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ABSTRACT Hardin’s article The Tragedy of Commons has had strong influence on environ-
mentalist discourse. In it, the case of pastoral decision-making is used as an illustrative parable to 
throw light on wider issues. However, it also became a dominant filter for how policy issues relating 
to pastoralism in East Africa were regarded in the 1970s and 1980s. In this article, the author 
summarizes some of the criticisms that have been, or can be, raised against the factual basis of Hardin’s 
assumptions. The latter represent misconceptions both about ecological processes related to grazing 
and about pastoral decision-making. She looks at the implicit and explicit moralizing aspects of 
the article and asks how such elements may promote the market for particular policy choices. 
Keywords: Pastoralism, Commons, Morality, Overgrazing, New ecology, Colonial 
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Introduction
This article reflects upon the impact of the idea of the Tragedy of the Commons. The 
concept gained prominence during the last few decades of the twentieth century, meant 
to govern international and national policies for interventions directed at the East African 
pastoral societies, where individual short-sightedness was believed to undermine collective 
interests. The relevance of Hardin's argument for the understanding of the situation of 
traditional livestock rearing communities was at an early stage discarded by ecologists and 
anthropologists. On the article I summarise the limitations of the concept in this context. 
This article discusses the concept at length which, despite its shortcomings, survived as a 
governing thought model, at least until the end of the 1990s. 

Hardin and Morality
Fifty years have passed since 1968, when microbiologist/ecologist Garrett Hardin published 
his famous text on “The Tragedy of Commons”. His intention was to shed light on how 
certain types of human problems lack technical solutions. Instead, they demand a change 
in human values and moral ideas. The basic message of Hardin’s text was that it is unjust 
to give birth to more progeny when the Earth’s resources are scarce. The text appears to 
emerge from his wrath on the wording of the ‘Human Rights Declaration’ that gives families 
an irrevocable right to make choices about their own children in terms of the number of 
children they can give birth to. Hardin raises a number of controversial proposals for ethics, 
such as the sharing of inheritance rights according to genetic merits. He has in other contexts 
advocated such things as euthanasia, forced sterilisation etc. Is this ethical? The example 
illustrates the linguistic difficulty when writing about morals and ethics as social phenomena: 
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calling something for ethical or moral seems to signal appreciation. In this article, I highlight 
the evaluating aspects of a particular type of discourse without prescriptively labelling it 
as right or wrong. I reflect on the paradoxical influence Hardin received over the fates of 
East African pastoral people, despite massive, multidimensional criticism from ecologists 
and social scientists. The criticism mainly concerned the applicability of the model to the 
pastoral case, long seen as the archetype of the same. The model itself is an explicit statement 
about how people act and implicitly over their morality, so abstract that it is difficult either 
to prove or contest.

‘Moral’ has been described as being founded on two psychological functions: on the 
one hand, a pre-discursive, emotionally charged preparedness for rapid action/interpretation 
based on the individual's past experience and knowledge, on the other hand, a unique human 
readiness for self-reflection (Haidt 2012). In contrast, the concept of ‘ethics’ refers to purely 
intellectual handling of questions of right and wrong. Hardin’s article is an attempt at ethical 
reflection on the limited resources of the Earth, initiated by a moral reaction.

Many ‘agents’ in today’s society consist of complex networks of individuals. Written 
policy documents are among the most important tools for collectives to appear as coherent, 
ethically conscious actors. Such policy documents often contain typical linguistic patterns 
capable of mediating a moralising content. One of these is that they are often built around 
fashionable “buzzwords”. These are expressions which have, for various reasons, been 
charged with emotion and moral value but also with timeliness. Often they are concepts that 
cannot be precisely defined, but are the subject of moral and ideological struggle. Various 
opponents, instead of questioning the concept as such, try to mobilise the expression in favor 
of their own position and ideology, thereby making it all the more ambiguous (Gallie 1956; 
Dahl 2008) Both on an individual and institutional level, such concepts can be desirable 
identification marks that help to make a policy look promising for the potential readership 
as well as for the author. The Tragedy of Commons was not a positive value concept like 
other slogans such as “empowerment”, “sustainable development” or “resilience”, but it 
could easily convey that the person who used it was a both a morally engaged, updated and 
a scientifically-informed actor.

As a contribution to the new interest in how policies are disseminated, McKenzie 
(2017) has recently published an article on the possible use of so-called Affect theory to 
understand how policy models are spread and absorbed. McKenzie does not address the 
issue of moralism as an important emotion-related aspect of policy-spreading, but this 
appears to be a theme that would merit elaboration. The term ‘affect’ refers to, in this 
context, the structures of emotions that are shared in a social context, either at the macro 
level in the style of the general feeling of crisis or hope in a society, or at the micro level such 
as in the ambience of a certain meeting room. McKenzie focuses primarily on emotional 
charge in nonverbal communication during human encounters. However, to do so involves 
major methodological difficulties in capturing rapidly transient affective processes in the 
flow of events in real-time or reconstructing them post-hoc. What becomes crucial and 
interesting in the long run is seen more clearly only afterwards. Emotional charges are often 
not verbalised. However, in written policy documents, it is often possible to identify implicit 
or pronounced moral references which have an emotional base.

