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Critically assess Garrett Hardin's 'lifeboat ethics'

In 1974 Economist Garret Jardin wrote a seminal work titled “Living on a Lifeboat” (Hardin 1974) with the main aim of providing an alternative to the Spaceship metaphor offered multiple times in the scientific and environmental literature (Potter 2011), yet truly popularised by Boulding (1966) . The spaceship metaphor "Spaceship Earth" describes Earth as a spacecraft that is orbiting the planet, and humanity is its crew. The main ideas of this metaphor are that Earth's resources are finite, much like a spacecraft's stock is. We have a shared destiny on earth and all people are travellers on the same ship serves to emphasise how intertwined and fated we are. Earth is portrayed as an independent entity that cannot be resupplied from the outside, akin to a spaceship, where people have a collective obligation to care for and protect our planet, or "ship.". It raises environmental awareness and the necessity for sustainable behaviours and the vulnerability of Earth's ecosystems. The metaphor  promotes a global perspective, technological optimism, waste criticism, and international cooperation, emphasizing the need for recycling, resource efficient use, and international cooperation for societal survival and health (Thompson 2020).
Hardin’s goal was to create a paper in response to the spaceship metaphor, which he criticized suggesting that it was misleading and dangerous (Potter 2011). Hardin argued that it erroneously assumes the world’s resources are managed under a single centralized authority such as a spaceship with a Captain, when conversely, he believed nations are independent and unequal. Hardin also considered the spaceship metaphor encourages a misguided sense of shared responsibility, where wealthier nations feel obligated to aid poorer ones, consequently overusing global resources and causing further overpopulation (Hardin 1974). 

Hardin created the lifeboat metaphor with the purpose of further articulating his belief that each nation is responsible for managing its own resources, much like a lifeboat with limited capacity (Hardin1974). He stressed that if resources were shared equally among all, it would lead to a “tragedy of the commons,” where unrestricted access to shared resources results in their depletion, harming everyone in the end (Condit 1983). Therefore, Hardin advocated for the lifeboat metaphor over the spaceship one, as he believed it better reflects the competitive and unequal nature of nations and resources and the ethical dilemmas surrounding resource distribution, population control, and environmental sustainability (Okeyere-Manu 2016) . Hardin’s work critiques the idea of providing unlimited aid to poorer nations, arguing that doing so could lead to unsustainable use of the Earth’s finite resources, thus endangering the people of earth whether enough food is supplied or not (Brzozowski 2003). 
In this Lifeboat metaphor, Hardin compares the Earth to a lifeboat, where wealthy nations are safely inside, and poor nations are outside, struggling in the water (Hardin 1974). The lifeboat represents a finite space with limited resources or its “carrying capacity” (p.37), and there are scarcely enough resources to support those already inside. If too many people from the water (poorer nations) are brought on board (through aid or immigration), and we take the Marxist or Christian ideal of being “our brothers keeper” and helping no matter what, the lifeboat risks becoming overloaded and sinking, leading to the destruction of both the rich and the poor nations. 
The metaphor emphasizes that the Earth has limited resources, much like the lifeboat, and exceeding its carrying capacity could lead to disaster (Hardin 1974). Therefore, Hardin argues that wealthy nations should prioritize their own survival and sustainability by limiting aid and immigration. To elaborate further Garrett Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics thesis revolves around the tragedy of the commons, a scenario where people misuse and exhaust shared resources, leading to the collapse of the system. Hardin feared that wealthier countries would share limited resources with poorer ones, leading to overcrowding the lifeboat, encouraging overpopulation, and lacking self-reliance. He believed that if less developed countries continued to expand their populations uncontrolled, resource depletion would worsen. Hardin believed that rich countries would shoulder aid costs while developing countries would not manage population growth and resource usage leading to the ultimate destruction of the “common” resources (Potter 2011).

