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here exists a frequently unhelpful
and rigidly formulated theoretical
dichotomy in the intergenerational

literature, which can confine our intellectual
thinking and restrict the efficacy of our
 policy: the separation of intra- and inter -
generational justice. Intergenerational justice
deals with justice between the generations.
Intragenerational justice focuses on lines of
cleavage between contemporaries, such as
economic disparities between states in the
international system.

On the one hand, the maxim that each
generation has the right to act in a self-de-
termining way has led to a political culture
in which present generations pursue short-
sighted and generationally specific  objectives.
By the same token, as Hans Jonas has
 argued, mankind’s realisation that his ability
to transform nature for his own purposes
may lead to irreversible environmental
 damage has led to the call for a new ethics
for future generations. It is important to
 emphasise the pertinence this separation has
outside the academic world: political decisi-
ons are often informed by only one type of
justice, ignoring the consequences for other
types of justices. On the other hand, propo-
nents of the sustainability concept fre-
quently take all types of justice into account
and, by often implicitly assuming that they
are complementary, ignore possible trade-
offs. Hence one can find a lack of intellec-
tual endeavour focused on bridging the
theoretical gap between the more traditional
demands of social and international justice
and intergenerational justice with real
 implications for policy.

We therefore present readers with con-
tributions that confront the pressing
 theoretical challenge of combining intra-
and intergenerational justice as well as
 papers that seek to investigate the inter -
dependencies in case-specific contexts.

In their paper, Prof.  Stefan Baumgärtner
et al. delimit the extent to which economics
can enhance our understanding of the inter-
dependencies between the two justices in
question. ey develop an argument that
economics should be brought to bear on the
interdependency question by delimiting the
so-called “opportunity-set” of politics: the
set of outcomes which are possible for

 policy-makers in a given context. In an earl -
ier paper, Baumgärtner et al. developed
three hypotheses that can be made with re-
gard to the relationship between intra- and
intergenerational justice: 1) independency:
there is no discernible link between the
achievement of intra- and intergenerational
justice; 2)  facilitation: the achievement of
intra- will improve our chances of achieving
intergenerational justice; and 3) rivalry: the
exigencies of intergenerational justice clash
with those of intragenerational justice – by
achieving one the other becomes more
 elusive. 

ese hypotheses were used as a basis for
some of the following papers,  including that
of Baumgärtner et al. themselves, who
 explore the distinction. 

In his ambitious paper, Prof. Christoph
Lumer evolves a prioritarian criterion for the
realisation of universal ethics. Reasoning
from philosophical justification to implica-
tions for policy, his contribution provides
the intellectual basis for an appraisal of our
current international and intergenerational
political and economic projects. e paper is
both spatially and temporally global in
scope: Prof. Lumer demonstrates how a just
balance could be struck between currently-
living generations in all countries at diffe-
rent stages of development and future
people. Intriguingly, Lumer concludes that,
in practice, conflicts between international
and intergenerational justice are almost non-
existent.

In a more case-specific paper, Dr. Bruce
E. Auerbach and Michelle Reinhart chal-
lenge the controversial textualist approach to
interpreting the US constitution, as practi-
sed by Justice Antonin Scalia. Contra Scalia’s
belief that the role of the Supreme Court
should be to interpret the constitution ac-
cording to its original mean ing, the authors
point out that Scalia’s approach is not only
inconsistent with the language of the consti-
tution and the intent of the framers, but in-
tergenerationally unjust. Although dealing
with the US context, the implications of the
analysis are of relevance to other countries
that have democratic constitutions and the-
refore of great interest to national debates,
especially in countries with a US-style codi-
fied constitution.

Juliana Bidadanure’s article is construc-
tively critical of the denial of the national
guaranteed minimum income support
(RSA) to the younger generation in France.
She sets out the deontological and conse-
quentialist arguments implicitly and expli-
citly put forward by the French government
for denying RSA. Her article points to the
fact that intragenerational justice can be best
achieved through the promotion of “real au-
tonomy” for young French citizens. She
 concludes that the fulfilment of intragene-
rational justice facilitates the attainment of
intergenerational justice. Ms. Bidadanure
warns against extrapolating too much from
her results, but her research findings could
also have relevance for other countries which
are cutting social spending in a period of
austerity.

In addition to the peer-reviewed articles,
this edition contains an Interview with Prof.
Dieter Birnbacher as well as book reviews of
Ed Howker and Shiv Malik’s Jilted Genera-
tion, Eric Posner and David Weisbach’s Cli-
mate Change Justice, Janna ompson’s
Intergenerational Justice, and Ageing Popula-
tions in Post-industrial Democracies, edited
by Pieter Vanhuysse and Achim Goerres.

Last but not least, we would like to
thank all reviewers who made invaluable
 recommendations on articles appearing in
this issue. We hope it will serve as a step to-
wards bridging the intellectual divide between
intra- and intergenerational justice in the
realm of theory, and be helpful for decision-
making in the non-ideal world of politics.

James Wilhelm, 
Editor-in-chief (FRFG)

Boris Kühn, 
Editor-in-chief (FRFG)

Antony Mason, 
Guest Editor (IF)
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Economic Analysis of Trade-offs between Justices 
by Prof. Dr. Stefan Baumgärtner, Stefanie Glotzbach, Nikolai Hoberg, 
Martin F. Quaas and Klara Helene Stumpf

bstract: We argue that economics –
as the scientific method of analysing
trade-offs – can be helpful (and may

even be indispensable) for assessing the trade-
offs between intergenerational and intragene-
rational justice. Economic analysis can
delineate the “opportunity set” of politics with
respect to the two normative objectives of inter-
and intragenerational justice, i.e. it can des-
cribe which outcomes are feasible in achieving
the two objectives in a given context, and
which are not. It can distinguish efficient from
inefficient uses of instruments of justice. It can
identify the “opportunity cost” of attaining one
justice to a higher degree, in terms of less achie-
vement of the other. We find that, under very
general conditions, (1) efficiency in the use of
instruments of justice implies that there is ri-
valry between the two justices and the oppor-
tunity cost of either justice is positive; (2)
negative opportunity costs of achieving one
 justice exist if there is facilitation between the two
justices, which can only happen if instruments
of justice are used inefficiently; (3) opportunity
costs of achieving one justice are zero if the two
justices are independent of each other, which is
the case in the interior of the opportunity set
where instruments of justice are used
 inefficiently.

