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Chapter 6 Conditions: The Anatomy of 
Negotiating Power 

 

6.1 Introduction 
 

The art and science of negotiation is largely a matter of story-telling. Not a great deal of 
rigorous theory-construction and research is implicated. This state of affairs is frequently 
justified by the claim that negotiating is, in the final analysis, an “artistic” activity. Yet, ever 
since Molière’s bourgeois-gentil homme was pleasantly surprised when his house philosopher 
confided him that for the last forty years he had “been making prose without knowing it”, we 
are perhaps allowed to say that there is enough order in the art of negotiation to call it at 
least an object of scientific inquiry, without offending its artistic practitioners. 

It is our purpose to come up with a model of negotiating behavior that explains what 
the rules of conduct are that may develop between negotiators – antagonistic, cooperative 
or a blend of the two. In our argument negotiators are invariably treated as (representatives 
of) more or less organized parties (organizations, agencies, interests groups and the like). To 
be able to make predictions we require insight into a negotiator’s anatomy – referring to the 
structure of its decision-making powers – as well as insight into the freedom of movement 
of the parties – referring to the nature and nurture of their mutual dependences. The 
synthesis of the two we call a primitive or lowbrow game theory: game because we still aim at a 
stylized representation of reality and primitive because we consider inserting the real-life 
irregularities and “known” unknowns negotiators encounter in practice. The model 
proposed here is to some extent the reversal of a pure theory of games. In ours the rules-of-
conduct are something to be explained rather than being postulated as given or parachuted 
from somewhere. Highbrow game-theory, instead, seems to have removed the strategic 
moment par excellence in negotiating processes, namely: the possibility to choose – be-it 
under variable strictures, as we shall see – for a specific dosage of adversarial cum colla-
borative rules of the games organizations play. 

 

6.2 Negotiating 
 

Negotiating is a meaningful activity whenever two or more actors try to achieve, or oppose, 
something they cannot accomplish without the concurrence of others. This programmatic 
definition anticipates three objectives. First, the relative value of the concepts of rationality 
and legitimacy for our under-standing of bargaining behavior is subjected to closer scrutiny. 
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Second, a distinction will be drawn between intentions and results, to determine which part 
of the outcome of bargaining is intended, that is, pursuant to the logic of the negotiators, 
and which part has to be seen, instead, as the unintended out-come of actors’ intendedly 
rational conduct and/or mores, that is, as an outcome attributable to the cumulative logic of 
the negotiating process. Third, attention is paid to the essence of strategic choice, viz., the 
mutual dependence of the negotiators. We restrict ourselves to situations where negotiating 
is both pertinent and purposeful. Negotiating is irrelevant respectively purposeless when 
negotiators are not in touch with one another, that is experience their mutual dependence 
merely in an ex post, lump sum way (the kind of facelessness we find in the textbooks 
under the heading of “perfect competition”). 

Alternatively, it is a luxury merely to be found in (bad) dreams when the actors are 
totally subjected to one another (the kind of subordination we encounter in the manuals 
under the proverbial condition of “perfect hierarchy”). In other words, negotiating as a 
generic term is meaningful if and only if, for each of the negotiating parties something can 
be lost or gained, which is not the case when the actors, or some of them, are anonymous 
or may take without having to give. 

 

A first cut 
What we loosely call “negotiating” ranges from informal and temporary e.g., lobbying to 
recurrent and institutionalized forms e.g., negotiations between states or between em-
ployers and trade unions. When observing negotiations between organizations it is 
inexpedient to ignore what happens – before, during and after the actual negotiations – 
inside organizations. What is irrelevant in situations of either pure competition or pure 
hierarchy becomes relevant indeed in the vast area that lies between the extremes. In that 
zone the adage holds that “(t)here are many things decided by politicians, employers and 
trade union officials. They have no say, however, in their own resolve, nor in the internal 
stability of the organizations in which they work and which they represent” (Vos, 1982: 
30). As a Dutch whitepaper on the strengths and weaknesses of concerted action in the 
modern welfare state, concurs: “[...] Central organizations of employers and workers 
deliberate and negotiate with each other, and with the cabinet, but they are unable to 
impose the execution of the agreed-upon commitments on their associated members and 
organizations” (Central Planning Bureau, 1992: 97-9). The same holds for other than 
socio-economic entities, even when at face value the latter represent formal hierarchies 
such as state-bureaucracies (see Tullock, 1965; Allison, 1969; Niskanen, 1979; Breton & 
Wintrobe, 1982 and other sources mentioned in Chapter 4, as well as settings and 
situations to be presented hereafter). 
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Dropping the reductionist assumption of internally homogeneous and disciplined 
players stipulates what we may demand from a profane, non-idealized negotiating theory. 
Whether organizations manage to mould their environment is determined as much 
internally as by their external negotiating capabilities. The first condition relates to the 
mobilization and monitoring of organizational goals internally; the second to the way 
external resources and partners are secured to realize the goals selected internally. 

As said, negotiating presupposes settings in which parties somehow need one 
another. Two kinds of dependence can be distinguished: competitive dependence (a 
setting in which parties achieve their objectives by preempting or frustrating one another) 
versus symbiotic dependence (where objectives are achieved by conceding to a larger or 
lesser extent to one another). The distinction is not synonymous with conflict versus 
cooperation. Rivals may cooperate for the sake of disarming a third party and competitive 
dependence may be used to pressurize competitors into cooperation. Conversely, sym-
biotic dependence may entail tough conflicts, e.g., about the terms of mutual 
accountability and complementarity. What they have in common is that both competitive 
and symbiotic dependence demand coordinated behavior. Coordination poses a dilemma: 
though reducing or controlling dependencies, coordination means that scarce resources – 
financial, professional and relational capital – are tied down for the sake of coordination. 
Tying down resources renders organizations less flexible. Loss of flexibility causes uncer-
tainty as to one’s own, as well as one’s opponents’ strengths and weaknesses. That makes 
it hard to strike a rational balance between one’s taste for independence and the need for 
coordination. The dilemma becomes more acute when familiar transaction patterns are 
upset – for instance when pre-existing functional dependencies are made obsolete by 
technological change or when territorial dependencies start to shift because of inter-
nationalization. 

Negotiating processes for controlling the environment and securing scarce 
resources, involve more than the kind of complexity reduction referred to in the literature 
as the limits of rationality. In addition to the cognitive limitations to the gathering and 
processing of information (the classic notion of “bounded rationality”) there are internal 
and external limits to the rationality of organizations. More often than not the internal 
division of authority has its imperfections, and the external division of power – defining 
one’s dependence on what others do – will stand in the way of responding “rationally” to 
internal and external contingencies. 

Summarizing, a theory of negotiation not too far removed from reality must respect 
(at least) three kinds of imperfection: imperfect gathering and processing of information, 
imperfect internal discipline and an imperfect grasp of the scale and scope of external 
dependences. An adequate negotiator is the one who somehow manages to handle the 
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complications that result from the concurrence of this sort of imperfections. His wisdom 
may start with the awareness that his counterparts are likely bound to struggle with si-
milar imperfections. This may conspire to bring parties closer together: shared complexity 
engenders complicity. The question is, however, how far an organization may want to go 
in linking or meshing its own fate with the fate of others. A community-of-fate may be a 
useful medicine for reducing internal and external uncertainties. However, as with medi-
cine, it is the dosage that draws the line between intended and unintended effects. 

