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looking at the left column of the payoff table where player B refrains. If player A refrains, he will 
get a payoff of 3, and if he steals, he will get a payoff of 4 – p. It is relatively easy to see that he 
will refrain if 3 > 4 – p. This means that player A can be encouraged to give up his criminal ways 
if the state sets the punishment for stealing sufficiently high. How high is sufficiently high? A 
tiny bit of algebra should convince you that as long as the punishment is greater than 1 (that is, 
bigger than the difference between 4 and 3), then player A will refrain.

Presumably, the state has a relatively easy job in getting player A to refrain if player B is 
going to refrain. But what if player B steals? We are now looking at the right column of the 
payoff table where player B steals. If player A refrains, he will get a payoff of 1, and if he steals, 
he will get a payoff of 2 – p. It is easy to see that he will refrain if 1 > 2 – p. This means that 
as long as the state chooses a punishment greater than 1 (that is, bigger than the difference 
between 2 and 1), then player A will “do the right thing” and refrain.

Because player B’s payoffs are symmetrical to player A’s—they are the same in the equiva-
lent situation—we know that player B will also refrain under the same conditions under 
which player A refrains, namely, when p > 1. Figure 4.8 indicates the best replies for players 
A and B when p > 1. As you can see, when the punishment doled out by the state is sufficiently 
high, p > 1, the unique Nash equilibrium is (Refrain; Refrain). The expected outcome is that 
both players refrain and the payoff to each player is 3. Note that both players now have a 
dominant strategy to refrain. In other words, as long as the punishment level imposed by the 
state is sufficiently high, players will refrain no matter what the other player decides to do.

It seems that by creating a third-party enforcer, the state, that dutifully doles out punish-
ments for bad behavior, we can get individuals to give up the sorts of behavior that made life 
in the state of nature “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Problem solved, right? Well, 
as you might suspect, the fact that we’re still studying politics some three hundred and fifty 

Civil Society Game When p > 1Figure 4.8

Note: p = the value of the punishment doled out by the state to anyone who steals. Payoffs associated with the 
best replies of player A are underlined. Payoffs associated with the best replies of player B are circled.
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Refrain Steal
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Refrain 3, 3 1, 4 – p

Steal 4 – p, 1 2 – p, 2 – p


