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Abstract: Ethics is a field in which the gap between words and actions looms large. Game theory and
the empirical methods it inspires look at behavior instead of the lip service people sometimes pay to
norms. We believe that this special issue comprises several illustrations of the fruitful application of
this approach to ethics.
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1. The Relation between Game Theory and Ethics

Game theory rests on assumptions about players’ preferences and their mutual expectations
regarding everyone else’s behavior. From these sets of assumptions, game theorists derive predictions
about the outcomes of interactions. Ethics, by contrast, is a normative discipline informed by reflection
on moral behavior and attitudes. The application of game theory to ethics dates back to 1954
when Richard Braithway lectured on the “Theory of games as a tool for the moral philosopher” [1].
Elements of game theoretical reasoning about ethical problems, however, can already be found in the
works of Thomas Hobbes and David Hume [2].

Game theory enables philosophers to apply mathematical rigor to questions of ethics. This is
not welcomed by all. Robert Solomon, for instance, has opined that the use of game theory has been
a disaster in ethics [3]. He argues—quoting Aristotle as a witness—that formal thinking does not mix
easily with the sensitivities essential to ethics. According to Solomon, the “rational” agent of game
theory is a monster and thinking in terms of the maximization of self-interest, in contrast to doing the
right thing unhesitantly, is to have one thought too many.

In a direct reply to Solomon, Ken Binmore, one of the protagonists of applying game theory to
ethics, argues that his defense strategy will be identical to the innocent husband who is asked why
he is beating his wife: Instead of justifying his misconduct, he insists that he is not beating his wife
at all [4]. Binmore emphasizes that game theory is ethically neutral because it is merely a theory of
consistent choice. He notes that it analyzes the results of people’s actions given their motives, i.e.,
preferences, without reflection on what these motives ought to be. Thus, game theory can be used to
model the behavior of altruistic agents as well as the behavior of selfish agents.

Indeed, the claim sometimes brought forward by philosophers that everybody knows that people
who play the prisoner’s dilemma actually manage to mutually cooperate is misleading. If participants
in experiments systematically and knowingly choose what would not be a dominant strategy in terms
of maximizing monetary payoffs, then they obviously care about something in addition to their own
monetary payoffs. This, however, does not mean that the ‘prisoner’s dilemma is falsified’ in any
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sensible meaning of the term. It rather means that the game people play after having transformed the
raw payoffs according to their preferences is no prisoner’s dilemma. However, maybe nobody has
ever claimed that they do.

Mixing up monetary payoffs and utilities is the cardinal fault of many critics of game theory.
Of course, some economists may assume that people are selfishly maximizing their monetary payoffs,
at least in anonymous market environments, when in fact they are not. Falsifying this empirically
accessible assumption is a meaningful exercise, while falsifying an analytical tool is not. Game theorists
are certainly the wrong parties to blame in this context.

We do not believe that (the application of) game theory is a threat to ethics. On the contrary,
we contend that it can offer deep and intriguing insights into questions central to ethics, inspire
new questions, and provide the conceptual rigor required to make ethical questions accessible to
empirical testing. Maybe most importantly, game theory seems to be the only reasonable candidate for
the unifying language needed to address ethical questions interdisciplinarily, insofar as it provides
a common ground for the social sciences and the evolutionary sciences.

Ethics is a field in which the gap between words and actions looms large. Game theory and
the empirical methods it inspires look at behavior instead of the lip service people sometimes pay to
norms. We believe that this special issue comprises several illustrations of the fruitful application of
this approach to ethics.

2. Motivation for This Special Issue

In their Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy on experimental moral philosophy, Alfano and
Loeb point out that the paradigmatic outcome measure of experimental philosophy is the survey [5].
In a recent paper, Joshua Knobe systematically reviews all empirical studies in the field of experimental
philosophy over the last five years, finding that just over 10% aimed to provide evidence for or
against a proposed conceptual analysis, while the vast majority of studies were interpreted as
evidence for or against a proposed account of the cognitive and affective processes underlying the
relevant phenomena [6]. In either case, though, the predominant outcome measures were surveys,
questionnaires, and verbal reports.