 
Negotiating: a second take 

The question of intentionality requires a more precise definition of negotiating and a 
terminological clarification of its key-elements. We define negotiating as: 

 
a process of potentially opportunistic transactions whereby two or more interdependent parties through 
mutual agreement or commitment attempt to reach a result that is more satisfactory than they might 
accomplish by other means. 

 
The threshold for any agreement or commitment, beyond which the rationale of 
negotiating disappears, is, on the one hand, determined by the alternatives to an agreement 
or commitment and, on the other, by what parties might achieve on their own. The 
“potentially opportunistic” element of transactions keeps the possibility open for 
agreements or commitments to differ from the intended “more satisfactory result”, 
especially in the case of parties displaying opportunistic behavior or suspecting it in others. 
To distinguish between intentions and results we shall call the first type “transactions” or 
“transactional moves” – whether or not opportunistic, but always intended, no matter how 
involuntary. The results, on the other hand, we call “interactions” or “interactive effects”. 
Interactions may deviate widely from what was intended by the transactors. 

The environment in which negotiators meet is called the arena. An arena consists of 
(Wassenberg, 1980b, 1988): 

1. Structures of interdependence, determining the need to negotiate; 
2. Perceptions of dependence based on partly incompatible casu quo diverging, partly 

compatible casu quo converging stakes and values, determining the room to 
negotiate, and 

3. Rules generated by the interplay of needs and perceptions – determining the 
capacity to negotiate. 

 
In what way the players interpret and approach their environment – e.g., in a disciplined or 
largely erratic way, selectively perceiving opportunities and threats, opting for an anta-
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gonistic or conciliatory mode, differentiating friends and foes, responding timely or not to 
threats and opportunities and choosing for a specific time-horizon for handling these 
contingencies, – depends on the characteristics of actors’ internal arena. The composition 
of the internal arena determines an organization’s capability to negotiate. The same struc-
tural, behavioral and normative features that we use to describe and compare external 
arenas, can be used to analyze relations and attitudes inside organizations. At that level too 
there are dependencies, collision and collusion of interests and values, specific codes of 
handling interests and values, and managing dependences. 

If we relate the internal and external arena-attributes to the aforementioned 
“imperfections” of organizational rationality, the result is a clearer demarcation of our 
subject: (1) negotiating is a process of potentially opportunistic transactions, (2) between 
interdependent actors that try to promote their individual goals, (3) by increasing the 
predictability and manageability of their counterparts, (4) a process that may have intended 
as well as unintended consequences, not only for the external environment but also for the 
internal predictability and manageability of the organization or collectivity on whose behalf 
the negotiators act, (5) as a result of which the potentially opportunistic element may have 
its “origin” both inside and outside the negotiating entities, reason why (6) the final out-
come – materialization or defeat of the negotiators’ objectives – can only be understood by 
taking into account the totality of internal and external attributes and circumstances. 

 

6.3 The spectrum of negotiation 
 

Is there such a thing as a science of negotiating when, apart from the conventional notion of 
cognitively bounded rationality, we also have to deal with the “diplomatic” bounds of 
organizational and inter-organizational rationality, that is to say, with the limits of rationality 
resulting from the incompleteness of internal authority and the indeterminacy of external 
power relations? Maybe there is – provided we steer clear of two caricatures. On the one 
hand we must resist the anecdotic temptation to pronounce negotiating situations unique and 
to see negotiators as a kind of artists – e.g., the statesman, the trade union boss or the ty-
coon who is led by his sublime intuition. On the other hand we must resist the rationalistic 
temptation to lock the players in the iron cage of maximalist and utilitarian premises. The 
rationalistic caricature is called a “cage” because the players are alleged to live in a definite 
time-space framework, condemned to each other, gifted with a symmetrical utilitarian ratio-
nality and sentenced to a symmetrical clock and calendar. In this type of metaphor, – the 
template in many a part of the literature – a negotiator no longer resembles an artist but 
rather a prisoner or marionette: at worst uncertain about his opponents’ hidden agenda, but 
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internally undivided and indivisible. A marionette may stick, but does not know internal 
discord. 

What appears unsolvable in the artistic version – each situation is unique – and more 
often than not undetermined in the rationalistic one – the prisoner’s-dilemma – can be 
solved when we abandon the assumption of symmetric space and time. Players are no un-
divided or undividable monoliths; not all of them  are condemned to find a solution to their 
dilemmas at the same time; and in spatial or territorial terms they are rarely if ever sen-
tenced to one another in the same degree. Inter-actor differentials in time and space and 
variations in internal cohesion allow for more room for informed improvisation than the her-
metic metaphor would have us believe there is, as well as more room for experiential routines 
and conformism than is allowed for in the “artistic” metaphor. Let us see what this means. 

 

About magicians and marionettes 
The literature on negotiating largely consists of wise advice and practical suggestions. There 
is nothing wrong with prescriptive pretences, as long they are based on something. The 
practical usefulness of recommendations increases when they are grounded on a solid 
analytical-empirical foundation. Concerning that foundation there is some disagreement. 
The discussion on the basics of the phenomenon of bargaining varies between two poles: 
some argue that negotiating is a matter of the “magic eye”, not a science – if science means 
looking for generalization, and something that can be taught. At best it is possible to assess 
its successes or failures, usually in retrospect. Supporters of this view are found among 
novelists, journalists, diary-writers and, more conceivable, negotiators themselves. What 
could they mean when they qualify negotiating as a piece of art? An impulsive activity 
whereby magic, intuition or plain luck play a more important role than the canons of logic 
and science? We can think of numerous instances of human creativity not inspired by the 
laws of science or logic, but nonetheless lending itself to scientific scrutiny, that is to say, to 
the discovery and sometimes the explanation of regularities or patterns. Musicology, lite-
rature, drama and art-history spring to mind. Conversely, we are accustomed to the collo-
quialism that denotes certain recipes (as in politics), formulas (as in mathematics) or moves 
(as in chess or waging of war and peace) as “beautiful” or “elegant”: apparently, products of 
the human mind, in addition to their logical stature, sometimes are seen to have artistic 
value as well. Consequently, it seems there are no a priori reasons why the aesthetics of nego-
tiating would be incompatible with an analytical-empirical reconstruction of its foundations. 

At the opposite end of the scale we find those who argue that the appropriate subject 
of inquiry is not the charm or sprezzatura of negotiating, but rather the ingenuity it requires. 
Theirs is the claim that any theory on negotiating cannot be called scientific as long as it is 



CAPITALIST DISCIPLINE 

 155 

not anchored in the rigorous grammar of logic. Some aspire to go quite far in this, 
undaunted by the artificial rather than artistic nature of their impersonations of social 
reality. Game theorists reveal the strongest preference for this puritan position. Rather 
radical immunizations are called upon to make a complex social reality mathematically 
manageable. The most common assumptions to be found in the “discipline” of game-
theoretical modeling are: 

 the number of players is prefixed; 
 each player chooses from a given number of alternative strategies; 
 each player knows not only his own strategic options, but those of his opponents 
as well; 
 each player attaches a certain value to every imaginable strategy mix, the value of 
which is assumed to be invariable during the game; 
 each player knows not only the value he himself attaches to alternative strategy 
mixes, but the value his opponents attach to them as well, and 
 each player behaves rationally, that is actors will always choose the strategic option 
that promises the greatest utility. 

