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years after Hobbes wrote suggests that there are some problems with his solution. Start by 
asking yourself why anyone would want to be the sovereign and why she would be willing to 
do us all a favor by acting as our policeman.

One common answer to this question portrays the members of civil society as being 
engaged in an exchange relationship with the sovereign. In effect, the sovereign agrees to 
police us in exchange for taxes that citizens pay.16 One of the uses of this taxation will be to 
build up the state’s “comparative advantage in violence” (North 1981) and its “control over 
the chief concentrated means of violence” (Tilly 1985) so that it can keep the citizens in awe 
and carry out its duties as a state. Given that a sovereign will demand tax revenue to carry 
out his job, it is not immediately obvious that the citizens will choose to leave the state of 
nature for civil society; much will depend on the level of taxation imposed by the state. In 
other words, citizens will not always choose to create a state.

To illustrate this point, compare our State of Nature Game and our Civil Society Game in 
Figure 4.9. The Civil Society Game now illustrates that the state will impose a tax of size t on 
the citizens for allowing them to live in civil society. We indicate this by subtracting t from 
the payoffs of each player in each cell. Note that because the citizen must pay the tax in every 
cell of the game, the expected outcome of the Civil Society Game does not change—both 

16. Most obviously, we can think of these “taxes” as money that citizens give to the state in return for security. It is possible, 
however, to conceptualize these taxes more broadly. For example, we might think of required behavioral patterns—such as 
regularly attending religious institutions or following dress codes, such as wearing a burqa—as a kind of taxation that citi-
zens give in exchange for state-provided security.

Choosing between the State of Nature and Civil SocietyFigure 4.9

Note: p = the value of the punishment doled out by the state to anyone who steals; t = the value of the tax imposed 
by the state. It is assumed that p > 1. Payoffs associated with the best replies of player A are underlined. Payoffs 
associated with the best replies of player B are circled. The expected outcomes of the two games are shown in the 
shaded cells.
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