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This essay will explore and critically evaluate Garrett Hardin’s theory of the Tragedy of the Commons, drawing on the work of key figures such as Elinor Ostrom. It will ultimately be argued that Hardin’s theory is lacking in reason and detail, and thus is not absolutely applicable to real-life socioeconomic models and policies. The various solutions proposed to counter environmental degradation and evade the tragedy to which Hardin refers, will also be examined. Through discussion of various political and philosophical arguments, it will be concluded that the solutions which Hardin puts forward are inaccurately limited and fundamentally flawed.
Garrett Hardin’s notion of the Tragedy of the Commons illustrates what Marxists refer to as the “ecological contradiction” of capitalism (Stevenson, 2018: 61). This is, put simply, that capitalism requires continual and exponential growth, but exists in a world which has finite resources, and therefore is not sustainable. Hardin uses the metaphor of an open pasture which is accessible to everyone, and in which every individual can expand their herd in order to maximise their gain. It is assumed that everyone will do so, as it is in their own interest, and therefore logical. If this is the case, then the common pasture will be filled, and the resources required to maintain each individual’s herd will be depleted. The commons has a limited carrying capacity, while capitalism requires unlimited growth. Eventually, this growth will surpass the capacity of the commons to maintain it.
	In this analogy, there is no reasonable motivation for any one individual to limit their own use of the commons, as another individual can just as easily add to their herd and use up the same space and resources. Consequently, limiting one’s own use of the commons would simply prevent them from gaining in the short-term, while others continue to deplete resources and the eventual destruction of the commons still occurs.
	Malthus (1798) argues that humanity is constantly in tension between two fundamental laws: that humans need food to sustain themselves, and that humans want to reproduce. These two desires are incompatible with one another, as the growth of the population inevitably leads to the reduction of the food supply. And if both remain unchecked (ie. the population is not controlled and everyone has equal right to food resources), then the population will starve. This is the basic principle upon which the concept of the Tragedy of the Commons is built. If every human being has equal right and access to space and resources, and the population continues to grow, then the population will reach a breaking point and be unable to sustain itself.
	Hardin concludes that the Tragedy can only be averted by one of two means. The first is privatisation, which Hardin argues is the most effective method of controlling the use of resources. This entails the division of the commons into private property; each individual owns and manages their own area of land, meaning that their consumption of resources only impacts themselves, and it is in their own interest to maintain the land sustainably, rather than to expand indefinitely.
	The second Is socialisation, whereby the commons is managed and governed by a collective entity (typically, the state) which, in theory, looks after the interests of each and every individual who has access to the commons. This means that the use of the commons is regulated and individuals, while having equal access to resources, are restricted in their consumption in order to maintain balance and leave resources available to others. Hardin argues that this is not feasible, as his theory assumes that each individual is driven exclusively by their own self-interest.
	Initially, the logic in Hardin’s analogy and in Malthus’ argument seems sound. But it is fundamentally flawed in that it relies upon certain assumptions about human nature, and fails to take into account numerous variables which affect people’s behaviour individually and collectively.
	As Ian Angus (2008) notes, Hardin assumes that an infinite market exists for the produce of each herdsman on the commons. This is necessary for the expansion of the herd to be in the herdsman’s self-interest. Ergo, the Tragedy of the Commons must be particular to a capitalist socioeconomic system – the tragedy is not inevitable in all models of society, only in one based on capitalism and economic growth.
	Angus therefore argues thus:

The success of Hardin’s argument reflects its usefulness as a pseudo-scientific explanation of global poverty and inequality, an explanation that doesn’t question the dominant social and political order.  It confirms the prejudices of those in power: logical and factual errors are nothing compared to the very attractive (to the rich) claim that the poor are responsible for their own poverty.  The fact that Hardin’s argument also blames the poor for ecological destruction is a bonus.		(Angus, 2008)

Rather than being a rational explanation of environmental degradation, Hardin’s notion of the Tragedy of the Commons is in fact an attempt to rationalise the vast inequality inherent in a modern capitalist system. It asserts that privatisation and exclusion is the only workable means of maintaining natural resources and sustaining human life.
In reality, privatisation is frequently a cause of further environmental degradation and unsustainable consumption of natural resources, as Elinor Ostrom (1998: 2) illustrates. One example of this is in central Africa, where national parks have been created to protect areas of rainforest from economic activities such as logging by timber companies. 
While this has been important in regulating and restricting the harmful and exploitative practices encouraged by the capitalist system, it has also excluded the indigenous Baka from areas in which they formerly lived and hunted. Prior to the introduction of such industrial practices by colonial powers, the Baka were able to use the rainforest sustainably, without division into private land or external regulation (Baka: A Cry from the Rainforest, 2012)
Another key assumption made by Hardin is that individuals will always act in their own self-interest (Stevenson, 2018: 22). Richerson, Boyd and Paciotti (2009: 433) contest this assumption, stating that “[human beings’] mixture of altruistic and selfish propensities varies across cultures but neither element is ever surpassed entirely.” Here, it is acknowledged that human beings have, to a certain extent, an intrinsically self-interested nature. But Richerson, Boyd and Paciotti negate the idea that this is absolute or will always prevail. In essence, the argument which they put forward directly refutes that made by Hardin that the Tragedy of the Commons can only be averted through one of two extremes of privatisation and socialism. This dichotomy is produced from the assumption that human nature is one-sided, when in actual fact (Richerson, Boyd and Paciotti argue), it is multifaceted and complex.
