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Negotiating with the Madman
The debt ceiling negotiations roused many negative emotions, including frustration, anger and fear, and affected the lives of every American.  For this reason, it is worth examining what happened from a negotiating point of view.
A key to any successful negotiation is having all the proper people in attendance.  With respect to the negotiations on the debt ceiling, it was evident that the Tea Party was a critical player in the debate.  However, it was also clear that Speaker of the House Boehner could not give them a seat at the table without losing face within his party.  Given this problem, the process would have been better served and had a better opportunity to succeed if the President and the Speaker had worked out a way to test the proposals with parties not at the table prior to engaging in final negotiations.  

A second factor having perhaps an even greater impact on the negotiations was the Republican deployment of a negotiating strategy commonly known as the “Madman Strategy.”  This tactic, famously used by President Nixon during the Cold War, involves a party signifying a willingness to act in an irrational manner.  It is thought that the willingness to behave in such a way provides negotiating leverage to the “madman.” Regarding the debt ceiling, the madness exhibited by the Republicans was their asserted willingness to refuse to raise the debt ceiling and allow the forecasted dire consequences to the economy to transpire.
So, when sitting across the table from a madman, how does one negotiate?  The key is first to discover whether or not the madman is bluffing.  If the madman is indeed bluffing, the other party should try to call the bluff without embarrassing the madman.  President Obama’s suggestion that voters contact their representatives was probably such an attempt.  He concluded that the Republican’s primary interest was in getting re-elected.  
Once the bluff is successfully called, the other party can deal with the madman in the same way it might deal with any other negotiation adversary and ascertain: (1) the opposition’s interests, (2) how the parties’ interests can be maximized, and (3) what solutions can be developed to maximize those interests.  
Standard negotiation theory suggests that in a zero sum game, if the parties recognize that the game will be re-played until a decision is reached, the best strategy is to cooperate with each other.  Thus rational parties should come to an understanding.   However, when dealing with a madman, even one who is bluffing, an understanding may not always result.  For example, the Madman might be more interested in dogma than in maximizing collective gains. 

But what if the madman is truly mad?  One way to respond is to act even more unbalanced than the madman.  This strategy was probably the inspiration for Bill Maher’s proposal to counter the Tea Party by forming a group like the Tea Party, only on the opposite side of the political spectrum.  
Another option is to ignore the madman’s madness; in effect, minimize, rather than maximize, the consequences of failure.  President Obama could have told the Republicans he was ready to talk when they were prepared to pass a bill raising the debt ceiling; in the meantime he was going to attend to the other issues facing the country.  This display of indifference may have caused the Republicans to re-think the efficacy of their negotiating tactic.
Realistically, though, if the madman is truly mad, there is no guarantee either strategy will work.  In that event, the other party must be prepared to do battle, as negotiations will likely fail.  
President Obama was elected, at least in part, to deal with the gridlock in Washington. On this he has so far been unsuccessful.  Unfortunately, he apparently assumed that the Republicans would act in the Country’s best interests. Perhaps, with more experience, the President will be better able to deal with the madman the next go-around.  
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