I. Introduction
Justice is a multifarious normative idea
about the quality of relationships among
members of society. One may argue that
there are many “justices”, insofar as different
parts of society, different types of relationships,
or different substantive areas are addressed.
e overall societal goal (“vision”) of
 sustainability particularly addresses two
 justices: (i) justice between currently living
persons (“intragenerational justice”), and (ii)
justice between members of present and
 future generations (“intergenerational
 justice”). 1,2

With two (or more) different justices as
normative objectives of equal rank, it may
be that there exists a trade-off between them,
that is, performing better with regard to one
objective implies performing worse with re-
gard to the other one. In particular, it may

be that fostering intragenerational justice
makes it more difficult to attain inter -
generational justice, and vice versa. Such a
trade-off at the level of normative objectives
of equal rank – if it exists – asks for societal
resolution. e question is: how to act in the
face of different justices? Important exam-
ples for such a trade-off include government
spending on social welfare vs. investment in
public infrastructure and education, or the
exploitation vs. conservation of non-
 renewable natural resources.

In this essay, we argue that economics –
as the scientific method of analysing trade-
offs – can be helpful (and may even be in-
dispensable) for assessing the trade-offs
between different justices. We understand
economics as being defined by its method,
rather than by its subject matter or by some
normative objective,3 and we sketch how to
employ this method to analyse trade-offs
between justices. An important contribution
that economics can make to this analysis is
to introduce the secondary normative
 criterion of efficiency which characterises the
non-wasteful use of scarce resources to attain
the primary normative objectives of justice:
a situation is efficient with regard to
 different objectives if it is not possible to
 improve on one objective with out doing
worse on another one.  Being derived from
primary normative objectives, the criterion
of efficiency itself makes a normative claim:
it is good to use scarce resources efficiently to
attain intra- and intergenerational justice; it
is wrong to use scarce resources inefficiently
for that purpose.

is approach of using economics as a
method to study the efficient use of scarce
resources in the attainment of rivaling nor-
mative objectives of justice4 opens an inno-
vative perspective on what the role of
economics should be (as a method) in the
discussion of justice, and on how to bridge
the gap – systematically and rigorously –
between ideal theory and non-ideal politics.

II. Specifying justice(s)
To inform our understanding of intra- and
intergenerational justice, the abstract and

 general concept of justice needs to be further
specified. We take justice to generally refer
to the mutual claims of members of the
community of justice from the standpoint
of impartiality.5 is minimum definition
leaves ample room for very different, and
 sometimes much contested, conceptions of
 justice. Each of them can be described more
precisely by specifying a number of elements
in a “syntax of justice”.6,7 In the following,
we specify the essential elements of the syn-
tax to clarify the conceptions of inter- and
intragenerational justice.

e community of justice. Justice refers to
mutual claims8 within a community of
 justice. We term those holding a particular
claim the claim holders, and those responsi-
ble for the fulfilment of the claim the claim
addressees.9 Intragenerational justice entails
claims held by currently living persons (claim
holders) towards other currently  living
 persons (claim addressees). Inter generational
justice entails claims held by persons living
in the future (“future generations”, claim
holders) towards persons living today (claim
addressees).10 It is not necessary that such a
claim is explicitly put forward by the claim
holder (which may be impossible in the case
of intergenerational justice). What matters
is that a legitimate claim might be formulated
by someone speaking for the claim holder.

Positive and negative claims. Generally,
claims can be positive, i.e. defining an  en -
title ment to a certain good,11 or negative, i.e.
demanding freedom from harm.12 Claims
are considered legitimate if they could be
agreed on from the standpoint of impartiality
and equal consideration. For example,  inter -
generational justice claims could be  specified
as a positive claim of future   genera tions to
certain stocks and systems, such as a
 democratic political system, a stock of
 manufactured capital and critical know -
ledge, or intact ecosystems, implying a
 responsibility of the present generation to
pass on these stocks and systems in a good
state to future generations. Future generations
may also have a negative claim: not to be
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to a higher degree does not necessitate any
change in the degree to which one attains
the other one.20 

2) Facilitation: Achieving one objective sup-
ports achieving the other one, that is, attain -
ing one objective to a higher degree  in duces
a higher degree of attainment of the other
one.21,22

3) Rivalry: A fundamental rivalry (or “trade-
off”) exists between the objectives of intra-
and intergenerational justice, that is, attain -
ing one objective to a higher degree
 necessari ly reduces the degree to which one
attains the other one.23

For illustration, we give examples from
different contexts. Independency is an
 assumption frequently made in ecological,
environmental and resource economics.24

For example, cap-and-trade systems for
greenhouse gas emissions imply that the
overall intergenerational impact on global
climate can be governed independently of
the initial intragenerational distribution of
emission certificates.25 Facilitation is promi-
nently stated with regard to the provision of
public goods. For instance, public invest-
ment in education or the improvement of
public transportation systems may simul -
taneously benefit today’s poor and future
persons. Rivalry is often assumed when the
possibility of intragenerational redistribu-
tion of access rights to rival resources is
 heavi ly limited. In such cases, meeting the
legitimate claims of the poor to the resource
possibly reduces the total resource stock
 passed on to future generations and,  thereby,
may be at the expense of intergenerational
justice. For example, if the government
spends a higher share of tax revenue to in-
crease social support of the poor without
being able to enforce higher taxes on the
rich, the government has less revenue to
 invest in public infrastructure and education.

A host of specific determinants – natural,
technological and institutional factors –
 impact on the production relationship
 between intra- and intergenerational justice,
for example because they influence the
 availa bility and effectiveness of the instru-
ments of justice. ereby, they affect which
relationship holds. Two examples for such
determinants are population development
and political restrictions. In many countries
of the global North, a population develop-
ment characterised by higher life expectancy
and lower birth rates challenges the existing
social security systems. A potential trade-off
among the goal to reduce old-age poverty

present and future generations against claim
addressees in the present generation, which
are to be satisfied by certain instruments of
justice.

As we discuss two different justices, both
of which demand the fulfilment of legiti-
mate claims through the use of instruments
of justice by the same addressee, a non- trivial
decision problem arises for this addressee –
the present generation. We therefore need to
have a closer look at the possible relation -
ships of these two justices.

III. Relationships between justices
Generally, the two justices are related both
on the “value” side and the “production”
side.16 On the value side, the relationship
 refers to the desirability, from a societal
point of view, of attaining one justice relative
to the other one. For example, society may
be willing to trade-off one justice against the
other,17 or one justice might strictly dominate
the other. In this essay, we build on the
 minimal and very general premise, widely
held in the literature,18 that both intra- and
intergenerational justice are considered by
society as desirable normative objectives of
equal rank. Beyond that, we do not further
discuss the value side.

On the production side, the relationship
refers to the feasible outcomes of the use of
instruments of justice, that is, combinations
of degrees of attainment of both justices.
Here, what is feasible is determined by the
structure and functioning of the given  system,
based on natural resource endow ments,
technology, institutions, etc. e set of all
feasible combinations in terms of the two
 justices is called the “opportunity set”. It
 describes society’s options for choice, which
are independent of what society considers
desirable. at is, the production side and
the value side are independent of each other.

