Hardin’s lifeboat Ethics

The focus of this essay is to critically analyse Garrett Hardin’s Lifeboat Ethics, mentioned in his essay, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’. Firstly, however, we need to outline the key points and arguments in Hardin’s ethics. 

Garrett Hardin’s Lifeboat Ethics is an essay on economics, taken from his book, ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’  and is comprised of an analogy of how Hardin believes the economy should run (in order to be successful and thrive). The analogy is extreme and divides academics. Hardin that there is a lifeboat, full of fifty people which  represent the rich countries of the world. In this analogy, the lifeboat is surrounded by drowning people which represent the poor countries. Hardin states that there is space for ten people on the boat; However, the spaces should not be given to the drowning people nor should a rich country give up its space as it may capsize the boat. With this analogy, Hardin argues that we should not help poor people as it may sink the economy. Hardin’s logic is also harsh as he explains how we could use the suffering of poor countries to solve problems such as immigration and overpopulation. In making such a extreme point as this, Hardin allows the violation of human rights to happen. Hardin explains that the people in the lifeboat reproduce at a lesser rate, doubling in population size every eighty five years. In comparison to poor countries, in  which the population doubles every thirty five years approximately. When you look at Hardin’s reasoning behind his ethical stance, as harsh as it to agree with Hardin; It must be noted that lifeboat ethics could work on practice and there are individuals who would agree with this ethical argument. Also he takes a elitist attitude towards the world. There are several points to criticise in the argument constructed by Hardin. For example, the biological barriers to this ethical stance and the viewpoint of Hardin.

Daniel Callahan argues that Hardin’s view of the world ethics is justifiable in his reasoning. As in Hardin’s lifeboat situation, to maintain afloat on the ‘water’, there has to be spare capacity ( ten seats). For Hardin, this represents rich countries or people have the capability to help, whether they chose to is another matter. The spare capacity also allows the the rich countries to not ‘drown’ and become poor. Callahan comments although his theory seems to lean towards capitalism and may seem unethical; it allows for a thriving world. On the other hand, Callahan does point out some glaring faults with the argument made by Hardin. Firstly, Callahan argues that Hardin is working his ethical stance on the assumption that the rich countries on the lifeboat are self-sufficient. In reality, countries are not self-sufficient and rely on workers and land from the poor countries to grow food etc.  Another point Callahan makes is that Hardin does not seem to regard the next generation and argues that Hardin does not consider the view of the poor nations. Although Callahan does not agree with the allowance of suffering as a solution to overpopulation and he does not agree with Hardin’s view that famine and disease is a natural punishment on the poor countries for their ‘irresponsible reproduction’. Callahan does agree with the theory behind lifeboat ethics. Another academic who agrees with Hardin’s lifeboat ethics and has applied it to real-life situation in her book, ‘Ethics for Disaster’, is Naomi Zack. Zack proves that the ethical theory works and helps the world to overcome situations such as natural disasters much more quickly. This is because we do give away our resources to poor countries and instead, focus on fixing our own problems. However, Zack does argue whether this consequentialist stance is moral. Thus, comes to conclusion that lifeboat ethics stance is not the most effective way to act in a disaster. Although, in a life or death situation it may be appealing to.

In the Journal Article, ‘A Man Without a Plan: Can Foreign Aid work?’, Amartya Sen whilst foreign aid is good, Sen does agree with Hardin when he argues some charitable organisations seem to rely on rich countries’ endless cycle of giving and that there is only so much before a relief system become ineffective. However, it would be hard to agree that Sen would go as far to say that adopting lifeboat ethics is a viable option. An academic that would agree with Hardin’s lifeboat ethics is William Easterly. Easterly agrees with Hardin’s individualistic viewpoint that rich countries have no moral obligation to help and support poor countries as their poverty and suffering is their own creation. Thus, arguably only they have a obligation to solve their problems. However, unlike Hardin, Easterly takes the view that foreign aid is bad as it changes culture and promotes the leaders of rich countries to have a say in the running of poor countries. 

Allowing poverty situations such as famine to happen is comparable to genocide and a violation of human rights, at the very least. Hardin allows famine to happen and even comments that it could be used to as a natural solution to the overpopulation problem in the world. It is hard to justify Hardin’s argument against helping people in need as it is natural to feel guilty when you see an individual, especially a child in suffering, when you are a position to help and have excess wealth. This is an issue Singer addresses as being the major issue to Hardin’s lifeboat ethics.

There is a issue with Hardin’s viewpoint of the situation. His argument is written from the viewpoint of someone from a rich country. It would be very unlikely, having experienced absolute poverty and suffering experienced in the poor countries Hardin refers to; Hardin would still hold the view that foreign aid is a bad thing and has no benefits. Also, Hardin’s stance is morally unjustifiable referring to the point that the poor countries suffering is their own fault. In the case of children, they are not at fault as their existence and situation is determined by someone else. This highlights a flaw in Hardin’s thinking. Also, lifeboat ethic, being allowed, poses a philosophical problem for many philosophers, most of all Thomas Hobbs. Hobbs argues that preservation of human life is most important in a good society. Lifeboat ethics breaches this, a rule of natural law, as it allows the acknowledged suffering of poor countries to continue. Thus, lifeboat ethics is a problem to agree with philosophically and in some cases, religiously.

