LIFEBOAT ETHICS
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In the seventies and eighties, a neoconservative movement broke with the official rhetoric
of America’s good intentions around the world. New voices began to substitute a tough,
hard-nosed prognosis of what was needed for national survival in an increasingly
overpopulated world. Garrett Hardin is a leading neoconservative intellectual who in his
widely published and debated writings attacks the traditional humanitarian views of the
“guilt-ridden,” “conscience-stricken” liberal. He has a doctorate in biology from
Stanford University, has taught at the University of California at Santa Barbara, and has
lectured at other universities. He is the author of books and articles on “human ecology”the study of how human life is sustained on our planet.
Environmentalists use the metaphor of the earth as a “spaceship” in trying to persuade
countries, industries and people to stop wasting and polluting our natural resources. Since we
all share life on this planet, they argue, no single person or institution has the right to destroy,
waste, or use more than a fair share of its resources.
But does everyone on earth have an equal right to an equal share of its resources? The
spaceship metaphor can be dangerous when used by misguided idealists to justify suicidal
policies for sharing our resources through uncontrolled immigration and foreign aid. In their
enthusiastic but unrealistic generosity, they confuse the ethics of a spaceship with those of a
lifeboat.
A true spaceship would have to be under the control of a captain, since no ship could
possibly survive if its course were determined by committee. Spaceship Earth certainly has no
captain; the United Nations is merely a toothless tiger, with little power to enforce any policy
upon its bickering members.
If we divide the world crudely into rich nations and poor nations, two thirds of them are
desperately poor, and only one third comparatively rich, with the United States the wealthiest
of all. Metaphorically each rich nation can be seen as a lifeboat full of comparatively rich
people. In the ocean outside each lifeboat swim the poor of the world, who would like to get
in, or at least to share some of the wealth. What should the lifeboat passengers do?
First, we must recognize the limited capacity of any lifeboat. For example, a nation’s
land has a limited capacity to support a population and as the current energy crisis has shown
us, in some ways we have already exceeded the carrying capacity of our land. So here we sit,
say 50 people in our lifeboat. To be generous, let us assume it has room for 10 more, making
a total capacity of 60. Suppose the 50 of us in the lifeboat see 100 others swimming in the
water outside, begging for admission to our boat or for handouts. We have several options:
we may be tempted to try to live by the Christian ideal of being “our brother’s keeper,” or by
the Marxist ideal of “to each according to his needs.” Since the needs of all in the water are
the same, and since they can all be seen as our “brothers,” we could take them all into our
boat, making a total of 150 in a boat designed for 60. The boat swamps; everyone drowns.
Complete justice, complete catastrophe.
Since the boat has an unused excess capacity of 10 more passengers, we could admit just
10 more to it. But which 10 do we let in? How do we choose? Do we pick the best 10, the
neediest 10, “first come, first served”? And what do we say to the 90 we exclude? If we do let
an extra 10 into our lifeboat, we will have lost our “safety factor,” an engineering principle of
critical importance. For example, if we don’t leave room for excess capacity as a safety factor

in our country’s agriculture, a new plant disease or a bad change in the weather could have
disastrous consequences.
Suppose we decide to preserve our small safety factor and admit no more to the lifeboat.
Our survival is then possible, although we shall have to be constantly on guard against
boarding parties.
While this last solution clearly offers the only means of our survival, it is morally
abhorrent to many people. Some say they feel guilty about their good luck. My reply is
simple: “Get out and yield your place to others.” This may solve the problem of the guilt-ridden
person’s conscience, but it does not change the ethics of the lifeboat. The needy person to
whom the guilt-ridden person yields his place will not himself feel guilty about his good luck.
If he did, he would not climb aboard. The net result of conscience-stricken people giving up
their unjustly held seats is the elimination of that sort of conscience from the lifeboat.
This is the basic metaphor within which we must work out our solutions. Let us now
enrich the image, step by step, with substantive additions from the real world, a world that must
solve real and pressing problems of overpopulation and hunger.
The harsh ethics of the lifeboat become even harsher when we consider the reproductive
differences between the rich nations and the poor nations. The people inside the lifeboats are
doubling in numbers every 87 years; those swimming around outside are doubling, on the
average, every 35 years, more than twice as fast as the rich. And since the world’s resources
are dwindling, the difference in prosperity between the rich and the poor can only increase.
