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SAMPLE Abstract, Critical Evaluation, and Discussion Questions/Topics
For the Paper: Paramount Positions in Ecological Economics by Garrett Hardin

Abstract

This paper presents advice to the adherents of the nascent discipline of Ecological Economics. Hisotrical conflicts between environmentalists and economists set the stage for Ecological Economics to be a confounded, over-jargonized, overly mathematical enterprise that lackes rhetorical strength and fundamental principles. In this paper Garrett Hardin suggests that Ecological Economics make some fundamental assertions analogous to existing “laws” of science and economics. These “laws” are laws in the sense of Karl Popper’s philosophy of science in that they challenge those who oppose them to disprove them. An example provided is the 2nd law of thermodynamics. It is not necessarily a proven law it is simply a law because there have been no observations for centuries which disprove the law (e.g. no perpetual motion machines, no ships that can power themselves by sucking in sea water and spitting out ice cubes, etc.). Laws of this nature are assumed to be true until proven false which prevents a great deal of wasted time spent bickering about them. Hardin suggests several such “laws” for the discipline of Ecological Economics:

1) The world available to the human population is limited to Earth.

2) There’s no such thing as a free lunch. (Perhaps a dig on economists?)

3) “We can never do merely one thing” (aka the law of unintended consequences)

4) “There’s no away to throw to.”

5) Population x Per Capita Impact = Total human Impact on the Environment

6) “Carrying Capacity” is the fundamental basis for demographic accounting

7) Cultural Carrying Capacity and Standard of Living are inversely related

8) The maximum is not the optimum

9) “The greatest good for the greatest number” is nonsense.

10) Attempts to create perfectly reliable machine-human couplings are inescapably self-defeating

11) “Thou shalt not transgress the carrying capacity”

12) Every shortage of supply is equal to a longage of demand.

Hardin acknowledges that these laws are phrased in a rather colloquial way and he encourages others to edit them and add others. The main point he is making is that Ecological Economics should posit some ‘Paramount Principles’ that enjoy the status of being assumed true unless proven false. (Just like Newton’s law of gravity and the 2nd law of thermodynamics). Establishing these principles would set Ecological Economics on  firm foundation and help it avoid the fate of other disciplines which have failed to produce simple fundamental truths. 
Critical Evaluation of the Paper
1) How readable is this paper? (circle or underline one)

Way too Hard

Challenging

About Right

Too Easy

This paper was somewhere between “About Right” and “Challenging”. It made references to some other works and principles that I did not know anything about; however, there was usually enough contextual information that this did not represent too much of a problem. No complex math, appropriate vocabulary. 

2) How important was this paper in General? circle or underline one)

Very Important
          Important
             Less than Important
        Worthless

This paper is merely the musings/suggestions of one person to the people who are engaged in the process of creating a new discipline. Admittedly the people creating Ecological Economics (EE) consider all things relevant to the discipline to be very important; however, this is not a paper about the discovery of DNA, a hole in the stratospheric ozone layer, or the cure for cancer. It may be  “Important” or “Very Important” to those concerned with EE but “Less than Important” for the rest of us. 

3) How Interesting was this paper to read? (circle or underline one)

Very Interesting
              Interesting
     Less than Interesting

Boring

Hardin’s writing style is engaging and informative. He draws on information ranging from Epicurus’ “No Free Lunch” to the 2nd Law of Thermodynamics as they pertain to critical issues in Ecological Economics. I would rate this paper as something between “Very Interesting” and “Interesting”. 

4) How relevant was this paper to my research interests or Geography in general?

Very Relevant
       Relevant
   Somewhat Obscure
      Why did we read this?

Answers will vary. For me I love this article because I consider myself an Ecological Economist in addition to a Geographer and I believe Hardin is wise to remember the role of rhetorical power in all of our endeavors.
Other Comments

I liked this paper a lot because it did not require that I know a bunch of obscure economic theory to get any information out of it. Also, it did not involve any incomprehensible equations or diagrams. 
Discussion Topics / Questions
1) What is the “Paramount Principle” of this paper?

2) Let’s go over each of the “Paramount Principles” of EE suggested by Hardin and explain and critique them: 

1) The world available to the human population is limited to Earth.

2) There’s no such thing as a free lunch. (Perhaps a dig on economists?)

3) “We can never do merely one thing” (aka the law of unintended consequences)

4) “There’s no away to throw to.”

5) Population x Per Capita Impact = Total human Impact on the Environment

6) “Carrying Capacity” is the fundamental basis for demographic accounting

7) Cultural Carrying Capacity and Standard of Living are inversely related

8) The maximum is not the optimum

9) “The greatest good for the greatest number” is nonsense.

10) Attempts to create perfectly reliable machine-human couplings are inescapably self-defeating

11) “Thou shalt not transgress the carrying capacity”

12) Every shortage of supply is equal to a longage of demand.

3) What does Hardin mean by his opening sentence in the abstract: “In data-rich ecology and economics, purely empirical research is inefficient, and even misleading”
4) Hardin hopes that Ecological Economics will not suffer too badly from “logorrhea” and “arithmorrhea”. What are they and why does he hope EE avoids them?

5) Paul Demeny wrote an article critiquing the massive amounts of money spent on the World Fertility Survey. Hardin quotes Paul Demeny’s article in Population and Development Review: “What differential policy implications follow from the finding that in Nigeria among women with 6 living children 8.2% did not want additional children, whereas in Kenya the corresponding percentage was 25.5 and in Morocco 68.9? Arguable none.?”
Does this support (in your mind) Hardin’s argument that 

“Information can be the enemy of wisdom.” 
6) “The essential point of the naming problem is to place the burden of proof on those who might otherwise lead serious investigators down paths that have in the past proven unproductive.”
This sentence shows how appropriate placement of the burden of proof has a profound impact on the progress of many human endeavors. Consider some other situations in which it makes a great deal of difference as to who shoulders the “Burden of Proof”

A) Someone claims that a fishery is over-harvested. Who has the burden of proof?

1) Environmentalists have to prove it is.
2) Fisherpersons have to prove it isn’t.

B)  We’re going to invade Iraq because it has weapons of mass destruction.

1) Hawks have to prove Iraq has them.
              2) Doves have to prove Iraq does not.
