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Source: CIA World Factbook, “Population Pyramids,” https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook.

What Are the Challenges? The Potential 
for Tragedy

Can the earth adequately provide for this growing population? Human efforts 
to sustain ourselves and to develop and progress have strained the earth’s carry-
ing capacity. In other words, our needs have placed considerable strain on the 
world’s ecosystems, thereby threatening the global commons and suggesting the 
possibility of a potential tragedy as envisioned by Hardin.

Too Little Food and Too Many Mouths to Feed
First and foremost, it is important to recognize that people require access to suf-
ficient amounts of food and clean water to ensure their survival. This is the most 
basic physiological need of humans, as noted by psychologist Abraham Maslow 
when he delineated his hierarchy of needs in the 1940s. While Maslow identified 
five levels of needs (to be discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 11), critical to the 
point here is that the first level was the most basic—the need for food and water. 
Only once these bodily needs are met can people move up the pyramid to assure 

carrying capacity
the earth’s ability to meet the 
needs of its population