As of 1973, the U.S. had a population of 210 million people, who were increasing by 0.8
percent per year. Outside our lifeboat, let us imagine another 210 million people (say the
combined populations of Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, Morocco, Pakistan, Thailand, and the
Philippines), increasing at a rate of 3.3 percent per year. Put differently, the doubling time for
this aggregate population was 21 years, compared to 87 years for the U. S.
Now suppose the U.S. agreed to pool its resources with those seven countries, with
everyone receiving an equal share. Initially the ratio of Americans to non-Americans in this
model would be one-to-one. But consider what the ratio would be after 87 years, by which
time the Americans would have doubled to a population of 420 million. By then, doubling
every 21 years, the other group would have swollen to 354 billion. Each American would have
to share the available resources with more than eight people.
But, one could argue, this discussion assumes that current population trends will continue,
and they may not. Quite so. Most likely the rate of population increase will decline much
faster in the U.S. than it will in the other countries, and there does not seem to be much we can
do about it. In sharing with “each according to his needs,” we must recognize that needs are
determined by population size, which is determined by the rate of reproduction, which at
present is regarded as a sovereign right of every nation, poor or not. This being so, the
philanthropic load created by the sharing ethic of the spaceship can only increase.
The fundamental error of spaceship ethics, and the sharing it requires, is that it leads to
what I call “the tragedy of the commons.” Under a system of private property, people who own
property recognize their responsibility to care for it, for if they don’t they will eventually
suffer. A farmer, for instance, will allow no more cattle in a pasture than its carrying capacity
justifies. If he overloads it, erosion sets in, weeds take over, and he loses the use of the pasture.
If a pasture becomes a commons open to all, the right of each to use it may not be matched
by a corresponding responsibility to protect it. Asking everyone to use it with discretion will
hardly do, for the considerate herdsman who refrains from overloading the commons suffers
more than a selfish one who says his needs are greater. If everyone would restrain himself, all
would be well; but it takes only one less than everyone to ruin a system of voluntary restraint.

In a crowded world of less than perfect human beings, mutual ruin is inevitable if there are no
controls. This is the tragedy of the commons.
One of the major tasks of education today should be the creation of such an acute
awareness of the dangers of the commons that people will recognize its many varieties. For
example, the air and water have become polluted because they are treated as commons. Further
growth in the population or per-capita conversion of natural resources into pollutants will only
make the problem worse. The same holds true for the fish of the oceans. Fishing fleets have
nearly disappeared in many parts of the world; technological improvements in the art of fishing
are hastening the day of complete ruin. Only the replacement of the system of the commons
with a responsible system of control will save the land, air, water and oceanic fisheries.
In recent years there has been a push to create a new commons called a World Food Bank,
an international depository of food reserves to which nations would contribute according to
their abilities and from which they would draw according to their needs. This humanitarian
proposal received support from many liberal international groups, and from such prominent
citizens as Margaret Mead, the U.N. Secretary General, and Senator Edward Kennedy.
A world food bank appeals powerfully to our humanitarian impulses. But before we rush
ahead with such a plan, let us ask if such a program would actually do more good than harm,
not only momentarily but also in the long run. Those who propose a food bank usually refer to
a current “emergency” or “crisis” in terms of world food supply. But what is an emergency?
Although they may be infrequent and sudden, everyone knows that emergencies will occur
from time to time. A well-run family, company, organization or country prepares for the
likelihood of accidents and emergencies. It expects them, it budgets for them, it saves for
them.
What happens if some organizations or countries budget for accidents and others do not?
If each country is solely responsible for its own well-being, poorly managed ones will suffer.
But they can learn from experience. They may mend their ways, and learn to budget for
infrequent but certain emergencies. For example, the weather varies from year to year, and
periodic crop failures are certain. A wise and competent government saves out of the
production of the good years in anticipation of bad years to come. Joseph taught this policy to
Pharaoh in Egypt more than 2,000 years ago. Yet the great majority of the governments in the
world today do not follow such a policy. They lack either the wisdom or the competence, or
both. Should those nations that do manage to put something aside be forced to come to the
rescue each time an emergency occurs among the poor nations?