Many policy researchers (e.g. Roe 1994, Czarniawska 1997), inspired by literary 
studies (Barthes, Todorov and others) and the sociology of language (e.g. Labov), described 
how policy documents can be interpreted in terms of narrative, i.e. they contain more or less 
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explicit narratives with a characteristic sequence of structures, consisting of “initial summary 
(abstract), background orientation, event, evaluation, resolution and punchline” (Adelswärd 
1996:31 ff, cit. Labov 1972). The valuation, which is central to the narrative, distinguishes 
the narrative from a mere report and is often indicated by its perceived or intended score 
(‘moral’, see Czarniavska 1997:25). A typical narrative is propelled by the intentions of 
the actors in a certain context and the consequences the action causes. The actions of the 
protagonists are made comprehensible by either their own character and inner essence, the 
events preceding the act or by the limitations of the situation. The everyday narrative is 
probably the most common form of how morality is conveyed. It is considered a basal 
human ability to interpret and remember information in this way.

In Hardin’s article, his pedagogical parable around shepherds and their strategies has 
this form and function and was the part of the article most broadly cited and dispersed. The 
parable was borrowed from William Forster Lloyd (1833) and lacked specific reference to 
any particular region in the world. Hardin’s parable of the shepherds does not cover more 
than half a page out of nine, but intends to shed light on the surrounding moral reasoning 
in the text, concerned with the importance of seeing the Earth’s resources as limited and 
adapting the human reproduction rate accordingly. However, the model can also be seen 
as an indirect consolidation of another moral point: the good nature of private property. 
This is not elaborated in any direct way by Hardin but may be seen as implied, given that 
he expects it to be shared by the reader: only private property rights can lead to the care 
and safeguarding of resources and to their improvement by investment. Only the owner of 
the land overlooks what happens to it and knows that s/he can enjoy the result. If we see 
this in relation to a larger complex of moralisation, Hardin’s article becomes a confirmatory 
exception to the idea of the invisible hand of the economy, which turns economic self-
interest into something good for all citizens. In economics, this metaphoric model works in 
turn as a counter-argument against a common view of money as morally corrupting. The 
Hardin model states that private property is the condition for individual self-interest to not 
be destructive.

When you look at the footprint of Hardin’s text in subsequent literature, you can get 
the impression that he has offered an authoritative, empirically based statement about how 
communities based on pastoralism function. When he is quoted, he is often referred to as 
a ‘biologist’. The fact that Hardin’s article was published in the journal Science gives further 
credibility to the model. The journal focusses on original research, but it also includes debate 
articles discussing the role of science in society. The review process and competition to get 
published is fierce. Together with its rival Nature, Science is one of the most meritorious 
scientific journals in the world. The trust that there is a scientific basis for what is published 
in the journal is strong.

Hardin’s article did not aim to contribute precisely to the understanding of East 
African herdspeople, but it had a tremendous impact on the widely disseminated image of 
pastoral strategies, and for interpreting other types of economic activities that use resources 
with free access. The Tragedy of the Commons represents an abstract model that can be 
used in relation to all resources used with free access for individual operators, resources, 
which are thus according to the model, threatened. In their quest to maximise their profit, 
all individuals are thought to use the common resources without restraint and consideration 
for others. The consequence will eventually be the collapse of the collective resource. The 
concept is perceived as basic in environmental science education and is used in many varied 
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contexts, from the population increase that Hardin focused on, to the greenhouse effect and 
the garbage whirls in the oceans. I do not take any stand to the usability of the model in 
other contexts in this article, or to its further spread, but focus on the East African context. 
This is where the concept had its first major impact, then within the debate on overgrazing.