Scientific analysis and political
 implementation have shown that, in  general,
three relationships may hold on the
 production side between intra- and inter -
generational  justice:19

1) Independency: e objectives of intra- and
intergenerational justice can be achieved in-
dependently, that is, attaining one objective

harmed by any activities of the presently
 living generation, e.g. through increasing
 systemic risks caused by a dysfunctional
 global financial  system or through nuclear
waste left over as a byproduct of present
 electricity production. Intragenerational
 justice claims include the positive claim for
satisfaction of basic needs, and the negative
claim that one’s freedoms should not be
 harmed (human rights).

Judicandum. We use the term judicandum to
describe that which is to be judged as just or
unjust. Judicanda can be agents, actions,
 institutions or states of the world.13 When
discussing inter- and intragenerational
 justice, the judicanda could be the actions
of currently living persons (and the conse-
quences of these actions, such as, say, the
 distribution of certain primary goods), as the
claim addressees of both justices belong to
the  current generation. 

Instruments of justice. We use the term
 instrument of justice to describe that which
is to be used to satisfy the legitimate claims
of  justice. In many conceptions of justice,
these will be objects of distribution (answers
to the question “What is distributed?”14),
but the satisfaction of legitimate claims
could also be achieved via, say, institutional
reform to ensure procedural justice. So, the
question here is how legitimate claims are
addressed. For example, one instrument of
intergenerational justice could be the  invest -
ment in public goods such as education and
infrastructure, or the distribution of stocks
of non-renewable resources between
 different generations. e aim of intra -
generational  justice could, for example,
 require institutional reform of international
trade rules (“fairness”).

Metric for the judgment. For statements
about the degree of attainment of a norma-
tive objective, there must be some way to
measure the justice of the judicanda: one
needs a metric to judge whether, and to
what extent, a judicandum is just or unjust.
For this metric, different informational bases
have been proposed, such as e.g. capabilities,
primary goods, or utility.15 It is possible to
use different metrics for inter- and intra -
generational justice.

In sum, judging a certain judicandum as
inter- or intragenerationally just according
to a metric requires first to specify the posi-
tive and negative claims of claim holders in

5

“Meeting the legitimate claims of
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reduces the total resource stock 
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there by, may be at the expense of 
intergenerational justice.”



in the attainment of these objectives. Very
often, the use of instruments of justice
means employing scarce resources that may
be used in alternative ways.26 is is where
the key contribution of economics to the
study of societal problems comes in: how to
use scarce resources efficiently in the attain-
ment of some objectives? According to a
classical definition, economics

studies human behaviour as a relation-
ship between [given] ends and scarce 
means which have alternative uses.27

With this definition, economists generally
understand efficiency as non-wastefulness in
the use of “scarce means” to attain some
“ends” that humans pursue in their actions.
In this understanding, ends are open-ended:
they are not determined by economics as a
method. In principle, it could be any ends

that humans pursue. Here, we focus on
intra- and intergenerational justice as two
primary normative objectives that humans
pursue.28 Drawing on the common defini-
tion of efficiency by Pareto (1906),29 one can
define efficiency as follows: 

An allocation of resources is efficient 
if it is impossible to move toward the 
attainment of one social objective 
without moving away from the 
attainment of another objective.30 

e minimal assumption needed to define
efficiency in this way is that, for each justice,
the metric of justice allows a distinction to
be made between a higher and a lower
 degree of attainment of the respective
 justice. In particular, it is neither necessary
to assume cardinality of each metric nor
commensurability of the two justices.31

us, this notion of efficiency and the
 subsequent analysis are very general.

If efficiency is related in this manner to
some primary normative objectives, it
 acquires the status of a secondary normative
objective.32,33 is means, it is good to use
resources efficiently; it is wrong to use them
inefficiently. In this perspective, the contri-
bution of economics to the study of societal
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problems lies in characterising the (in)effi-
cient use of scarce means in the attainment
of multiple primary normative objectives.
For this purpose, economics provides a
broad set of methods to analyse, display and
empirically verify the relationships between
these objectives.

Figure one: Rivalry and independency

Figure two: Rivalry, facilitation, and 
independency

Figures one and two illustrate the
 opportunity set and efficiency in attaining
the two normative objectives of intra- and
intergenerational justice. e axes indicate
the degree of attainment of inter- and intra-
generational justice, respectively, based on
the respective metrics of justice. us each
point in the diagram represents an outcome
of the use of the instruments of justice. In
Figure one, the shaded area depicts all
 feasible outcomes in the given context, that
is, for given resource endowment, techno-
logy, institutions, and the like (“opportunity
set”). e curve JPF (“justice possibility
frontier”) denotes its frontier. Outcomes to
the northeast of this curve are not feasible in
the given context. Point A represents an out-
come where the instruments of justice are
used in an inefficient manner as more inter-
generational justice could be achieved with -
out sacrificing intragenerational justice. In
contrast, the use of the instruments of  justice
in point B is efficient as no higher degree of
attainment of one justice is feasible without
reducing the other one. Generally, all

6

(intragenerational justice), and the goal to
avoid an unacceptably high financial burden
on the young generation (intergenerational
justice) may occur. Political restrictions limit
the political scope for redistribution of
 resources within a society. If, for instance,
the political scope for redistribution of
 wealth within a society is tight due to resis -
tance against introduction of an inheritance
tax, the situation of the poor can only be im-
proved by increasing public expenditures
and, thereby, possibly adding to public debt
in the long term – therefore causing a trade-
off between inter- and intragenerational
 justice.

Regarding the production relationship
between intra- and intergenerational justice
in the use and conservation of ecosystem ser-
vices, Glotzbach and Baumgärtner (in press:
Sec. four) found that the determinants im-
pacting on this relationship are the quantity
and quality of ecosystem services, popula-
tion development, the substitutability of
ecosystem services by human-made goods
and services, technological progress, and
 institutions and political restrictions. e
determinant substitutability of ecosystem
services, for instance, influences the charac-
ter of the relationship between the justices
as follows: if an ecosystem service is substi-
tutable by human made goods and services,
an overexploitation of the ecosystem service
by members of the present generation to
 increase intragenerational justice can be
compensated by sufficient investment in
other forms of physical, social and human
capital to secure intergenerational justice –
the relationship between the justices is one
of independency or facilitation. If an  eco -
system service is non-substitutable, an over-
 ex ploita tion of the ecosystem service by
members of the present generation to
 increase intragenerational justice cannot be
compensat ed and, hence, reduces the degree
of intergenerational justice – the relation ship
between the justices is one of rivalry.

