
Globalization and the Tragedy of 
the Commons

The Limits to Freedom and Growth



The Commons

• refers to resources that are collectively 
owned. This can include everything 
from land to software. The process by which 
the commons are transformed into private 
property is often termed enclosure.The
metaphor is one of herders sharing a common 
parcel of land (the commons) on which they 
are all free to let their cows graze….all are free 
to have as many cows as they want.  No
government, no rules.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commons


Examples of modern Commons—A 
park

• Parks are collectively owned by the community.  
Open to all. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water


Tragedy: Overgrazing: 

• a dilemma in which multiple individuals acting independently 
in their own self-interest can ultimately destroy a shared 
resource even where it is clear that it is not in anyone's long 
term interest for this to happen. it is in each herder's interest 
to put as many cows as possible onto the land, even if the 
commons is damaged as a result. 

• The herder receives all the benefits from the additional cows 
but the damage to the commons is shared by the entire group. 
If all herders make this individually rational decision, however, 
the commons is destroyed and all herders suffer



Why The Tragedy:  Two reasons
1.  Freedom + Equal Access

• Hardin: To couple the concept of freedom to do whatever 
you want on the commons with the belief that everyone 
born has an equal right to the commons causes the tragedy. 
This is people’s park. 

• This puts us in a "double bind." Hardin calls this a cause of 
schizophrenia. [17] We have a bad conscience.  Nietsze
called this a kind of illness.



2. Freedom + equal access combined 
with large group behavior

• the typical participant won’t cooperate to 
protect the commons—it’s not rational

• If cooperation to protect is tried, there will be 
lots of free riders.  Why? 

– No social costs for narrow self-interested behavior

– Selfless behavior is not even praiseworthy.



The Global “Commons”

• Living beings need what the earth as a whole produces
• Global commons are those things central to life---the air we breathe, the natural 

energy of the earth, the natural resources of land and sea, our gene pool, which makes 
a single but diverse family out of the family of humans. The heritage includes many 
other attributes of nature which are or ought to be shared universally and equitably 
throughout the earth.

• The astronauts of Apollo 8, on the first mission around the moon in 1968, took a now 
famous photograph. Called “Earthrise,” it shows the grey and lifeless horizon of the 
moon — and suspended above it, against the infinite blackness of space, is our bright 
and blue home planet.

• Along with other images from space, that photograph has had a huge impact on 
humanity’s collective consciousness. It offered an undeniable vision of our 
interdependence, proof that we all share a single home, with nowhere else to go 
should we irreparably damage this one.

• confiscation of those things by one country or group or person would hurt all others
– Food supply
– Water
– Oxygen
– A climate conducive to life

• Arctic and Antarctic vital determinants of global climate. 
– The presence or absence of snow and ice influences global heat distribution in ways 

that we will be talking about in this course
– and the polar oceans are the source of dense, cold bottom waters which influence 

thermohaline circulation in the world oceans. 



Amazon rain forest: 20% of world’s 
oxygen supply



Antarctica:  70% of world’s fresh water



The sea: The “Common Heritage of 
Mankind”

• For do not the oceans, navigable in every direction, with which God has encompassed all the 
earth, and the regular and the occasional winds which blow now from one quarter and now 
from another offer sufficient proof that Nature has given to all peoples a right of access to all 
other peoples.“   

-- Grotius  16th

century
• oceanic common heritage goes beyond the freedom of the seas to include the resources of the 

ocean outside the areas of national jurisdiction.
-- Ambassador 

Pardo of Malta 
17 per cent of the protein humans consume comes from the ocean

it regulates global climate
fishing provides some 12 percent of the world’s food supply, photosynthesis in the oceans provides 

about half of the world’s oxygen replenishment,
Fishing and fish products provide direct employment to some 38 million people and an estimated $124 

billion in economic benefits. The oceans provide an essential transportation link for global 
trade, not to mention their recreational value. Oceans also provide a resource for petroleum 
and scarce minerals.



