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Possible solutions to the Prisoner’s Dilemma

NOT A SOLUTION

Hiding one’s head in the sand, and then pretending that the problem then goes away is not a solution to 
the Dilemma of The Prisoners!

If you play a different game, then there is no problem, and changing the rules of this game, is just to 
define a different game. That is not a solution.

The dilemma arises as a direct result of this particular set of rules, and any solution must work with the 
rules as stated in Part 1.

HOW TO FIND A SOLUTION

1) Prior Agreement

The players could meet before the game and agree with each other to play only C, but there are obvious
deficiencies in that there is no enforcement against breaking such an agreement. 

This is a very real world problem in Contract Law where as a society we attempt to ensure the 
reliability of an agreement. A certain level of trust in an agreement is necessary for good business.

But in the Prisoner’s Dilemma, there is no court to enforce an agreement, and there are no 
consequences to breaking the agreement.

Consequently  one or both agree to play C and then turn and play D.

2) A matter of POV, Point of View

The situation is stark and very human.

From each player’s POV, the logic of the game requires that they play D to maximize their return, and 
yet a game of D-D is not optimum, and not rational because C-C has a better return.

This stark situation requires a third POV which is anyone who is not a player in the game. Anyone who
is not a player and has no invested interest in its outcome, can clearly see that C-C is the best overall 
return because you are looking at both sides of the game.
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If a non-player does not suffer any of the consequences of the game, then that non-player can be 
objective in the same way that a court is objective in deciding a Breach of Contract. 

The players can also see the situation from an objective POV, but they cannot do  anything about it.

They are trapped as players. They do suffer the full consequences of the game because they cannot trust
the other player to do the right thing and play C-C.

This is also a very human thing.

3) The Good Samaritan solution

 

Basically this means giving up winning. By not caring about the outcome of the game, a player then 
becomes objective and can  play C,  but not always. 

What if the consequences of losing is that you are executed at Dawn? Well then as a player you have a 
lot invested in playing D which will avoid an absolute loss, and its consequences.

So even The Good Samaritan solution is only a partial solution at best. Most individuals are willing to 
bear a certain cost in freely helping another. Remember the actual story. A Samaritan businessman is on
a journey, and comes across a badly beaten man who had been attacked and robbed and left for dead.

Several individuals pass the man, and continue on without helping. The Samaritan stops, binds up the 
man’s wounds, brings him to an Inn, pays for his stay and care, and tells the Innkeeper that he will 
make good on any extra expenses on his return trip. All of this costs the Samaritan time and money 
which he freely accepts in order to care for a stranger.

Presumably in this story, the Good Samaritan can afford the costs which he freely incurs. But what 
happens as the costs increase? There are less Samaritans, but never zero. There are cases in which an 
individual will play C even when that means his/her own death. In very special circumstances, 
individuals do make the ultimate sacrifice as difficult as that is.

Why do we perform a kindness to a complete stranger who we will never see again?  Why do you 
participate in a system of etiquette or manners which require you to pay a cost, however slight, for the 
stranger who will not ever repay that cost? This is pertinent to the parable of the Good Samaritan who 
pays a considerable cost in helping the other person. 

Human beings actually do Play C to help the other person even when they know full well that it will 
cost them to do so because the other person will play D. In those sorts of situations, such a person is 
actually giving to the other person with no expectation of any return. They have ceased to be a player.
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This sort of attitude is used by scammers who telemarket knowing that the person on the line will 
usually be too polite to simply hang up. It’s used by aggressive individuals who know that the other 
person will be too polite to reject or say no. There are no end to angles that individuals use to force 
another human being to give them something simply because the scammee is following a level of social
trust in a stranger.

So why do we do it? 

Usually it is like the Good Samaritan, what we give is a free gift, and we do no look for a return. We 
are basically giving alms to the poor.

If the cost of a C-D play is sustainable for the giver (The Good Samaritan), then that individual usually 
does not even consider any of this.

In the game as it is laid out above, the rewards are just numbers with no context. There is no way to 
understand sustainability within the game. So if these are just numbers like Monopoly money, you 
might play C-D always and not care about winning the game. The objective is to win the game and you
do that by playing D-D.  C-C and D-D are actually a draw because the reward is equal so there can be 
no winner with the rules above, but the overall outcome is greater for C-C at a total of 100 than D-D at 
a total of 50. One of the players would have to decide to lose the game and allow the other player to 
win the game. Alms to the poor, a free gift from you to a complete stranger. Or you might allow a 
complete stranger to win a game simply out of polite courtesy to a stranger, but once again, a free gift.