“But it isn’t their fault!” some kind-hearted liberals argue. “How can we blame the poor
people who are caught in an emergency? Why must they suffer for the sins of their
governments?” The concept of blame is simply not relevant here. The real question is, what
are the operational consequences of establishing a world food bank? If it is open to every
country every time a need develops, slovenly rulers will not be motivated to take Joseph’s
advice. Someone will always come to their aid. Some countries will deposit food in the world
food bank, and others will withdraw it. There will be almost no overlap. As a result of such
solutions to food shortage emergencies, the poor countries will not learn to mend their ways,
and will suffer progressively greater emergencies as their populations grow.
On the average, poor countries undergo a 2.5 percent increase in population each year; rich
countries, about 0.6 percent. Only rich countries have anything in the way of food reserves set
aside, and even they do not have as much as they should. Poor countries have none. If poor
countries received no food from the outside, the rate of their population growth would be
periodically checked by crop failures and famines. But if they can always draw on a world
food bank in time of need, their population can continue to grow unchecked, and so will their

“need” for aid. In the short run, a world food bank may diminish that need, but in the long run
it actually increases the need without limit.
Without some system of worldwide food sharing, the proportion of people in the rich and
poor nations might eventually stabilize. The overpopulated poor countries would decrease in
numbers while the rich countries that had room for more people would increase. But with a
well-meaning system of sharing, such as a world food bank, the growth differential between the
rich and the poor countries will not only persist, it will increase. Because of the higher rate of
population growth in the poor countries of the world, 88 percent of today’s children are born
poor, and only 12 percent rich. Year by year the ratio becomes worse as the fast-reproducing
poor outnumber the slow-reproducing rich.
A world food bank is thus a commons in disguise. People will have more motivation to
draw from it than to add to any common store. The less provident and less able will multiply at
the expense of the abler and more provident, bringing eventual ruin upon all who share in the
commons. Besides, any system of “sharing” that amounts to foreign aid from the rich nations
to the poor nations will carry the taint of charity, which will contribute little to the world peace
so devoutly desired by those who support the idea of a world food bank.
As past U.S. foreign-aid programs have amply and depressingly demonstrated,
international charity frequently inspires mistrust and antagonism rather than gratitude on the
part of the recipient nation.
The modern approach to foreign aid stresses the export of technology and advice, rather
than money and food. As an ancient Chinese proverb goes: “Give a man a fish and he will eat
for a day; teach him how to fish and he will eat for the rest of his days.” Acting on this advice,
the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations have financed a number of programs for improving
agriculture in the hungry nations. Known as the “Green Revolution,” these programs have led
to the development of “miracle rice” and “miracle wheat,” new strains that offer bigger
harvests and greater resistance to crop damage.
Whether or not the Green Revolution can increase food production as much as its
champions claim is a debatable but possibly irrelevant point. Those who support this wellintended humanitarian effort should first consider some of the fundamentals of human ecology.
Ironically, one man who did was the late Alan Gregg, a vice president of the Rockefeller
Foundation. Two decades ago he expressed strong doubts about the wisdom of such attempts
to increase food production. He likened the growth and spread of humanity over the surface of
the earth to the spread of cancer in the human body, remarking that “cancerous growths
demand food, but, as far as I know, they have never been cured by getting it.”
Every human born constitutes a draft on all aspects of the environment: food, air, water,
forests, beaches, wildlife, scenery and solitude. Food can, perhaps, be significantly increased
to meet a growing demand. But what about clean beaches, unspoiled forests, and solitude? If
we satisfy a growing population’s need for food, we necessarily decrease its per capita supply
of the other resources needed by people.
India, for example, now has a population of 600 million, which increases by 15 million
each year. This population already puts a huge load on a relatively impoverished environment.
The country’s forests are now only a small fraction of what they were three centuries ago, and
floods and erosion continually destroy the insufficient farmland that remains. Every one of the
15 million new lives added to India’s population puts an additional burden on the environment,
and increases the economic and social costs of crowding. However humanitarian our intent,
every Indian life saved through medical or nutritional assistance from abroad diminishes the
quality of life for those who remain, and for subsequent generations. If rich countries make it
possible, through foreign aid, for 600 million Indians to swell to 1.2 billion in a mere 28 years,
as their current growth rate threatens, will future generations of Indians thank us for hastening

the destruction of their environment? Will our good intentions be sufficient excuse for the
consequences of our actions?
Without a true world government to control reproduction and the use of available
resources, the sharing ethic of the spaceship is impossible. For the foreseeable future, our
survival demands that we govern our actions by the ethics of a lifeboat, harsh though they may
be. Posterity will be satisfied with nothing less.

