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THE MORAL POKER FACE:
GAMES, DECEPTION, AND THE MORALITY GF BLUFFING

James McBain
K GHsSas State University, KS

-

Bluffing, when you get down to it, is nothing more than a type of deception. But, despite its
morally questionable foundation, it is not only permissible in certain contexts, but sometimes encouraged
and/or required. For example, when [ am playing poker and have a fairly poor hand (say, 2 mere pair of
10°s), and bluff my way to winning the hand, I not only win without question, but am praised for my
deception. In this context — that of playing poker — bluffing is morally permissible. But, the question
remains as to whether it is permissible to bluff in other contexts — particularly normal, everyday
situations.” In this paper, I will look at the argument given by Lészl6 Mérd — an argument based in game

* theory and Kantian ethics — to the end that bluffing is morally permissible in everyday contexts. I will
argue that Mérd’s argument is mistaken on two grounds. First, it includes an epistemic feature (i.e.,
knowledge that bluffing is part of the game) that is lacking In everyday coniexts. Second, even if we add
a proviso to solve this epistemic problem, the resuiting strategies fail fo guarantee an equilibrium state.
Thus, 1 hope to show that Mérd fails in his attempt to justify the use of bluffing in everyday contexts.

BLUFFING — A WORKING DEFINITION

Before addressing the morality of bluffing, it is necessary to provide a working definition of
biuffing.” Bluffing, in essence, is a form of deception. When one bluffs, whether in peker or in other
contexts, she attempts to impress, deter, or mislead her opponents by a false display of confidence. For
example, in poker, one can bluff in two ways: first, one may give a false impression of strength when she
is actually in a weak situation, or second, one may give a false impression of weakness when she is
actually in a strong situation (Von Neumann and Morgenstern, 189). But bluffing is not confined to
these types of betting situations. Blufﬁng can also involve “trash-talking,” show-boating, and deceptive
facial expressions.

What is important is that the bluffer does not make any untrue statement about the object of
deception. To make an unirue statement would be to fie. Consider the fol]owing situation: Jones is
interviewing for a job. The company offers Jones the position. In an attempt to “sweeten the deal,”
Jones tells the interviewing commititee, “Well...I have some other things to consider before I sign with -
your compaity, may I inform you of my decision on Monday?” Further suppose that there is nothing else
for Jones to consider. She is going to take the position whether the company offers more money or 2
better package. In this case, Jones has not said anything overtly untrue (we could say that there are trivial
things for Jones to consider, say, how far it is to drive or which is the best driving route to the new job).
Jones is playing a strategy where she is intending to deceive the inierviewers into believing that she has
another job offer and that they should up the ante as to get her to sign with them. There is no direct
information about the state of Jones’ situation being conveyed; hence Jones is not lying, merely bluffing.
Consider a second case, Jones is in the same situation, but when offered the position, Jones says,
“Well...I have a couple of other job offers I have to consider before I can give you a definite answer,
may I let you know on Monday?” In this second case, Jones’ intention is the same, but here she is stating
something that is untrue. Here she is lying. So, in order to bluff, one must not state anything untrue.
The behavior has no direct informational content and as such it is not an actual lie.

Finaily, the motivations in bluffing and | 3ymg are different. When one bluffs, she is attempting to
deceive, but does riot mind if her bluff is called.” When someone’s bluff is called in one round, the next
time she may gamble for bigger stakes since the opponents will expect a bluff. In this way, bluffing is 2
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long-term strategy. Lying is just the opposite. The liar does not want her lie called. And if hér lie is
called, then no one will want to play again with her. 'In this way, lying is an attempt for shori-term gain
with the possibility of long-term loss. So, 2 biuff, as T am taking it, is a form of deceptive (verbal or non-
verbal) behavior where one intends to reach an advantageous position by making her opponents believe
that there are other factors involved in the game that are not actually involved.

THE PERMISSIBILITY OF BLUFFING IN GAMES

One way to argue for the permissibility of bluffing that has been much discussed is to draw an
analogy between the context in question and a game context {c.g., poker). Albert Z. Carr argues for the
permissibility of bluffing in business situations on the grounds that business contexis are simply games
and, like poker, in games we arc allowed o bluff. It is part of poker that there is bluffing allowed, and as
such, in business bluffing should be allowed.” The problem with generalizing this argument to everyday
contexts, is that it is not clear as to whether bluffing is permissible since the scope for bluffing is neither
agreed to nor well-understood by everyone involved.® It is simply a matter of not knowing in which
contexts the analogy would hold.” So, it would seem that we cannot merely say that since bluffing in
poker is permissible, bloffing in other game-contexts (which would include everyday situations) is
permissible. Without knowledge of the rules and permitted behaviors of the game context, the argument
by analogy fails to justify bluffing as permissible in everyday contexts.