Tragedy of the global commons

• Water - Water 
pollution, Water crisis of 
over-extraction of 
groundwater and wasting 
water due to overirrigation
leading to global water 
shortage

• Forests -
Frontier logging of old 
growth forest and slash 
and burn exacerbating 
climate change 

• The Oceans: Food and 
Energy Resources: 
Resource depletion

• Climate Change- Burning of 
fossil fuels and 
consequential global 
warming and resource 
depletion

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_pollution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_pollution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forests
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Logging
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_growth_forest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_growth_forest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slash_and_burn
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slash_and_burn


Why the tragedy?: Freedom + equality + large group behavior + 
Growth Imperative behind all theories of political economy

• Belief that Nature has given us a “right of 
access” to the commons

• Growth and freedom are intertwined

• Growth: the most engrained political and 
economic habit

• And the answer to any problem is expansion

• Why?  Because it has worked.



The Commons is finite and there are 
limits to Growth

• The current recession is a temporary halt to 
growth.

• In an economy geared for expansion, it has 
wrecked many lives

• An economic “stimulus” is a wager that we can 
restart the growth machine.

• But growth may be the problem, not the 
solution

• Like in the overgrazed pasture, global growth 
threatens the tragedy of the commons



In the finite global commons rational behavior 
within the growth paradigm is suboptimal for all

• As we maximize our gain, we undermine 
ourselves.

• But Maximizing gain is part of the growth 
paradigm

• And as long as the human political economy is 
structured to achieve growth, each will 
exercise maximum freedom, and the outcome 
will be suboptimal– “overgrazing”



The “overgrazing” of the commons is caused by each 
individual acting rationally within the growth 

imperative

• There are two players, Row and Column. Each has two possible 
moves, “cooperate” or “defect,” corresponding, respectively, to the 
options of remaining silent or confessing in the illustrative anecdote 
above. In this case “cooperation” means voluntarily limiting freedom 
to exploit the commons. For each possible pair of moves, the payoffs 
to Row and Column (in that order) are listed in the appropriate 
cell. R is the “reward” payoff that each player receives if both 
cooperate. P is the “punishment” that each receives if both 
defect. T is the “temptation” that each receives if he alone defects 
and S is the “sucker” payoff that he receives if he alone cooperates. 
Suppose Column cooperates. Then Row has to decide what to do: 
he will gets 3 for cooperating and 5 for defecting, and so is better 
off defecting. He will defect---that is exercise maximum freedom 
Thus two “rational” players will defect  thinking they will receive a 
higher payoff but receive the lowest payoff.

With others
To all stop 
overgrazing

and

Get the
Most for
yourself



Three Tragedies (at least)

• Climate Change

• Resource Depletion

• Environmental Degradation



1. Climate Change

It was probably always too much to believe 

that human beings would be responsible 

stewards of the planet. We may be the smartest 

of all the animals, endowed with exponentially 

greater powers of insight and abstraction, 

but we're animals all the same. That means

that we can also be shortsighted and brutish, 

hungry for food, resources, land--and heedless 

of the mess we leave behind trying to get them.



How much CO2?
http://www.breathingearth.net/

• This real-time simulation displays the CO2 emissions of every country in the world, 
as well as their birth and death rates. The U.N.'s Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change issued a report on the state of planetary warming in February 
2007 stating that  "Warming of the climate system is unequivocal," and there is 
"very high confidence" that human activities since 1750 have played a significant 
role by overloading the atmosphere with carbon dioxide hence retaining solar heat 
that would otherwise radiate away. 

• The worldwide scientific community is virtually unanimous in its agreement that 
global warming is happening, that that it's our fault. If we let it get out of our 
control, the consequences - which will already begin occuring in most of our 
lifetimes - will be catastrophic. Just some of the consequences that can be 
reasonably expected are rising sea levels, more frequent and more severe natural 
disasters, large-scale food shortages, plagues, massive species extinctions, 
unprecendented numbers of refugees, intensified ethnic and political tensions, 
and a global economic depression the likes of which no one has ever seen.

http://www.breathingearth.net/
http://www.breathingearth.net/


How much warming?