The game which we created illustrated Hardin’s theory well. The gameplay exhibited the Tragedy of the Commons and its inevitability in a growth-based socioeconomic model. However, the game is, of course, a simplified model, and this fact in itself helps to highlight the limitations of Hardin’s theory; namely that it fails to take into account the variables which exist within reality and which complicate the situation.
	The rules of the game were simple – the aim being to collect resources of the highest overall value. The resources in the game were broadly representative of basic natural resources which are common to human development – these were wood, cattle, fish, water and oil. A die was rolled to determine which resource a player picks up; the numbers 1-5 corresponded to each of the resources respectively. These numbers also represented the points value of each resource (ie. wood was worth 1 point, oil worth 5). In making the aim of the game to finish with the highest number of points, we replicated Hardin’s assumption that individuals act in their own self-interest.
	Each player began with one of each resource, reflecting the common access to resources in Hardin’s analogy. Upon rolling a 6, a player would pick up a ‘situation card’ (each player also began with one of these). Each of these cards contained a situation which reflected real life possibilities. For example, one situation card was titled “overgrazing” and determined that the player in question must lose 1 cattle card and 2 wood cards. The purpose of this was to illustrate the typical tragedy of resources being depleted through overuse and greed; a point also demonstrated in the gameplay when all resource cards were eventually picked up.
	However, there were also situation cards which had positive impacts for the player in question. For example, one card read “PALM OIL BAN[:] A ban on palm oil trade has allowed the rainforest to recover[.] Pick up 4 wood[.]” Another card declared that the player had acquired some private land and could now pick up resources. The inclusion of these cards demonstrates the different approaches to the management of the commons.
	There were no direct or immediate consequences to all of the resources running out in the game – players simply kept rolling the die until a situation card forced them to put back some of their resources. This illustrates the commons reaching its capacity for growth – once all of the resources were used up, no player could gain any more points. However, situation cards allowed for stocks to be replenished even when they were completely empty. This is not necessarily a flaw, as the replacement of resources by a player is, in effect, a redistribution of resources and thus of wealth.
	It is this notion of redistribution which is key to environmental policy regarding the issue of the Tragedy of the Commons. Hardin asserts that privatisation is the only reasonable solution to the Tragedy of the Commons; that it is only by dividing the pasture into separate plots of private land that the herdsmen can avoid self-destruction. But this is based on one key, pre-existing assumption: that the cattle which graze on the common pasture are already privately owned and managed. Within Hardin’s model, private property is naturally the most workable solution because it has already begun.
	But what if the herdsmen did not own their cattle? Is it possible for the commons to sustain everyone if not only the land, but the resources, remain publicly accessible? If the cattle are viewed as a common, openly accessible resource, like the pasture, then the herdsmen are no longer using a common resource to sustain a privately owned one. Ergo, the assertion that privatisation is the only or best solution ceases to be an obvious or inevitable conclusion.
	Puschmann and Alt (2016) explore the increasingly prolific idea of the ‘sharing economy’; “Contrary to the traditional market model, which is based on ownership, the “Sharing Economy” is built on using and sharing of products and services among others.”
	Despite what is taught by the doctrine of traditional capitalism, it is not necessary for individuals to own everything they need to use. In Hardin’s model of the open commons, it is not necessary for the herdsmen to own cattle in order to get milk.
	A capitalist system sees economic growth and the accumulation of wealth and goods as a given, fundamental aim of society. But as Henry Wallich argues, “growth is a substitute for equality of income” (cited by O’Neill, 2014) – if the economy grows, the massive gaps between individuals in terms of wealth can be justified as temporary, even within a capitalist system which ensures that they are not. The assumption of a growth-based economy as a necessary aspect of human society further illuminates the capitalist bias within Hardin’s theory and arguments. When this assumption is removed, new solutions to the Tragedy of the Commons – such as ecosocialism and the sharing economy – become more reasonable.
	Ecosocialism shifts the focus of society away from maximising production, toward maximising leisure and happiness. Instead of aiming inexorably for growth and production, at the cost of the environment, an ecosocialist model focuses on producing what is necessary, and providing all people with these basic necessities – the ‘economics of enough’ (O’Neill, 2014). This means that people are not forced to produce endlessly, as they are in a capitalist model. Instead, their basic needs are met, and they are free to spend much more of their time on leisure and creative pursuits.
	Ultimately, what Hardin fails to acknowledge in his argument is that the solution to the Tragedy of the Commons must not necessarily be a compensatory measure against the accepted principle that each individual will act in their own self-interest. Instead, it is possible for the solution to lie in a redressing of this and the other assumptions of Hardin’s theory. Hardin suggests only solutions which work with the self-interested nature of individuals and the growth-focused nature of the socioeconomic system, automatically accepting these as unchangeable facts. But in reality, this is not the case. Other models of society and modes of being and producing are possible, and with this in mind it is possible to break from the constraints of Hardin’s theory and reach solutions other than the two narrow concepts of privatisation and socialism.
	In conclusion, whilst Hardin’s theory of the Tragedy of the Commons has historically carried substantial weight within the discourse of environmental politics, owing to its convincing and attractive reasoning regarding human nature and socioeconomic norms, it ultimately falls short in its logic due to its reliance on numerous assumptions. Hardin’s arguments regarding the solution to the Tragedy are also inherently flawed and narrow-minded, as he fails to take several variables into account, and once again relies on the assumption of a growth-based model which sees production as a goal within itself.
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