 
Though possibly testing the acumen of its followers, assumptions of this stature 
unfortunately do not allow for testing the empirical value of game theory. Yet, mathematical 
game theory is said to be a valuable tool for complex decision-making alias negotiating 
problems. It is precisely this “alias”, lumping together decision-making and negotiating 
theory, that exposes the Achilles’ heel of game theory. Its first deficiency is that it offers no 
help in answering a host of preliminary questions that need to be answered for ensuring that 
game-modeling really becomes a useful tool for the simulation or reconstruction of 
complex bargaining situations. Summarizing one of its critics, conventional game theory 
appears to leave unidentified such questions as (Junne, 1972: 142): 

1.  The decision which opponents have to be considered; 
2.  The decision to what coalitions the individual players belong; 
3.  The decision what rules will govern the game; 
4.  The decision how much resources are spent on the consideration of different 

strategy-combinations and on the gathering of information to arrive at a preferred 
result and at a realistic calculation of the likelihood of that result; 

5.  The decision what time horizon is chosen; 
6.  The decision what methods are chosen to play the game and which of the 

opponents’ methods are taken into account; 
7.  And finally, what results of possible strategy-combinations have to be taken into 

consideration. 
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The above-mentioned modalities demonstrate “what preliminary decisions have to be made 
before a strategic decision can usefully be made, irrespective of the mode of decision” 
(Junne, 1972: 145; translated from German). The normative undertone of game theory, 
aspiring to offer practical guidelines for negotiations, as well as its overtone of short-term 
and short-cyclical rationality, reasoning from individual utilities and immediate tits-for-tats, 
are not its sole deficiencies. Even if we know more about the above-listed unknowns, we 
would still not have an explanation of bargaining behavior and its (intended versus non-
intended) payoffs. For that we need, first of all, a conceptual framework that describes the 
anatomy of decision-making within organizations. However, even such a non-reductionist 
“rational choice”-model does not equal an authentic “strategic choice”-theory. For that we 
need a conceptual connection between the anatomy of decision-making (based on an 
organization or internal arena-analysis) and actors’ objective freedom of choice (based on a 
network or external arena-analysis). Only by relating the “externalized” need and room to 
negotiate on the one hand, and the “internalized” discipline and capability to negotiate on 
the other, we begin to approach the core of negotiating processes among contending, but 
interdependent actors. The core consists of three coordinates – a triangle one searches in 
vain in game theory: the demarcation of the arena (the selection of allies and opponents), the 
definition of the agenda (the selection of issues and non-issues) and the timing of negotiating 
processes (both in the sense of the selection of the periodicity and the time-horizon of 
bargaining). 

 
On the coordinates of bargaining 

Arena, agenda and timing constitute the negotiator’s strategic “compass”. Its significance is 
conditional on such nearer qualifications as: 

1. Elasticity: bargaining situations vary according to the extent to which the arena, 
agenda and timing can be manipulated at will; 

2. Predictability: situations vary according to the extent to which each of these para-
meters, for instance the arena, affects the other parameters, for instance the agenda 
and timing, in a more or less foreseeable way; 

3. Equivalence: situations vary according to the extent to which the elasticity and 
predictability of the interrelationships between arena, agenda and timing, are distri-
buted evenly or unevenly among the negotiators. 
 

Distilling the practice of negotiating processes into an explanatory theory makes it possible to 
reduce a rich but predominantly descriptive and classificatory literature to more manageable 
proportions. An outstanding representative of such a classificatory approach is Raiffa 
(1982). Apparently a game theory-renegade, Raiffa originally played with “the grandiose idea 
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of devising a taxonomy of disputes, in which the listing would be reasonably exhaustive and 
in which overlaps among categories would be rare”. It turned out this could only be 
achieved “after developing a host of abstract constructs – and even then the taxonomy was 
not very useful” (Raiffa, 1982: 11). He decided on a “partial” classification in the shape of a 
number of “organizing questions” to distinguish between various negotiation modalities. 
Paraphrasing the list, his questions are (Raiffa, 1982: 11-19): 

 Are there more than two parties and how sharp are their demarcation lines? As soon as there 
are more than two players coalitions can be formed. This points to the contingency 
of playing actors off against one another and, more pertinently, to the fact that 
negotiations are held on who the negotiators will in fact be. 
 Do parties reveal internal homogeneity? Often negotiations between two parties mean 
that agreements have to be reached at two levels: between the two parties, and 
within each of the individual parties. Sometimes internal compromise consumes 
more energy than external compromise. Consequently, synchronizing external and 
internal negotiations may be a delicate and complex affair. 
 Is the game repetitive? There is a world of difference between parties that only meet 
once and parties that have to live together for a given amount of time: in the se-
cond case reputation, credibility and information-(a)symmetries play an important 
role. Repetitiveness does not necessarily lead to cooperation: stakes in long-term 
rather than short-term gains may encourage rather than mitigate confrontational 
attitudes. 
 Are there linkage effects? The “spatial” complement of the “temporal” community-of-
fate suggested in the preceding item: negotiating behavior is influenced by the 
possibility to link and trade-off matters that, strictly speaking, are unrelated. 
 Is it imperative that an agreement is reached? This aspect refers to what we identified 
above as the “need” and the “room” to negotiate, that is, as a proxy for the 
objective interdependences and the subjective interests or values at stake. 
 Are there temporal constraints or costs? Negotiations are affected by the degree of the 
players’ need to reach an agreement quickly. Sometimes the law prescribes the term, 
sometimes other circumstances make delays impossible or simply too costly. 
 Are the negotiations conducted publicly or behind closed doors? Premature media exposure or 
grassroots interference makes for different negotiating dynamics. Sometimes public 
statements or press leaks are an autonomous element in the construction of the 
credibility of promises and threats. The main target of premature disclosure or 
(dis)information may be to internally divide one’s opponents. 
 What are the mores of the game? A normative scale ranging from loyalty and trust via 
opportunism to unfettered rivalry. 
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 Is it possible for outsiders to intervene? Sometimes outsiders may serve as referee. 
Arbitrage will not fail to affect the benefits of opting for a (specific mix of) 
provocative versus conciliatory positions during negotiations. 
 

Raiffa talks of a “partial checklist” that gives an impression of “the complexity, the 
pervasiveness, and the importance of our subject. The questions are obviously overlapping 
and are far from exhaustive” (Raiffa, 1982: 19). The real problem is not that the list is 
“partial”, “overlapping” and “far from exhaustive”. We surmise somewhat on the contrary, 
that the list is not tight enough to produce verifiable propositions on the structural 
determinants and outcomes of negotiating dynamics. 
 

