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The Tragedy of the
Commons:
Freedom,
Cooperation, and
Shared Resources

A premium intellectual English lesson exploring when
individual freedom should give way to collective
responsibility—from village fish ponds to satellite
orbits.

Level: C1-C2 (Advanced)

Duration: 90 - 120 minutes

Format: One-to-one coaching

Focus: Listening - Reading - Speaking - Vocabulary -
Analytical Writing - Critical Thinking

i Scan to visit our website.
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intellectual discussion

Discuss these questions with your teacher before watching the video. There are no right answers — only
honest ones.

1 Personal: Think of a shared resource in your own life — a fridge at work, a group chat, a bathroom in a shared flat. Has
someone’s overuse or carelessness ever affected everyone else who depends on it? What happened?

2. observational: Think of a country, city, or organisation you know well. Can you identify a shared resource there that is
being managed well — or one that is being overused?

3. Analytical: Why do you think people sometimes act against their own community’s long-term interest, even when
they can see the consequences coming?

4.  Evaluative: Is it fair to expect individuals to sacrifice their own short-term benefit for the good of a group they may
never personally meet or see rewarded?

Abstract: When should individual freedom give way to collective responsibility?

Try to give extended answers. Avoid one-word replies — explain your reasoning and give real examples wherever you
can.
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video comprehension

Watch the video “What is the Tragedy of the Commons?”, then complete
Parts A and B below. Watch here: youtube.com/watch?v=rxUm-2x-2dM

Part A — True or False?
Write T(True) or F(False). If a statement is false, correct it.

#  Statement T/[F
1 In the thought experiment, the villagers’ pond starts off with eight fish.
2 According to the video, the best strategy for each fisherman is to catch exactly one fish per day.
3 The video says the tragedy of the commons was first described by ecologist Garrett Hardin in 1833.
According to the video, a tragedy of the commons happens when the benefits of an action go to one
individual while the costs are spread across the whole population.

5 The video argues that human civilisation is unable to solve tragedy-of-the-commons problems.

Part B— Comprehension Questions

1. In the thought experiment, why does taking more than one fish per day eventually cause the pond's fish population
to collapse?

Who first described the idea behind the “tragedy of the commons,” and in what context?

2.
3 What two real-world examples does the video use to illustrate the tragedy of the commons beyond the fish pond,
" and what specific harm does each cause?
According to the video, what is the “key feature” that defines a tragedy-of-the-commons situation?
4. What does the video say human civilisation has done to try to prevent these problems?
5.

video comprehension (continued)

Now think more deeply about what the video says.

Part C — Critical Analysis

1. The thought experiment assumes fish reproduce at a fixed, predictable rate, and that every villager acts purely from
self-interest. How realistic are these assumptions, and how might the argument change if they didn’t hold?

2. The video says humans have used “social contracts.. communal agreements... governments... and laws” to solve
these problems, but also admits “we certainly don’t get it right nearly all of the time.” Does this admission weaken or
strengthen the video’s overall argument?

3.

Choose one of the examples the video mentions only briefly (littering, water shortages, deforestation, traffic jams,
bottled water). Explain how it fits Hardin’s definition of a tragedy of the commons.

Part D — Key Insight Prompts
1. In one or two sentences, summarise the core mechanism behind a tragedy of the commons.
2. What is the video's closing message, and how does it relate to the fish pond thought experiment at the start?

3. If you had to explain “the tragedy of the commons” to a friend using a single real-life example not mentioned in the
video, what would you say?

When should individual freedom give way to collective responsibility?
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listening studio: expert panel discussion

Listen to a panel discussion expanding on the tragedy of the commons, then complete Parts A and B below.
Emma Carter Dr. Sarah Bennett Prof. David Chen Dr. Maya Rodriguez
Moderator Behavioural Economist Environmental  Policy Political Philosopher
Senior journalist — balanced, Incentives, cooperation, Specialist Ethics, freedom, social
curious, asks probing collective action Sustainability, resource contracts
questions management, fisheries

Part A — Comprehension
1 According to Sarah, what makes the tragedy of the commons different from ordinary selfishness?
2.  What specific example does David give to explain how groundwater depletion works as a tragedy of the commons?