The savannah landscapes that we connect with images of East African wildlife are 
ancient cultural landscapes, where livestock-rearing people with herds of cows, sheep and 
goats or camels and goats lived together with zebras, elephants, antelopes and lions for 
centuries. Households move according to the convenient access to water in different places, 
but the herds are made to move continuously. The rain in many places is irregular and 
unpredictable from year to year, which means that the ecologically best way to use the 
ground is one that guarantees cattle to be constantly redistributed over very large areas. Even 
at the time of my fieldwork in the 1970s, it was clear that many seasonally important areas 
had been lost – particularly watered, often tsetse-infected biotopes, which could only be 
used when there was drought and crisis, but which were in such situations crucial to security 
and continuity. Large-scale irrigation farms, private ranches, nature reserves, refugee camps, 
etc. are examples of competing, albeit deserving, land uses that have reduced the resource 
base for pastoralists in northern Kenya. In the last few years, additional factors have been 
included which have changed the conditions for pastoralism. The Nairobi-Addis Ababa 
Highway creates new grounds for the value of land: cuts off here, fixates there. Democratic 
reforms make control of electoral constituencies critical to the availability of all the resources 
that political positions and contact networks bring. This homogenises the constituencies 
ethnically. In the opposite direction, large investments are made in group-owned wildlife 
areas, where membership is defined by local presence rather than by ethnicity. The process 
undermines in part the traditional forms of soil conservation and soil control. However, 
the reduction of grazing land surface and obstacles to mobility have never aroused as much 
attention as the issue of overgrazing. 

My experiences in East Africa lie now a while back in time. During the 1970s and 
1980s, I worked with several stock-rearing communities in Kenya and Sudan trying to 
understand how their subsistence system worked. My main method was participatory 
observation and interviews. I was with Borana in Kenya for a year and six months with 
Beja (Bedawiet) in Sudan. I also collected a number of documents from researchers and 
aid organisations, which I have studied in great detail during the last year for a project 
on how moral arguments are used, for better or worse, in the environmental contexts. I 
am interested in how ‘environmental arguments’ are used to legitimise privatisation or 
nationalisation of resources. 

Hardin’s interpretation of the shepherds’ strategies was still fresh during my fieldwork. 
I saw it as a problem as difficult for the pastoralists as the drought. It was for them an 
unknown and invisible ruling force, that influenced governmental planning and action 
directed towards their livelihood. The basic idea in Hardin’s text is that individual herdspeople 
act rationally in relation to how many animals they allow themselves to ‘get’. They estimate 
the profits they can obtain by fattening and selling an animal against the cost they incur in 
the form of overgrazing. Since they share this cost with others, the cost becomes negligible 
for the individual who can count on enjoying the profit himself. The result is that the 
herds grow unreasonably and that the pasture is driven towards over-exploitation. The 
moralising translation of this more economic-technical description is that the cattle owners 
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are presented as selfishly short-term oriented rather than long-term, forward-looking and 
loyal stewards of the environmental resource.

To trace in detail, through the flora of institutional reports and policy documents, 
the process that led to Hardin’s text being seen as important for understanding the cattle 
economies of East Africa, cannot be done here, but would be an interesting task for history 
of science. The metaphoric story of the selfish shepherd mainly spread separated from the 
article’s context of saving the Earth's resources at a higher level and from the question of 
human population growth. Ideas similar to the Tragedy of the Commons had however 
antecedents in earlier colonial literature (Report 1955). A foundation was established with 
widespread but exaggerated notions of rapid herd growth and that the pastoralists maximised 
their herds far beyond household needs in search of prestige (Dahl and Hjort 1976). During 
the severe droughts of the 1970s, the debate on the subject was dominated by the vision of a 
threatening front of desert spreading south from the Sahara, an image that was later revised. 
Authorities were keen to protect wildlife and tourism from possible pastoral competition, 
but also to ensure that there was sufficient meat available for the urban markets.

During the 1970s, it was not yet common to relate the African drought to general 
climatic processes such as the currents in the South Atlantic. The blame was often put 
on local mismanagement. Hardin’s interpretation model dominated the policy documents 
produced by local authorities and international aid organisations to deal with the problems 
of the cattle rearers in East Africa or the severe drought in the Sahel (Picardi and Seifert 
1976). Gradually, more and more researchers began to question the relevance of the model 
for the East African cattle rearers. In human ecological literature, this critical gaze had 
broken through in the middle of the 1990s. The criticism left Hardin’s basic model intact, 
and questioned only the regional applicability. As indicated above, the model is even today 
still used in its general form in other resource-use contexts. For pastoral economies, its 
perspective has also spread and is now applied in relation to the pastoralists in Tibet (Allan 
2000) and China (Zhang 2015:57f ).

In order for the reader to understand how Hardin’s parable looks from the perspective 
of East African pastoralists, I shall try to describe the fundamental ways in which it has 
been criticised but also other aspects that highlight the lack of relevance of the model. It is a 
powerful narrative that seems to have two main ingredients: individualism and overgrazing. 
When you dissect it, it comprises a multitude of dimensions of misunderstanding.

