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say that both players have a dominant strategy—in this 
case their dominant strategy is to steal. The row player 
in a strategic form game has a dominant strategy when-
ever his best replies (underlined payoffs) are all in the 
same row and the column player has a dominant strat-

egy whenever her best replies (circled payoffs) are all in the same column. Because both 
players in the State of Nature Game have dominant strategies, we have what is known as a 
dominant-strategy Nash equilibrium. The bottom line is that the expected outcome from 
our State of Nature Game is that refraining will be unlikely and that theft will be endemic.15 
This is precisely why Hobbes described life in the state of nature as a “war of every man 
against every man” in which life was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

Keep in mind that we have simplified the state of nature quite considerably here in order 
to isolate only the most important aspects of the environment in which player A and player B 
find themselves. For example, it is hard to imagine a world in which theft and mutual preda-
tion are constantly occurring. In the real world, even the weak are able to fend off attack 
some of the time. When both actors are equal in strength, attacks will be successful only in 
moments of temporary vulnerability. Nevertheless, in the absence of someone to keep the 
actors in a permanent state of “awe,” attacks will come when the opportunity arises. As a 

15. This is the expected outcome when the State of Nature Game is played once. But what do you think happens if player A 
and player B get to play the game over and over again? Do you think things change? To find out, you’ll have to look at 
Box 4.1, “Can Cooperation Occur without the State?” at the end of the chapter (pp. 140–144).

Solving the State of Nature Game IVFigure 4.6

Note: Player A’s (the row player’s) payoffs are shown first in each cell; player B’s (the column player’s) payoffs are 
shown second. A comma separates the payoffs for the players in each cell. Payoffs associated with the best replies 
for player A are underlined. Payoffs associated with the best replies for Player B are circled.
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A player has a dominant strategy if that strategy is 
a best reply to all of the other player’s strategies. A 
dominant-strategy Nash equilibrium occurs 
when both players have a dominant strategy.


