
Tragedy of the Commons – ANSWERS 

1.  The Tragedy of the Commons deals with the population problem of the world. 

2.  “No technical solution problems are ones that cannot be solved by science and technology,  

      but only by changes in human values and morality. 

 

3.  The world’s resources are finite – they are limited.   

     Oil is a finite resource, since it is no longer being formed. Oil production in a given area tends  

     to increase for a time, then begins to decline, as the available oil is pumped out.  Oil    

     production in the United States has followed this pattern, as has oil production in  

     the North Sea. This decline has taken place in spite of technology improvements. 

     Natural gas in North America is also reaching its limits. United States natural gas production  

     reached its peak in 1973. Each year, more and more wells are drilled, but the average amount  

     of gas produced per well declines. This occurs because the best sites were developed first, and  

     the later sites are more marginal. The United States has been importing more and more  

     natural gas from Canada, but this is also reaching its limits. Because of these issues, the total  

     amount of natural gas available to the United States is likely to decline in the next few years –  

     quite possibly leading to shortages. 

 

     Fresh water is needed for drinking and irrigation, but here too we are reaching limits. Water from melting  

     ice caps is declining in quantity because of global warming. Water is being pumped from aquifers much  

     faster than it is being replaced, and water tables are dropping by one to three meters a year in many  

     areas. Some rivers, especially in China and Australia, are close to dry because of diversion for  

     agriculture and a warming climate. In the United States, water limitations are especially important in the  

     Southwest and in the more arid part of the Plains States. 

 

     The topsoil we depend on for agriculture is created very slowly – about one inch in 300 to  

     500 years, depending on the location. The extensive tilling of the earth’s soil that is now being  

     done results in many stresses on this topsoil, including erosion, loss of organic matter, and  

      chemical degradation. Frequent irrigation often results in salination, as well. As society tries  

      to feed more and more people, and produce biofuel as well, there is pressure to push soil to  

      its limits–use land in areas subject to erosion; use more and more fertilizer, herbicides, and  

      pesticides; and remove the organic material needed to build up the soil. 

 

 

 



 

4.  It’s probably not possible for everyone to agree on the “common good” because what is “good” is a  

     subjective term. Every person or group has their own definition as to what is good for themselves.     

     There is a school of thought that assumes that individual decisions lead to the best decisions for society.   

     This type of decision making promotes the status quo – the laissez-faire approach with regard to  

     reproduction and therefore natural resource use.  Problems, like the one with population need to be  

     solved with more oversight.  If we can’t rely on individuals to make good choices for the common good,  

     organized, or governmental policy might be of need. 

 

5.  Adding another animal to the herd benefits the herdsman more than the negative effects have an impact  

    on him.  He gets full benefit of the use or sale of the animals, while he shares only a fraction of the  

    negative implications of adding that extra animal (overgrazing, polluting). 

 

6.  Cattlemen in the western ranges continue to try to get the government to increase head counts for  

     personal gain.  As a result, overgrazing produced erosion and weed dominance.   Fishermen who  

    deplete the oceans bringing species of fish near extinction for their own gain.  National Parks are  

    degraded by those who do not respect the commons – mainly by overuse, misuse, and pollution.   

 

7.  To “foul one's nest” is to do or say something that disadvantages you and ruins or damages your own  

      interests/environment in some way. “Fouling our own nest” and expecting others to clean it up  

      examples are plentiful.   

 

8.  Nature has a way to cleanse itself.  In earlier frontier times, the input of pollutants was slower than  

     nature’s ability to recycle and purify itself, so nature processed the inputted material and it never  

     accumulated to become harmful.  Overpopulation has caused an excessive input of wastes into the  

     environment at a rate greater than nature itself can process these wastes.  The whole concept of  

     “private property” deters some resource depletion – especially resources constrained to that property.  

    .Laws have become stricter about the use of natural resources.  Recycling laws (cans, bottle, now bags), 

     water usage restraints (water lawns and washing your car – odd and even days), 

     laws affecting car and industry emissions have been enacted… 

 

 

 

 



9.  Context is key.  In an ever changing world, having absolute “thou shalt not” laws just doesn’t work.   

     Administrative bodies, such as the FCC, USDA, FDA, OSHA, and the EPA.  Federal and state legislative  

     branches may grant rule-making powers to administrative agencies. Administrative agencies promulgate  

     regulations according to federal or state laws. Each agency is responsible for a specific area of law and  

     has the authority to investigate and enforce laws within its specialty. Administrative agencies interpret  

     the laws and apply guidelines to help them enforce the laws. These rules carry the force of law, and  

     administrative agencies may require businesses to strictly comply or risk the effects of noncompliance.  

     For instance, a company may be required to obtain a permit in order to engage in a particular enterprise  

     or type of work. 

    Help or hurt? … interpretive 

    The article states that through previous experience, temperance can be accomplished as a result of  

     administrative law. 

    Help people take responsibility? … interpretive 

 

10.  Too much breeding leads to a parent’s inability to care for all of its young and therefore the ultimate  

        result is less offspring – a negative feedback loop.   

 

11.  A welfare state is a system whereby the government undertakes to protect the health and well-being of its  

       citizens, especially those in financial or social need, by means of grants, pensions, and other benefits.  

       Families in a welfare state have the fundamental right to determine its own size.  This is a problem,  

       because it becomes self-perpetuating. Finite resources are now shared even more with people who do not  

       have the means to support themselves, but instead rely on others to support them.  On welfare, people  

       receive services that provide support to their ever increasing family and are not deterred from having  

       children.  Hardin argues that increased population affects the commons by its demands on resources as  

       well as by using it as a sink for pollution. 

       Solution proposals will vary – but require support 

 

12.  Hardin explains that conscience is hereditary – either biologically or exosomatically (socially acquired  

       through experience).  If people of conscience comply, and limit their breeding, then there will be less  

       people of conscience.  People without conscience will continue to do what they want, creating more people  

       without conscience.  Eventually people of conscience will disappear.        

       Hardin says the argument is straightforward and Darwinian. 

       * Some people will respond to the appeal to conscience more than others; 

       * Those who don’t will produce more of the next generation; 

       * Differences will increase with each generation, with more active breeders coming to dominate.   



13.  Coercion is the practice of persuading someone to do something by using force or threats.  

       Taxation as a coercive devise because people generally do not like being made to pay extra for services  

        or products that they want or need.  The parking meter example tries to illustrate how fines increase as  

        infractions multiply.   

 

        taxes on gasoline – more and more expensive if person keeps buying inefficient automobiles 

        bottle deposits – try to get people to recycle more 

         soda tax – Phialadelphia 

         traffic infractions – fines increase for repeat offenders 

 

14.  China’s one child policy (1978) – fines   repealed in 2015 – 2 children allowed 

       India – can only be elected to govt if 1-2 children 

                  incentives offered to families that sterilize  

                   incentives to wait 2 yrs after marriage 

  Uzbekistan – forced and secret sterilization after 2nd child 

      Iran – mandatory courses in contraception to get marriage license  - end 2014 

 

US Title X – contraception readily available 

 

 

        

 