Common or Land with Free Access?
The main criticism has been that Hardin in his original text missed the difference between 
the country to which absolutely free access reigns (“open access”) and ‘community pastures’ 
(“commons”), which are controlled by a certain community, as pointed out by many 
commentators (e.g. Ciriacy-Wantrup and Bishop 1975: 15; Swallow 1990: 3-4; Galaty 
1993; Cousins 1993: 2-3; Bromley 1991). Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom (1990) is best 
known for this distinction. She emphasised how jointly owned property could be cared 
for by a local community. According to her, the aspects that separate the categories are if 
they have clear and safe membership criteria, common rules for the use of resources and 
social sanctions against norm breakers. For Ostrom, absolute privatisation or government 
intervention were not necessary measures if the commons filled the criteria, had clear limits 
and allowed the owners to exclude those who did not comply with the set rules. However, 
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resources with free access lacked authorities to protect the rights of the users and had no 
active exclusion of external people. In Ostrom’s work, the possible exclusion of people with 
competing demands appears to be a morally desirable posture. The potentially negative 
moral charge that the idea of exclusion can have, depends, of course, on what alternatives 
are offered for the excluded, but the question is seldom raised about what the excluded 
pastoralists would devote themselves to in order to survive. 

Ostrom’s models have been criticised for being mainly applicable on demarcated 
commons governed by small communities. They do not respond to the land use in East 
African cattle-rearing communities. The traditional land use of East African pastoralists was 
no free access where other people were not needed to be taken into account. Nor was it 
based on formalised property rights. Principles for obtaining access to grazing lands varied: 
in northern Kenya, most claims were maintained by actual use (usufruct rights) but also 
through constant negotiation between different ethnic groups, and ultimately, through 
the marking of positions of strength. The cognitive model that marked the distribution of 
land did not build on the idea of surfaces delimited by distinct boundaries, but by central 
resources being associated with a certain ethnic group. Gilles and Jamtgaard (1981: 137) 
thus pointed out that the pasture access of the Borana people was regulated by the possibility 
that critical resources such as dry seasonal grazing or water points could be under family or 
group control (see also Kituyi and Kipuri 1991). From the central resources, more strictly 
controlled, the influence declined towards a periphery where the claims were ambiguous, 
contentious or negotiable. A flaw in the Tragedy of the Commons model as it has normally 
been applied, is the assumption that we are only talking about formalised property rights 
and that users of the common without such rules are totally incapable to defend the resource 
or negotiate it. For researchers with personal commitment to the pastoralists, it was still at 
the beginning of the 1990s strategically necessary to sharply delineate the image of herding 
practice from the idea that pastoralists were characterised by free grazing access. Galaty, for 
example, powerfully emphasised the ability of a functioning Maasai group to define their 
own borders, and to remove outsiders against whom one “invariably resisted” (1993: 2).

From an ecological point of view, it is often advantageous to have negotiable or non-
specific boundaries. The spread of cattle can then be flexible and adapted to changing rains. 
Ostrom’s work held firm on the importance of clear property principles, and thus became 
no defense of ecological flexibility.

In today’s society, the competing land uses are many and are based on fixed legal rights. 
A new problem arises for the pastoralists to defend their interests if they themselves do not 
have such rights. The lack of formal rights then means that their loss is not recognised as a 
loss or as a morally relevant consequence of intervention. The one who makes such a loss 
becomes invisible. In Kenya, extensive work has been done to rebuild the land ownership 
system so that the earlier nominal state pastures are instead controlled by 'local community 
foundations'. This, however, cannot solve the problems of maximising the mobility of grazing 
animals: the ideal of security in people’s rights stands against what is favorable ecologically, 
a difficult paradox.

The Rationality of Cattle-Rearing and Moral Superstructure
However, there are many other grounds on which the applicability of the model of the 
tragedy could be criticised in relation to the cattle keeping people in eastern and southern 
Africa. One of them is the idea of the narrowly individualistic oriented cattle owner. It 
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is central in that representation of cattle herders, whereby the more rationality-oriented 
interpretation of their strategies is transmuted into moral devaluation. Its core message is ‘the 
cattle owners think only of themselves: they do not take into account their co-pastoralists, 
or other humans who have an interest in the savannas of East Africa and its wildlife. They 
should get off cattle in the name of solidarity so that the grass is spared!’ 

However, the ‘individually-owned herds’ among the shepherds of East Africa used to 
consist only partly of a man’s own cattle. To this came animals managed for relatives, who 
retained rights over them, and a complex collection of animals held in exchange with ‘cattle 
friends’. The social arrangements for this vary between different ethnicities, but in some 
ethnic groups like the Borana there are patrilineal groups, where members maintain an 
insurance responsibility for each other. A head of family who has lost his animals without 
his own fault could traditionally request animals for a new nuclear herd. A herd was never 
just one individual's business.