This is all well and good, but we believe that, for several reasons, a fuller understanding of
moral happenings within and between people would benefit from theoretical and methodological
diversification [7]. First, people’s motivations are to some extent opaque, even to themselves. They may
not be well-placed to say how strongly they are motivated to pursue, promote, or protect a given value.
Second, affective and motivational phenomena are expressed most directly in action, not in language.
Finally, Likert scales and similar measures provide at best ordinal measures of variables of interest.
In order to make our models more precise and our predictions easier to falsify, cardinal measures
are needed.

Game theory and the related empirical fields of behavioral and experimental economics respond
to each of these concerns. Instead of asking people how much they value something or how motivating
they find a reason, we can put them in a position to act based on that value or reason. Instead of
finding directional effects that cannot be more precisely quantified, we can specify utility functions.
Instead of surveying people’s responses based on their potentially blurry subjective representations of
which consequences an action in a given scenario might entail, we can precisely specify their choice
sets and define exact outcomes for all decisions that can be made.

Experimental philosophy thus has much to gain from engaging with game theory. At the same
time, game theory, behavioral economics, and experimental economics can benefit from engagement
with the long history of philosophical reflection on the nature of values, motives, moral reasoning,
and so on. This history provides a ready supply of models and theories to be articulated and tested.
The papers in this special issue showcase some of these prospects for interdisciplinary research.
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3. Contents of the Issue

3.1. Theoretical Contributions

Sarkisian [8] and Alger and Weibull [9] analyze models of strategic interactions between agents
who have moral and altruistic preferences. Sarkisian outlines conditions under which teams of moral
or altruistic agents perform better than teams of egoists in a principal-agent setup.

Complementarily, Alger and Weibull study a range of strategic interactions between single agents
whose utility functions reflect altruistic and moral preferences. Intriguingly, they find that, although
altruism and morality can improve outcomes in some games, they may hamper cooperation in others.

Van Basshuysen [10] and Baumann and Friehe [11] devote their theoretical analyses to problems
currently discussed in applied ethics. Van Basshuysen uses the framework of matching theory to study
how policies regulating refugee distribution to host countries could be designed to take both host
countries’ and refugees’ preferences into account. He identifies trade-offs between the fairness and the
efficacy of different mechanisms, but also outlines ways in which these trade-offs can be circumvented.

Baumann and Friehe take on the question of how firms might react to consumers’ increasing
interest in the moral conduct of companies. Focusing on the possibility of adverse effects of this
recent development, they find that an increased demand for ‘fair’ modes of trade and production may
backfire and induce firms to covertly resort to less preferable modes of production.

3.2. Experimental Contributions

Della Valle and Ploner [12] investigate how group identity modulates retributive dishonesty as
a reaction to being treated unfairly by a cooperation partner. They find that sharing a salient group
membership prevents such acts of revenge, while vengeance does erupt when group memberships
are distinct.

Grossman and van der Weele [13] put the hypothesis under scrutiny that forcing participants to
make quick decisions about charitable giving will result in higher donations. Intriguingly, they find no
evidence of such an effect. Their study thus casts some doubt on the reliability of a frequently used
experimental method and indicates, more generally, that dual-process reasoning may not be as readily
observed as is often assumed.

In a cross-cultural study, Hennig-Schmidt and Walkowitz [14] analyze 65 hours of transcribed
negotiations over the division of an amount of money between groups with asymmetric disagreement
points. Their cornucopia of results offers insights into, among other things, how stated distributive
preferences depend both on the parties’ outside options and on how those options change over time.

The literature review contributed by de Boer [15], finally, completes our special issue. It offers
a selective, while broad, illustrative introduction to the literature on context sensitivities of
social preferences.
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