3.  What three conditions does David say Ostrom found were necessary for communities to regulate shared resources
successfully, without government control?
According to Maya, why might Ostrom'’s findings not scale easily to a problem like global carbon emissions?

4.
What does Sarah say is the “open question” facing modern, large-scale commons like Al training or the atmosphere?

5.

Part B — Who Said It?

Write which panelist expressed each opinion: Sarah, David, or Maya.

“Every individual decision can be perfectly rational, and the collective result is still disaster.”
“You often can't see it happening until wells start running dry.”
“Collective responsibility isn't the opposite of freedom. It's usually the precondition for it.”

“The moment your use of something measurably reduces what’s left for someone else, you've entered
shared territory, whether you like it or not.”

“The real argument is always about where, in the middle, the line actually sits.”

REAL FLUENCY.
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listening studio (continued)

Part C — Evidence Tracker

For each panelist, note one specific example or piece of evidence they used to support their argument.

PANELIST EXAMPLE [ EVIDENCE USED

Dr. Sarah Bennett

Prof. David Chen

Dr. Maya Rodriguez

Part D — Language in Context

Find an expression from the discussion that each speaker uses to do the following. Write the phrase and who said it.

1.  Agreeing:

2.  Diplomatically complicating another view:

3.  Qualifying an opinion:

4.  Expressing uncertainty:

5. Presenting evidence:

Part E — Reflection

Which panelist do you think presented the strongest argument in the final round, and why?

REAL FLUENCY.
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n vocabulary development

Read, repeat, and master these words before reading the article.

Match each word (1-15) with its correct definition (A—0O). Write the matching letter in the Answer column — the definitions on
the right are deliberately shuffled and do not correspond to the row they sit in.

# WORD ANSWER DEF peFINITION

1 distilled A to gradually wear away or weaken over time

2 deplete B went beyond an agreed or acceptable limit

3 cascade C the quality of being easily damaged, broken, or weakened

4 erode D a personal interest or involvement in the outcome of something

5 fragility E increasing gradually in stages rather than all at once

6 cumulative F' removed completely, often forcefully

7 catalogued G able to last a long time without weakening

8 overstepped H to happen in a rapid, connected sequence, each event triggering the next
9 strip away I to reduce the quantity of something, often to a harmful degree

10 dress up as J recorded and organised systematically for reference

1 durable K presented misleadingly to appear more legitimate than it really is
12 graduated L increasing or building up gradually as more things are added

13 breed M carried out or influenced through an intermediate person or system

14 mediated N to reduce something complex to its essential points or meaning
15 stake O to cause a particular feeling or situation to develop
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n vocabulary development (continued)

Now put these words to work in new sentences and in conversation.
Gap-Fill — Complete each sentence with a word from the box
WORD BANK

distilled - deplete - erode - overstepped - stake

1. Hardin’s argument, , was simple: individual benefit, shared cost.

2. Aresource thatis faster than it can recover will eventually collapse.

3. Once trust , the article argues, it is far harder to rebuild than the resource itself.

4.  Real historical commons punished anyone who their agreed share of the grazing land.

5. Torbel's farmers had a genuine, durable .
in the meadow'’s future.

Vocabulary in Context — Choose the correct word for each new sentence

WORD BANK
cascade - cumulative - durable - mediated - breed

1. Oneresignation can sometimes into a wave of departures across a whole team.
2. The effect of small daily delays eventually derailed the entire project schedule.
3. Unfair rules tend to resentment rather than cooperation.

4. Their friendship, unusually , survived every disagreement over three decades.

5. . .
The negotiation was by a neutral third party trusted by both sides.

Discussion — Use at least one vocabulary word in each answer

1. Can you think of a small problem that cascaded into a much bigger one, in your own life or work?
2. What kind of behaviour do you think tends to breed distrust fastest in a team or community?

