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Bargaining with the Devil: When to Negotiate, When to Fight is a thought-provoking
exploration of the complex dynamics involved in negotiating with adversaries or those we
perceive as harmful. Robert Mnookin, a renowned professor at Harvard Law School and a
leading authority on negotiation, delves into the moral, strategic, and psychological
dimensions of bargaining with individuals or entities that might be deemed 'devilish' in
nature. This article summarizes the core concepts presented in Mnookin's work, highlighting
when to engage in negotiation and when to take a stand against unethical behavior.

The Moral Dilemma of Negotiation

Negotiating with a perceived adversary can often place individuals in a moral quandary.
Engaging in discussions with someone who has caused harm or holds unethical views can
evoke feelings of complicity or betrayal. Here are some key points to consider:

Understanding the Moral Landscape

1. Assessing the Adversary's Intentions: Before entering negotiations, it's crucial to
evaluate the motivations of the other party. Are they genuinely seeking a resolution, or are
they attempting to manipulate the situation to their advantage?

2. Recognizing Personal Values: Individuals must align their negotiation strategies with their
core values. If negotiating with the 'devil' compromises these values, it may be worth
reconsidering the approach.

3. The Risk of Normalizing Bad Behavior: Engaging in negotiations with unethical parties
can inadvertently legitimize their behavior. This is particularly important in scenarios
involving systemic injustice or human rights violations.

Negotiation as a Tool for Change

Despite the moral implications, negotiation can serve as a powerful tool for creating
change. Mnookin emphasizes the potential benefits of engaging with adversaries when:

- There is a Chance for Positive Outcomes: If negotiations can lead to tangible
improvements for affected parties, it may be worth pursuing.

- Establishing a Dialogue: Opening lines of communication can lead to better
understanding, which might ultimately result in more ethical behavior from the adversary.

- Preserving Relationships: In many cases, maintaining a working relationship may be more



beneficial than severing ties, especially in professional or community contexts.

When to Negotiate

Mnookin provides a framework for determining when negotiation is appropriate. Here are
key factors to consider:

Situational Context

1. Power Dynamics: Analyze the power balance in the negotiation. If the other party holds
significantly more power, negotiation may be the only viable option for achieving some
degree of resolution.

2. Potential for Mutual Gain: Identify whether both parties could benefit from the
negotiation. If a win-win scenario exists, it might be advantageous to engage.

3. Existence of a Third Party: Sometimes, involving a neutral third party can facilitate
negotiation, especially in high-stakes situations where direct communication is fraught with
tension.

Emotional Considerations

- Desire for Closure: If the emotional toll of ongoing conflict is high, negotiating may provide
the closure necessary to move forward.

- Fear of Escalation: If there’s a risk that conflict could escalate into violence or further
harm, opting for negotiation may be the safer choice.

When to Fight

While negotiation can be beneficial, there are circumstances under which fighting back is
the more appropriate response. Mnookin outlines several scenarios:

Defending Core Values

1. Unacceptable Compromises: If a negotiation threatens to undermine fundamental
principles or values—such as justice, equality, or integrity—standing firm may be essential.

2. Long-term Consequences: Consider the broader implications of engaging with the
adversary. If negotiating could set a dangerous precedent, it may be wiser to resist.



Assessing the Adversary’s Behavior

- Patterns of Deception: If the other party has a history of dishonesty or manipulation, they
may not be a trustworthy negotiating partner.

- Escalation of Aggression: If the adversary is likely to respond aggressively to negotiation,
it could be prudent to prepare for confrontation instead.

The Process of Negotiation

For those who choose to negotiate, Mnookin emphasizes the importance of a structured
approach. This can enhance the likelihood of a favorable outcome.

Preparation and Strategy

1. Research and Information Gathering: Understand the adversary’s needs and interests.
This knowledge can provide leverage during negotiations.

2. Setting Clear Objectives: Define what you want to achieve from the negotiation. Having
specific goals can guide the conversation.

3. Developing a BATNA (Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement): Prepare an
alternative strategy in case negotiations do not yield the desired results. Knowing your
options can empower your negotiating position.

Engaging in Dialogue

- Active Listening: Show genuine interest in the other party’s perspective. This can foster
goodwill and facilitate more productive discussions.

- Finding Common Ground: Look for areas of agreement, even if they are minor.
Establishing commonalities can build a foundation for further negotiation.

Conclusion: The Balancing Act of Negotiation

Robert Mnookin’s Bargaining with the Devil: When to Negotiate, When to Fight presents a
nuanced perspective on the intricate dance of negotiation with adversaries. The decision to
negotiate or to fight is rarely clear-cut and requires careful consideration of ethical
implications, situational context, and the potential for positive outcomes.

Understanding when to engage in negotiation and when to stand firm against unethical
behavior is crucial for individuals facing complex dilemmas. By weighing the moral



landscape, assessing emotional factors, and preparing strategically, individuals can
navigate the treacherous waters of negotiation with confidence and clarity.

Ultimately, Mnookin's work encourages readers to reflect on their own values and the
broader impact of their decisions, fostering a deeper understanding of how negotiation can
serve both as a tool for conflict resolution and a potential catalyst for change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'Bargaining with the Devil'
by Robert Mnookin?
'Bargaining with the Devil' explores the complex dynamics of negotiation, particularly when
dealing with adversaries who may have harmful intentions. Mnookin provides insights on
how to assess when to negotiate and when to confront adversarial parties, emphasizing the
importance of understanding both your own interests and those of your opponent.

How does Mnookin suggest one should decide whether
to negotiate or fight?
Mnookin recommends a careful evaluation of the potential outcomes and the long-term
implications of both negotiation and confrontation. He emphasizes the need to analyze the
motivations of the other party, the context of the conflict, and the potential for achieving a
mutually beneficial resolution.

What key strategies does Mnookin offer for effective
negotiation with difficult adversaries?
Mnookin suggests several key strategies, including building a strong understanding of the
other party's interests, maintaining a clear focus on your own objectives, fostering open
communication, and being prepared to walk away if the negotiation does not meet your
essential needs.

Can 'Bargaining with the Devil' be applied to everyday
negotiations, or is it only for high-stakes situations?
While 'Bargaining with the Devil' addresses high-stakes negotiations, its principles are
applicable to everyday situations as well. The book's insights on understanding interests,
preparing for negotiations, and knowing when to compromise can benefit anyone facing a
negotiation, whether personal or professional.

What are some common misconceptions about
negotiating with adversaries that Mnookin addresses?
Mnookin addresses misconceptions such as the belief that negotiating with a 'devil' equates



to weakness or that it is always wrong to negotiate with someone perceived as immoral. He
argues that negotiation can be a strategic choice that aligns with one's values, provided it
is approached thoughtfully.

What role does emotional intelligence play in
negotiations according to Mnookin?
Mnookin highlights that emotional intelligence is crucial in negotiations, as it enables
negotiators to understand their own emotions and those of their adversaries. This
awareness can lead to better communication, improved rapport, and ultimately more
effective negotiation outcomes.
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