Among East African pastoralists ‘the decision to acquire an animal’ does not look like 
what Hardin suggests. The continuous addition of new heifer calves is a prerequisite both 
for milk production for the family’s own consumption and the future continuity of the 
herd and the family. This is the focus of the traditional East African herdowner. He has a 
moral mission in addition to the care of the individual animal. The herdowner must make 
sure that not only his own livestock but also the sons’ part of the herd have conditions for 
future regrowth, based on heifers, that the herdowner controls without being limited by the 
claim of any other family member. The survival of she-calves is a great concern. In contrast 
to what Hardin describes, the herdowner does not ask “Should I get another animal or 
not?” He fights, with the help of the women of the family, in order for heifers to survive. 
Women have practical responsibility both for the care of calves and for the handling and 
distribution of milk.

The decisions most similar to that of Hardin’s concern are based only on the bull 
calves, a side product from the dairy economy. When the bull calves become weaned and 
can graze independently of their mothers, the owner has a choice to slaughter, sell in the 
meat market or to keep them. Retaining has costs in the form of inputs for watering and 
herding. For sale, the cattle owner is subject to the market, to competition with other forms 
of production and often to veterinary restrictions. The gelded meat animals normally form 
a smaller part of the herd. 

A core problem for those living on cow milk is that both the milk and the regrowth of 
the herd require access to a herd consisting mainly of adult dairy cows. Unfortunately, not 
every other calf is born a heifer. The unfortunate will get a long series of bull calves, a fate 
that will threaten future access to food and cattle capital. An even flow of females of different 
ages is the most important resource. The devoted care of this capital is the main moral 
characteristic of the herdowner, in the face of threats of drought, disease, the temptation to 
sell the cows and in face of the ravages of fortune with the sex ratio of the newborn calves. It 
is an ability that is culturally perceived as equal to virility and the moral base of being a good 
man. This is why I refer to the herdowner with the pronoun ‘he’ in this text.

External observers often show a lack of understanding of how many animals and which 
composition of flock is required for a milk diet (Dahl and Hjort 1976). A larger number of 
animals allow for a refined herding organisation, more varied grazing, and risk minimising 
diversification of the herd composition. One of the explanations given to the alleged interest 
in maximising the number of animals in the herd has been the need for insurance against 
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risks (Eckholm 1975: 143; Glantz 1975: 4). Risk reduction, however, is not a question of 
number in itself, but ‘many animals’ should be seen as a short form for ‘a well composed 
flock’. Pastoralists do not want to lose critical links in the reproductive flow or the daily 
supply of food. The continuity of access to healthy females is a critical resource that must be 
ensured by regeneration, reproduction and maintenance, a never simple project. However, 
the community judgement of the man's care of his capital is also linked to the joint guarantee 
of a basic resource by the patrilinear kinship group. The care of the cattle capital, that in 
Hardin’s model appears as a short-term individualistic pursuit, was in terms of pastoral 
morality a long-term, lineage-related foresight. These moral ideals do not shine through 
when you look at them with the Hardin filter, but for example explain resistance to the 
sale of females. 

Hardin himself lacked direct experience of the life and decision-making situations of 
pastoral people but based his thinking about the herdsman’s options on stylised, imagined 
decision-making situations. The model has shortcomings in the interpretation of both 
pastoral access to land in East Africa and of the purposes of traditional cattle economies. 
The fact that it had such an impact created an inertia in achieving effective understanding of 
local herdowner perspectives on the conditions of production.

Cattle, Overgrazing and Ecological Destruction?
In relation to East African pastoralism, Hardin’s simplistic model failed in terms of the 
logic of production and the underlying values. Since it was formulated, views on ecological 
balance, pasture land degradation and overgrazing have changed.

The wear on a particular ground surface has, among other things, to do with cattle 
mobility. Safety and labour aspects make it easier to keep a larger and more diversified herd 
(which can support more shepherds). It is not easy to save standing grass, because there are 
many other creatures apart from livestock which nibble on the grass (wild grazing animals, 
termites and microorganisms). Regardless of grazing, the quality decreases when the grass 
dries out. The ecological surface is affected by how you distribute grazing and fertilisation 
across the ground. The trampling by the livestock pushes the manure into the ground and 
loosens the soil. Both the treading of animals and their grazing have recently been partially 
revalued. Some foundations (see Northern Rangelands Trust 2017) that manage dry areas 
in northern Kenya are now encouraging their members of associated herding co-ops to 
themselves experimentally use herding methods, which were in the 1980s seen as destructive. 
An example is ‘close herding in tight groups’ (Talbot 1971: 3; Schlee 1981: 36), aiming to 
produce better re-fertilisation.

