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In Lifeboat Ethics:  The Case Against Helping the Poor, Garrett Hardin rejects the “Spaceship Earth” metaphor for functional and ethical operation and management of the Earth’s natural resources and our posterity.  Harding presents what he believes to be the fundamental error of spaceship ethics, viz. “the tragedy of the commons”.  His reasoning leads him to propose that the affluent of the world are morally obligated to protect their limited resources because sharing them will only lead to their hastened depletion/degradation and the squandering of the riches of our posterity.  I will attempt to show that Hardin’s theory that the tragedy of the commons is inevitable is based upon a false premise, and that having our commons in shared trust need not lead to mutual ruin.
Hardin attempts to discredit the spaceship earth metaphor by suggesting that a true spaceship would be under the control of a single captain.  He suggests that spaceship earth has no captain but that the earth’s nations could be envisioned as a bunch of lifeboats:  some well-stocked and roomy, some ill equipped, rudderless, and filled beyond safe carrying capacity.  Indeed, many are desperately adrift in the sea without even their own lifeboat to carry them.
Under these conditions, Hardin asserts, we must recognize the limited capacity of any “lifeboat” and the danger, indeed, the inevitable swamping of the affluent nations’ lifeboats, if we should choose to help our neighbors’ foundering vessels and castaways.  Should anyone feel guilty about not helping our brethren, he suggests that we simply “Get out and yield your place to others.”

Assuming that Hardin’s numbers regarding birth rates of populous and poor nations, versus wealthy nations, are accurate, which he suggests are double that of the latter, he reasons that “needs are determined by the rate of reproduction”
 and since reproduction policy is currently left up to the sovereign nation, there is no end to it but ruin, based on an increasing load on the environment.

Hardin ignores the case of the US, which, being the most affluent nation on earth, and representing a very small percentage of the world’s population, nevertheless uses a disproportionately large share of the world’s natural resources.  I would think that if Hardin is so concerned about our posterity, he might question our need for consumption, the resources that are wasted in a throwaway consumer society with multiple families, etc.  Instead, Hardin’s logic leads him to “the tragedy of the commons.”

In a system where there is no centralized control of shared resources such as air, water,k fish, or a world food bank, Hardin asserts that corruption, degradation and misuse of the commons will always occur.  He argues that since there is no private ownership, there is, by definition, no one to protect it – the selfish and greedy will overuse it, the mean will abuse it.  Indeed, he says that the pollution present today is precisely due to the abuse by the public of these commons.  But is this inevitable and it it even true? Hardin believes it is.  So much so that he suggests that it is our duty to let our drowning brothers and sisters in poor nations sink.   He is against sending humanitarian aid because he believes that it will be poorly used.  He believes that aid will simply lead to an increase in population in countries with unskillfully managed economic systems.  It ought to be noted that on the basis of his argument we could extend his metaphor to conclude that these nations – these poor swimmers – could be logically left to drown because they are swimming unskillfully, not because they are not trying to survive.  Though this brings to mind the shade of Scrooge suggesting that starvation “reduces the surplus population”, still, there is evidence to support him in this. But perhaps the surplus population in question is not, in fact, the world’s poor, but instead the over-consumptive rich?
Hardin admits to no deontological ethic except a passing duty to our own posterity.  This seems to me a kind of reverse utilitarianism.  What he seems to be suggesting is rather a “greatest food for the fewest number of people” ethic.  As such it is supportable, perhaps, under arguments for ethical egoism.  Morally, it seems mean-spirited and fatalistic.  Since it is not within the scope of this missive to reconcile ethical egoism with altruism, I shall concentrate illuminating what I believe are mistakes in Hardin’s assumptions.

Mr. Hardin assumes that his “lifeboat” is an apt analogy of our planet’s resources, burdened with its population and the interaction of peoples, ecosystems and economies.  I would argue that the “spaceship” metaphor is closer to the truth of it.  Though Hardin makes a good point when he asserts that a spaceship would have one captain, while on this planet there is no one captain, it is not without merit to suggest that we are slowly moving toward a system of planetary government vis-à-vis globalization.  We all ought to still question who will run it, but, in fact, the United Nations reflects a clear stage of development of such a governing body.  Further, the idea of a lifeboat suggests that such a vessel would have somewhere safe to go.  The earth is, to a large degree, a closed system bounded by vacuum.  We are on an island here, as Murdoch and Oaten point out “…in a real world, nations interact a great deal, in ways that affect food supply and population size and growth, and the affect of rich nations on poor nations has been strong and not always benevolent.”