Never has a piece of work been more seminal for closer scrutiny in the modern ethical literature than Garrett Hardin’s Lifeboat ethics (1974)  according to Brinkley (2022). Condit was the first notable author to highlight that despite his many citations and provocation of thought in the literature, there is a paucity of critical analysis of his work on Lifeboat ethics (Condit 1983). This paper will aim to critically assess Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics by examining its strengths, limitations, and alternative perspectives. I will also critically assess Lifeboat ethics and its place in Philosophical and ethical literature, reviewing the metaphor itself and its validity, the strengths of his polemic and its place in the modern World if any, and comment on any weaknesses of the metaphor and the overall work in general, plus its use and impact within the literature. My main argument or position regarding Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics is that while Hardin may raise legitimate concerns about resource scarcity and sustainability as a whole, and contribute well to the ethical literature and stimulate other work on the subject, his approach is overly simplistic and ethically problematic. The metaphor itself is too rudimentary to address such huge concepts, and places too much emphasis on survival as a value and Mankind’s evolutionary obligation of present generations to propagate the future generations in every facet possible (Condit 1983). Also, his focus on utilitarianism and Materialism over other forms of growth and population control rather than sustainability or community and the advantages of the latter are negligent. 
One of the key strengths of Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics is its realistic focus on resource limits (Brzozowski 2003;Condit 1983; Wilson 2002), thus providing a huge contribution to the literature around the subject of ethics by eliciting dialog, which even a notable opponent of Hardins work Peter Singer (1978) conceded was one of the few strengths in his opinion. Hardin’s analogy draws attention to the finite nature of Earth’s resources and emphasizes that overuse of these resources could lead to environmental collapse (Tan 2014), this forces people to confront the ecological limits of the planet and the need to carefully manage resources. In the context of sustainability and environmental ethics, Hardin’s focus on scarcity and overconsumption is significant (Aiken 1979; Pimentel 2012), especially as the world faces issues such as climate change, water shortages, and the depletion of natural resources. 
Hardins work can also be attributed to starting many debates about making ethical choices in global affairs and potential disasters, and advocates for recognising the carrying capacity of the Earth via metaphor (Black 2022). Gardiner (2001) states this was crucial in ecological thinking, and Hardin’s emphasis on the ecological limits of growth resonates with modern discussions on sustainability and the need to preserve the environment. His lifeboat metaphor underscores the idea that the Earth's resources are finite, and unchecked consumption or aid distribution without careful planning can lead to irreversible damage to the environment according to Hardin (1974). By stressing the importance of sustainability, Hardin’s argument aligns with contemporary environmental ethics (Mcgill 2016). This ecological awareness is crucial in the context of climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource depletion (Regal et al,.2014).
Hardin (1974) poignantly explained the terrible results of individuals or groups with little or no conscience having unrestricted access to the commons, and for limiting consumption of them or reverting to private ownership as a solution to avoid disastrous Global consequences (Wilson 2002). Wilson opined this approach is valuable in the context of global environmental sustainability, where overexploitation of resources such as water, food, and fossil fuels has real-world consequences such as inflation, soil degradation, water shortages, biodiversity loss, damage to ecosystem functions and global warming exacerbation. Hence the many authors mentioned give credence to Hardins work in provoking adroit application of thought and dialogue on the subject of Sustainability and Long-Term Thinking. The metaphor also highlights the need for self-reliance and the responsible management of resources, for the successful propagation of ones society, particularly to avoid further over population in poorer nations which Hardin explains is a resultant factor of helping the poor (Lutts 1984) . 
This framework highlights the dangers of free-riding and unregulated use of global resources, which is relevant to contemporary debates about climate change, fishing rights, and the overuse of common goods like the atmosphere and oceans (McGill 2016),. Therefore Gardiner (2001) argues that Hardins rationale is justified, Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics forces societies, scholars and policy makers alike to engage in moral questions about scarcity and distribution in a way that many other ethical frameworks may not. It raises difficult issues about how to allocate limited resources fairly and whether wealthy nations have an obligation to share those resources, even when doing so might jeopardize their own security (Black 2022). 
Hardin also heavily Promotes of Self-Reliance which is considered another great strength of Hardin's position on Lifeboat Ethics as the encouragement of self-reliance among nations argues that countries should take responsibility for managing their own resources and populations as earlier mentioned, because he believed nations should not rely indefinitely on external aid but instead work towards building sustainable systems for themselves (Hardin 1974;1985). This also aligns with contemporary development models that focus on capacity-building and empowering communities to manage their resources, thereby fostering long-term resilience (Brzozowski 2003). 
