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ver since Greek antiquity, the no-
tion of justice has been at the centre
of intense philosophical debate. Ne-

vertheless, systematic concepts and theories
of justice between non-overlapping genera-
tions have only been developed in the last
few decades. This delay can be explained by
the fact that the impact of man’s scope of
action has increased. Only since the twen-
tieth century has modern technology given
us the potential to irreversibly impair the
fate of mankind and nature into the distant

future on a global scale. In Plato’s or Kant’s
days, people did not have the same problems
with regard to the environment, pension
schemes, and national debts as we have
today. Therefore, there was no objective
need for theories of justice that were unli-
mited in space and time. According to Hans
Jonas, the new territory man has conquered
by high technology is still a no-man’s-land
for ethical theory which lives in the Newto-
nian age. 

Comparisons between ‘generations’
Statements on generational justice require
comparisons between generations. Yet, the
term ‘generation’ is ambiguous. Distinctions
can be drawn between ‘societal’, ‘family-re-

lated’, and ‘chronological’ meanings of the
term ‘generation’. Statements on generatio-
nal justice normally refer to the chronologi-
cal meaning of ‘generation’. They can also
refer to the family-related meaning of ‘gene-
ration’, but not to its societal meaning. We
can also distinguish various comparisons
between chronological generations: vertical,
diagonal, horizontal, and overall-life cour-
ses. Diagonal comparisons as well as com-
parisons of overall-life courses are decisive.
Other comparisons are of only limited use
for statements on generational justice. 

Arguments against theories of generatio-
nal justice
The non-identity problem coined by

twice before claiming that intergenerational
issues are too radically different to be dealt
with on the basis of our standard moral and
political theories. The intergenerational con-
text raises specific challenges. Of course, it
is often tempting, in the face of major prac-
tical challenges, to assume the need for pa-
radigm shifts at the conceptual level. This
temptation should be resisted, at least initi-
ally. Let us make the effort to understand
first what standard theories have to offer us.
They have things to tell us. They mobilize
intuitions that are shared by various seg-
ments of the public. They exhibit some de-
gree of robustness because their properties
have been tested for a while. Moreover, rely-
ing on standard theories allows us to relate
our intuitions in the intergenerational realm
with those in the intragenerational one. And
if it were to turn out that a paradigm shift is
needed in the end, let us make sure that we
justify such a need. And let us try and give
enough flesh to such a new paradigm, to en-
sure each of us do not engage in new ave-
nues without minimally understanding what
it is about.
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Schwartz, Kavka, and Parfit says that we
cannot harm potential individuals if our
(harmful) action is a precondition for their
existence. According to this argument, we
would not harm future people by using up
resources, because these particular people
would not exist if we would preserve the re-
sources. But the non-identity paradox is ir-
relevant for the kind of problems that are
usually discussed in the intergenerational
context such as wars, environmental pollu-
tion, or national debts. The ‘butterfly-effect
argument’ states that a monocausal relati-
onship cannot be construed on the basis of
a weak multicausal connection. The causa-
lity between actions that are hostile to
 posterity, e. g. non-sustainable resource ma-
nagement, and the genetic identity of the
next generation is not greater than the fa-
mous butterfly effect, according to which
the beat of a butterfly’s wing in Asia can set
off a tornado in the Caribbean. A phrase like
‘because of a war or a certain environmental
policy, x percent of all children were con-
ceived at a different time’ is contestable be-
cause of the ‘because of’ in it. 
There is also the objection that future gene-
rations cannot have rights. However, no lo-
gical or conceptual error is involved in
speaking about rights of members of future
generations. Whom we declare a rights-bea-
rer with regard to a moral right is a question
of convention. Whom we declare a rights-
bearer with regard to a legal right is an em-
pirical question.