Another, more interesting, argument CORCerns the bluffing strategy itself. Laszl6 Mérd argues
that it is permissible to biuff in everyday contexts on the grounds that no equilibrium state can be
maintained in the long run without such behavior. His argument is an unlikely marriage of game theory
and Kantian ethics. Mérd attempts to show that bluffing is necessarily part of optimal (mixed) strategies
in an equilibrium state; and, we can find maxims based on those strategies that pass the categorical
imperative. Thus, he attempts to show that bluffing is not an ethically condemnable act.

Let me attempt to cash out Mérd’s argument by addressing each part separately. First, Méro
argues that bluffing is part of any type of competition and that no equilibrium can be reached without
such behavior. That is, bluffing behavior can lead to an equilibrium state that is optimal for all players
and this state is one where no one’s interests would dictate changing their strategy (Mérd, 68).
Moreover, certain types of {mixed) strategies necessarily contain bluffs.t To illustrate this, let us look at
the poker model that Mérd presents. ' : :

Suppose there is a two player game (between X and Y) where X is always the challenger and Y
is the challenged. The game is this: X rolls a normal, six-sided die, and if it shows a six, then he wins, if
it is not a six, he loses (Mérd, 70-72). Consider various strategies X iight adopt. Suppose X never
bluffs. Here, X will run a deficit in the fong run. In the long run, Y will always believe X and so when X
wins, she wins $30 and when she loses, loses $10. But she will win only 1 out of every 6 rolls hence
Josing $50 for every $30 she wins. So, this is not an optimal strategy. Suppose X bluffs a Jot. This
strategy will result in a lack of profit. If X always raises, Y will no longer believe X and will not fold.
Thus, for every six rolls Y will win 2 total of $300 and X will win $80 once. Suppose that X adopts the
following mixed strategy — whenever X throws a six, she raises; otherwise, she bluffs with a probability
of 1/9.% This strategy results in a modest, but certain long-term profit (approximately, $20 a roll).” If X
plays this strategy without deviation, Y can do nothing but Jose money. It does not matter whether Y
folds, X will continue to average $20 a round. Due to this, these strategies are in equilibrium (i.e.,
neither player has an incentive to switch strategies since neither can do better by switching sirategies.).]0
Thus, for this simple game, the only strategies that can reach equilibrium contain bluffing as part of the
strategy.
It is acknowledged that the “biuff” is not part of the mathematics of the game sketched above.
The bluff is in terms of different possible moves. That is, bluffing occurs any time 2 move is made with
higher probability than the optimal (mixed) strategy would dictate. MérG’s point is that in mixed
strategies ending in equilibrium states, the equilibrium state can be reached only if the players are
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occasionally blufﬁng.“' Thus, as Mérd states, “bluffs must appear in everv kind of competition, for no
equilibrium can be maintained in the long run without them” (Meér6, 78).

The Kantian twist Mérd gives his position is that there are going to be situations in which we can’
act upon a maxim that can satisfy the categorical imperative only if it contains bluffing behavior. More
specifically, any time the players of the game play an optimal mixed strategy, they will not violate the
categorical imperative. Since an optimal state is going to be one in which no one will want to change
strategies and no one can do any better off, if everyone acted according to their optimal mixed strategy,
there is no in(:onsistency Thus, as Jong as people play according to optimal mixed strategies, the action

dictated by the maxim is morally permissible.

Combining the two points, we see Mér§’s conclusion that bluﬂ" ing is morally penn1551ble Since
any competitive situation in equilibrium contains an optimal (mixed) strategy that includes bluffing
behavior, those strategies do not violate the categorical imperative. This is due to there being no
inconsistency in a state where everyone played according to the optimal (mixed) strategy. Thus, any
optimal (mixed) strategy that contams bluffing behavior does not violate the categorical imperative and,

hence, is morally permissible.'”
AN INITIAL DIFFICULTY WITH MERD’S ARGUMENT

There is a problem with Mérd’s argument is similar to the problem with the ar'gument‘ by analogy
previously mentioned. The problem there was that the scope of bluffing is not sufficiently weil-defined
in order for the analogy to hold in everyday contexts. That is, in games like poker, bluffing is known, by
all parties to be part of the game itself. In everyday contexts, there is no such knowledge. Mér faces a
similar problem. The poker model he uses to provide the basis of his argument (to show that bluffing is a
necessary part of any optimal mixed strategy) relies on the fact that both players know that bluffing is
part of the game. This knowledge ailows the mixed strategy containing bluffing to pass the categorical
imperative,