The economist and environmentalist Bjørn Lomborg, while critical of many environmental doomsday predictions , has provided some support for Hardin’s cost-benefit approach to environmental and resource issues. Lomborg (Lomborg 2001). Also in his book "The Sceptical Environmentalist" (2001), argues for focusing on the most cost-effective solutions to global problems, which echoes Hardin’s argument that unconditional aid might worsen global issues like overpopulation. The human population has grown rapidly, reaching one billion in 1804, three billion in 1927, and six billion in 1999. The total population is likely to be around nine billion by 2054, making it fifty percent larger than it is today. Hardin argues that the only available solutions are severe, such as abandoning the United Nations' declaration of freedom to reproduce and using coercive instruments to prevent overpopulation. He also supports the Tertullian claim that "pestillence, famine, wars, and earthquakes" are "pruning away" luxuriant growth (Hardin 1974 p38). Hardin believes that the earth provides a corrective to population through natural catastrophe, but human interference has disrupted this natural mechanism. While Lomborg does not fully align with Hardin’s ethical framework, his emphasis on pragmatism and addressing root causes, rather than offering endless aid, mirrors aspects of Hardin’s argument. Wilson (2002) also stresses the importance of limiting human impact on the environment to protect Earth’s biodiversity and although Wilson’s focus is more on conservation than Hardin’s strict exclusionary ethics, he supports the idea that unchecked population growth and overuse of resources are critical threats to the planet, aligning with Hardin’s broader ecological concerns.
Humanist ethics vs Lifeboat ethics as studied by ﻿Appiah-Sekyere (2018) purports that another strength of Hardins work is the fact its been referenced in both prescient literature for managing future diseases, and used in contemporary ethical literature as a metaphor during the Covid Care situation in which the elderly were considered those in the water and the younger and healthier in the lifeboat (James 2020). However, James adds criticism of the ethics of the lifeboat in being too simplistic, stating Hardin’s division of society into rich or poor , therefore essentially high priority or low priority and thus making value judgements on whose lives are more worthy of saving. James goes on to competently articulate the problem with these ethics using the COVID-19 pandemic as the example, showing how it has led to a global shift in ethics in general, with health-rationalist thinking emerging as a response. This approach, based on an algorithmic health-calculation called QALY, aims to prioritize those with the longest quality of life, comparable to rich and poor, the issue with this approach it is often non-verifiable and narrow in its focus much like Hardin’s difficult to quantify worthiness of the people on the boat. For example, what if some “Rich” people on the boat are elderly or disabled, should they be thrown off the boat and replaced with someone younger and fitter from outside the lifeboat? Herein lies the problem with health rationalist or morally exclusion based ethics (Opotow 1990). 
Using John Rawls' A Theory of Justice (1971) as an influential constructivist approach to ethics (James 2020), which suggests that agreement about general principles can be achieved through positing a hypothetical group of rational persons with all their particularities and identities abstracted, James suggests this position allows for codified processes and lists to take over from the complexity of certain situations. However, Okyere-Manu (2016) points out how dangerous pre categorised constructivist decision-making could be, stating if over population is affected by social conditions such as poverty, then decisions based on income for example could lead to confirming outcomes of structural racism or other discriminatory measures. The two alternative orientations to ethics, agonistic and codifying, have become central to mainstream ethics without much interrogation of their ontological grounding (James 2020). Both directions, postmodern and modern, potentially make valuable contributions to ethical dialogue, but they tend to operate as if offering a singular choice. This has led to new and confounding complexities that ethical issues can only be confronted by thinking on the run which leaves Hardins work long behind in its primitive ethics (Valerio and Ruiz 2020). 