What to sustain? Capital or wellbeing as
an axiological goal?
Most accounts of intergenerational justice
focus on how much should be sustained. But
the axiological question of what should be
sustained is of equal importance. What is ul-
timately the valuable good that should be
preserved and passed on to the next genera-
tion?‘Capital’ and ‘wellbeing’ (in the sense
of need-fulfilment) are examined as two al-
ternative axiological objectives of societal ar-
rangements. Capital can be divided into
natural, real, financial, cultural, social and
knowledge capital. The many facets of ‘well-
being’ require extensive discussion, and sub-
jective methods of measuring are to be
compared with objective ones. Ultimately,
the axiological objec¬tive ‘wellbeing’ is su-
perior to ‘capital’ because capital is only a
means of increasing wellbeing. Many utili-
tarian accounts have only a weak conception
of the axiological good, and refrain from
operationalising it. A closer look at such

concepts as wellbeing, happiness, and utility
reveals that the so-called ‘repugnant conclu-
sion’ is an erroneous concept, based on mis-
leading terms.

How much to Sustain? The Demands of
Justice in the Intergenerational Context 
Three conceptions of justice are established
in the intragenerational context: ‘justice as
impartiality’, ‘justice as the equal treatment
of equal cases and the unequal treatment of
unequal cases’ and ‘justice as reciprocity’.
How can they be applied to the intergene-
rational context? For ‘justice as impartiality’,
it is worthwhile to use Rawls’ ‘veil of igno-
rance’ for determining principles of justice
between generations. Rawls himself did not
complete this train of thought. In my book,
I conclude after a long discussion that the
individuals in the ‘original position’ would
not opt for all generations to be equal, as it
would mean that later generations would
have to remain on the low level of earlier ge-
nerations. In this context, the ‘autonomous
progress rate’ is of particular importance:
Later generations will inevitably benefit
from the experiences, inno¬vations, and in-
ventions of earlier ones. There is no way ear-
lier generations could benefit from future
technology and medicine, because time is
one-directional. Justice as ‘equality’ is not an
option, unless the participants behind the veil
of ignorance ordered each generation to burn
down all its libraries and destroy all innovati-
ons and inventions before its death. But then,
progress becomes impossible for all times,
and all later generations of mankind would
be doomed to vegetate on the low level of the
Neanderthals.
On account of the inequality of all generati-
ons, only the second part of the formal justice
maxim ‘treat the equal equally and the une-
qual unequally’ can be trans¬ferred to the in-
tergenerational context. The second part of
this maxim requires treating different genera-
tions in a differentiated manner. Each gene-
ration should have the right to fully exploit
its potential and reach the highest wellbeing
attainable for it (and only it). On account of
the ‘autonomous factors of progress’, each ge-
neration has a different initial situation. The
initial situation of later generations is nor-
mally better than that of earlier ones. So, op-
portunities are never equal in an
intergenerational context. No generation has
the right to spoil this initial advantage of its
successors with reference to an ideal of equa-
lity. Instead of a savings rate in the sense of sa-
crificing consumption, a ‘preventive savings

rate’ should be imposed on each generation,
i.e. an obligation to avoid ecological, societal,
or technical collapses.
Whenever the principle ‘justice as reciprocity’
legitimises egoism, its consequences are pu-
rely and simply immoral, be it in the interge-
nerational or in the intragenerational context.
In such cases, the wellbeing of the acting per-
son is increased at the cost of another person
(win/lose situation). But not every principle
of reciprocity requires the assumption of an
egoistic nature of man, thus many versions
still can be applied as a moral concept. A va-
riation of ‘justice as reciprocity’, namely the
‘principle of indirect reciprocity’, can even be
applied to the intergenerational context and
sensibly justify our actions affecting posterity.
The core element of a convincing theory of
generational justice, however, is the demand
for making improvement possible for the
next generation. Our duties to posterity are
stronger than is often supposed. Intergenera-
tional justice has only been achieved if the op-
portunities of the average member of the next
generation to fulfil his needs are better than
those of the average member of the preceding
generation. This does not imply that today’s
generation must sacrifice itself for the next
one. If a good has to be distributed among
two genera¬tions with the same number of
members, it is just for each generation to re-
ceive one half. How can equal distribution
produce an improved standard of living? This
is not a paradox because we have to take into
account the autonomous progress factors.
The members of today’s generation A need
not give more than they have received to the
members of the next generation B. But if they
give them as much of it, they will provide
their descendants with the possibility to sa-
tisfy their own needs to a higher extent than
A. Thus, I label my concept ‘intergenerational
justice as enabling advancement’. 
The normative setting of our ethical obligati-
ons must not be confused with the empirical
prognosis of whether future generations will
have an equal or even higher welfare. The
normative and empirical level must be strictly
distinguished. To cut a long story short: while
our normative obligations to future generati-
ons are greater than we commonly assume,
the empirical probability that we will leave
behind a world with better or at least equal
opportunities for future generations has drop-
ped over the past decades. Today’s generation
lives in a particularly decisive age. Just now,
more and more states have nuclear weapons,
there is man-made global warming, and we
have huge amounts of toxic waste. So today’s



