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When considering the relationship between rational choice and Hobbsian theory, it is important to consider to distinct approaches.  The first is the historical connection between Hobbes and the development of rational choice theory.  In Hobbes’s Leviathan, many of the precursors to the principles of rational choice can be found.    The second is the use of rational choice models (game-theoretic models in particular) to formally state, describe, extend, and illustrate the Hobbsian logic in operation in Leviathan.  Both will be considered briefly here.

The political philosophy in the rational choice mode has been primarily directed at achieving relatively high levels of welfare.  Hobbes was quite forceful in refusing to allow the focus of the state to depart from welfare into religious considerations.  Hobbes’s starting point was to found an omnipotent government (within the state) to secure the safety of individual citizens, and thus allowing them to pursue the betterment of their welfares.  We seek “not a bare Preservation, but also all other contentments of life.”  Thus in the focus of the purpose of government action, rational choice theory and Hobbes find a common starting point.  

While speaking of ‘rational choice’ as a monolith is clearly folly (given its meta-theoretical nature and the various complementary and contradictory theories it has spawned), it has at its heart certain basic principles that can quite clearly be traced to Hobbes.  At the core of specific assumptions of rational choice is methodological individualism (the explanation of groups in terms of the individuals composing them).  This approach is quite evidently that taken by Hobbes, in his explication of the state of nature and how individuals bind themselves through a ‘social contract’ to the state itself.  The state of nature itself consists of a basic conceptualization of the nature of man that sets ‘all against all’ that lends itself quite nicely to the individualism concept.  It is the individual interests in self-preservation and the individual vices of greed and fear that lead to the necessity of the state in Hobbsian theory.  
A further principle of rational choice is that of the instrumental rationality of actors (that treats individuals as utility maximizers).  Individualistic perspective helps to explain the non-rational collective outcomes that are often the focus of rational choice theory, and was the particular concern of Hobbes’s state of nature.  Utility-maximizers in a state of nature naturally led to war and conflict, hence necessitating the state.  These are but a few of the principles that undergird present-day rational choice theory that were first articulated by Hobbes.
The second point to consider is the use of rational choice methodology to examine the Leviathan itself.  For example, modern game theory is often invoked to formally state the ‘state of nature’ as conceived by Hobbes.  The Prisoner’s Dilemma is the most frequently used game to demonstrate this state (for a detailed account of this game, see Morrow, James D.  Game Theory for Political Scientists).    The prisoner’s dilemma of wanting to minimize jail time, yet necessarily gravitating towards a sub-optimal outcome is very much the state of nature for Hobbes.  

Table 1:  Prisoner’s Dilemma
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In addition to stating the problem of the state of nature, game theory has been utilized to state the reason rational actors do not break covenants once they have entered in to them, even in the state of nature (an assurance game), as well as the reason people agree to bind themselves in a state where they are not the ruler (a coordination problem) where bargaining achieves a consensus.  Clearly game-theory and the rational choice perspective has been influenced by Hobbsian logic, and just as evidently these modern concepts provide a window into the Hobbsian world.  
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