Fundamentally the lifeboat metaphor leads to exclusionary and Inhumane treatment (Appiah-Sekyere 2018). To once again refer to Rawls (1971) difference principle which claims that “social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged” (Mas 2023 p.105). Hardin’s justification for refusing aid to poorer nations would both be opposed to, and ignorant of this according to Mas, who questions whether this leads to ethical egoism, prioritizing the survival and well-being of wealthy nations at the expense of the world’s poor and places a person’s interests (the wealthy) above all others. This neglects the basic moral obligation to help others in need (Singer 1978). 
Peter Singer, a prominent moral philosopher, has critiqued Garrett Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics in two of his key essays "Famine, Affluence, and Morality" (1972) and Survival and Self-Interest Hardin's Case Against Altruism” (1978), from the perspective of utilitarian ethics and global moral responsibility. Singer argues that wealthy individuals and nations have a moral duty to help the poor and disadvantaged, especially when they can do so without significant sacrifice to their own well-being. He believes that the boundaries of nation-states do not determine the extent of our moral duties, which is a direct rebuttal to Hardin's position. Singer also criticizes Hardin's overpopulation argument; Singer challenges this Malthusian argument by pointing out that poverty and overpopulation are not necessarily linked in the way Hardin suggests. He also critiques the fatalism of Hardin's view, arguing that the real issue is the unequal distribution of resources, not their absolute scarcity. Singer also rejects Hardin's “zero-sum game” (1978 p34), arguing that helping others does not always come at a prohibitive cost to those who are better off. He encourages the effective Altruism movement, in which people donate a portion of their income to highly effective charities, suggesting that we can make a profound difference in the world without drastically lowering our own standard of living. Lastly, Singer critiques Hardin's isolationism from a pragmatic standpoint, arguing that it is unrealistic in a globalized society where interconnected economies, resources, and environmental systems make it impossible for nations to operate in isolation. By challenging Hardin's assumptions about overpopulation, resource scarcity, and national isolation, Singer presents a compelling counterargument for a more humane and altruistic approach to global justice generations (Condit 1983;Kendal 2023). 
Another significant ethical issue is raised by Sen (Zymczak 2017) criticising the implicit justification of inequality. Critics such as Sen have argued that Hardins metaphor fails to address the historical causes of poverty and inequality and Hardin even dismissed that tangent, refusing to return to the past causes of how the Wealthy Lifeboats were obtained (Condit 1983). The disparities between wealthy and poor nations are not simply a matter of overpopulation or mismanagement by poorer countries, but also the result of colonialism, exploitation, and unequal global trade systems (Thompson 2015). Hardins refusal to count for the systemic issues reduces his lifeboat metaphor to an oversimplified and unjust framework of “rich” and “poor” which is guilty of oversimplifying incredibly complex global and geopolitical issues (Okyere-Manu (2016). Sen’s capability approach (Robeyns 2011) emphasises the importance of creating equitable conditions for development of nations rather than simply abandoning those in need as simply the easier option. 
In addition to ethical concerns, several political and practical criticisms have been purveyed (Appiah-Sekyere 2018; Gardiner 2001; Okyere-Manu 2016; Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe 2024;  Ryberg 1997).  ﻿ Hardin’s pragmatic solutions are criticized for being overly pessimistic and lacking in consideration of cooperative strategies (Oakes 2016). Returning to Rawls and his theory of justice (1971), proposing fairness in distribution of resources requires helping the least advantaged members of society, a view that stands in direct opposition to Hardin’s suggestion that the poor be excluded from resource-sharing, with Hardin’s lifeboat metaphor tacitly endorsing a survival-of-the-fittest mentality (Condit 1983), which is ethically problematic for those who advocate for distributive justice and international cooperation (Singer 1978). 
Ryberg critiques Hardin's view that providing aid to poorer nations would lead to unsustainable population growth and resource depletion (Ryberg 1997). He questions whether this pessimistic outlook is as inevitable as Hardin suggests, and highlights the lack of empirical evidence supporting suppression of aid. Ryberg also criticizes Hardin's utilitarian ethics, arguing that maximizing the overall well-being of all individuals is more ethically sound than focusing on the well-being of those inside the lifeboat. Ryberg questions the ethical implications of framing global inequality as a lifeboat scenario, arguing that it encourages selfishness and isolationism, which are ethically questionable in modern societies, a view shared by Singer (1978). The flaws in Hardin's utilitarian reasoning, unfounded concerns about overpopulation, and ethical problems with inaction and exclusion are highlighted in Ryberg's critique of Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics. He claims that Hardin's case for non-assistance is at best weak in the absence of empirical evidence to back up such claims, and that refusing aid on the basis of the neo-Malthusian argument is completely unjustified. 