generation has the potential to irreversibly re-
duce the wellbeing of numerous future gene-
rations. We have a great responsibility to
avoid this.
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ohn Rawls accurately described the pro-
blem of intergenerational justice (IJ) as
an almost impossible test to any theory
of justice.1 Nevertheless, the way Rawls

dealt with the extremely complex IJ problem
was very much in the line of the classical fra-
mework in which the idea saw the first light of
the day, in the late 18th century.
In 1784, Immanuel Kant explained that the
idea of progress towards a cosmopolitan so-
ciety was the only rational device that could
allow any future generation to judge the con-
tribution of previous generations.2 Therefore,
Kant introduced the model of a contract bet-
ween generations, where, in spite of the tem-
poral asymmetry in the reciprocity of duties
between the living and those waiting to be
born, we were able to identify a common en-
deavour, amidst a chain of efforts in time and
space. No one was better able to depict than
Edmund Burke the “partnership…between
those who are living, those who are dead, and
those who are to be born.” 3 The compact bet-
ween generations raised the question of kno-
wing what would be the real evaluation, either
positive or negative, regarding the heritage
brought within the timeline of succeeding ge-
nerations.
The question about the “burden of history” (die
Last der Geschichte), voiced by Kant in 1784,
echoed by Burke in 1790, was  transformed by
Thomas Jefferson in his correspondence with
James Madison (1789-1790) in what I call the
‘standing debt paradigm’ of the intergenera-
tional justice principle (IJP).4 We may easily
identify the same debt paradigm in Rawls
(1971) who tries to explain the duties of each
generations regarding the continuity and en-
hancement of the material and cultural flows
of history's fabric.5
The main point this presentation wishes to su-
stain, however, brings the debt paradigm to its

own limits. Putting this IJP paradigm under
test, within the contemporary landscape un-
derlined by the huge challenges caused and
brought by climate change and the global en-
vironmental crisis.
Climate change, under the perspective of the
intergenerational justice principle (IJP) both
precedes and goes beyond the debt paradigm:
a) it precedes the debt paradigm because its
ontological nature takes into consideration the
basic pre-conditions of justice, namely the exi-
stence of a planet able to accommodate
human beings; b) beyond the debt paradigm,
because the implications of climate change are
unable to be framed in a cost benefit analysis,
given the risk of collapse.6 Therefore, I con-
clude that in order to have the expectation of
a real legal implementation of international
justice in the sphere of climate change, we will
need to combine a double approach: a)  the
intergenerational justice principle (IJP), seen
in the framework of the ontological debt pro-
spect, may be understood as a meta-justice
principle, more as a guide for practical reason,
than a tool to concrete action; b) The key for
workable justice will be the acting combina-
tion between the IJP and the Principle of
Common but Differentiated Responsibilities
(PCDR).
The future of climate change negotiations will
depend dramatically on the right hierarchy
between the rational priorities of IJP, as a
meta-justice concept, over the PCDR, under-
stood as a vital workable justice device. Only
through that strong combination will we be
in conditions of avoiding a legal vacuum after
the expiration of the Kyoto Protocol, by the
end of 2012.
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