3. Do you have a genuine stake in any shared resource where you live or work? What is it?

4. Isthere arule or system in your life that has been eroded over time until it barely functions anymore?

5.  Can you think of a case where something was dressed up as more legitimate or fair than it actually was?
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original reading article

Read the article below, then complete the comprehension activities on the next page.

The Newest Commons Is 900 Miles Overhead
An original Fluentora feature on freedom, cooperation, and the resources we all share

Roughly 900 miles above your head, a problem is quietly getting worse. Since the first satellite launched in 1957, more than 19,000
satellites have followed it into orbit, alongside spent rocket stages, lost tools, and fragments from past collisions — an estimated
130 million pieces of debris in total, some no bigger than a paint fleck, some as large as a bus, all travelling fast enough to shatter a
spacecraft on impact. Launching a satellite is, for any single company or country, a perfectly rational decision: cheaper internet,
better weather forecasting, national prestige, scientific data no ground-based instrument can gather. But every launch adds
slightly to a shared hazard that no one owns and no one is fully responsible for cleaning up, because responsibility for orbital debris
has never been assigned to anyone in particular. Scientists have a name for the nightmare scenario this is edging toward — the
Kessler syndrome, in which collisions cascade into more collisions, each one generating new debris, until parts of orbit become too
dangerous to use for anyone, for decades or longer. Space, it turns out, is a commons too, and one humanity built entirely by itself,
in less than seventy years.

The term itself is newer than the problem. In 1968, the ecologist Garrett Hardin published an essay in the journal Science that
gave this pattern its lasting name. Hardin's argument, distilled, was simple: whenever a resource is open to everyone and
depleted by individual use, each user is individually better off taking a bit more, while the cost of that extra use is shared by the
whole group. Repeat that calculation across enough individuals, and a resource that could have lasted indefinitely collapses
instead. Hardin was writing chiefly about population growth, but the logic he described turned out to explain a startling range
of unrelated problems, from grazing land to satellite orbits.

What Hardin's essay did not fully explain is why people cooperate at all, given how often the incentives point the other way.
That question belongs to psychology and behavioural economics rather than ecology, and the research is more encouraging
than Hardin's grim arithmetic suggests. In laboratory experiments known as public goods games, participants are given money
and a choice: keep it, or contribute it to a shared pot that grows and gets divided among everyone, regardless of who
contributed. Purely self-interested players should contribute nothing and let others fund the pot instead — economists call this
free-riding. In practice, most people contribute a meaningful share, at least initially. The catch is what happens next: once
players see others free-riding, cooperation collapses within a few rounds, even among people who started out generous.

Researchers running these experiments have found one intervention reliably slows the collapse: letting participants punish free-
riders directly, even at a small cost to themselves. Give a group the option to dock a stingy player's earnings, and average
contributions climb back up almost immediately — people appear willing to pay a personal price simply to enforce fairness, a
finding that shows up across dozens of different countries and cultures, with the details of what counts as an acceptable
punishment varying more than the underlying instinct itself. Humans, it seems, are conditional cooperators rather than either
angels or purely rational calculators — willing to contribute, but only for as long as they believe others are contributing too, and
willing to spend real resources making sure that belief stays justified. Trust turns out to be the actual scarce resource in most
commons problems, and once it erodes, it is far harder to rebuild than the shared pot itself.

Modern commons problems make that fragility easy to find, and they rarely announce themselves as dramatically as a collapsing
fishery. Deep-sea mining is a newer case: the seabed beneath international waters contains valuable deposits of the metals used in
batteries and electronics, and no single nation is responsible for the ecosystems — many of them barely catalogued by science —
damaged in extracting them. Over-tourism is a smaller-scale but familiar version of the same story: a beach, a mountain trail, or a
historic old town can absorb some visitors comfortably, but the arrival of one more tour group rarely feels, to that group, like the
reason the site is being worn away, even as the cumulative effect of a million such individually harmless visits reshapes the place
entirely. And in cities worldwide, road space functions as a commons in miniature: every additional car makes marginal sense to the
driver inside it and marginal traffic for everyone else, which is why widening a highway so reliably fails to reduce congestion for long
— the newly available road space simply invites more individually rational trips.