~ Mér6’s model fails once we rework the model to allow for the fact that players may or may not
know that bluffing is part of an acceptable strategy. Let us suppose that the strategy being played is still
optimal. Would it still pass the categorical imperative? While it may still be possible to conceive of 2
world in which everyone played an optimal mixed strategy, it is questionable that it is a maxim that

respects the dignity of the players involved. That is, the rules of the game are such that we cannot
determine whether all the players would rationally consent. Since the fact that bluffing is permitted is
not known, we cannot say that all players are fully informed and hence they are not being respecied as
persons when playing (remembering that the “game” in question is an everyday context, not a rule-
stipulated game like poker). In this way, the strategy, while still being optimal, fails to pass the
categorical imperative. Thus, playing the sirategy is immoral according to one formulation of the

«categorical imperative.

AN EASY FIX?

One might object that I am being too literal in my assessment of Méré’s argument. It might be
said that the lack of knowledge that the agents have could easily be inserted into the strategy and thereby
avoid the difficulty discussed. For instance, we could supplement Mérd’s model with the conditions on
bluffing expressed by Thomas Carson. According to Carson bluffing is permissible when one has good
reason to believe that the other player(s) are bluffing.”” In other words, Carson sees the permissibility of
bluffing as a sort of self-defense. That is, since I will be harmed as a result of the other player’s bluffing,
it is permissible for me to bluff as well since it is in my self-interest and morally permissibie for me to
defend myself against possible harm {Carson, 326-327).

This would seem to solve the initial worry about the lack of knowledge that the players have in
everyday contexts. For instance, if I am looking to buy a car and I go to the dealer and she informs me
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that the “asking price” is $20,000, and 1 know that she is a person who usually bluffs in the beginning of
any negotiation, then it is permissible for me to bluff as well in the negotiation. So, Mérd’s model has
been changed, but not significantly. Amy optimal mixed stratggy that contains bluffing as a part is
permissible given that one has good reason to believe that the players have bluffed in the game and/or
will bluff in the game." In this way, the new strategy has no problem passing the categorical imperative.
‘Since all players would rationally consent to playing the game (they would have sufficient knowledge of
the permissible strategies in the situation) and everyone would agree with the strategies that are in
equilibrium (they are optimal), the fact that bluffing is part of the strategies does not violate the

categorical imperative.
A PROBLEM WITH THE STRATEGIES

Though this episternic proviso solves the problem of the strategies passing the categorical
imperative, it is not clear that we have a state of equilibrium anymore. in other words, is it the case that
the players have no incentive fo switch strategies? In order to answer this question, it must be
remembered that strategies are in equilibrium when neither player prefers to change unilaterally to
another strategy (Resnik, 129)." That is, neither player can do any better by switching strategies. Now,
when a player enters into a game (i.e., everyday context) she must assess whether she knows or has good
reason to believe that her opponent has biuffed concerning her initial bargaining position or will bluff
further into the game. Suppose that the player in question does not know that bluffing is acceptable, but
has some reason to believe that her opponent will bluff (though it may not be that she has good reason 1o
believe). In this case, she must decide whether she will add bluffing to her strategy. If she does and it is
the case that bluffing is permissibie, then there is no problem. Her strategy may be optimal and the
strategies being played may reach equilibrium. If she does and it is not the case that bluffing is part of
the game, the consequences may be that she is seen as intentionally being deceptive and will be excluded
. from future games. The problem bere is that there is no way in which to determine whether biuffing 1s
permissible by all parties savolved.” And this beitig the case, it is not clear that the players have no
ineentive to switch strategies. Since it is not the case that there is no incentive to switch strategies, we
cannot say that we will definitely be in equilibrium with bluffing as part of the strategy. ‘

If this is correct, then Mérd faces a serious problem. If we take his model as is, then it would
seem that there is an epistemic problem that fails to show that strategies that contain bluffing pass the
categorical imperative. Yet, if we attempt to solve this problem with an epistemic proviso stating that it
is permissible once the players have good reason to believe that the other players have biuffed or will
bluff, then we solve the problem. But this solution is unienable. If we add the epistemic proviso, then it
is not clear that the players will have no incentive to switch strategies. It may be the case that a player
has an incentive to switch to a strategy that does not include bluffing as part of the mixed strategy since
the long-term consequences of bluffing in an everyday context are too great. Thus, Mér6’s argument for

the permissibiiity of bluffing in everyday contexts fails.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

What | hope to have shown here Is that Mérd’s argument fails to support his conclusion that
bluffing is an essential aspect of any optimal mixed strategy in everyday contexts. This is not to say that
it is impossible to justify bluffing as a permissible sirategy in everyday contexts. Rather, I maintain that
if we are to justify the use of bluffing in everyday contexts, it is not the case that we can do so by
appealing to the game theoretical/Kantian twist that Mérb endorses.'’ :
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ENDNOTES

' While most of the literature on bluffing is in the realm of business ethics; here, T am not concerned
specifically with business ethics. 1 will address business-related situations when necessary, but I intend my
conclusion to address the morality of bluffing in everyday contexis. N ‘

The account of bluffing developed here is based in part on Méré (1998), Von Neumann and Morgenstern
(1953), and Carr (1968). I do not take this to be the finai word on the matter, merely a working account in
order to assess arguments given in defense of the permissibility of bluffing.