The discipline of bargaining 
The science of negotiating consists of two kinds of intelligence. The first is about the 
gathering and arranging of information; the second about the interpretation of that infor-
mation. Information gathering is subject to the principles of bounded rationality (in the 
conventional sense). In addition, as argued before, the processing of information is 
influenced by imperfections in internal authority and external power configurations. The art 
of negotiating demonstrates itself in the way these imperfections are dealt with in ordinary 
life. Between the expressive but inchoate world of circumstantial evidence and the rigorous 
but unrealistic world of game-theoretical exercises, lies a beckoning wasteland. The litera-
ture makes it clear that no single discipline has a final say in this area. We might speak of an 
interdisciplinary game theory as far as we benefit as much as possible from insights pro-
vided by game theorists’ substansive neighbors such as the sciences of sociology, politics and 
economics. 

In deciding how far one should go in adopting an interdisciplinary perspective, science 
must negotiate with itself. What, for instance, distinguishes a political-economic game 
theory from its mathematical counterpart is a trade-off between axiomatic elegance and 
explanatory power. The loss of axiomatic rigor is compensated for by an increment of em-
pirical expressiveness. To demonstrate what our approach seeks to explain and with what 
instruments to proceed, we turn to an example: the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the 
ensuing confrontation between the Western-Arab coalition and Iraq. The case makes two 
things clear: both “doves” and “hawks” appeared to use political-economic and sociological 
considerations when deciding on military intervention, although the (not insignificant) 
difference remains that those favoring peace-enforcement tended to issue threats to force 
the opponent back to the negotiating table, whereas the hard-liners seemed to do so to pre-
empt negotiations or even to make them utterly ineffectual – as in a chicken-game. 
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The rational origins of collective irrationality 
We go back to the breath-taking days preceding the expiry of the United Nations-ultimatum 
after which using force against Iraq was allowed: the military preparations of Desert Shield were 
in full operation but the dramatic operation itself, Desert Storm, had yet to commence. Richard 
Nixon, former president of the United States (1969–1974), commenting afterwards in a press-
release on the military operation under his successor Bush Sr., justified the American presence 
in the Gulf on two arguments. It had nothing to do, he says, with restoring democracy (“apart 
from Israel there are no democracies in the region, and none can be expected in the near 
future”), nor with the notorious cruelty of the Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein (“if our policy would 
be to punish cruelty we would not be allies with [Syria’s] president Hafez al-Assad”). To Nixon 
the only reasons “that 400,000 American soldiers spent the X-mas season in the Saudi-Arabian 
desert and may be at war at a fortnight’s notice” were economic motives and the 
discouragement of armed aggression as a political instrument between states. Nixon hinted at 
two sorts of externalities. 

A politico-economic domino-effect: “(I)f we had not intervened an international gangster 
would by now control 40 per cent of the world’s oil reserves. Although the United States by 
imposing a stricter energy policy could do without oil from the Middle East altogether, Europe 
and Japan could not. What happens to the economies of other great industrial nations has 
immediate repercussions on the American economy. We cannot allow [Saddam] Hussein to 
blackmail our allies into accepting his aggressive objectives [...]” 

A politico-military domino-effect: “Because [Saddam Hussein] has oil he has been able to 
purchase the weapons he needs for his aggression towards his neighbors, including in the end 
nuclear weapons. If he gets what he wants in Kuwait he will attack other countries [...]”. We may 
also assume that “if Hussein reaps the harvest of his aggression, other potential aggressors in 
the world will be tempted to wage war on their neighbors. If, in agreement with the UN-
resolution, we succeed in removing Saddam Hussein from Kuwait and in liquidating his ability to 
wage future wars [...] we will increase our credibility when at a later point we want to deter 
aggression without sending in American forces. The world will take American warnings against 
aggression seriously”. 

According to Nixon, economic sanctions imposed earlier by the UN could never have been 
an alternative to the proposed military intervention. The most important reason for this was not 
doubt as to the demoralizing effect of economic exhaustion of Iraq (“the Iraqi army will be 
spared as long as possible”), but rather the problem the allies had in maintaining the unity 
required for the boycott to be successful. Besides, “domestic support for the military obligations 
we have taken upon ourselves will almost certainly melt away when the operation will go on too 
long”. (Quotes from a column by R. Nixon, reprinted in De Volkskrant, January 12, 1991; our 
translation from the Dutch newspaper). 

Analysis. At hindsight there appeared to be more at stake than concern about the 
cohesion of the allied forces and the potential decline in popular support for US involvement in 
the Gulf-war. Apart from possible fissures among European allies, there were signs of moral and 
practical irresolution in the American Congress as well. Support for president Bush Sr.’s course, 
shortly before the ultimatum was about to expire, amounted to 250 against 183 in the House of 
Representatives and 52 against 47 in the Senate. As Democratic Senator Paul Simon declared at 
the occasion: “This is the smallest margin in favour of the use of force in our country since the 
1812 war” (International Herald Tribune, January 14, 1991). Another reviewer pointed at yet 
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another contingency, to wit: the fissures within the US military-bureaucratic complex that was to 
carry out the operation. On the one hand the Pentagon and the State Department were fighting 
over who of the two was to be in charge. On the other hand the various military disciplines were 
arguing about who had the primacy in the operation. “The result (was) a complex, obscure and 
uncontrollable decision-making process. It is hard to predict its outcome, because it is the 
outcome of a power struggle between the bureaucracies that are most involved [...] All of the 
four American disciplines will have to take part in a possible military intervention [...] Not 
because this is what the most effective strategy dictates, but because it is the only way to secure 
the relative position of each discipline.” 

Technically speaking, as the latter commentator observed, merely a surgical strike 
conducted by the air force would be so “effective and decisive that ground force, navy and mari-
nes would hardly have to participate [...]”, but such a scenario “violates the interests of the 
other disciplines”. Consequently, the most likely result is a “combined operation”, which in turn 
will result in a head-on confrontation, exactly where the Iraqi army is considered to be at its 
strongest, to wit: “protracted warfare instead of a surgical strike...” (H. Tromp, in: De Volkskrant, 
January 12, 1991; our translation). Unintended and paradoxical results of this sort are 
reminiscent of the risks the French president Mitterrand pointed out, barely three weeks after 
the Iraqi’s invasion of Kuwait: the risks of a self-propelling logique de guerre. 

 
The foregoing suggests that an adequate analysis of bargaining – even as a prelude to un-
conditional confrontation – should take account of the credibility of threats and promises 
not just in terms of their feasibility, but also of their containability. The transactional logic of 
the protagonists is no sufficient guarantee that they will remain masters of the interactional 
logic of the game. A Realpolitik of threats and promises is based as much on the extent to 
which commitments can be built-up as on the extent to which they can be revoked: what 
counts in intra and inter-organizational bargaining is the dosage of demonstrable firmness 
and flexibility, that is governability. Reduced to its analytical essence the story recollected 
above can be condensed in two dimensions, to wit: “mobility” and “mobilization”. 