Article continues on the next page
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For decades, Hardin's essay was treated as close to the final word on the subject, but it has not aged without criticism, and some of
the strongest objections concern the very evidence Hardin used to make his case. He illustrated his argument with the image of
medieval villagers grazing cattle on unregulated common land until it was destroyed — but economic historians studying actual
English commons have found something rather different: real historical commons were governed by detailed local customs, limits
on how many animals each household could graze, seasonal restrictions, and enforced penalties for anyone who overstepped
them. Villages did not simply watch their shared pasture die; where the pasture did fail, it was usually because an outside authority
had stripped away the very local governance that had kept it functioning for generations, not because open access was the
natural, default state of affairs. The land Hardin imagined, empty of rules and management, was less a documented historical
case and more a convenient thought experiment dressed up as history. That distinction matters, because it reframes the central
question. The issue was never simply that shared resources get overused. It is that shared resources get overused specifically
when no workable system of rules exists to govern them — and workable systems, it turns out, are considerably more achievable,
and more common throughout history, than Hardin's essay assumed.

No one demonstrated this more thoroughly than the political economist Elinor Ostrom, whose fieldwork earned her the Nobel
Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 2009 — the first woman to receive it. Rather than modelling commons problems from an
office, Ostrom studied them directly: alpine grazing meadows in Térbel, Switzerland, managed cooperatively by farming families for
over five hundred years without collapsing, despite Hardin's model predicting they should have. From dozens of such cases, spanning
irrigation networks, forests, and fisheries on several continents, she distilled a set of design principles shared by commons that
endure: clearly defined boundaries about who may use the resource and who may not; rules suited to local conditions rather than
imposed uniformly from outside; mechanisms for the users themselves to modify those rules over time as circumstances change;
accessible, low-cost conflict-resolution processes for when disputes inevitably arise; and graduated penalties for those who break
the rules — a warning and a small fine for a first offence, escalating only if the behaviour continues, rather than instant, maximal
punishment that tends to breed resentment rather than compliance. None of this requires a government to own the resource
outright, and none of it requires the saintly selflessness Hardin's critics sometimes assume is the only alternative to collapse. It
requires the users to have a genuine, durable stake in managing the resource well — something Térbel's farmers had, passed down
through generations who expected their grandchildren to graze the same meadow, and something a fishing fleet drawing from an
ocean it will never personally exhaust typically does not.

That distinction — a stake in the outcome versus mere access to the resource — is precisely what makes today's largest commons so
difficult to govern. The atmosphere absorbing carbon emissions, the electricity grids and municipal water tables strained by data
centres running ever-larger artificial intelligence models, the open, trustworthy information ecosystem that public discourse depends
on: these are commons shared not by a village that will meet again next season, but by billions of people, most of whom will never
interact, coordinate, or even become aware of one another's individual choices. A single data centre's water usage for cooling
servers is invisible to the household forty miles away whose well runs low the following summer; a single household's decision to keep
a large diesel generator running is invisible to the fishing communities noticing their catch move to cooler waters decades later.
Ostrom's solutions worked because Térbel's farmers could see each other's cattle, adjust the rules together at the same seasonal
meeting, and hold one another accountable face to face, year after year, in a community too small to hide in. It remains a genuinely
open question whether any of that logic can be reproduced at planetary scale, among strangers, mediated entirely by institutions,
algorithms, and treaties that most of the people affected will never read, let alone have a hand in writing.

Perhaps that is the most honest place to leave it. Hardin was right that unmanaged shared resources tend toward ruin, and Ostrom
was right that ruin is not inevitable wherever a workable system of rules can be built, patiently, by people with a genuine stake in the
outcome. What neither answers, and what each new commons — orbital, digital, atmospheric — forces every generation to ask
again, is where the line actually falls between the freedom to use something and the responsibility to protect it for people we will
never meet: the fishing family two generations from now, the community whose water table depends on decisions made in a data
centre they will never see, the astronauts and engineers who will one day try to launch something through whatever we leave circling
overhead. That line has never been fixed once and for all, in Hardin's essay or Ostrom's fieldwork or anywhere else. Every generation
seems to have to find it again, in its own commons, usually only after the cost of not finding it has already become difficult to ignore.
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Now test your understanding of the article.

