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Overview

• Context
• Game 1:  Tragedy of the Commons
• Discussion
• Game 2:  Social Dilemmas
• Discussion
• History, direction, & more discussion



Context

• Rush: April 21, 2006

• Death of 
Environmentalism

• Environmentalism is 
Dead

“…modern environmentalism is no 
longer capable of dealing with the 
world’s most serious ecological crisis.”



Commons Pictures: Environmental
“growing irrelevance”

“lost its credibility”

“outdated theories”



Tragedy of the Commons

Hardin, G. 1968. “The Tragedy of the 
Commons.” Science, (162) p. 1243-1248
www.sciencemag.org/sciext/sotp/commons.dtl 



All environmental issues 
are essentially 

Tragedy of the Commons issues.



Game 1- Tragedy of the Commons
• The object of the game: to harvest as many fish as possible 

from the sea.
• Quiet! Communication limited according to directions.
• At carrying capacity, there are 14 fish (cards) in this sea 

(table). You will receive one point for every four fish 
harvested. 

• When the game begins, you may harvest all of the fish, 
some of the fish, or none.

• You will have 4 twenty-second trials in which to harvest 
fish. 

• If fish remain in the sea after each trial, a new fish will be 
added for each one remaining. If there are four fish left, 
four more will be added. But the total number of fish can’t 
exceed the carrying capacity of 14. 



Post Game 1 Discussion

• Measurement:  Who won? Maximum 
number of points?

• Describe strategies for play & results.
• Optimal strategy?
• What is the role of communication?

• What are examples of commons?



Additional commons tragedies pictures
Traffic on roadway Smog over city
Blue sky Contrails in sky
Tall smokestacks Outfall into stream
Eroded bank to stream Litter in highway median



Post Game 1 Discussion

• How can we define the issue of the 
commons tragedy?

• More examples of commons?



“Commons”

• A common pool resource is, in an economic 
terminology, a ‘good’ with
– “Non-excludability”, i.e., easy/shared access, and  
– “Subtractibility”, i.e., consumption of the good is 

subtracted from the pool of available resources, so that 
the availability of the good declines. 

• In general, CPR-problems arise where individual 
behavior affects others in the commons collective. 



Additional commons tragedies pictures
Roadway billboards Titanic & lifeboats
Social security cartoon Jack Abramoff
Tall smokestacks Outfall into stream
Eroded bank to stream Litter in highway median



Social Dilemmas

Prisoner’s Dilemma
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prisoner's_dilemma



What To Do
• First, take one red card and one black card.
• Number off: 1,2,3,4; 1,2,3,4…
• Prepare a score sheet:

Round
You 

(R/B)
Other
(R/B)

Your 
Score

Other
Score

1 _____ ______ ________ ________
2 _____ ______ ________ ________
3 _____ ______ ________ ________
4 _____ ______ ________ ________



How To Play
You will be asked to play a card, and then I will 

match you with another player.  Your earnings 
will depend on what you play and what your 
matched player chooses. 

If you play R, your earnings go up 2, other none
If you play B, your earnings go up none, other 3
If you each play R, you each earn 2.
If you each play B, you each earn 3.   
If you play R, other B, you earn 5, other 0.
If you play B, other R, you earn 0, other 5.



Scoring

You Other Score
You    (Other)

R R 2        (2)
B B 3        (3)
R B 5        (0)
B R 0        (5)



Analysis

Other

You
R B

R (2,2) (5,0)
B (5,0) (3,3)



Post-Game 2 Discussion

• Measurement:  Who won? Maximum 
number of points?

• Describe strategies for play & results.
• Optimal play?

– Single round? Multiple  rounds?
• What is the role of communication?



Post-Game 2 Discussion

• Nash Equilibrium

• “Not everything that is rational is sensible”

• Principle of reciprocity



Historical Approaches

• Classic, educational approach: define 
problem, offer solution

• Regulate behavior



Environmental Psychology

Two other approaches exist that shape norms and 
values:

• Community self-regulation
– Chesapeake Bay

• Religion/morals
– Sierra Club, “Green Religion” 

The greatest change to public behavior occurs when 
using all four of these approaches.





“Environmentalists are in a culture war 
whether we like it or not. It’s a war over our 
core values as Americans and over our 
vision for the future, and it won’t be won by 
appealing to the rational consideration of 
our collective self-interest.”

“Death of Environmentalism” 



• “It’s important for Americans to realize that 
this is not a political issue.  It’s a moral 
issue.”

Al Gore, Newsweek interview about An Inconvenient 
Truth 05/08/06, p68



Q:  Does the President believe that, given the amount 
of energy Americans consume per capita, how 
much it exceeds any other citizen in any other 
country in the world, does the President believe 
we need to correct our lifestyles to address the 
energy problem? 

A:  That's a big no. The President believes 
that it's an American way of life, and that it 
should be the goal of policy makers to 
protect the American way of life. The 
American way of life is a blessed one.                  
Ari Fleischer, May 7, 2001



Handling the Elephant in the Room

The goal: to broaden the 
discussion to one of shared 
metavalues.



How to Frame the Discussion?

Values
Meta- 
Values

Meta-meta- 
Values



Partnerships
• The National Council of Churches, which 

represents more than 100,000 congregations 
nationwide:
– In 2004 sent a letter to President Bush: 

“Protection of the global climate is an essential 
requirement for faithful human stewardship of 
God’s creation on Earth,” 

– has begun to describe stewardship of the earth 
as a critical “moral value.”



Commons Triumphs
Looping picture extro

Campground Nat’l Park Reservations
Litter pickup
Insurance pools
Linux
Blood donation 
Wikipedia
PTO, PTA logos
Sustainable harvest Inupiat whaling pix
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