 

Mobility 
Organizations are interested in creating and sustaining as much maneuverability as possible. 
Maneuverability is a function of the mutual dependence of the protagonists; it refers to the 
entry and exit options at network level. Expressed in terms of resources (and illustrated by 
the “Gulf”-experience recalled above) the main indicators of dependence are: 

 centrality (both directly – the indispensability of oil – and indirectly – the geo-politi-
cal and economic repercussions worldwide of an oil shortage), 
 substitutability (both directly – the presence of alternative suppliers of oil – and in-
directly – the availability of other energy bearers), and 
 timing (directly – the time it takes to find the kind of substitutes listed above – and 
indirectly – the time it takes before the wider, geo-political and international eco-
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nomic repercussions will be felt). 
 

Centrality, substitutability and timing are the external bases of credibility. They represent an 
organization’s potential to use others’ dependence for its own objectives by demonstrating 
its relative independence. Independence means the ease or toil to switch from an existing 
partner and/or resource constellation to another. Entry and exit conditions at this level 
determine actors’ capacity to reciprocate. Reciprocity, both in terms of threats and pro-
mises, is related to the phenomenon of inter-organizational governance. The emergence of 
network-discipline can be explained by it – without having to assume inter-organizational 
trust or the presence of an ultimate decision-making authority presiding over the network as 
a whole. 

 

Mobilization 
Whether organizations are able to exploit their external mobility-potential adequately and 
timely depends on their internal mobilization capacity. Mobilization depends on internal 
cohesion. Cohesion has to be defended against the short-term temptations of membership 
egoism and opportunism. Cohesion is a problem that may be found with all kinds of orga-
nizations: firms, states, interest groups, departments within a government and so forth (See 
our earlier remarks on “intra-bureaucratic competition” and “internal network-solvency” in 
Chapter 4). Cohesion is a function of the entry and exit conditions at the level of individual 
organizations. Cateris paribus, entry and exit conditions at this level determine an 
organization’s capacity to act as a coherent (collective) actor. Coherence is directly related to 
the representativeness of an organization and of the mandate of the agents acting on behalf 
of it. The eventuality of organizational or associational self-discipline can be explained by it – 
without a presumption of solidaristic or other moral sentiments in the bosom of an organi-
zation or resorting to a unitary, undisputed corporate or state authority. Where reciprocity 
refers to the external foundation of an organization’s credibility as a bargaining partner, 
representativeness refers to its internal foundations. 

The approach to the phenomenon of negotiating in terms of the entry and exit 
options at network and individual organization level promises to have a number of practical 
and theoretical merits. First of all, it is an approach that seems to be applicable to a large 
variety of phenomena. It throws light not only on political-military maneuvers (as with the 
Gulf War), but on less violent ones as well, e.g., in the areas of trade policy (GATT), energy 
policy (OPEC), business strategies (mergers, acquisitions, alliances), industrial relations 
(employers, trade unions) and industrial politics (the restructuring of industries). Second, 
the explanatory potential of the approach justifies a certain loss of axiomatic strictness 
when compared with game-theoretical orthodoxy. This need not be too tragic if the claim 
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holds that the empirical scope of the theory is broadened without overstretching its 
analytical complexity. The rich, but – in terms of its empirical refutability – over-richness of 
Raiffa’s “organizing questions” is reduced to what we designated in the foregoing as the 
“essence” of bargaining: the interaction of organizational mobilization and mobility-con-
ditions. On the other hand, as we hope to demonstrate, the empirical scope of our model 
might have a comparable reach as Raiffa’s, because the comprehensiveness of the concepts 
of “mobilization” and “mobility” opens a window for bridging a rich, but unduly 
fragmented research-literature: from the sociology of organizations to the economics of 
state and market-behavior and the politics of national and international relations. To these 
claims we return later. Let’s first look at the finesses of the model. 

 

6.4 Refining the model 
 

Mobility is the ability to reduce existing dependences or replace them with more favorable 
and manageable ones. As argued above, the main indicators of dependence are: the cen-
trality and substitutability of the resources parties need from one another and the time for 
which this sort of dependences hold. However, for a more complete grasp of the workings 
of dependence, we need to introduce an additional set of characteristics, such as: the number 
of players (defining the density or concentration of a network), the manipulability of the 
number of participants (defining the degree of inclusivity or exclusivity of a network), and 
the duration of these characteristics (defining the stability of the resulting community-of-
fate). Centrality, substitutability, concentration and inclusivity, adjusted for the “staying 
power” of these characteristics, are the conditions that determine the reciprocation potential 
of the parties – that is, their sanctioning power in the negative and positive sense. However, 
as said before, the extent to which this external potential can be made “manifest” depends 
on parties’ internal mobilization potential. 

Mobilization is the ability for parties to counter the strains of internal opportunism 
and other centrifugal forces, and to stay on a given “collective” course for a longer period 
of time. There are two classic problems here: recruitment and maintenance. Recruitment 
problems have to do with what Olson (1975; 1986) calls “the logic of collective action”: 
how to persuade potential group members to join when they suspect that free-riding 
outsiders will benefit as well. Or conversely, seen from the free-riders’ point of view: why 
joining and conceding a great deal of individual freedom of movement when the 
“collective” objective will be achieved anyway? The extent to which this “rational” absti-
nence or aloofness can be overcome, for instance by side-payments or evasion, determines 
an organization’s or association’s recruitment potential. The latter, in turn, determines the scope 
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of the mandate of the representative acting on behalf of the “collective” interest of the 
(would-be) members. Once recruited, however, the problem with members is persuading 
them to stay within the confines of a collective venture. This is the second problem: the art 
of organizational or associational maintenance. How to keep members loyal to a common 
course against the current of particularistic sub-goals, the temptations of internal free-riding 
and the contingencies of “network-solvency”? This second question reiterates the “exit, 
voice and loyalty”-repertory (Hirschman, 1970) and the internal quests for power, 
competence and control as conceptualized by Hickson et al. (1971), and March (1988: 101-
115). Emblematic for the latter’s perspective is the reconceptualization of organizations, for 
instance a business firm, as a coalition of pluralist interests, the maintenance of which 
requires ongoing bargaining processes, not only to satisfy the individual, short-term claims 
of the coalition-members but also to induce the creation of a surplus needed for the long-
term survival of the coalition as a whole. In that sense (also, see again Breton & Wintrobe, 
1982: 11 ff): “[...] we assume that a business firm is a political coalition and that the 
executive in the firm is a political broker. The composition of the firm is not given; it is 
negotiated. The goals of the firm are not given; they are bargained. [...] 

The executive-political problem is twofold. On the one hand, “brokers” must select a 
coalition that has relatively low costs of maintenance and relatively high returns from the 
environment. On the other hand, they structure the payments made to the coalition mem-
bers in such a way that shifts in demands conducive to increasing the difference between 
total demands and total resources are made. The theory to this point becomes well-defined 
when we can specify the dimensions of participant demands, some measure of their 
complementarity, the functions by which they change over time, and the short-run internal 
constraints on the bargaining process by which goals are formed” (March, 1988: 110-11). 