What was previously seen as devastating pasture deterioration consisted of a shift from 
perennial grass to annual varieties, reduced coverage of grass, expansion of bare surfaces, 
degradation of soil and growth of woody plants. Overgrazed patches were considered open 
to the ravages of the sun and wind, creating erosion and possibly influencing the rainfall 
negatively (Hare et al. 1977: 33). All of this was considered irreversible, and generalisable 
processes generating reduced production capacity, ultimately caused by overgrazing. Since 
the late 1980s, researchers instead saw the savanna environment as relatively resilient (Behnke 
1993: 1-2). Homewood and Rodgers (1987: 119) noted such traits as “a higher reproductive 
rate of savanna plants under stress conditions; increased growth rates of vegetation at low 
biomass; spatial heterogeneity which encourages herbivore migration and provides habitat 
refuges and recolonization sources; underground reserves; dormancy mechanisms and the 
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‘predator switching’ flexibility of the herbivore community exploiting the multispecies plant 
biomass. Attempts to protect savanna against disturbance or to reduce heterogeneity may 
damage this resilience.” With the new vision, overgrazing was a minor problem compared 
to how previous experts saw it. The ecologists found instead that rain in general led to rapid 
regrowth: there was no question of irreversible destruction.

The reassessment of the savannah landscape was related to the so-called new ecology, 
with its rejection of the idea of natural balances. Over time, there was a changed view of the 
productivity of traditional cattle farming, which was previously seen as both destructive and 
ineffective. Questions on productivity often have a moral twist, linked to an older idea that 
one shall not allow resources to go to waste because of underutilisation. The rhetorical effect 
differs drastically if you measure productivity in terms of deposited money, area, individual 
animals or number of people meaningfully employed and with legitimate requirements of 
supply. Measured in terms of productivity per animal, Moris wrote (1988: 1-2), “productivity 
was low but per hectare at least as good as for available options for resource utilisation”. He 
then leaned towards new methods to measure the produced biomass per hectare.

Over time, rangeland researchers also became more aware that ecological sustainability 
and ecological downturn must always be assessed in relation to what local production 
methods look like (Homewood and Rodgers 1987: 120; Warren and Agnew 1988: 18). A 
change in vegetation does not need to be a deterioration from an ecological point of view 
if it does not change the basic conditions for plant and animal life. However, it can still be 
devastating to human housekeeping.

Even before the new ecology broke through, scientists questioned that the savannah 
was threatened by their human inhabitants and their cattle. Jacobs (1975: 410-411) quoted 
extensive ecological research that showed that intensive grazing created the low grass landscape 
that favored wild grazing animals. The cattle grazed down the thorn shrubs and opened new 
surfaces for the wildlife (cf. Adams 1996: 1). The same argument has been put forward on 
the old practice of burning overly woody shrubbery. Insecure pastures and under-use entail 
the invasion of less nutritious vegetation, which also attracts tsetse (Dahl 1979, Schlee 1981: 
54, Kjekshus 1977). Warren and Agnew (1988: 6) further quoted evidence that pasture was 
more productive in hard-grazed regimes.

Abel (1993: 1-3) argued that in areas with varying rains, the amount of rainfall was 
more important for grazing quality than the density of grazing cattle. O'Connor (1985) 
proposed that the natural environment that pastoralists use is relatively robust. In the dry 
season when the grazing pressure is large, the plants’ living parts hide behind the thorns and 
in the seeds, but in the rainy season when vegetation grows at its best, there is more than 
the cattle need. Behnke (1993) underlined how meaningless absolute land control over a 
single limited area would be in these areas where rain falls in unpredictable places. A certain 
fuzziness in ownership and access is only to ecological advantage (Behnke 1993: 1-2).

The basic ideas of Hardin and his followers about the ecological processes were not 
correct. Productivity does not always go up with lower cattle density: hard grazing is not 
always destructive.

Hardin’s Policy Legacy
Hardin’s description implied a package of measures with two main parts. The first meant 
that land should not be under ‘communal sharing’ or ‘free access’. The second concerned 
the necessity of compulsory or voluntary cattle reduction, a constant theme in older 
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administrative documents related to the East African pastoralists. It is not known to me if 
any cases of forceful herd reduction were actually carried out in post-colonial times but it 
was always on the agenda (see e.g. Brown 1971; Eckholm 1975: 143). Perhaps the ethical 
doubts and political risks were too obvious. The alternative in northern Kenya was that the 
herding households ought to sell off cattle, but the infrastructure for this was poor. Often, 
quarantine restrictions were an obstacle.

Warren and Agnew (1988: 7-8) were among the first to ask what reproduced these 
beliefs, which seemed to rest on such a poor basis. Their response was that the beliefs had 
become ‘institutional facts’, a concept the authors borrowed from the analysis Thompson 
et al. (1986) made of how factually unresolved ideas about soil deterioration spread in 
Nepal because they served the interests of the authorities. Warren and Agnew argued that 
the notion of the Tragedy of the Commons contributed to attracting economic resources 
and maintaining the flow of international aid. It also diverted interest from other sensitive 
issues, such as the most important issue for the livestock owners, that of the shrinking 
areas of rangeland, free and open for mobile cattle. External observers often emphasise 
the absolute number of animals rather than the limits of their movement or the possible 
intensity of movement. 

