresee potential consequences. This principle is often observed in leadership styles where bosses or political
leaders create an environment of uncertainty, ensuring that subordinates remain attentive, cautious, and
always seeking approval. When people do not know what to expect, they tend to tread carefully, giving the
unpredictable person a psychological advantage.

However, this law also comes with an important caution—excessive unpredictability can lead to alienation
and loss of credibility. If someone becomes too erratic, they risk being perceived as unstable or unreliable,
which can diminish their ability to maintain long-term influence. The key is to balance unpredictability with
moments of predictability, using stability as a tool to lull others into complacency before striking with an
unexpected move.

The principle of unpredictability is evident in competitive sports as well, where elite athletes keep their
opponents guessing through varied tactics. Fighters in boxing or mixed martial arts, for instance, often
change their fighting styles mid-match, confusing their opponents and preventing them from developing a
consistent counter-strategy. This same approach applies to business and politics, where those who frequently
shift their tactics remain dominant by preventing others from effectively countering them.



Ultimately, Law 17 teaches that power lies in maintaining an element of surprise and ensuring that others
remain uncertain about one's next move. Whether in personal relationships, corporate negotiations, or large-
scale power struggles, those who master unpredictability can control narratives, manipulate emotions, and
unsettle their adversaries. By carefully implementing this strategy, individuals can maintain dominance
without direct confrontation, keeping others in a state of suspended terror where they are always reacting
rather than taking initiative.