The prerequisites of the art of coalitional maintenance are even more impressive when 
we switch from coalitions between individuals within “unitary” firms to those acting on 
behalf of coalitions of organizations, as in the case of multi-divisional firms, collective interest 
associations and other complex organizations such as state-bureaucracies. There we may 
say, even more pertinently: where organizational entry or recruitment conditions will in-
fluence the scope of a coalition’s mandate, exit conditions will determine the stability of that 
mandate. However, it takes more than the scope and the stability of a mandate to assess the 
effective credibility of a “collective interest”-coalition. For that we need to know an 
organization’s relative freedom vis à vis others in the wider network of outside dependences 
and interests. The two faces of credibility are explored further in the next section. 
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The two faces of credibility 
The interplay between mobility and mobilization determines an organization’s net credi-
bility as a bargaining agent. We say “net” since there is no reason to expect that the two 
dimensions will always vary in the same direction. A lack of external maneuverability may 
undo the comparative advantage of enjoying a high internal mobilization potential, just as a 
lack of internal mobilization may leave the benefits of external maneuverability 
underexploited. Credibility means to be taken seriously by others. Seriousness, in a nego-
tiating context, is based on the credibility of promises and threats. Credible threats and 
promises are called commitments. To commit oneself to a specific course of action, or 
reaction, is not a categorical imperative. In its elementary representation, a credible commit-
ment is a functional or situational imperative: it is the expression of the demonstrable 
capacity to do what is announced. To do what is announced, both in case of promises and 
threats, incurs costs. In that sense we may define bargaining power as the costs to oneself 
of imposing a loss on others, that is, as the costs of not keeping a promise or having to 
effectuate a threat. By stressing the cost to oneself of disadvantaging others, the relational 
character of bargaining power is accentuated: in situations of dependence the imposition of 
will is seldom if ever costless. 

Credibility is a somewhat ambiguous concept. The ambiguity has to do with the 
contrary implications of mobility and mobilization in case of positive versus negative 
commitments: mobility tends to support the credibility of threats, a fortiori when backed by 
a high degree of internal mobilization of the threatening party; but it tends to diminish the 
credibility of promises, a fortiori when accompanied by a low internal mobilization profile on 
the side of the promising party (due to, for instance, grass roots obstruction, free riding 
incentives or factional rivalries). Only in case of major external mobility restrictions (due to 
high entry and exit thresholds at the network level) and a sufficient degree of internal 
mobilization (due to high entry and exit barriers at the organizational level) we may expect 
symmetrical values for the credibility of both promises and threats: in such a constellation 
the costs of not keeping promises and the costs of having to effectuate threats seem to be 
equally prohibitive. As a consequence we may expect that under these conditions both 
inter-organizational or “network”-discipline and intra-organizational or “self”-discipline will 
reach its culminating point. As we will see later the problem of credibility appears to be 
more complicated, and thus less manageable, as soon as we allow for asymmetries in mobility 
and mobilization – either between the actors or between the entry and exit conditions pre-
vailing at network-level compared with the entry and exit conditions at the level of 
individual organizations. 

What the foregoing should have made clear at least, is that credibility must not be 
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mistaken for trustworthiness or loyalty, and even less for legitimacy. Organizational 
credibility refers to the readiness or preparedness of others to regard a counterpart’s threats 
and promises as believable commitments. In concreto, this implies that a credible negotiator 
has to give up, demonstrably, some of his exit opportunities – that is, to demonstrate his 
internal capability and external willingness (for whatever reasons) to enter long-lasting 
commitments. This, of course, is not to deny that credibility may be complemented by 
conditions of trust or legitimacy. However, what matters in negotiations is the predictability 
of players’ moves and countermoves. When the genesis of negotiating power, apart from 
the addenda proposed above, is seen as the co-product of mobility and mobilization, it will 
be the (a)symmetry in these dimensions that, ultimately, decides on players’ credibility. 
Cultural predispositions and codes, such as trust and fair play, and the credibility of the 
commitments resulting from them, should be seen, in such an a-moral universe, as 
consequences rather than as causes of mobility and mobilization. 

Figure 6.1 summarizes the argument: (1) the credibility of commitments is a function of 
bargaining power, where (2) bargaining power is a function of (inter-actor differences in) 
internal mobilization and external mobility, be-it adjusted for two sets of additional conditions, to 
wit: (3) the centralization, homogeneity and stability-over-time of intra-organizational coali-
tions, defining actors’ representativeness, and (4) the concentration, exclusivity and stability-
over-time of inter-organizational alliances, defining actors reciprocity. Reciprocation, then, is 
the co-product of conditions (3) and (4). 
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Figure 6.1 Credibility, commitments and bargaining power 

 

 
Arena, agenda and timing 

The essence of bargaining is the effective management of the interplay between internal 
coalitions and external alliances. The stability of both determines the ultimate respectability 
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of organizational responses to environmental contingencies (like in and outsourcing 
decisions). Figure 6.2 summarizes the links between the internal and external determinants 
of strategic conduct. 

 
Figure 6.2 Structure, choice and strategy: the cyclical links 

 
Further refinements are meant to improve the predictive powers of the framework without 
spoiling its rigor and compactness. Reinterpreting the diplomacy of organization-environ-
ment relations as the ambition to control the interplay between internal coalitions and ex-
ternal alliances, introduces an unexpected connotation of “other-directedness” in the 
discussion: more often than not effective negotiating boils down to securing commitments 
by affecting the internal mobilization and external mobility of one’s counterpart(s). In this 
sense it may not be too difficult to understand why negotiators, the more so when acting on 
behalf of unstable coalitions at their own side of the bargaining table, are not just interested 
in the external mobility of their counterparts but also, if not primarily, in the internal mobi-
lization potential, that is the scope and the stability of their opposites’ mandate and respon-
sibility. The following Exhibit illustrates some of the paradoxes of the interplay between in-
ternal mobilization and external mobility. There we see how, somewhat counter-intuitively, 
the quest for recruitment and coalitional maintenance, that is representativeness, may reduce 
rather than increase an actor’s negotiating power by constraining his capacity to reciprocate. 

Structure and Stability 
of 

Intra-organizational 
COALITIONS 

Define the risks of 
internal 

FRAGMENTATION 

Biases the choice 
of 

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 

Biases the choice 
of 

STRATEGIC LIAISONS 

Structure and Stability 
of 

Inter-organizational 
ALLIANCES 

Define the risks of 
external 

RETALIATION 

Feed back 

Feed forward 



CAPITALIST DISCIPLINE 

 168 

When negotiation power fails 
An epitome for negotiating power is leverage. Porter (1984) applied the term in his analysis of the 
annual corn negotiations between the United States and the Soviet Union. He tried to establish the 
validity of the idea (commonly accepted in the mid-1970s) that “[...] with tighter controls (on corn 
deliveries), the United States would have real leverage for both foreign policy purpose and for 
economic advantage” (Porter, 1984: 114). Rephrasing Porter’s analysis, summarily, in terms of 
arena, agenda and timing appears to be elucidating. 