In sum, the opportunity set, which
 embodies information on the production
 relationships between the two justices in all
feasible outcomes, crucially depends on a
number of fundamental context-specific
 determinants.

IV. Scarcity, economic efficiency, and  
opportunity costs
Irrespective of which production relation -
ship holds between inter- and intragenera-
tional justice, society has to make a decision
on how to use some instruments of justice

“The contribution of economics to
the study of societal problems lies 
in characterising the (in)efficient use 
of scarce means in the attainment 
of multiple primary normative 
objectives.”



necessarily induce a higher degree of inter-
generational justice. Hence, the opportunity
cost of increasing intergenerational justice is
negative: increasing intergenerational justice
does not incur a loss, but a gain of intra -
generational justice, and the opportunity cost
of increasing intragenerational justice is zero.

In outcome F, the situation is reversed:
 attaining intragenerational justice to a  higher
degree facilitates attaining intergenerational
justice to a higher degree, but not vice versa;
hence, the opportunity cost of increasing
 intragenerational justice is negative, while
the opportunity cost of increasing interge-
nerational justice is zero. Generally, all (in-
efficient) uses of instruments of justice along
increasing parts of the JPF correspond to
outcomes where attaining one justice to a
higher degree facilitates attaining the other
one, but not vice versa, so that the former
has negative opportunity cost, while the
 latter has zero opportunity cost.

For example, the opportunity set of
 Figure two may refer to government spen-
ding on education, where a broader educa-
tional base decreases income inequality
within a generation (intragenerational
 justice), and at the same time increases
 prospects for economic growth over time
(intergenerational justice).

As the figures and examples illustrate,
the shape of the opportunity set may differ
from context to context, and with it the
 relationships between the two justices.34 As
the opportunity set is fundamentally deter-
mined by natural resource endowment,
technology, institutions, etc. (cf. Section
III), a change in these fundamental deter-
minants may change the opportunity set
and the relationships between the two justi-
ces. For  example, with given endowment of
a non-renewable resource, technical progress
in  resource extraction would shift the JPF-
curve in Figure one outwards. 

V. Conclusion
Robbins’ (1932) definition of economics
 delimits the contribution of economics to
the study of normative questions. It does not
lie in determining what ends to pursue or in
developing the means to achieve a normative
objective. Rather, the focus of economic ana-

lysis is on efficiency, i.e. non-wastefulness in
the use of scarce resources that have alterna-
tive uses as means to attain given normative
objectives. “Its (economics) contribution lies
in pointing out clearly inefficient outcomes,
and in identifying the opportun ity costs of
moving from one efficient outcome to  an -
other.”

us, in contexts where there is no
 scarcity or no alternatives exist, economics
does not lend itself to the discussion of
 normative questions. Yet, many  questions of
justice arise under conditions of scarcity and
involve the freedom to make choices. Such
questions can be discussed in economic
terms. 

Economic analysis of inter- and intrage-
nerational justice builds on three fundamen-
tal, and rather weak, assumptions:

(1) On the “value” side, the two justices are
considered by society to be of equal rank. 
(2) For each justice, one can measure the de-
gree to which one attains this justice. is
measurement does not need to be cardinal
but may be ordinal, and the two justices do
not need to be commensurable but the two
metrics may be in different units.  
(3) For a given context – specified by natur -
al, technological, institutional factors, etc. –
one can describe the outcome of using scarce
resources (as instruments of justice) in terms
of these measures of the two justices.

With these assumptions, the genuine
and original contribution of an economic
analysis of justice is threefold:

(1) Economic analysis can delineate the “op-
portunity set” of politics with respect to the
two normative objectives of inter- and intra-
generational justice, i.e. it can describe which
outcomes are feasible in achieving the two
objectives in a given context, and which are
not. e opportunity set includes informa-
tion on whether the production relation ship
between the two justices in some outcome is
one of rivalry (i.e. trade-off), independency,
or facilitation; and it dis tinguishes efficient
from inefficient allocations of scarce
 resources. 

As efficiency, when related to the
 primary normative objectives of intergenera-
tional and intragenerational justice, is a
 secondary normative objective, one conclu-
sion for policy-making is straightforward: in-
struments of justice should be used
efficiently; they should not be used ineffi-
ciently.

 outcomes below the JPF-curve correspond to
inefficient uses of the instruments of justice,
whereas all outcomes on the curve corres pond
to efficient uses of these instruments. 

Obviously, in point B there is rivalry
 between intragenerational and intergenera-
tional justice: attaining one to a higher
 degree necessarily reduces the degree to
which one attains the other one. is loss can
be measured by the concept of “opportunity
cost”. e opportunity cost of increasing,
say, intragenerational justice is the corres -
ponding minimal loss of intergenerational
justice. In contrast, at point A there is inde-
pendency between intragenerational and in-
tergenerational justice: attaining one to a
higher  degree does not necessitate any
change in the degree to which one attains the
other one. Hence, there are no opportunity
costs of  increasing one or the other  justice.
Generally, in all efficient outcomes, i.e. on
the JPF-curve, there is rivalry between the
two justices and, thus, positive opportunity
costs. In all inefficient outcomes, i.e. under
the JPF-curve, there is independency bet-
ween the two justices and, thus, zero oppor-
tunity costs.

For example, the opportunity set of
 Figure one may refer to the use of a non-
 renewable natural resource such as oil or gas:
the resource may be exploited today for social
welfare policy (intragenerational justice);
 alternatively, it may be conserved for future
generations (intergenerational justice).

In a different context, the opportunity
set may look as in Figure two. e shaded
area again depicts all outcomes that are
 feasible in this context (“opportunity set”),
with the JPF-curve as its frontier. As in
 Figure one, outcomes A’ and B’ correspond
to an inefficient and an efficient use,  re -
spectiv ely, of the instruments of justice. Ob-
viously, all points on the JPF-curve between
C and D represent outcomes of efficient uses
of the instrument of justice, because no  high -
er degree of attainment of one justice is fea-
sible without reducing the other one. ese
outcomes are characterised by rivalry  between
the two justices and positive  opportunity
costs of either justice. 

Outcome E is inefficient, but as it lies on
the JPF, attaining intergenerational  justice to
a higher degree starting from this point ne-
cessarily also leads to a higher degree of in-
tragenerational justice. at is, in outcome
E there is facilitation between the two
 justices. But facilitation is not symmet ric:
 attaining a higher degree of intragenerational
justice, starting again from point E, does not
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“Many questions of justice arise
under conditions of scarcity and
 involve the freedom to make choices.
Such questions can be discussed in
economic terms.”