Many authors  (Oakes 2016; Okyere-Manu 2016; Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe 2024) accuse Hardin’s paper and metaphor specifically of being discriminatory, and guilty of Moral exclusion and dehumanization.
This is one of the most significant ethical criticisms of Hardin’s lifeboat metaphor as to foster moral exclusion by dividing the world into those who deserve to be saved (those already in the lifeboat) and those who do not (those outside of it) leads to the dehumanization of the world’s poor (Oakes 2016), reducing them to mere statistics or threats rather than human beings with equal moral worth. In moral philosophy, this contradicts the principle of universal human dignity (Autiero 2020), which holds that all human beings deserve moral consideration and that we have ethical duties to help those in need. 
The suggestion by Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe (2024) is Cosmopolitanism as an alternative ethical framework, which promotes global cooperation and equitable distribution of resources, contrasting these with Hardin’s isolationist stance. It posits that all human beings share essential features that unite them in a global order that transcends national borders and warrants their designation as citizens of the world. Originating with the ancient Greeks, cosmopolitanism has been essential to social and political philosophy and since becoming a global citizen required eschewing the closed world of particularistic attachments, it represents the individual's revolt against the social world Kleingeld 2002). 
Cosmopolitanism is categorised under three types: cultural, political, and moral. Cultural cosmopolitanism focuses on the conditions under which individuals can generate an identity and live a good life Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe (2024). Political cosmopolitanism focuses on the ideal of a world state encompassing all persons. Moral cosmopolitanism affirms the equal worth of every human individual and a commitment to impartial concern. Thomas Pogge (1992) identified three elements shared by all cosmopolitan positions: individualism, universality, and generality. These elements help to understand the concept of cosmopolitanism and its role in promoting a sense of common responsibility and equality.

Lifeboat ethics focuses on three central elements but in reverse and negative way according to Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe (2024). Individualism refers to individuals, not specifically the nation or state of origin, which are ultimately identified as rich or poor nations in this context. Lifeboat ethics takes away this sense of individualism and puts labels on nations, promoting the interest of rich nations and their survival. Universality refers to the universe as a whole, treating everyone as equal in the sense of being humans, Hardin criticizes the idea of universality, Hardin’s criticism of on every aspect of a rise in population repudiates the idea of universality including food, air, water, forests, beaches, wildlife, scenery, and solitude and despite discussing overpopulation as a catalyst for abuse of the these aforementioned commons seems to clandestinely suggest Richer nations and private organisations should be in charge of them (Oakes 2016). Lastly Generality holds that persons are ultimate units of moral concern for everyone, not only for their compatriots or fellow religionists (Pogge 1991). Lifeboat ethics generally opposes the immigration policies of rich nations, particularly the United States, which ironically is a product of immigration (Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe 2024). The majority of Americans today are themselves immigrants, or they have descended from immigrants ironically, and according to the previous mentioned study one in four persons residing in United States is either first- or second-generation immigrants, therefore Hardin's fear of further immigration is not justifiable based on empirical data as research shows that immigrants to rich countries, particularly the US, are inestimable (Chletsos, & Roupakias 2019). These facts from recent research work, not the fear hypothesised by Hardin, highlight the benefits of immigration policies and immigrants on the United States and other rich nations. Cosmopolitanism emphasizes the moral worth of immigrants and immigration policies, seeing the values of humans simply as humans and whatever benefit they can bring to whichever environment they find themselves (Onwudinjo, & Okeregbe 2024) .