The United States are major corn suppliers and the Soviet Union a major customer. For one 
of them to have effective leverage vis à vis the other, three conditions should be met. The supplier 
must largely control global supplies; demand must be relatively inelastic and no substitutes such as 
rice must be available; and the costs facing the supplier of persuading the customer to give in must 
not outweigh the damages facing the customer (hunger, bread riots, starving livestock, meat 
shortage) as a result of refusing the other side’s conditions. According to Porter (1984: 115) 1975 
was a year when all these conditions were met. The American harvest promised to be plentiful, 
expectations of crops elsewhere were neither exceptionally high nor exceptionally low, and the 
expected shortage in the Soviet Union started to materialize in the months prior to the 
negotiations. To determine what this meant for the United States’ leverage we need to know more 
about the structure of the external arena and about timing. In our grammar: the scene is 
“concentrated” (essentially two dominant players) and “exclusive” (the probability of new entrants 
or joint operations by alternative suppliers is low); furthermore, the degree of “centrality” is high 
(due to an inelastic demand on the side of the Soviets) whereas the “substitutability” (for instance 
of corn for rice) is virtually zero; finally: the “duration” of the community-of-fate is fixed (since it 
will take at least a year to prepare a new crop). In short, in terms of mobility we may safely 
conclude that the Soviet Union has little or no room for man oeuvre, since it cannot conceivably, at 
least not within the relevant span of time, trade existing dependences for less captive ones. 

However, history takes an unexpected turn once – Porter’s story again epitomized in our 
parameters – the internal arena and timing are introduced. Now a revaluation takes place of 
what is actually on the agenda. The Americans want not just the highest possible price for their 
corn. They also want, in addition to a long-term corn agreement, a profitable oil contract and a 
guarantee from the Soviets to improve their storage capacity (so as to anticipate fluctuations in 
American corn supplies). Initially the Russians appeared to opt for a cooperative stance. Notably, 
at the start it was their suggestion to conclude a longer-term contract and to include escape 
clauses covering disappointing American harvests in such a contract. 

However, they refused to supply oil at reduced prices or improve their storage capacity. After 
a while, their obstinacy paid off: after protracted deliberations only the corn contract was signed. 
What might have caused this agenda-stripping and what limited the leverage of the Americans? 
What head start the Americans may have had in terms of external mobility – for the reasons listed 
above – appears to get lost in the scope and stability of their internal negotiating mandate, that is 
to say: in terms of their representativeness, and hence in the staying-power of their mobilization 
potential at home. 

Giving in to the Americans was perceived by the Russians as a loss of face. As Porter argues, 
in a situation like that the latter may be willing to accept a great deal of domestic hardship – such 
as reduced livestock, lower quality of bread and postponed oil revenues – and the authoritarian 
nature of the Soviet regime (in the mid-1970s) allows it to impose on its peoples “belt-tightening 
measures [...] with little public outcry” (Porter, 1984: 116). Whereas the negotiating mandate of 
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the Russians knew not of a domestic restriction, their American opposites must do all they could to 
maintain a united front in face of domestic opposition to the intended linkage of oil-for-corn while 
corn farmers threatened with a mutiny at any further delay: “a politically costly consequence to the 
president during the coming election year [...] The Russians knew it, and the United States knew 
the Russians knew it” (Porter, 1984: 116; italics added). 

In this case, the combination of the internal arena – characterized by restrictions and insta-
bilities on the American side – and timing proved to be decisive. Time in particular was on the side 
of the Russians. It gave them the opportunity to look for alternative suppliers, to prepare “their” 
Eastern European satellite states that they too would face import reductions, and, above all, to 
watch the American home front come to pieces. Porter concludes: “(..L)everage involves at least 
two parties and, as the 1975 grain negotiations reveal, an open, democratic society inevitably 
places greater constraints on using leverage than is the case in authoritarian regimes” (Porter, 
1984: 117). 

 
What is said above about the codes of the game of international trade also holds true for other 
types of organizations and agencies – government departments, labor and employers’ associations, 
branch organizations, agro-lobbies, hospitals or multinational firms negotiating public-private 
technology programs, in short: for all those that need others to get what they want (or steer clear 
of what they fear). In all these instances the dictum holds: representativeness and reciprocity 
determine leverage, while leverage, in turn, determines the rules of the game, that is to say, the 
dosage of obstinacy and compliance. 

 

6.5 Discussion 
 

The “art and science” of negotiating is dominated by treatises taking the rules of 
engagement and understanding between parties as the explanantia rather than as the 
variables to be explained. Instead of analyzing the machinery itself – that is, internal authority 
structures (the “license to operate”) and the external power figurations (the “capacity to 
reciprocate”) that explain the “manners” of the game – the latter are postulated or assumed 
to be given, as in standard game-theory. For instance, still highly influential appears to be 
the distinction drawn by Walton & McKersie (1965: 4-6) between “distributive” and 
“integrative bargaining”. In distributive bargaining – analogously to zero or constant sum-
games in game-theory – one party’s loss equals another party’s gain. Integrative bargaining, 
on the other hand, is associated with common or complementary interests where the nature 
of the conflict allows for a solution whereby both parties benefit, or at least one party’s loss 
need not be equal to his opposite’s gain. Walton & McKersie, not surprisingly since their 
work dealt with labor relations and the behavior of trade unions vis à vis employers’ 
organizations, added a third type: “intra-organizational bargaining”. Intra-organizational bar-
gaining refers to the process of internal consensus building whereby negotiators are faced 
with two, potentially clashing sets of aspirations: those of their opponents and those of the 
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members of the organization they represent. Though the authors provide instructive 
illustrations of the three types of bargaining and pay extensive attention to the interaction 
between them, they do not come up with an integrated, predictive model: their work is 
more of an elaborate typology of conflict situations larded with illustrative cases (cf. Raiffa’s 
initial aspirations) than an explanation of the why and when of adversarial, cooperative or 
“mixed” behaviors. 

In spite of its explanatory deficit, the look-alikes of the distinction of “distributive” 
versus “integrative” bargaining have remained quite popular since its original coining, be-it 
under varying labels, occasionally supplemented by more intermediate types of bargaining 
like “coercive” versus “utilitarian” versus “normative” (Etzioni, 1961), or “politics” versus 
“bargaining” versus “problem solving” (March & Simon, 1958), or “negative” versus 
“positive coordination” (Scharpf, 1972; Mayntz & Scharpf, 1975) and “confrontation” 
versus “bargaining” versus “problem solving” (Scharpf, 1989, after Olsen et al., 1982). 
There are two vital questions that remain unanswered in this topsy-turvy world (“topsy-
turvy” because the more or less confrontational nature of actors’ conduct is always exposed 
as something given – historically, accidentally or imported from elsewhere. As a conse-
quence, only ex post assessments rather than ex ante predictions can be offered for the con-
frontational or cooperative signature of negotiating regimes). What, in other words, remains 
obscure is: 

1. the origin of the codes of bargaining (why do some treat an issue as “distributive” 
whereas their counterparts perceive it as an “integrative” one?); 

2. the permutation of the codes of bargaining (when and how is it that a “distributive” 
conflict becomes an “integrative” one and vice versa?). 
 

Favorite responses to these elementary questions are mostly variations on the gospel 
according to Hobbes – either in the utilitarian outfit of the Invisible hand (“selfishness 
naturally selects the common good”), respectively as a specimen of evolutionary learning in 
repeated games (Axelrod, 1984: “cooperation pays, defection defects”) or as the miracle of 
pragmatic foresight (“selfishness makes everybody worse-of”). Unfortunately, all of these 
remain pseudo-solutions as long as no indication is provided when the Hobbesian epiphany 
is expected to materialize, how long the enlightenment may last and what eventually may 
cause it to disappear. Neo-Hobbesian “explanations” fit into the (typically Western) canon 
of “rational choice”: apparently, what is at stake “determines” the rules of discipline. 

