The Tragedy of the Commons Was Very Often Not a  Tragedy – Some Economic History

In your textbook the tragedy of the commons takes place in a small village.  The huts of the villagers are arrayed on the edge of small field where villagers’ goats are pastured.  Since each village household can gain by putting an extra goat on the commons eventually the field becomes barren from over use.  The textbook suggests that the solution to the problem of overuse is to allocate a portion of the village common field to each house.  With this privatization, each household now has the incentive to pasture their goats without overusing their plots.  Most economists, including Mankiu, believe that this privatization led to greater productivity and efficiency.

There are a number of difficulties with this textbook story.  First, it assumes that the villagers and their sheppards are not very bright.  There is no reason to assume this.  Farmers know far more about extracting the maximum from their resources than outside observers.  Indeed, it was perfectly obvious to the sheppards and their parents when the total number of goats got close to overusing the village commons.  They observed the commons many times a day as they went about their work and leisure.
Second, the story avoids the known fact that most villages acted to limit access to the village commons.  One widely followed arrangement involved the villagers meeting together to decide, first, on the total number of goats which would be permitted on the village commons, a number which would not lead to overgrazing.  The villagers then decided on the number of goats which each household would be permitted to graze.  This number was known as the “stint.”  At least three rough stint allocation methods were used by European villagers.  The first stint allocation method held that every household was to have some minimum number of goats permitted on the common, a safety net.  The second stint allocation method based the stint on the number of persons in each household, a per capita allocation method.  The third stint allocation method followed from the villagers’ ability to trade for greater of lesser stints, an allocation method based on household wealth.  Combinations of these allocation methods were widely used.
Enforcement of the village limits on the total and the stints was extremely easy.  Every sheppard and villager knew when a household found itself with new baby goats; they could see and hear them, and expect the household with new baby goats to slaughter in order to abide by their stint.

Finally, recent research by Robert Allen makes it clear that villages which limited the total and allocated stints were just as productive and efficient as villages where privatization took place (for given technology).


So, in sum, there was no tragedy of the real village commons; the villagers solved the problem of working with a resource held in common.  Yet, there are other common resources that really are tragically overused, for example, the Long Island Expressway.  Long Island and Queens political units, however, do not have the advantage of a small village with its face-to-face decision making and enforcement.