Part A — Comprehension

1.

2,

According to the article, what is the “Kessler syndrome,” and why does the article use it as an opening example?

In the public goods game experiments described in the article, what typically happens to cooperation once players
start noticing free-riders?
What does the article say actually caused most historical English commons to fail, according to economic historians?

What five design principles does the article say Elinor Ostrom identified in commons that endure?

According to the article, why couldn’'t Térbel's system of face-to-face accountability easily be applied to problems
like carbon emissions or Al data centres?

Part B — Analytical Questions

1.

The article calls one experimental finding “more encouraging than Hardin’s grim arithmetic suggests,” but also
describes how quickly cooperation collapses once free-riding appears. Is this genuinely encouraging, or more mixed
than the article admits?

Explain, in your own words, why the article argues that Hardin’s account of historical commons was “less a
documented historical case and more a convenient thought experiment dressed up as history.”

The article ends without saying whether Ostrom'’s principles can work at planetary scale. Based on everything in the
article, what is the strongest reason to be optimistic, and the strongest reason to be doubtful?

Part C — Application

1.

Choose one commons problem from your own country or city, not mentioned in the article. Using Ostrom's five
design principles, assess how well it is currently being managed.

The article argues that trust, not the resource itself, is often the truly scarce thing in a commons problem. Can you
think of a situation in your own life — not necessarily about a physical resource — where trust functioned the same
way?
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advanced writing: analytical writing

/8 Task: write an analytical response to — “To what extent is government regulation necessary to protect
shared resources?”

Part A — The Skill: Answering a “To What Extent” Question

A “to what extent” question asks for a qualified position, not a yes/no answer. Strong analytical writing: states a nuanced thesis
(regulation is necessary in some conditions, to some degree), organises paragraphs by factor rather than simple pro/con,
draws on multiple sources as evidence, and synthesises rather than just repeating each source in turn.

ANALYTICAL LANGUAGE

To a significant extent... - This holds true primarily in cases where... - This is complicated, however, by... - The real question
isnot X, butY..

Part B — Analyse a Model Paragraph

“To a significant extent, government regulation is necessary — but only in commons where users are too numerous, too
dispersed, or too anonymous to build the kind of trust Ostrom found in small communities like Térbel. The panel
discussion’s example of hospital beds during a health crisis illustrates this clearly. no informal agreement among millions
of strangers could allocate that resource fairly in real time. Regulation becomes less necessary, however, in cases closer
to the video’s fishing village, where a handful of users can observe each other’s behaviour directly and enforce norms
informally. The real question, then, is not whether regulation is necessary in general, but at what scale trust stops being a
realistic substitute for it.”

1. Underline the sentence that states the paragraph’s qualified thesis.
2. How many different sources (video, listening, article) does the writer draw on? Circle each reference.

3. What factor does the writer use to organise the whole paragraph — not pro/con, but what?
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advanced writing (continued)

Part C — Guided Editing

This paragraph ignores the “to what extent” framing and makes several other analytical-writing mistakes. Identify at least three,
then rewrite it using the structure and language from Part A.

“Government regulation is completely necessary for everything. Without laws, people will always destroy shared
resources because humans are naturally selfish and greedy. The video and the article both prove this. Regulation should
control every part of how people use shared things, no exceptions.”

Part D — Independent Writing

Now write your own response (150-200 words) to: “To what extent is government regulation necessary to protect shared
resources?” Use at least one idea from the video, one from the listening panel, and one from the article.