Lane and Morehead (1993: 4) described the story of The Tragedy of Commons as “the 
most influential theory one finds among policy-makers in Africa today”. They noted that 
the theory was used to justify land reform that generally meant the privatisation of land, 
the registration of land rights and programs for centrally planned land use. They declared 
straight to the point (p.9) that the idea of the Tragedy of the Commons provided extensive 
legitimacy to the nationalisation of pastoral resources. Similarly, Galaty (1993: 3) pointed 
out that in spite of being dubious, the arguments in Kenya and Tanzania nevertheless 
backed up political demands for privatisation or collectivisation (depending on the political 
system). A recap showed that in those countries, Hardin-inspired interpretations had led to 
individual or group-ranchbased rights to land or at least justified them theoretically.  

The other side of the coin was exclusion from pastures for the less-favored, and reduced 
total mobility with negative ecological effects. The causality in legitimising representations is 
often composed. Was the impact of formalised rights the result of a deliberate strategy or just 
a logical but unplanned consequence of many events? Whatever the answer, our attention 
is directed to how important it is to reflect on the context of interest when moral issues are 
implied. The use of Hardin’s model was propelled by an overwhelming intersubjectivity 
rather than by some form of empirical test or by being based on careful study of how the 
livestock tenders reasoned.

Hardin’s first formulation depicts pastoral strategies as rational responses to a specific 
decision-making situation. Yet he, as well as his followers, fit them into a moralising 
framework. In this moral assessment, the wished-for possible restraint in how many animals 
were kept was the only thing that counted as a morally meritorious cooperation – the 
commentators did not know about other types of collaboration between the cattle owners 
or found them irrelevant. The possible solidarity felt by individual herd owners was in the 
model hijacked by others, exploiting it to expand their own herds.

Tobisson and Rudqvist (1992: 6) summarise the moralising position: “to note is that 
when social groups that inhabit marginal dry areas are placed on the agenda, it is mainly 
because they themselves are identified as the problem and the main cause of environmental 
degradation. They are regarded as careless people who deliberately deplete natural resources 
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for short-term gain, whose traditional ideals and stubbornness affect the efforts of authorities 
and donors to improve the state of the environment”. Devaluing the livelihoods of self-
sufficient groups is a long tradition, which in no way confines itself to how to treat East 
African pastoralists. In retrospect, you see how colonial and post-colonial environment 
policies for cultivation, forestry and fishing in many parts of the world have been linked to 
the moral denigration of the inhabitants of the areas in question. To blame those affected by 
accidents is a well-rooted tradition (see e.g. Sen 1995: 218). The rhetoric that surrounded 
the idea of the Tragedy of the Commons fitted into the general pattern identified by post-
colonial research in the spirit of Fanon and Said. Western habits, thought models and 
science were normatively defined as superior to those found in the former colonies, and 
the subjected population portrayed in derogatory terms. Moralising the colonised people’s 
management of natural resources and the underestimation of local ecological knowledge 
offered a justification at local level not only of general subordination but also of concrete 
interventions in the subject’s manner of subsistence. Such discourses were furthered by both 
external actors and local new elites in the post-colonial situation.

Swidden forest farmers and pastoralists were seen in the 1980s as lazy, wasteful and 
destructive, but at the same time driven by their own greed. Fairhead and Leach wrote, for 
example, in a noted book (1998) about how contemporary and colonial forest management 
institutions legitimised their existence by incorrectly describing the West African forest as 
being in a state of acute crisis. They thereby justified the control of fires and trees, ‘protecting’ 
forest areas from a local population described as “unsatisfactory resource managers, whose 
activities destroyed the forest and required repressive regulation” (Fairhead and Leach 1998: 
170). Interventions introduced from above have led, at various points in the world, to the 
collapse of self-sufficiency and that small producers have lost land resources to their own or 
colonial state, which pursued ‘rational’, usually specialised, commercial production. In the 
long run, such nationalisation has sometimes led to privatisation of once collective resources 
(see e.g. Lane and Morehead 1993: 16 for group ranches), sometimes to be used more as a 
collateral than for production of human sustenance.