In the light of what was advanced above about the structural determinants of 
bargaining power, there is much to be said in favor of a reversal of the dominant paradigm. 
The reversal is given by a “strategic choice”-approach that respects the imperfections within 
and between organizations identified in the introductory section of this chapter. Formulated 
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succinctly: not the mores or stakes of the game but the structural properties of the arena 
determine the time horizon of the negotiations, and the timing determines the agenda – that is, 
the mores and the stakes of the game. In reality, of course, the sequence of arena, timing 
and agenda represents not an uni-directional, but a recursive sequence: conditions deter-
mine codes; codes determine commitments; commitments lead to certain intended and 
unintended consequences that, at the end of the day, feed back to the “origin”: the con-
ditions and codes of the game. As set out earlier, the conditions are: the “imperfections” in 
the internal distribution of authority (that is, the degree of collective actors’ mobilization, 
related to their recruiting and retention capabilities) versus the “imperfections” in the exter-
nal distribution of power (that is, the degree of mobility in the network of collective actors, 
related to the exclusivity, concentration and symmetry of entry and exit options in the 
network). The internal distribution of authority filters the perception of external depen-
dencies and hence their translation into threats and opportunities; the latter will determine 
the selection of strategic responses. Conversely, the external relations of an organization 
determine the way it will seek to solve its internal recruitment and retention problems. 

It must be clear by now why we think that the rules of the game – the variable blend 
of confrontation and cooperation – are determined by its conditions: the codes of conduct 
are the co-product of an organization’s internal license to operate and external capacity to 
reciprocate. Conditions and codes in turn lead to commitments, that is to say, to the 
readiness, however unwillingly, to enter binding agreements. Commitments can either be 
negative (threats) or positive (promises) or, more often, a combination of the two: promises 
gain credibility when they are backed by threats in the same way as threats assume added 
diplomatic clout when they can be replaced or redressed by promises (reciprocation covers 
both meanings). The quality of the commitments, in the end, will decide on the ratification of 
the negotiated order, that is on the reproduction of the material conditions and the moral 
codes that shaped, at the onset, the constitution of the game. (In passing it should be noted 
that, in line with what said in the Introduction to Chapter 4 on the paradox of “order” 
under conditions of “transitory” rationality, it is more accurate to speak of pre-commitments 
rather than “binding agreements”. In the next chapter we will make clearer why the distinc-
tion makes sense). 

 
6.6  Recapitulation: the science and art of negotiation 

 
We began this chapter by arguing that organizations under less than purely competitive or 
purely hierarchical conditions, will attempt to make their environment more predictable by 
negotiating. Since negotiating only makes sense in situations of interdependence, that is 
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situations in which parties are bound, however asymmetrically, to allow for some kind of 
reciprocal commitments, we define a credible commitment as “[...] some voluntary but 
irreversible sacrifice of freedom of choice”. That is to say that “(Commitments) rest on the 
paradox that the power to constrain an adversary may depend on the power to bind 
oneself” (Schelling, 1969: 282). 

In fact, this chapter should be seen as an inquiry into the causes and consequences of 
the “power” of organizations to bind themselves. On the causal side, organizational “self-
discipline” was said to be a function of the need, room and capacity to negotiate, that is: to 
enter binding agreements. On the consequential side, looking at the contingent phenomenon 
of “network-discipline”, we argued that the choice of strategic action and reaction – the 
variable blend of confrontational and cooperative strategies and stratagems – may bring 
about unexpected results. The credibility of commitments in the “imperfect” world we are 
talking about is based on actors’ mobilization potential (which tells us about the scope and 
stability of the respective negotiating mandates) and on their mobility potential (which 
enables us to gauge the prevailing reciprocities, provided we know more about the relative 
closure, concentration and stability of the arena). Whether they are credible or not, even 
tactical threats and promises may have strategic consequences. In a cyclical model these are 
twofold: 

1. Commitments frame the constitution of the game, that is they confirm or change 
the determinants of bargaining power; 

2. Continuity or change of the constitution of the game reframes the dosage of rivalry 
and cooperation in subsequent rounds of negotiations. 
 

We consider this cycle of conditions, codes, commitments and consequences as a blueprint 
for an explanatory theory of negotiation. It may help explain specific rules of conduct (for 
instance “distributive” versus “integrative”). The same goes for permutations, cyclical 
movements and the evolution (structural transformation) in the types of games: the dosage 
of rivalry and cooperation will change when internal licenses and/or external dependences 
change. Paradoxical though it may sound, taking the imperfections of collective actors’ 
mandate and the limits of their freedom of movement seriously – as in a “strategic res-
ponse” theory – does more justice to the rationality of negotiators – no matter how irra-
tional the outcomes – than seems to be done in conventional “rational choice” theory. In 
the latter paradigm actors’ performance is allegedly only limited by imperfect, that is, 
“bounded” rationality and informedness. As a result, the main object of actors’ choice is 
taken away, placing the phenomenon to be explained out of view, to wit: the blend of rivalry 
and cooperation as implied by arena, agenda and time. 

This chapter argued that representativeness and reciprocity have a mutually 
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conditioning effect. In practice that means: negotiating organizations aim for congruence – re-
presentativeness and reciprocity have to be “matched”. Alternatively, if representativeness is 
below par, reciprocity may compensate (and vice versa). Second, negotiating organizations 
aim for synchronization – the congruence between representativeness and reciprocity has to 
be on time to live up their full potential. The temporal-spatial connectedness of represent-
tativeness and reciprocity creates a twofold dilemma, that (crediting its inspirers) might be 
epitomized as an “Olson-Schelling”-theorem. The theorem consists of two trade-offs: 

 
1.The “logic of collective action” alias “mobilization”-trade-off: how to see to it that 

enlarging a coalition’s representativeness (by broadening an organization’s 
recruiting potential and hence the scope of its negotiating mandate) will not impair 
the sustainability of the coalition (by inadvertently reducing its cohesion and thus 
forfeiting the stability of its mandate: the issue of internal fragmentation)? 

2.The “sacrifice of freedom” alias “mobility”-trade-off: how to see to it that the desire for 
reciprocity (promoting the strength of a community-of-fate by the closure and 
concentration of a network of coalitions) does not interfere with the search for 
flexibility (promoting the contrary tendency of switching and recombining alliances 
across coalitions: the issue of external retaliation)? 

 
It is the latter phenomenon, that is the risks of internal frictions and its impact on the 
selection and continuation of external coalitions and alliances (see Fig 6.2) that is 
conspicuously absent in the mainstream of the empirical and theoretical literature on 
organizational responses to environmental threats and opportunities. In so far as a 
proportionate response to the first trade-off (informing about the optimum of credibility 
for a coalition from within) may collide with an adequate response to the second dilemma 
(informing about the optimum of credibility for cross-coalitional alliances), negotiating 
remains a contradictory pursuit. The more complex the trade-offs, the more practical the 
theory that simplifies the pursuit in a tight manner. The next chapter shows how. 