;
LU ENTORA « Empowering confident communication, one lesson at a time. Visit Fluentora.com to explore packages, resources, and more. © Fluentora. All 1 1
REAL SPEAKING, REAL FLUENCY materials are licensed for use in Fluentora lessons and may be photocopied for educational purposes. For support, contact: info@fluentora.com



>

>
>

SOCIETY, ETHICS & SHARED RESOURCES - GENERAL ENGLISH - ADVANCED (C1-C2) LL” FLUENTORA

/REAI. SPEAKING. REAL FLUENCY

el

n critical thinking challenge: the ai training-data commons
This is the most demanding activity in the lesson. Take your time.

Background: A popular open-source coding tool was built over ten years by thousands of unpaid volunteer
programmers, freely available for anyone to use or study. A large Al company scrapes the entire public archive of this
tool — and thousands like it — to train a commercial coding assistant, which it then sells for significant profit. The
volunteers never gave specific consent for this use, though the code was openly licensed.

The innovation view: The code was public and openly The fairness view: Legal access is not the same as
licensed. Using publicly available information to build ethical use. The volunteers built this commons for mutual
new tools is how progress has always worked. Requiring benefit, not to subsidise a private company’s profit. If this
payment or consent from every contributor would make pattern continues unchecked, people will stop

Al development practically impossible — and the contributing to open knowledge projects altogether —
resulting tool helps millions of new programmers who destroying the very commons the Al depends on.

could never have afforded expert help.

1. Is there a meaningful difference between something being legally public and something being ethically fair to use
for profit?

If enough Al companies do this, could the open-source commons collapse the way Hardin predicted — with each
company individually rational, but collectively depleting the resource they all rely on?

3.
Would requiring Al companies to compensate original contributors solve the problem, or create new ones — who
gets paid, how much, and how would it even be tracked?

4.
Does it matter whether the Al company discloses that it used this training data, even if it doesn't pay for it?

5.

Is there a version of Ostrom’s “durable stake in the outcome” that could apply here — could Al companies be given a
genuine stake in keeping open-source communities healthy, rather than simply extracting from them?

Final Position

Deliver a 2-3 minute response defending your own view, using evidence and vocabulary from this lesson.

Six months later, the Al company announces it will donate a percentage of profits to a fund
supporting open-source maintainers — but only for projects that agree to license their code specifically for Al training
going forward. Does this change your position? Is this a genuine fix, or does it just formalise the extraction you were
originally objecting to?

' :
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final reflection

One closing question. There is no correct answer — only an honest one.

Think of a shared resource — physical or digital — that you personally rely on. What would have to change for you
to trust that everyone using it was doing their fair share?

“What's good for all of us is good for each of us — but only once each of us
believes everyone else is playing by the same rule.”

homework: mini project

Presentation Task: Prepare a 3—4 minute presentation defending a clear policy position on a real shared resource
from your own country or community — water, traffic, a public space, internet bandwidth, or another example of
your choosing.

Your presentation should:

- State a clear position — not simply “it depends”

« Use at least one concept from today's lesson (tragedy of the commons, free-riding, Ostrom’s design principles,
etc.)

+ Address at least one counterargument directly

« Use 5 items of today'’s lesson vocabulary

« Take approximately 3—4 minutes to deliver aloud

Be prepared to deliver your presentation and discuss it at the start of your next lesson. There is no answer key —
this task rewards original thinking.
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2 Video Transcript

Imagine as a thought experiment that you live in a small village and depend on the local fish pond for food. You share
the pond with three other villagers. The pond starts off with a dozen fish, and the fish reproduce. For every two fish, there
will be one baby added each night. So, in order to maximize your supply of food, how many fish should you catch each
day? Take a moment to think about it. Assume baby fish grow to full size immediately and that the pond begins at full
capacity, and ignore factors like the sex of the fish you catch.

The answer? One — and it's not just you. The best way to maximize every villager’'s food supply is for each fisherman to
take just one fish each day. Here’'s how the math works. If each villager takes one fish, there will be eight fish left
overnight. Each pair of fish produces one baby, and the next day, the pond will be fully restocked with twelve fish. If
anyone takes more than one, the number of reproductive pairs drops, and the population won’'t be able to bounce back.
Eventually, the fish in the lake will be gone, leaving all four villagers to starve.

