
PoliSci 1: Science of Politics Week 6/7 Recap

SWBAT: (1) Describe the tragedy of the commons problem, (2) identify three solutions to the
commons problem, and (3) explain di↵erent challenges to environmental policy in the U.S. and
other countries.

1 Key Terms

• tragedy of the commons

• positive externality

• RCP 8.5

• moral roots of environmental attitudes

• elite cues

• cap and trade

• interest group

• pluralism vs corporatism

2 Key Themes/Ideas

Q. What is puzzle of environmental politics?
Answer: Polluting can be individually rational even if it is not collectively desirable.

Q. Why is climate change di�cult to solve?
Answer: There are many reasons, but some discussed in class include (1) large economic benefits
to oil consumption, (2) unequal distribution of costs/benefits, (3) intergenerational tradeo↵, (4)
preference for adaptation, and (5) di�culty distinguishing weather from climate variability.

Q. What are three solutions to the commons problem?
Answer: Three solutions to the commons problem are (1) activating non-self-interested preferences
(first-party enforcement), (2) reducing free-rider incentives (second-party enforcement), and (3)
imposing costs on over-consumption through government regulation (third-party enforcement).

Q. What are four explanations for the failure of cap and trade in the US?
Answer: Four explanations for the failure of cap and trade are (1) public preferences, (2) polarized
party preferences, (3) institutional design, and (4) interest group lobbying.

Q. What is the collective action problem in environmental politics?
Answer: Groups with di↵use interests have a harder time organizing and acting collectively than
groups with concentrated interests. It means interest groups have much greater influence on policy.

Q. What are four types of public policy?
Answer: Four types of policy are redistributive, distributive, regulatory, and public good. They
di↵er based on the concentration of costs and benefits.

Q. What are two problems with measuring environmental policy?
Answer: The problem of multidimensionality arises because there are many di↵erent environmental
issues and policies; the problem of stringency arises because of enforceability issues.
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3 Key Readings

• Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons”

• Brulle et al. “Shifting Public Opinion on Climate Change”

• Skocpol, “Naming the Problem”

4 Review Questions

Check your understanding of this week’s material and key ideas with the following questions.

• According to Brulle (2012), what factors explain variation in individual beliefs about climate
change? To what extent, does Skocpol suggest individual beliefs about climate change a↵ect
public policy?

• The appointment of Steve Pruitt to chair the EPA has created massive concern about the
future of climate change policy due to the fact that Pruitt has publicly argued the conse-
quences of climate change are over-hyped. Is consensus about environmental problems like
climate change necessary to create policy change? Why or why not?

• What features of the U.S. political system a↵ect U.S. environmental policy, and why might
environmental policy be easier to pass in some more periods than in others?

• Are any of the explanations for why environmental policies fail more compelling than another?
Provide an argument comparing and contrasting public preferences with institutional design
or party polarization with interest group lobbying.

• What is the di↵erence between a negative externality and concentrated cost?

• According to lecture and the Hardin reading, what types of environmental policies are most
likely to solve the Tragedy of the Commons? Are the costs/benefits di↵used or concentrated?
Explain.

• What is the di↵erence between a collective action problem and a common pool resource
problem like the Tragedy of the Commons?

• If Congress and the Presidency delegate authority to the EPA, why can’t the Presidency just
‘fire well’ if the EPA refuses to implement his policies? How do you hold the EPA accountable
if it’s purposely insulated?

• Your friend Absent Alex says “many of the same countries which have stronger environmental
policies also have stronger inequality redistribution policies. This suggests inequality and
pollution have the same root causes.” Explain to Alex why this is incorrect.
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