One important conclusion about the
production relationship between intra- and
intergenerational justice follows directly
from the very definition of efficiency. In out-
comes of efficient resource use there is
 always rivalry between the different justices
– attaining one justice to a higher degree
 necessarily reduces the degree to which the
other is attained. In contrast, in outcomes of
inefficient resource use there is either inde-
pendency between the two justices – the
level of attainment of one justice can be im-
proved without doing worse on the other
one, or even both can be improved – or
 facilitation – improving the level of attain-
ment of one justice necessarily also improves
the other one.35

(2) Based on the opportunity set, economic
analysis can identify the “opportunity cost”
of attaining one justice to a higher degree,
in terms of less achievement of the other.
 Positive opportunity costs of achieving one
 justice exist if there is rivalry between the two
normative objectives of intergenerational and
intragenerational justice; negative opportu-
nity costs of achieving one justice exist if
there is facilitation between the two jus tices;
opportunity costs are zero if there is inde-
pendency between the two justices.
 Generally, negative and zero opportunity
costs indicate inefficiency in the allocation of
resources, while positive opportunity costs
indicate an efficient resource allo cation. 
(3) Economic analysis can identify how the
opportunity set changes as its determinants –
natural, technological, institutional factors,
etc. – change. In particular, it can study how
the occurrence and extent of rivalry, inde-
pendency or facilitation in the relationship
between the two justices changes as underly-
ing determinants change. Hence, it may sug-
gest how to manage these underlying
determinants in order to decrease the degree
of rivalry and to increase the degree of inde-
pendency or facilitation.

e economic analysis presented here
cannot determine which of the efficient  out -
comes on the justice possibility frontier is
preferable. Moving from one efficient out-
come to another means incurring opportun ity
costs – i.e. furthering the degree of attainment
of one normative objective at the cost of the
other one. Depending on how the relation -
ship between the two normative  objectives is
shaped on the “value side”, it might well be
acceptable to incur these costs – for example,
burdening the presently  living with a small
tax that would prevent future generations
from huge damage. 
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So, economic analysis can give no clear
guidance on how to decide among efficient
outcomes – i.e. in the case of rivalry between
objectives. Its contribution lies in pointing
out clearly inefficient outcomes, and in iden-
tifying the opportunity costs of moving
from one efficient outcome to another.

ese insights can help make an in-
formed decision about how to use scarce re-
sources that have alternative uses to attain
the two normative objectives of inter- and
intragenerational justice in a non-wasteful
manner. is seems to be a valuable contri-
bution for societies facing decisions about
the use of scarce resources in view of diffe-
rent normative objectives of equal rank. Of
course, this would not make hard decisions
easy, but at least efficiently difficult.

Notes
1 WCED 1987.
2 In addition, some conceptions of sustaina-
bility also include justice towards nature as a
third normative objective of equal rank.
3 is is the standard interpretation of mo-
dern economics according to Robbins 1932.
For an encompassing discussion of this and
other interpretations of economics, see
Hausman 2007.
4 is approach, as applied to the three jus -
tices included in the vision of sustainability –
intra- and intergenerational justice as well as
justice towards nature – has been called  
“sustainability economics” (Baumgärtner /
Quaas 2010, Baumgärtner 2011).
5 E.g. Gosepath 2007: 82.
6 Baumgärtner / Glotzbach / Stumpf 2011.
7 is “syntax” is our approach to structur -
ing what has been called the different “di-
men sions” (Pogge 2006, Dobson 1998, see
also Ott / Döring 2008) of the concept of
 justice. It allows fully specifying a particular
 conception of justice.
8 Young 1994, Ott / Döring 2008: 59 et
seqq.
9 e delineation of the community of
 justice, especially the question of who is to
be included as a claim holder, can be drawn
according to different criteria such as
 reciprocity, dignity, ability to experience
pain, etc. (e.g. Baumgärtner / Glotzbach /
Stumpf 2011).
10 e third justice often included in
 sustain ability conceptions, justice towards
nature, refers to claims held by “nature”, e.g.
higher non-human animals capable of expe-
riencing pain or of pursuing goals, against
humanity. us, the claim holders differ,
while the claim addressees belong to the

group of currently living persons in all three
cases. While intra- and intergenerational
 justice reflect an anthropocentric idea of
 justice, according to which nature matters to
humans exclusively because of its instru-
mental value, the idea of justice towards na-
ture assigns an intrinsic value to nature
(Baumgärtner / Quaas 2010: Sec. 2), so that
“nature” becomes a claim holder in its own
right.
11“Goods” should be understood in a wide
sense.
12 Cf. Baumgärtner / Glotzbach / Stumpf
2011.
13 Pogge 2006: 863.
14 Sensu Dobson 1998: 73 et seqq.
15 Cf. Pogge 2006: 868.
16 LeGrand 1990: 555.
17 Barry 1965: Sec. 1.
18 E.g. Dobson 1998: 3 et seqq., Ott / Dö-
ring 2008, Visser´t Hooft 2007: 56, WCED
1987: 43.
19 Here, we extend the argument from
Glotzbach / Baumgärtner (in press, Sec. 3)
which originally refers to justice with regard
to the use and conservation of ecosystems.
20 Independency does not need to be sym-
metric: achieving one objective may be inde-
pendent of achieving the other one, but not
vice versa.
21 is relationship is similar to the concept
of “joint production” in economics, which
means that the production of a wanted good
necessarily gives rise to additional outputs
(cf. Baumgärtner et al. 2006).
22 is facilitation may be one-way, or the
other way, or a mutual facilitation between
the achievement of the two objectives.
23 Like independency and facilitation, ri-
valry does not need to be symmetric.
24 E.g. Dasgupta / Heal 1979.
25 E.g. Perman et al. 2003: 219 et seqq.
26 Scarcity is generally considered as central
to many important problems of justice
(Dobson 1998: 12).
27 Robbins 1932: 15.
28 is goes beyond what economists usu-
ally consider as ends (cf. Baumgärtner 2011).
Traditionally, economics has been concerned
with the end of an ever better satisfaction of
human needs and wants. is end can be
further specified and operationalised as indi-
vidual utilities (microeconomics), or as po-
licy goals such as low inflation and low
unemployment (macroeconomics).
29 According to the original criterion of Pa-
reto (1906), which assesses allocations based
on the wellbeing of individual persons, an al-
location of resources is efficient if no one can
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be made better off (in terms of this person’s
individual utility) without making anyone
else worse off (in terms of the other person’s
individual utility).  
30 LeGrand 1990: 559.
31 A cardinal metric is one that preserves
 orderings uniquely up to linear transfor -
mations; commensurability of justices
means that the metric of both justices is in
the same units.
32 LeGrand 1990: 560.
33 Here, we study the relationship, including
a potential trade-off, between two primary
normative objectives. ere is also a discus-
sion on the so-called “equity-efficiency trade-
off” (surveyed by e.g. Putterman et al. 1998),
where equity and efficiency are treated as
normative objectives of equal rank. But effi-
ciency – in contrast to equity – cannot serve
as a primary normative objective, so that this
trade-off is irrelevant (LeGrand 1990: 566).
34 In addition to the two fundamental
 shapes of the opportunity set discussed here,
other shapes are imaginable. For example,
the justice possibility frontier may be linearly
downward sloping, implying constant op-
portunity costs in all efficient outcomes. It
may also be convex (resulting e.g. from in-
creasing returns to scale in the use of instru-
ments of justice), and the frontier may not
even intersect but asymptotically approach
the axes. is would imply that the oppor-
tunity costs of one justice may rise to infi-
nity. Yet, all insights into the relationships
between the two justices and efficiency that
are essential for our main line of argument
can already be obtained from the two shapes
of the opportunity set presented here. We
therefore refrain from discussing additional
shapes in detail.
35 In the (inefficient) interior of the oppor-
tunity set there is always independency; and
facilitation can only occur on the inefficient
part of the justice possibility frontier.
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bstract: e exigencies of intergene-
rational and of international justice
seem to conflict. is paper discusses