This fish pond is just one example of a classic problem called the tragedy of the commons. The phenomenon was first
described in a pamphlet by economist William Forster Lloyd in 1833, in a discussion of the overgrazing of cattle on
village common areas. More than 100 years later, ecologist Garrett Hardin revived the concept to describe what
happens when many individuals all share a limited resource, like grazing land, fishing areas, living space, even clean air.
Hardin argued that these situations pit short-term self-interest against the common good, and they end badly for
everyone, resulting in overgrazing, overfishing, overpopulation, pollution, and other social and environmental problems.

The key feature of a tragedy of the commons is that it provides an opportunity for an individual to benefit him or herself
while spreading out any negative effects across the larger population. To see what that means, let’s revisit our fish pond.
Each individual fisherman is motivated to take as many fish as he can for himself. Meanwhile, any decline in fish
reproduction is shared by the entire village. Anxious to avoid losing out to his neighbors, a fisherman will conclude that it's
in his best interest to take an extra fish, or two, or three. Unfortunately, this is the same conclusion reached by the other
fishermen, and that’s the tragedy. Optimizing for the self in the short term isn't optimal for anyone in the long term.

That's a simplified example, but the tragedy of the commons plays out in the more complex systems of real life, too. The
overuse of antibiotics has led to short-term gains in livestock production and in treating common illnesses, but it's also
resulted in the evolution of antibiotic-resistant bacteria, which threaten the entire population. A coal-fired power plant
produces cheap electricity for its customers and profits for its owners. These local benefits are helpful in the short term,
but pollution from mining and burning coal is spread across the entire atmosphere and sticks around for thousands of
years. There are other examples, too. Littering, water shortages, deforestation, traffic jams, even the purchase of bottled
water.

But human civilization has proven it's capable of doing something remarkable. We form social contracts, we make
communal agreements, we elect governments, and we pass laws. All this to save our collective selves from our own
individual impulses. It isn't easy, and we certainly don’t get it right nearly all of the time. But humans at our best
have shown that we can solve these problems, and we can continue to do so if we remember Hardin’s lesson. When
the tragedy of the commons applies, what’s good for all of us is good for each of us.
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2 Listening Studio Transcript

Emma: Welcome back. Today we're talking about a problem that's older than economics itself but somehow keeps
reinventing itself for every generation — the tragedy of the commons. 'm joined by three people who think about this from
very different angles. Sarah Bennett, behavioral economist — welcome.

Sarah: Thanks for having me.

Emma: David Chen, environmental policy specialist.
David: Good to be here.

Emma: And political philosopher Maya Rodriguez.
Maya: Happy to be part of this one.

Emma: Let's start with basics, for anyone who hasn't heard the term. Sarah, one sentence — what is the tragedy of the
commons?

Sarah: It's what happens when a resource is shared, and each person benefits individually from using a bit more of it,
while the cost of that extra use gets divided among everyone. So the smart move for me, alone, is always “take a little
more" — but if everyone makes that same smart move, the resource collapses.

Emma: Which sounds almost like a trap built into the math itself.

Sarah: That's exactly right, and it's what makes it different from ordinary selfishness. Nobody in this scenario has to be a
bad person. Every individual decision can be perfectly rational, and the collective result is still disaster.
Emma: And once you see that pattern, you start seeing it everywhere.

David: Everywhere. One driver cutting into a closing lane saves them ninety seconds; everyone doing it is exactly how
gridlock forms. One patient insisting on antibiotics for a cold that doesn't need them saves an awkward conversation with
their doctor; multiplied across a health system, that's how resistant bacteria spread. One platform optimizing for
attention over accuracy wins more users; the shared information environment everyone relies on gets worse.

Maya: Individually rational, collectively ruinous. That's the whole structure, over and over.

Emma: Give us one you actually work on, David.

David: Groundwater. An aquifer doesn't respect property lines. If every farmer above it pumps what their own field needs,
the water table drops for everyone — including the cautious ones. And unlike a fishery, you often can't see it happening
until wells start running dry.