With respect to his tragedy of the commons, again, there is good evidence to show the validity of this fatalistic conclusion.  But one need only show a single example of a case where an argument does not hold to refute it.  There are many examples of communal existence and resource management.  Murdoch and Oaten cite communally owned agriculture of China and the success of the International Whaling Commission in managing Antarctic whale stocks.
  It may be true that as a planetary population, which prides itself collectively on being stewards of life on this planet, we may be close to a critical collective decision point on the brink of disaster.  I would suggest that this is precisely the time to get busy at finding the solution a good Ship’s Captain would be proud of.  It is time to call on the intelligence of each-every nation to manage what it can, and ask for help in managing the rest.
Hardin claims that any commons would be better managed if privately owned.  There are many examples of private landowners polluting and stripping resources from their own land in the name of profits.  If the owner is a corporation it can often move on without regret, since the only “real” use or meaning of any land or resource is its profit value.  Perhaps it is not the public greed per se, though, that has been the cause of the tragedy of the commons, but rather our system of corporatization, wherin there is historically no thought to preservation – only exploitation?  Perhaps if we were less concerned with the “development” of “our” property, and more concerned with educating each other on how we impact the commons, we could begin gaining the incremental trust and wisdom necessary to the task.  

Part of Hardin’s argument holds that increasing aid to the poor nations will only increase their reproductive rate and thus will hasten the degradation of the planet’s resources.  But developing nations need not make the same mistakes that the imperial industrial nations have made.  We can be there to help.  By helping poor developing nations we will be helping ourselves and protecting our posterity.

Murdoch and Oaten site studies by w. Rich and L. R. Brown which they say suggest that “population growth can be controlled more effectively  by intelligent human intervention that sets up the appropriate conditions…”
  It may be possible that by creating conditions of “parental confidence about the future, and improved status of women, and literacy”, all of which spring from better education, health care and dietary improvement, we can plant the seeds of sustainability.
  According to Murdoch and Oaten’s interpretation of these data, we could quickly reduce birth rates in developing nations, and that, in fact, this is now happening in at least ten developing countries.

Where fear of survival holds sway, along with millennia of cultural prejudice and stereotypes, it is not surprising that we are loathe to trust our fate to people far from us whom we do not know.  Add to this a history both of centuries of imperialistic practices and many thousands of years of ingrained distrust of “outsiders” or “other”, and one sees the formidable task set us.  

It is precisely the retention and honoring of our humanity, though, that I suggest is more important than mere survival.  Most persons would prefer retaining what is essential to their sense of themselves as something more than a beast, even in the face of disaster.  I suggest that this something is in part built around a sense of nobility rooted in dignity and compassion.  If we jettison the needy from our lifeboat or spaceship, we must certainly jettison a fundamental part of our humanity.  As fearful as Hardin is for his posterity, I can only hope that if he and the slice of privileged humanity he represents can be included in discussions with hopeful data suggesting the possibility of intelligent leadership and management of the commons, of which we are, by birthright, all stakeholders, there is hope that understanding and consensus can ensue.
John Dunne wrote:  “No man is an island, alone unto himself….”  Hardin’s essay reflects both a lack of hope and a loss of his connection to humanity at large.  When one loses hope it is frequently due to the daunting mass of fearful difficulty within one’s field of vision.  The remedy comes through an infusion of new reasons to have hope.  There must be a ray of light.  To be in productive discussion with the hopeless we must have an understanding of that person’s or group’s needs, fears and assumptions.

In this paper, I have attempted to outline Hardin’s representations of the argument against helping the poor nations to survive.  His argument was based upon the assumptive validity of a) the “lifeboat” metaphor, b)the “tragedy of the commons” theory and c) theory of the relationship between reproduction and availability of food in human population.  I have juxtaposed my own argument with arguments of Mssrs. Murdoch and Oaten and supporting data from their cited sources.

I reiterate that in my opinion, Hardin is arguing not just from apparent selfishness, but from fear for his survival and for his posterity.  This fear is common to all that would partake in this discussion and should not be difficult to understand.  In my opinion, the ultimate reconciliation of the conflict this argument represents will happen of necessity.  It must happen.  There is good reason to believe that humanity is on track for gaining the understanding and wisdom that comes through growth stage development.  The United Nations Charter and Declaration of Human Rights represents this developing consciousness on this planet.  What both sides of the argument need is hope.  Humanity has had little time in which to see itself as part of a whole that includes, and is interwoven with, “other” when that “other” is far away, different in speech, color, culture and organization.  We need continuing dialogue and good data on what may influence population growth, new examples of responsible and successful cooperative ownership of resources, we need alternatives to consumption and exploitative ownership; we need to all begin to take responsibility like a good captain would.  And we need time.
� Hardin, Garrett:  Lifeboat Ethics:  the Case Against Helping the Poor, p. 770, (Vice & FVirtue in everyday Life, Christina Sommers & Fred Sommers, Harcourt, Inc. 2001).


� Ibid., p. 780


� ibid., p. 781.


� Ibid., pg. 790.


� Ibid., pg. 797


� Ibid., pg. 798.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.





PAGE  
2