this problem and develops a solution to it. After
criticising several alternative justifications from
the literature, a fully universalistic (i.e. uni-
versalistic in the temporal as well as spatial
 dimension) prioritarian welfare-ethic is deve-
lop ed and justified on the basis of our sympa-
thy: first a criterion of moral value is proposed,
followed by a conception of moral duties, which
relies on socially binding norms and requires to
strive for moral efficiency (most moral value for
a given effort). Finally, these ideas are applied
to determining priorities between several big
social agendas. It turns out that, in practice,
dimensional conflicts are less prevalent than
 ini tially thought.

Tasks and duties of intergenerational justice
seem to conflict with those of international
justice. Reducing greenhouse gas emissions
in order to maintain a stable climate system
seems to require a restriction on economic
growth in emerging, and, to a lesser extent,
even in developing countries; reducing
 public debt for the sake of not financially
burdening the next generation seems to re-
quire cuts in social spending and investment
programmes for reducing unemployment
etc. Not surprisingly, such conflicts arise in
politics because of scarce financial resources.
Surprisingly, however, conflicts between the
temporal and spatial dimensions of justice,
as a consequence of different justifications
for extending justice in these dimensions,
also exist in philosophical theories of justice.
In this paper these conflicts are discussed
from an ethical point of view. A theoretical
solution of how to resolve them is developed
and applied for the purpose of individuating
concrete optimum measures and strategies
for several open conflicts.

In the first section, philosophical justifi-
cations for universalising the domain of
 justice as well as conceptions of the inter -
relation between temporal and spatial justice
are discussed. In the second section a
 welfare-ethical, in particular prioritarian
 criterion of moral value which is universal
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in the temporal as well as spatial dimension
will be developed and justified. In addition,
a conception of what we should do to realise
the moral values (in particular, which
 obligations we have) is developed. In light
of the scarcity of moral resources, namely
scarcity of moral motivation, a crucial
 condition for determining our moral
 commitments is moral efficiency, i.e. to
 realise maximal moral desirability for a given
level of effort. In the third section, this
 conception is applied to the choices we have
with respect to the trade-offs between
 intergenerational and international justice.
Some of the possible and already on-going
projects of moral engagement are deemed to
be particularly efficient because they are
 capable of achieving more intergenerational
and international justice simultaneously.

I. Dimensions of universality in morals
and some universalistic ethics
If one speaks of “universality” or “universa-
lism” in ethics, this most commonly refers
to the extension of beneficiaries, i.e. the set
of beings who are protected and count as ob-
jects of concern for morals. is kind of uni-
versality will be henceforth referred to
throughout this paper as “beneficiary uni-
versality”. ere are (mainly) three dimen -
sions in which the set of beneficiaries can be
delimited: 1. the spatial dimension: whether
people of only our country or of all nations
count as the objects of moral concern; 2. the
temporal dimension: whether people belong-
 ing to the currently dominant generation, all
currently living persons, or beings of all
 generations morally count; and 3. the onto-
logical dimension: which kind of beings are
moral beneficiaries: humans, sentient
beings, animals or living beings etc.? is
paper deals with the spatial and the tem poral
dimension only. Once being included in the
set of beneficiaries, beings may be consider ed
an object of moral concern to a full or  partial
degree; in particular, people living in distant
countries or in the distant future may be in-
cluded among the beneficiaries but given
less weight. In this paper, only morals that
give equal weight to all its beneficiaries will

be considered. Universality in both the tem-
poral and the spatial dimension will be hen-
ceforth called “full universality”.

ere are ethics which are universal in
one dimension only, such as John Rawls’
theory of justice, which is beneficiary uni-
versalistic in the temporal dimension but na-
tionalistic in the spatial dimension.
Although several theoreticians find this in-
coherent, in the strict sense it is not. ere-
fore justifying full beneficiary universalism
requires justifying universalism in both di-
mensions. e most ambitious attempt in
this direction is probably omas Nagel’s
(1970) argument, which has been adopted
by other philosophers such as Parfit and
Broome. e basic idea of his justification is
this: persons ontologically consist of person–
time slices: me now, me in ten years, you to-
morrow, my son in twenty years, the not yet
born eldest grandchild of Julio Alexander
(from Guatemala) in 80 years etc. Now it is
a universally accepted request of rationality
to care for one’s later selves, and to give them
all the same weight too. However, according
to the ontological premise, I will be as sepa-
rated from myself in ten years as you to-
morrow are separated from yourself today
and from me today, so the rationality require -
ment extends to all person – time slices.
us the rational request of caring for
 person – time slices different from me today
extends to all person – time slices, and, in
turn, becomes a way of reaching full bene -
ficiary universalism.

is nice and seemingly strong justifica-
tion of full beneficiary universalism, how -
ever, contains several fallacies. Although it is
theoretically unproblematic to consider a
person to be composed of time slices, from
a biological as well as from a psychological
and, in particular, from a motivational per-
spective, there is a natural continuity
 between succeeding time slices of the same
person, whereas between different persons a
clear discontinuity exists. For example, if
one of my fingers is cut off today, I will be
missing my finger in all my future time-
 slices. Moreover, my hedonic desires not to
suffer but to be happy are timeless (I wish
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this today, tomorrow and whenever) and
refer to me (or to any of my future selves).
Only because of these desires does the
 rational requirement to consider our further
future as well as our present selves have a
motivational basis that makes it acceptable
and achievable; and because we often over-
look how our desires in the (sometimes dis -
tant) future will be affected by some action
in the present, to keep the rational require-
ment in mind makes pragmatic sense.

e inverse route of justification – i.e. there
is an a priori intelligible requirement to care
about all person – time slices different from
me now, which then, in a way which is not
clear, generates the rational desire to do
 exactly this – is neither based on a justified
principle, since there simply is no valid a
priori justification for this rationality
 require ment, and without such a justifica-
tion its content appears to be arbitrary and
ad hoc, nor can this route generate the desire
and motivation out of nothing.

