A2: Critically assess Hardin’s ‘Lifeboat’ argument.
2312567 – Ieuan Nelson
Words: 
This essay is written to determine weather Hardin’s ‘Lifeboat’ theory is a legitimate argument against helping the poor.

Hardin begins by comparing the richer part of the world to a lifeboat. He states early on that poorer people represent all those swimming around the lifeboat, wanting to get in, or enter the richest nation. He argues that due to the lack of resources on board a single lifeboat, not everyone can be supported. This is the premise of the argument: We cannot help everyone, and by trying to we end up putting ourselves at risk, decreasing the chances of survival for everyone – rich and poor alike.
The following information comes directly from Hardins essay, Lifeboat Ethics, the Case Against Helping the Poor (1974) On board the lifeboat there are 50 souls, but there is room for 10 more. However, swimming outside the boat there are 100 others. He asserts that the most just thing to do is bring everyone aboard, though this would cause catastrophe as the boat would then sink. It is of course possible to let 10 others in, but Hardin asks how we choose who these 10 are, and that by allowing these 10 onboard our “safety factor” is compromised. He eventually asserts that the only possibility of survival would be to let no in. 
Of course this raises a number of concerns. To start, there is the constant risk of “boarding parties”, but more obvious is the moral difficulties this leaves the party in the lifeboat to face. To solve the guilt-ridden aspect of a person’s decision to leave all others to drown in the sea, Hardin simply says “Get out and yield your place to others”. This is to attack the idea of feeling guilty about one’s good luck, and Hardin even challenges this guilt by stating that if people really felt guilty for their luck they wouldn’t even climb in the boat. All this is used as an allegory for the support of privatisation and not handing out to the poor at the expense of oneself, and Hardin uses this idea is applied to multiple aspects of todays society.
First, Hardin attacks the idea of going against private property in sake of sharing with others. His “Tragedy of the Commons” suggests that because of the nature of imperfect humans, and the fact that there are many of them in this world, public property will be taken advantage of in some way shape or form. According to Hardin, when everything is “common”, it becomes easily corrupted, as seen in today’s fishing industry. Too many technological advances in fishing being accessible to the commons have increased pollution greatly, for instance.
Next, attacks a recent push for a “World Food Bank”. Hardin outlines that though this is a very appealing idea to humanitarians, it was reaped with bureaucracy where governmental groups, aswell as other invest parties, gained large amounts of pay at the expense of US taxpayers. Because of corruption, this potentially humanitarian cause did not go to where it was needed, but essentially enriched the rich, at the expense of the lower classes. The argument Hardin is getting at here is that large scale humanitarian aid programmes tend to be ineffective, because they enrich the leaders of these projects and serve only to make the more middle classes poor, and don’t even provide enough aid to the poorest of peoples.
After this, Hardin assesses scenarios where Countries enter into emergencies and rely on the help of others to bail them out. If we use the lifeboat metaphor again, his argument runs something like this: If a party outside of the lifeboat happens to have lifejackets but chooses not to use them as they would rather enter the lifeboat as quickly as possible, they will drown unless those in the boat aid them. However, by aiding these people, another party will decide to do the same, and if once again the members of the lifeboat come to aid them, another party will follow. Essentially, by helping these parties, no one takes responsibility for themselves, and eventually the boat will be overburdened with bodies and sink. What Hardin is trying to say is that if there are incompetent leaders running a nation facing emergency, the nation will not improve itself ever, if a wealthier nation comes to their aid. This is because they have no reason too, because they no they will always be bailed out by another, more strong nation. If left, necessity will force them to come up with their own solutions – put on their own life jackets – and this will make them stronger in the end. Hardin calls this learning the hard way.
Another criticism Hardin raises against the world food bank, and against aiding fewer wealthy nations, concerns population levels. It is like the example before. By aiding these poorer, yet higher populated countries, the population increase is justified and can carry on. Yet, by leaving them to their own demise because of famine, the population levels between rich and poor may eventually stabilise. Again, Hardin is in away attacking the idea that aid gives poorer nations an excuse to continue in their arguably ineffective ways, which will cause the larger nation to eventually suffer, but leaving them to their devices forces them to grow out of necessity.
Another point that Hardin addresses is the idea of fast-growing miracle crops with hi yields, like “miracle wheat”, being used to create this food bank. He attacks this by stating that population will increase too much. The world, in his view, can only sustain several people, and too many will eventually cause considerable social, economic, and environmental catastrophise. There is only so much room in one lifeboat, even if it is the size of the world.
Hardin swiftly moves on to touch upon Immigration. Essentially, by letting too many people into a wealthy nation, the same level of catastrophe will take place. Particularly with environmental measures, and food shortage, the level of destruction will be terrible if policies around immigration don’t tighten up. It will be like trying to save the other nations world, which Hardin believes will spiral out of control, only it will be quicker as the inevitable rot will be from the inside of the wealthy nation itself. Hardin essentially believes that wealthier nations cannot let poorer nations parasite of them for survival. The moral idea of justice is not an effective solution to poverty-stricken natures. They must figure it out by themselves without destroying the rich nations resources and good fortune – its “safety factor” – or both parties will be cast into destruction.
The Lifeboat theory is about self-preservation, attacking the moral idea of helping the poor because it will inevitably cause the downfall of everyone else. His only solution to this would be some world government scrupulously controlling the reproduction and use of available resources, otherwise assisting the poor, or “sharing the spaceship”, will simply not be possible. The Spaceship requires a captain, without that the lifeboat is the only solution for survival.