Maya: Which is where my discipline gets interested, because at that point it stops being a resource-management
question and becomes a justice question. Whose water was it in the first place? Who decides how much any one farmer
is allowed to take?

Emma: That's the freedom question, isn't it — at what point does my freedom to use something become a problem for
everyone else's freedom to use it too?
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Maya: Exactly, and it's not new. Political philosophy has argued about it since Hobbes and Locke — what do individuals give up, and gain,
by living under collective rules? Hardin's answer, in 1968, was essentially: not much choice. "Mutual coercion, mutually agreed upon,” he
called it. Regulation, in plain English.

Sarah: Which is a fairly bleak conclusion if you stop there. Fortunately, we don't have to.

Emma: You're thinking of Ostrom.

Sarah: | am. Elinor Ostrom spent decades actually studying real commons — irrigation systems in Spain, forests in Nepal, fisheries in Maine —
instead of just theorizing from a desk. And she found something Hardin's model didn't predict: communities regulate themselves

successfully, all the time, without top-down government control, as long as certain conditions hold.

David: Clear boundaries on who's allowed to use the resource. Rules that are actually enforced, even informally. A real say for users in
setting those rules. That's the short version, and it won her the Nobel in economics — the first woman to win it, worth mentioning.

Maya: Which complicates Hardin's story in an interesting way. He assumed people trapped in a commons are essentially strangers, acting in
isolation. Ostrom's cases were mostly small, long-standing communities, where people know each other, see each other tomorrow, and can
build trust over time.

Emma: So was Hardin simply wrong?

Maya: I'd say incomplete rather than wrong. His model still explains a great deal — global carbon emissions, for instance, involve eight billion
strangers who will never meet and can't easily build the kind of trust Ostrom's villages had.

Sarah: Right, and that's the frontier now — can you engineer trust and accountability at scale, digitally, among people who'll never meet?
Reputation systems, transparent data, automated enforcement. It's an open question whether Ostrom'’s small-community logic can
scale to the planet's atmosphere, or to a shared server farm training the next large

Al model.

David: Or a hospital system during a surge, for that matter. Every patient wants immediate access to an ICU bed, and collectively, that's
precisely the resource that runs out first.

Emma: Let's end where we started, then, with the question underneath all of this: when should individual freedom give way to collective
responsibility? Maya, you first.

Maya: For me, freedom only really means something inside a system that protects it for everyone, not just for whoever is strongest or
fastest. So collective responsibility isn't the opposite of freedom. It's usually the precondition for it.

David: I'd frame it more practically. The moment your use of something measurably reduces what's left for someone else, you've entered
shared territory, whether you like it or not. Pretending otherwise doesn't make the resource last longer.

Sarah: And I'd add: the interesting cases are never the extremes. Almost nobody thinks one person should get to burn down the forest for
everyone else, and almost nobody thinks every teaspoon of sugar needs government approval. The real argument is always about
where, in the middle, the line actually sits — and that line moves as the technology, the population, and the stakes change.

Emma: Which is probably the most honest place to leave it. Sarah Bennett, David Chen, Maya Rodriguez — thank you.

Sarah: Thank you.

David: Thanks, Emma.

Maya: Thanks for having us.
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Thank You for Learning with Fluentora!

We hope this lesson inspired and supported your learning journey. Your feedback means the world to us,
it helps us improve and empowers other learners to achieve their goals.

¢ Share your thoughts and follow us on:

Facebook: facebook.com/fluentora

¢ Support Our Mission
If you'd like to help us continue creating high-quality, impactful lesson plans for learners worldwide,
you can contribute here:

~ PayPal: paypal.me/MuhammadUmerH

Your support allows us to reach more learners and keep developing meaningful educational content.

@ Take the Next Step
Want to experience lessons with native speakers at an affordable cost?
Book a FREE trial lesson today with one of our Fluentora Fluency Stars:

Website: fluentora.com

Thank you for being part of our learning community. Together, we're building confidence, fluency,
and success—one lesson at a time.
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