A lesson to be learned from the failure
of Nagel’s master argument for full benefi-
ciary universalism is that the necessary mo-
tivating justification of morals cannot rely
on a priori reasons; it must instead rest on
real rational motives or desires. Peter Singer’s
ethics is currently the most prominent
 defence of full beneficiary universalism, and it
is based on rational motives. Singer develops
a two-piece strategy of justification, in which
the first part justifies a fully universal utili-
tarian criterion of morality,1 and the second
part provides reasons why to follow it in
one’s practice. e second part says the fol-
lowing: to use the utilitarian principles not
only in one’s speech, but also to act on them,
is a question of coherence, with the conse-
quence of avoiding uncomfortable hypo-
crisy;2 furthermore, egoism leads to the
paradox of hedonism: the egoist is altogeth er
less happy than the altruist.3 e latter
 argument is then further strengthened by
positive considerations: acting for a self-
transcendent cause like the perspective of
the universe provides sense to one’s life.4 is
line of thought had already been further ela-
borated by Ernest Partridge: we should iden-
tify with and promote self-transcendent (in
particular future-related) causes in order to
cultivate a rich personality and for the sake

of leaving a work which survives us, even for
our own consolation.5

is justification leaves open critical
questions. e fact that Singer and
 Partridge, who hold different views in nor-
mative  ethics,6 basically advance the same ar-
gument for acting morally, nicely shows that
the personally positive effects of devoting
much of one’s resources to a self-transcen-
dent cause do not depend strongly on the
content of that cause. In particular, this im-
plies that the question of how far and in
which dimension to extend the set of moral
beneficiaries cannot be determined via this
route. To give sense to one’s life is an im-
portant reason and motivation for a strong
and active commitment to morals; and good
morals, like the ones that will be developed
here, should use this resource; but to find
sense in this way depends on a prior moti-
vating justification and adoption of some
personal morals. One lesson to be learnt
from this situation is that Singer’s structu-
ral layout (providing two  justifications) is
very strong and should be maintained.
 How ever, the systematically primary
 justification of the moral criteria has to rely
on already motivating reasons to adopt
 exactly these criteria as one’s personal morals. 

II. Justifying a fully universalistic 
prioritarianism
In criteriological or normative ethics, the
currently most prominent and in each case
possibly fully universalistic ethic is the group
of welfare ethics. ese are ethics which de-
fine the moral value of an action exclusively
in terms of the welfare, utility or desirability
brought about by this action for the persons
or sentient beings affected by it. e various
individual or personal desirabilities are ag-
gregated in some way to one measure of
moral value of this action. e different
types of welfare ethics differ mainly in how
this aggregation is undertaken. Utilitarian -
ism simply adds up the individual utilities.
Moderate welfare egalitarianism first calcula-
tes this sum too but then subtracts from it a
measure of unequal utility distribution; the
higher the inequality, the greater the sub-
traction. Prioritarianism gives desirability
changes for people who are generally worse
off a greater weight; the worse off people are,
the greater the weighting. 

Due to the fact that in welfare-ethical
criteria of moral value the wellbeing or util -
ity of beings is the only relevant indepen-
dent variable,7 irrespective of spatial or
temporal distance, these ethics are in principle

fully universalistic. In addition, they are
clear and able to include in their considera-
tions everything which is of value and to
 balance it against all the other aspects.
 erefore, welfare ethics are optimally apt
for operationalising full universalism, and,
as such, the remainder of this essay will
 proceed on the basis that they constitute the
right general approach.

However, it is always possible to limit
the fully universalistic approach of welfare
ethics by adding boundary principles or dis-
counting factors. In addition, as just explained,
there is a plurality of welfare ethics which
imply different preferences with  regard to
various important questions. So, even if we
accept a general welfarist approach in
 normative ethics, we still have to decide
which particular approach to adopt,  whether
perhaps to limit its universalism and why to
accept this particular approach in the first
place. Such a decision can only be rationally
arrived at with the help of an approach to
justifying ethics.

e discussion in the first section, in
which various attempts to justify univer -
salis tic morals were described, has taught us
several lessons. R(equirement)1: motivating
justification: e prospected justification
may neither be intuitionistic (since this is
not a justification at all; intuitions are  un -
reli able etc.) nor a priori (because mere a
priori considerations cannot provide moti-
vating reasons to adopt and follow moral cri-
teria); it should instead consist of listing
motivating reasons to adopt and follow these
morals. is implies that the content of such
motivating reasons will also shape morals’
content. R2: motivational amplifiers: e
 justification should be twofold. Firstly, the
moral criterion has to be justified by moti-
vating reasons in such a way that wise moral
subjects adopt it and therefore are inclined,
to some degree, to follow it. Secondly,
 further motivating reasons should then be
provided and institutions designed which
strengthen the motivation to follow the mo-
rals (justified in the first step) to a degree
that one actually does so in practice. e
first step provides the moral "signal" so to
speak, the second step "amplifies" it.

However, these specifications are not yet
sufficient and selective enough to get the
 justification of morals started. e conside-
rations undertaken so far (R1 and R2) relate
only to formal aspects. Considerations re-
garding the specific idea, value, aim and
function of morals are missing and have to
be discussed and fixed. Unfortunately, the

“The necessary motivating 
justification of morals cannot rely on
a priori reasons; it must instead rest
on real rational motives or desires.”
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ethical discussion regarding this part of mo-
rals is underdeveloped; therefore, the
 following considerations are much more
speculative than what has been developed so
far. So what, according to this speculation, is
the idea, the aim, and function of morals?