Criticisms of Hardin’s theory are directed at how moral it really is(Lutts, 1984). A very extreme criticism is that Hardin is simply being elitist and racist (Jacobson, ND.). Failing to see how interconnected our society really is, Hardin’s lifeboat theory is suggested as too quickly dismissing other nations from the argument. Can they not provide help to the problems this world faces despite their economic struggles? Are they not human too, and therefore how can we dismiss their right to life? Hardin does take a very strong stance that does harshly segregate the rich from the poor. Yet he fails to consider how multiple nations can work together to overcome difficulties. His “Tragedy of the Commons” arguably paints too dark a picture on the human species. Yes, they aren’t perfect, but in times of trouble humans have come together before to push on through, for instance during the Great War many strangers came together to see each other through. It could be argued that Hardin should discuss the more humane aspect of humanity in his theory, instead of dismissing it as a weakness. Humans, whilst foolish at times, are not inherently evil (Nijhuis, 2021). Under the Lifeboat theory, are we made to view other lives as less important because of financial circumstances? Just because these people may be the cause of their own poverty does not make their lives forfeit.
As well as this, there is the potential of a hypocritical take on this argument. Is it even accurate to state that poor countries are that way because of themselves or were other nations – typically the wealthiest – benefactors in their downfall. Take the liberal argument that British colonization was part of the downfall of India, or Madagascar. Though this can be debated, it is unfair to say the the British Empires hands were clean in the subjugation of some of these peoples. Therefore, do we as a nation actually have a duty to pay back the people we have potentially wronged?

I do agree with Hardin on some points. His idea of not allowing poor parties to become parasitical in nature towards the wealthy has merit. We cannot learn from our mistakes without accepting we were wrong. However, he does have the potential to be overly one sided in his arguments. The idea that justice should be superseded because of future negative effects, may be unjust, as its boarders on the line of being selfish.

References: 
Harding, G. (1974) “Life Boat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor”. Available: https://rintintin.colorado.edu/~vancecd/phil1100/Hardin.pdf (Accessed 26th October 2025)

Nijhuis, M. (2021) “The Miricle of the Commons”, Available: https://aeon.co/essays/the-tragedy-of-the-commons-is-a-false-and-dangerous-myth (Accessed 26th October 2025)

Lutts, R. (1984) “Garret Hardin: Dilemmas and taboos” Available : https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0251108884924513 (Accessed 26th October)
Jacobson, C. “Criticism of Garrett Hardin’s Idea of Lifeboat Ethics” Available: https://gradesfixer.com/free-essay-examples/critisism-of-garrett-hardins-idea-of-lifeboat-ethics/ (Accessed 26th October 2025)