* This is to say that she accepts that her bluff may be calied. There are cases, such as war, where the stakes of
having one’s bluff called are too great and hence one minds greatly if her bluff is called. These cases aside, it
is acknowledged that having one’s bluff called is a Jegitimate possibility in engaging in the strategy. _

This is basically the argument given in Business as a Game (p. 173-201). It should be noted that Carr does
" not attempt to use this argument to justify bluffing in everyday contexts, just business contexts. I am merely

addressing this argument as one possible way in which to justify bluffing in everyday contexts.
* This is a variation on the point made by Daryl Koehn {(1997). She argues that the analogy between business
and poker breaks down for various reasons, one of which being that the scope of bluffing in poker is narrow
and well-defined whereas in business it is not. Though our objections are similar, she bases her objection on
the fact that the players in business do not know the far reaching consequences of their bluff whereas in poker
they do. My argument here is that in everyday contexts, the players do not know that bluffing is part of the
,'game at all (and if they do, the rules for bluffing are not well-defined, nor agreed to by everyone playing).

A mixed strategy is one where the piayer assigns a probability to each possible move in the game and then
decides on the basis of these probabilities which to choose. The choiee itself is dictated by chance, but the
probabilities for each decision are not necessarily equal. This is to be contrasted with a pure strategy where
one’s decisions are dictated by some principle (that is, they are nonrandomized).

7 The other rules of the game are as follows: (1) At the beginning of each round X bets $10 and Y bets $30.
{2) X casts the die so that Y cannot see the result. (3) Having looked at the result, X can either fold or raise the
bet. If X folds, Y takes ali the money. If X raises, he has 1o put an additional $50 on the table. (4) If X raises,
Y can either fold or not. If Y folds, then X takes all the money. If Y does not fold, then Y must put down $50.
(5) If X raised and Y did not fold, then X must show the die. If the die shows a six, X wins all the money. If

X was bluffing, Y wins all the money (70-71)
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® This is the strategy that Mérd presents as being optimal {p. 73).
% This is calculated for a 54-round game. Mérd’s assessment of the game is: X is expected to roll a six 9/54.
If Y accepts all challenges, X will win $80 each time (total $720). In 1/9 of the remaining 45 rounds {when
she does not have a six), she will bluff. In each of these five rounds, X will lose $60 if Y challenges ($300
deficit). This results in a net gain of $20 a round if Y accepts every challenge. If Y folds in every round, then
X’s 9 sixes will yield a profit of $270 (9 x 30). The subsequent 5 bluffs win another $150 (5 x 30). Giving up
the remaining 40 rounds will result in a $400 deficit. Thus, X will average $20 a round if Y folds every round.
" ¥ The equilibrium will be a stable equilibrium if Y accepts each challenge with a probability of 4/9.
"' This is assuming that the probabilities associated to the possible moves (i.e., the bluffs) are not all 0 (p. 77).
12 Nowhere does Mérd explicitly admit that he is a Kantian. He does explicitly admit that he takes bluffing to
be morally permissible given the context specified above. 'The Kantian twist I am attributing to him is due to
the fact that when addressing moral matters, te focuses primarily on the categorical imperative as the
archetype moral principle.
13 To note, Carson talks of “misstating one’s bargaining position™. 1 will use the term bluffing for this since it
is this behavior that it the focus of the paper. Also, Carson does not have the exact same definition of biuffing
and lying as T have been assuming here. Ileave the issue of the definition aside since 1 am interested in Meér6’s
argument and have assumed Méro’s definition to that end. ' .
4" For sake of brevity, I will avoid what constitutes “sood reasons”. I do acknowledge that it is a vital
qsuestion to be answered, but I will leave the epistemic question aside for the time being.

Any two strategies that are in this state are referred to as an “equilibrium pair”. _
16 1£ it were made public beforehand that bluffing is permissible, it would fail to provide the advantage that is
at issue.
7 1 would like to thank Stephen Harmon, Gary McGrath, Donald Wayne Viney, John White, and Paul

* Zagorski for their discussions with me on this topic.
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