• How much warming has happened? Scientists 
from around the world with 
theIntergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) tell us that during the past 100 years, the 
world's surface air temperature increased an 
average of 0.6° Celsius (1.1°F). This may not 
sound like very much change, but even one 
degree can affect the Earth.. 

• A graph of global-mean surface temperature 
change for the same time period is shown in the 
graph below.

http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/earth/climate/ipcc.html
http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/earth/climate/ipcc.html
http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/earth/climate/ipcc.html
http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/earth/climate/ipcc.html
http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/earth/earth.html


So What? 

• Shouldn’t we all be free to have equal access 
to the global commons in order to personally 
benefit and thus achieve growth for all 
(Invisible hand)



Because of climate change, the Consequences of 
Freedom + equal access are suboptimal

• . Higher temperatures cause a higher rate 
of evaporation and more drought in some areas of 
the world. It is considered very likely that 
increasing global temperatures will lead to higher 
maximum

• temperatures, more heat waves, and fewer cold 
days over most land areas. More severe

• drought in some areas, combined with other 
factors, has contributed to larger and more

• frequent wildfires.

http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/earth/Water/evaporation.html


A Second Tragedy of the Commons: 
Resource depletion



Population Growth

s



Depletion of Fossil Fuel (Oil)



Individual rational action  resource depletion… 
example: Fisheries collapse 

• For centuries, North America's coastal fisheries ranked among the most bountiful 
on the planet. For instance, five hundred years ago the English explorer John 
Cabot reported the waters off Newfoundland were so thick with cod you could 
catch them by hanging baskets over the ship's side. But the boom is 
over. American and world fisheries have entered a period of rapid and 
unprecedented decline:

• In the past 50 years, populations of large fish species - including tuna, swordfish, 
marlin, sharks, cod, halibut and flounder - have decreased 90 percent worldwide.

• A total of 98 species are overfished, according to the National Marine Fisheries 
Service; as a result, half of all U.S. fisheries and a quarter of the major fish stocks 
worldwide are in jeopardy of an abrupt, severe decline from which they may never 
recover.

• Fish stocks have collapsed in nearly one-third of all ocean fisheries, and all 
commercially valuable world fish stocks could completely collapse by 2048. [See 
the figure.]

• Unless something is done quickly, American waters may go from being the world's 
most abundant fisheries to a virtual undersea wasteland within just a few years.



Third Tragedy: Environmental Degradation



Feedback effects….

• An explosion in population and consumption—fed by cheap, abundant energy—has brought 
previously unimaginable advances in health, wealth, transport, and communications. But this 
growth has come at an equally unimaginable cost. The world is at, nearing, or past a number of 
critical limits:

• Global oil, natural gas, and coal production
• Climate stability
• Fresh water and fish stocks
• Food production
• Biodiversity and habitats
• Some of these limits are now well understood; some remain controversial or unknown to the 

general populace. The full scope of the damage to the biosphere and the depletion of natural 
resources would take volumes to describe in detail,3 but the general picture is inescapable: we face 
looming scarcity.

• It is no coincidence that so many resource peaks are occurring together. All are causally related by 
way of the historic reality that, for the past 200 years, cheap and abundant energy from fossil fuels 
has driven technological invention, increases in total and per-capita resource extraction and 
consumption (including food production), and population growth. We are enmeshed in a classic 
self-reinforcing feedback loop.

http://richardheinberg.com/museletter/204




A distributive justice perspective: The 
Story of Stuff



Mitigating the Tragedy

• You can mitigate climate change if everyone 
cooperates to do so by limiting carbon emissions

• You mitigate resource depletion by using fewer 
resources…

• You can mitigate pollution by wasting less…
• But if you are rational, what are your incentives to 

limit yourself and reduce your own freedom?
• You are stuck in the problem of  freedom, equal 

access and large groups within the liberal growth 
paradigm

Ecology
Finite Earth

The Market

Society



How should the Tragedy of the commons 
be mitigated?