The impact of the Hardin-followers’ scientifically ill-founded model illustrates that 
moral assessments of power-weak groups are not necessarily based on facts, but live their 
own lives. One can ask if there is something in moralising thinking that makes it relatively 
resistant to fact-based arguments and makes morale trump empirical description. One of 
the few who have discussed the difficulty of rhetorically disproving Hardin’s formulation is 
Emery Roe. His thesis is that communication on issues “where extreme uncertainty reigns” 
(Roe 1994:14) must be based on an equally hard-hitting narrative as the thesis you need 
to counteract. For him, ‘narrative’ means a causal chain with beginning, middle and end. 
To argue like I have done here, using a point-by-point approach, is useless, according to 
him. When there is reasonable doubt over what is right, decision- and policy makers may 
find that the already given narrative gives strength to their decision (Roe 1994: 2). Roe 
emphasises the structure of the argument and does not make any point that moral elements 
simplify the spread of narratives. However, other theoreticians dealing with narrativity and 
cognition mention them as key elements (Brown 1971; Czarniawska 1997; Lakoff 1996: 
169; Williams 2006)

The intention behind Hardin’s example was to strengthen the surrounding argument of 
the article on Earth’s population issues. In an otherwise strongly moralising text, the parable 
is written in a neutral language, although it refers to highly morally charged phenomena. 
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Private ownership is one of the cornerstones of our culture, and desertification is a powerful 
symbol of acute environmental degradation. Anyone who is not satisfied with the reference 
to Hardin but reads the article, may wonder whether there is not a feedback in the opposite 
direction also; from the moralising and crisis oriented surrounding text to the superficially 
more neutral parable story. Psychologists working on issues of morality and emotion have 
noted that emotions tend to strengthen the experience of presence and immediate relevance: 
they act as a kind of reality certificate (see Prinz 2006: 38; Frijda 1988: 352).Other parts 
of the article are also less well-structured than the shepherd example, which through its 
narrative form is catchy and easy to remember.

About Morality and the Necessity of Time to Seek Knowledge
To moralise is not something that is behind us in time: Every era has its values that pave the 
way for policy fashions. To legitimise the land grabbing of colonial powers and post-colonial 
regimes by blackening earlier forms of land-use morally is just one of several examples of 
how morality has influenced policy. In similar ways, national and international development 
organisations have often legitimised their interventions. Positive moral stereotyping also has 
a role and the filter that moralisation offers can apply to romantisation as well as denigration. 
Voluntary organisations and NGOs are looking for grassroots contacts to legitimise and 
market themselves in terms of authentic popular knowledge and anchoring. Others are 
looking for role models or alternatives to mobilise in a culture-critical battle.

In the twenty-first century, there is a strong emphasis on ‘community’ solutions for 
different resource allocation systems, rooted in the neoliberal dream of the natural community 
that is supposed to exist if one quenches the state’s tendency to interfere through regulation. 
The anti-state stance of neoliberalism coupled with the popular orientation of non-profit 
organisations in the 1990s produced a nominally decentralised development model that 
proponents hoped would transfer the control over cultivation and forestry, fishing, hunting 
and pastoralism to local communities. Today, such, interventions are often described as a 
question of ‘win-win’ for both the local population and the environment. However, it is not 
uncommon for the locals to continue to lose resources, be it forestry or wildlife reserves, and 
difficult to find successful projects where locals explicitly feel like winners. ‘Community’ 
and ‘co-management’ by various ‘stakeholders’ have also been criticised as normative 
concepts that veil differences in status and opportunities (Bromley and Cernea 1989: 52; 
Agrawal 1997). They provide a static view of populations in supposed harmony with nature 
(Fairhead and Leach 1998: 179) and with each other, even when hundred years of external 
interventions have already created gaps between local individualists and entrepreneurs on 
the one hand and the fundamentalist and collectivists on the other. 

Today, environmental policies are often linked to the rhetoric of recognition, where 
respect for local knowledge has a great place. There is a conception of the importance of 
self-esteem and of own agency for the individual’s self-responsibility. Structural obstacles 
and problems are therefore given little importance and it can be seen as immoral to see the 
people as victims of circumstances. This, too, can be deeply problematic if the recognition is 
not based on seeing the whole situation of people or the internal differences in interests that 
exist in their society. There is a risk with standardized interpretation models, whether they 
are based on biased stereotypes or sweeping generalisations about how human rationality and 
morality work. There is a methodological problem here: the knowledge of both ecosystems 
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and production forms require close and careful scrutiny, difficult to achieve for large scale 
organisations involved in development and environmental work or in new commercial 
activities. Fairhead and Leach (1998: 35) mention, in this context, the administrative need 
for simple interpretation models: “... where data is poor, time is short, national agendas are 
overruled and local consultation impossible”. In his time, Harding’s story filled that demand 
well, and could be carried forth by the ruling moralities of the time, but his dedication did 
not protect the model against having destructive consequences both for pastoralists and 
their environment. 

Today, acute environment-and climate issues and a sense of urgency exacerbate the 
problem of lack of local details and insights, both at the technical and moral level. The 
societal conversation about crisis and time scarcity dominate and can distort both moral 
engagement and knowledge and affect the market for different policy options dressed in 
ethical draping.
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