Peter Singer’s Obligation to help the poor

Whilst Singer disagrees with Hardin’s lifeboat ethics, Singer does highlight some challenges to helping the poor and providing aid. In Singer’s argument and others, we can construct a counter-argument and critique against Hardin’s lifeboat ethics.

Singer outlines some principles to construct an argument for helping the poor and why we, as a world, have a moral obligation to do as such. Firstly, contrary to Hardin, Singer believes if you see injustice or suffering in the world, as a human being, it is your responsibility to end the suffering or contribute to ending it. James Otterson argues, however, that Singer argument for famine relief and helping people suffering is rather vague. In comparison to Hardin’s lifeboat ethics, Singer argument has no outline and no limit to helping other people. This, for Otterson, makes room for more poverty and contradicts Singers argument that sacrifice can end poverty. As well as offering Hardin’s lifeboat ethics some support. Another objection to Singer’s argument against Hardin’s lifeboat ethics, is from John Arthur. Arthur argues Singer does not address the human right to our bodies and the issue of morality against human right. Singer ignores the importance of human rights, as Arthur explains Singer fails to acknowledge that people in rich countries are not obligated to give up their seat or wealth. Human rights prove to be a barrier to Singer’s ethical stance. Otterson also notes that one of Singer’s example does not stand up to criticism and offers support one of Hardin’s lifeboat ethics points. Expanding on this, Singer gives a Overseas Example which is hard to support as he compares not giving foreign aid to not helping a toddler drowning in a pond. However, in his essay Hardin argues against foreign aid because you don’t know if you are necessarily going to help the suffering. Similarly, Otterson agrees with Hardin and adds the two examples cannot be compared as the individual knows the child is going to die, if they are not saved. However, the individual does not definitively know that their donation will help or even go towards helping the poor. This, for Otterson, means the individual cannot be held as morally corrupt. In Addition to the points made by Otterson and Hardin, people cannot be held responsible for poverty as it is just a natural occurrence. Furthermore, there has been recent controversy over charities taking advantage of women in poverty and the money given to the charities being used in negative ways. 

Other arguments that suggest Garrett Hardin’s Lifeboat Ethics would not work in reality include that of J. David Martin. In Martin’s commentary, ‘Brotherhood and Lifeboat Ethics’, he argues people are shocked when a lifeboat stance is suggested as the course of action as it goes against the natural principle of brotherhood. Although, Martin does note that brotherhood historically can be used to bring some form of validity to Hardin’s logic, as he gives the example of tribes committing murder to survive. Nevertheless, Martin brings fourth interesting points to criticise Hardin’s lifeboat ethics further. Firstly, Martin argues that religious teachings are a barrier to lifeboat ethics ever being used in a  practical situation. Expanding on this, Martin uses Christianity as a base and argues that the Christian teaching that life is precious and should not be wasted, instructs humans to offer help in times of suffering. Adding to Martin’s point, almost all religion have a principle of kinship and kindness at their core. Furthermore, Hardin’s ethics are ignorant of the fact that rich countries such as the United States of America and France have strong religious attitudes. Thus, lifeboat ethics goes against the moral attitudes of society.

Martin also points out a flaw in Hardin’s analogy. To explain his ethics Hardin uses a lifeboat full of people to represent the rich countries. However, as Martin argues, Hardin forgets the rule of lifeboats. This is that, in a sinking ship situation, women and children are given seats first as they are more likely to drown. Going on this rule, it is hard to credit Hardin’s ethics as even the analogy does not not follow his logic. 

Spaceship Ethics

The term was first coined by Kenneth Boulding  and  is the model of society we use today and the opposite ethical stance to lifeboat ethics. Where in ‘rich’ countries help those in need of aid as we have a moral obligation to support all people, regardless of wealth or contribution to the economy. This approach offers a clear goal and provides no moral guilt. Instead, proposes a united world against poverty. 

This economic structure is the model in which society runs. Hardin opposites this, however, as the model has no safety measure, represented by the ten spare seats in the lifeboat. Hardin argues that if a global economic crisis such as a pandemic, all of the countries would collapse and ‘drown’ as there is no excess wealth. This point has some value in it as it has been proven on certain instances such as outbreaks. However, this does not take away that there are holes in Hardin’s moral argument as lack of government actions and care are often the reason for absolute poverty in third world countries.

A similar argument is made by LaFollette and May on their essay ‘Suffer the Little Children’. They argue that the world has a ‘shared responsibility’ to help those who are suffering. In particular, a shared responsibility to stop the suffering of children. As they are not responsible for their own suffering or existence. LaFollette and May recognise that some may argue that the responsibility of the child, is that of the child’s parents. They suggest the reason we have a responsibility, or more of a felt responsibility, towards the child is because we as humans are biologically wired to feel sympathy for someone suffering and so naturally we are inclined to help people, especially a defenceless child.

To conclude, Hardin does apply sound reasoning to the foundation of his argument on why ‘lifeboat ethics’ should be used as the world’s economic structure and ethical stance . However, it is only natural to question the morality of his logic and argument as a whole. Thus, I find it unethical and ignorant to assume that the majority of people of rich countries would agree to ignore and not help those suffering in poor countries. Whilst, acknowledging that Hardin’s ethics would agree with some people in a rich country society. Overall, Hardin’s lifeboat whilst having a structured argument, does pose a ethical and moral problem for the majority of people. In addition to this, does not have a response to Singer’s more appealing although vague,  counter-argument.
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