1. Liberal solution: Privatize

use the Coase Theorem

2. Communitarian solution: small groups

3. liberal solution: green growth 

4. embedded liberal solution;

central authority



1. Continue Globalization but Divide the 
Commons: Privatization (Liberal solution)

• Enclosures as the solution to the old tragedy of the 
English Commons

• process by which the commons were fenced 
(enclosed)

• and deeded or entitled to one or more private owners, 
who would then enjoy the possession and fruits of the 
land to the exclusion of all others. 

• The assumption is that if you own it you will take care 
of it.

• Probably the most extreme division rule is to divide the resource into equal 
parts and allocate each part to an individual user.  This solution is commonly 
referred to as privatization (Ostrom, 1990; Samuelson, 1993).  It effectively 
solves the dilemma because, in theory, individuals can only affect their own 
outcomes, not those of others.  Privatization may work with some resources, 
such as land.   For example, to avoid the Tragedy of the Commons each 
herdsmen receives a piece of land to graze their flock, which they fence off 
and guard against tress passers.



1a. Apply the Coase Theorem

Brussels Sprouts Farm using 
pesticides

Herb Farm that wants organic 
certification



Reverse Globalization? Localism

• Spike in oil prices   long distance shipping is less 
attractive
– Ikea opens a plant in Virginia, closes one in China
– US steel makers report surge in demand because price 

of transport from China is too high

• Spike in oil prices  growing demand for ehtanol
 higher food prices 
– Movement of the “locovores”– eating local food 

because we have no choice

• Growth imperative will likely prevent the reverse 
of globalization until there is a collapse



2. Revert to Small Groups….A 
communitarian solution

• human beings have a basic desire to develop and 
foster meaningful social relationships and, via 
this, build up a shared social identity.

• They thus create communities
• A strong sense of community identity facilitates 

cooperation between individuals and brings their 
values and goals closer to those of the 
community they are part of.

• communities are able to foster self-regulation 
among users to the extent that the community 
plays an important role in their lives.



How rational calculation is different 
depending on the size of the group

LARGE GROUPS

• the typical participant won’t 
cooperate that much—it’s not 
rational

• If cooperation is tried, there 
will be lots of free riders 

• No social costs for narrow self-
interested behavior

• Large groups trying to 
cooperate can’t act efficiently

• Selfless behavior is not even 
praiseworthy. 

SMALL GROUPS

• More social incentives
• Selfless behavior is rational
• Transparency
• Reputation
• Social pressure
• Interaction
• Trust
• consensus



But privatization and small groups won’t 
always work

• But many common goods, such as the ozone 
layer, global fish populations, or the global 
climate would be extremely difficult or 
impossible to privatize or manage in small 
groups. 

• And The privatization of some resources like 
energy s would not necessarily halt depletion 
or slow it down.



3. For the indivisible goods, another 
Liberal solution: Keep Freedom intact

• .  To produce the desired effects, these rules must increase the personal rewards 
associated with conservation so that it becomes in people’s self-interest to 
cooperate.  Because these rule systems affect the decision structure for individuals, 
while leaving their personal freedom largely intact, they effectively individualize
access to the resource.   

• Develop new (green) technologies and keep growth going.
• Have a giant burst of economic activity designed to replace our fossil fuel system 

with something else that won’t “foul the nest” but keep us living just as we do now.
– The Green Manhattan Project
– A Green New Deal
– A Clean Tech Apollo Mission



4. create a central authority to control 
access

• A Hegemon----in the form of global government  taking away, or drastically 
limiting, the freedom of users and replace the open access resource with a central 
authority who regulates access

• Problems:
• First, users do not like to give up their freedom in the commons to an authority 

who completely regulates resource access
• If crisis is attributed to the greed of other users, people are less accepting of a 

central authority
– individuals either do not believe that an authority system can actually stop selfish 

people from overusing the resource or they fear that the authority is corrupt and 
exploitative

• But if they believe the shortage has a non-human cause, a hurricane, a volcano 
eruption, they want central authority to regulate

• But central regulation is not efficient