And most human beings have a limit to free gifts, “Give everything to the poor and come follow me.” 
may sound nice on the preacher’s tongue, but even he does not follow that command as it is literally 
written in the book. Hypocrisy or human failings? 

One explanation that might be true, is that we see all human interaction, as a potential relationship, and 
a free gift is something of an invitation to relate, something like Buber’s I-Thou, because you never 
know when a “stranger in a strange land” might turn out to become a friend and an ally. 

No prediction for the future is perfect, and one never knows for sure, what will happen.
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Or perhaps the person you help, helps someone else, who happens to be a business partner, who is 
encouraged by kindness to be considerate of you, and so the free gift to a stranger earned interest and 
returned to you in exponential quantity paying many dividends.

Everything which is imaginary and real is strangely interconnected.

So according to a higher logic, perhaps the so-called losing strategy of C-D in a non-iterative Prisoner’s
Dilemma does end up being an overall winning one at the last analysis with the realization that 
everything is iterative eventually, and that the problem as stated above is impossible as mathematical 
formalism.

What is this “Higher Logic” that are the clothes put on the prisoners? What logic is the Good Samaritan
following? His actions will cost him, and there will be no return. Is this “Higher Logic”?

Much is made of Natural Selection of nature “red in tooth and claw”. This single minded view sees 
competition as the only fact of Nature. Whole political theories have been based on this Hegelian 
Dialectal Idealism.

If your objective is a Perfect Human society, then any moral behavior now is justified if it brings about 
the achievement of this Ideal of Perfection. And millions of people have died in service to this view of 
reality.

Unfortunately, this is not real. There is nothing Perfect in reality. Perfection is strictly imaginary and 
nothing more than thoughts. And very unfortunately, those thoughts can sometimes turn deadly.

The thoughts which lead to a view that all of reality is simply a fight to the death, is evil, and 
pernicious and wrong.

Everyone seems to think that Darwin’s Theory is just Natural Selection as described above. But Darwin
identified three methods of biological change, Natural Selection, Sexual Selection, and Intentional 
Selection. Sexual Selection (Oh God, Martha, not sex again!) is another fundamental and simply states 
the very obvious, that life comes in two sexes who must cooperate to bring about the next generation.

Intentional Selection is designing new life forms which Humans have been doing for thousands of 
years. Have you ever met Kelso, the Mule? Mules are Intentional life forms. They are not natural.
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Sexual and Intentional selection requires some level of cooperation to succeed. Yes, force can be 
applied, but Sexual Selection is more than the act itself. To succeed in raising the next generation, 
requires cooperation over a long period of time.

But even Sexual Selection does not go far enough in the analysis of cooperation. We see altruistic 
behavior in the strangest of places. Animals even of different species, have been observed to help other 
animals, even absent any possibility of some sort of return.

We see this among ourselves. Why do we help a complete stranger when there is no possibility of a 
return. The Good Samaritan is more than a story. It is a fundamental observation of real human 
behavior. 

While Sexual Selection has obvious benefits and return value, altruistic behavior has no return value.

The Good Samaritan bears a cost which will never be returned.

This requires a higher logic than a simple cost-benefit analysis. The Good Samaritan does have a 
return, but it is one that is rather obscure, and resides in feelings, emotions, passions. Males and 
Females must cooperate during sex to bring about new life. This urge to cooperate due to primal 
pleasure then rests quietly in the emotions, and is reinforced among social animals, from insects to 
humans, in that cooperative, social behavior which does return enhanced value to the individual who 
cooperates.

Much study and experimentation has gone into iterative Prisoner’s Dilemmas, and the results have 
shown that a society of cooperators who play C-C can be stable. But the next step is what most cannot 
see or accept. Once the feeling of cooperation is established in the individual, it then becomes relatively
easy to universalize that feeling in an oceanic feeling which would apply universally.

Think briefly of that highest reality for which none greater can be thought. As Kant held, pursue always
the highest ideal of which you are able to become conscious. The highest or ultimate Ideal is 
consciousness.
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Altruism then becomes an idealized, universal value based in the imagination and that feels good even 
when it hurts.

The chains that bind you are many. Are you a prisoner of your trust?
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