
Principles of Comparative Politics102

What is Hobbes really saying here? In this stylized interaction, both individuals have 
essentially two actions that they can take: they can choose to “steal” or they can choose to 
“refrain” from stealing.10 If an individual refrains from stealing, then he is essentially choos-
ing to earn a living by doing something productive rather than by stealing. What should the 
individuals do? The choice facing each individual is complicated because one individual’s 
choice of what to do depends on what he thinks the other individual will do. As we saw in 
the last chapter, game theory is an extremely useful tool for analyzing these types of strategic 
situations. We can think of this interaction between two people in the state of nature as a 
game. In the previous chapter, we used an extensive form game to examine how individuals 
respond to negative changes in their environment. In this chapter, we are going to use a 
normal, or strategic, form game to examine how individuals might behave in the state of 
nature. Recall that an extensive form game employs a game tree that allows us to see what 
happens when the players take turns to make decisions; that is, there is a specific sequence 

of play as illustrated by the branches and choice nodes 
in the game tree. In contrast, a normal, or strategic, form 
game employs a payoff table or payoff matrix that 
allows us to see what happens when the players make 

decisions at the same time; that is, decisions are made simultaneously in normal form games 
rather than sequentially.

Figure 4.1 illustrates the “empty” payoff table of the normal form game that captures our 
stylized interaction between two individuals, whom we’ll call A and B, in the Hobbesian state 

10. To the extent that steal presupposes the concept of property, this choice in the state of nature is slightly inaccurate. This 
is because Hobbes explicitly denies that the concept of property can exist in the state of nature. A more accurate term, then, 
might be dispossess.

A payoff table or payoff matrix represents the 
strategies and payoffs available to players in strategic, 
or normal, form games.
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