 Hardin’s lifeboat ethics also failed to address of the role of Technological Innovation in future, and as it turned out the not too distant future, huge innovations in Renewable energy, nuclear energy and even Nano technology have created new opportunities for reducing environmental degradation (Næss 2004).  Therefore its remiss of Hardin to neglect such technological advancements as they may prove efficacious in solving resource scarcity, with innovation in renewable energy, agriculture, and resource management potentially mitigating man of the problems he predicts (Cairns 2010). This disregard for future technology or acknowledgment is compounded by Hardin’s own admission in future literature of his error in not taking into account such technologies (Hardin 1993),  and their potential and even actual achievement in propagating energy sources however such is Hardin’s strong anti-immigration sentiment  according  to Naess (2004) he ultimately backs his original decision issuing a warning not to base judgements made today on the expected rise in carrying capacity for tomorrow, this is hypocritical when considering his own prophecies’ in the lifeboat metaphor. 
Another viable solution is proposed by ecological economist Herman Daly who opted Steady-State Economics and Sustainable Development and sustainable development models, which seek to balance population growth and resource use without resorting to harsh restrictions (Daly 1996). Daly, pointed out that cooperation between nations can lead to better resource management and sustainable growth. Instead of a lifeboat model where wealthy nations hoard resources, Daly advocates for policies like steady-state economics and sustainable resource use, which could allow for equitable distribution of resources without exceeding the Earth’s carrying capacity. Hardin’s pessimism about the potential for human cooperation and innovation limits the usefulness of his metaphor in addressing global challenges according to Daly. In addition environmental justice advocates like Peter Wenz (2001) challenge Hardin’s approach, arguing that wealthy nations bear a disproportionate responsibility for global environmental damage and therefore have an obligation to help, a view expounded  by Gardiner (2001) who draws upon the facts the rich are responsible for the planet failing as much as succeeding. 
Conclusion 
Garrett Hardin's Lifeboat Metaphor aims to illustrate the ethical and practical challenges of resource distribution and global aid in the context of overpopulation and environmental limits. The metaphor highlights resource scarcity, arguing that wealthy nations (the lifeboats) cannot indefinitely support poorer nations without jeopardizing their own survival. Hardin critiques the idea of unlimited altruism, suggesting that wealthy nations cannot afford to help all those in need without harming themselves. He also advocates for population control and selective aid, arguing that by helping poorer nations without addressing their population growth, they are inadvertently encouraging behaviours that would worsen resource scarcity in the long term. Hardin's metaphor also poses a moral dilemma, posing an ethical question: should those in the lifeboat allow more people in, knowing it could sink the boat and harm everyone? Hardin's metaphor encourages a realistic, utilitarian approach to global issues, prioritizing pragmatic self-preservation over saving everyone. He warns of the "tragedy of the commons" concept, urging for the regulation and conservation of resources, both within individual nations and globally. In conclusion, Hardin's Lifeboat Ethics metaphor aims to promote a utilitarian, ecologically grounded approach to global problems, focusing on long-term sustainability and responsible resource management over short-term humanitarian intervention.
I can only conclude Hardin failed to achieve his aims based on the overwhelming majority the research that challenges and vehemently disagrees with his rhetoric. Whilst I believe Garrett Hardin’s intentions were positive, his work does not possess strong theoretical strength to give practical moral guidance or really offer a metaphor strong enough to do anything other than stimulate conversation around the topic.  Despite concluding Hardins piece of work is rudimentary overall, it does also challenge us to think about death, the future, and the source of our ethics and morality which I believe are shrouded deeply in fear, and this is something for future research to address before discourse. Despite its controversial conclusions, the lifeboat metaphor remains a powerful and relevant way to conceptualize the difficult challenges surrounding sustainability, population growth, global inequality, and climate change (Gardiner 2001; Patt 2017). However, the alternatives to Garrett Hardin’s Lifeboat Ethics emphasize global cooperation, equity, and shared responsibility rather than exclusion or self-preservation. Approaches like Spaceship Earth, Rawls’ Theory of Justice, Peter Singer’s Global Utilitarianism, and Sen’s Capability Approach provide more inclusive, egalitarian, and sustainable solutions to the ethical dilemmas of global poverty, population growth, and resource scarcity. These frameworks challenge Hardin's survivalist and exclusionary views, offering more holistic and human-centred approaches to solving the world's most pressing problems. 
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