In order to provide an answer to this
 question, two functionally rather distinct
morals have to be distinguished: there are in-
dividual, private morals, which can be followed
by their respective subject individually, and
there are social morals, which are institutio-
nalised, in particular by social norms. Social
morals are binding for everyone and enfor-
ced by threats of social sanctions. e aim
of individual morals may be to realise one’s
sympathetic and respect inclinations (i.e.
 natural altruistic inclinations with a content
near to morals) in a systematic and
 organised way. e function of socially
 binding morals, on the other hand, could be
a kind of prudential consensualism: R3: e
aim of socially binding morals is, first, to
provide an interpersonally uniform and
 binding value order for a society, i.e. a com-
plete social desirability function, namely the
moral desirability function, which, second,
is the basis for deciding about conflicts of
 interests in a binding and socially accepted
form, hence has a peace-making function,
and which, third, is the basis for determin -
ing projects of social cooperation, to be
 realised collectively.8 According to the mo-
tivation requirement (R1), the moral desira-
bility function must be motivational and,
according to prudential consensualism (R3),
it must also be consensual, i.e. equal for all
subjects of the moral system; this can be
 called "subject universalism". (Subject uni-
versalism says that all the subjects of a moral
system have the same moral value function;
beneficiary universalism says that the realm
of objects who benefit from the moral
 system is universal.) A motivating form of
subject universalism is attainable only if the
moral desirability function is (more or less)
identical to or follows from the subject uni-
versal parts of the moral subjects’ prudential

(i.e. rational plus stable) individual desirabi-
lity functions. In other words, to identify the
moral value function, we have to look for
those parts of the moral subjects’ prudential
desirability functions which are subject uni-
versal, i.e. (more or less) identical in all
moral subjects. ere are only very few com-
ponents of our individual desirability func -
tions which fulfil this condition; the most
important is a certain expected sympathy,
i.e. the expected desirability of having, as a
consequence of some measure to be evalua-
ted, sympathetic feelings for beings one is
not personally acquainted with; the respec-
tive desire or motive to produce more desi-
rable sympathetic feelings may be called
“sympathy optimising”. For example, for Amy
and Bud, Carl eating a nutritious meal may
in one respect have the same expected pru-
dential desirability, namely in the respect
that this perhaps will make Amy and Bud
have the same amount of sympathetic feel -
ings for Carl, i.e. enjoying Carl’s moment of
well-being. For open-minded subjects
 (prudence requires open-mindedness), the
sympathetic feelings for beings one is not
personally acquainted with are not restricted
to certain groups of persons, like the citizens
of one’s community or state; hence,  sym -
pathy tends to be beneficiary universal. If

our sympathetic feelings were proportional
to the beneficiary’s well-being, the desirability
function of expected sympathy would be
utilitarian – and this may be what moral
sentimentalists defending or tending
 towards utilitarianism (like David Hume or
Adam Smith) had in mind. However, our
sympathetic feelings are not proportional to
the beneficiary’s well-being; negative sympa-
thy, pity, is stronger than positive sympathy,
i.e. joy about the other’s pleasure and good
condition. As a consequence, the desirability
function of expected sympathy is not pro-
portional to the beneficiary’s well-being but
convex: further increases in well-being (over
life-time) lead to, taken together, more
 desirable sympathetic feelings, but the in-
crement becomes smaller and smaller. And

this means that the moral desirability
function resulting from its equation with the
desirability function of expected sympathy
is prioritarian, giving the more weight to im-
provements the worse off the beneficiaries
are.9

So subject universalism does not analy-
tically imply beneficiary universalism; but
the empirically individuated subject univer-
sal desirability function of sympathy opti-
mising tends to be beneficiary universal too.
Why should we not curb this tendency
 within certain limits? To be more precise, the
question is not whether many or the vast ma-
jority of our socially binding or of our per-
sonal moral projects should not serve the
persons next to us (probably in fact they
should do so), or why we should devote
equal care to all persons (this would be ab-
surd); the question instead is whether the
range of beneficiaries should be limited in
principle, i.e. before deciding on single pro-
jects. e main reason for not limiting the
range of beneficiaries is again the universal -
istic character of the source of these morals:
if we are confronted with the misery of a
being beyond the artificially introduced
 limits, e.g. of national borders, and hence
beyond our active concern, sympathy will
emerge nonetheless (if it is not blocked by
defence mechanisms), thereby rendering our
active but curbed sympathy optimising void.

However, we may nonetheless be temp-
ted to curb the range of beneficiaries (e.g. to
save costs), accepting the resulting sympa-
thy costs associated with the relatively rare
interactions with the sentient beings beyond
our official beneficence. ere are further
reasons why morals should not be limited in
this way. In the spatial dimension one finds
the nationalist limits on socially binding
morals undermine the peacemaking
function of morals at the international level;
and instead of increasing forces by global co-
operation, they lead to the coexistence of va-
rious, taken together, often incompatible
and hence mutually obstructive projects of
different national communities. For exam-
ple, country A’s project is economic growth,
for which it needs the estates of country B as
well as its raw materials and markets; coun-
try B’s project is economic development, for
which it is best to prohibit the ceding of its
estates and to strictly regulate the export of
its raw materials as well as the import of
mass and luxury products; the result will
probably be a trade war between country A
and B. Worse outcomes are also possible. 

In the temporal dimension, a direct war

“For defining 'moral value', we have
to look for those parts of the moral
subjects’ prudential desirability
functions which are subject
 universal… there are only very few
 com ponents of our individual
 desirability functions which fulfil
this condition; the most important is
a certain  expected sympathy.”

“The question is not whether many
or the vast majority of our socially
binding or of our personal moral
 projects should not serve the persons
next to us… or why we should 
devote equal care to all  persons …;
the  question instead is whether the
range of beneficiaries should be
 limited in principle.”
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between generations who are not living at
least to some extent simultaneously is im-
possible. However, a sort of revolving strife
between, on the one hand, the presently do-
minant middle generation and, on the other,
the young and the old generation is clearly
possible and, perhaps to some degree, a
 reality. To strictly confine the range of bene-
ficiaries, however, is more difficult in the
temporal dimension than in the spatial di-
mension because of the permanent change
of each possible in-group and out-group, the
permanent change of possible coalition part-
ners, and because of the strategically disad-
vantageous position any such strictly
confined group of moral subjects and bene-
ficiaries will end up in – though several ger -
ontocracies show that rather strict temporal
confinement, the strategic disadvantage not-
withstanding, is possible in cases where the
successor generation is confident to inherit
all the privileges of the currently dominant
generation. In any case, the listed difficulties
make moral systems with strictly confined
temporal limitations on the sets of benefi-
ciaries unstable. Most of the accomplish-
ments of present generations which are
valuable for future generations have not pri-
marily been intended to be so; they pay off
already for the present generation and are
valuable for future generations only via in-
heriting goods which are left over but still
useful. Nonetheless, in the temporal dimen-
sion too, far extending cooperation is possible,
namely intergenerational cooperation on
long-term projects, with the first cooperat ing
generation reaping only minor profits from
the project, whilst later generations are
 needed to complete it, and the whole pro-
ject’s value exceeds the value of comparable
one-generation projects – consider the cul-
tivation of land, the planting of woods, and
other very long-term infrastructural projects
(tunnel construction, new traffic routes etc.)
or, in former times, the building of cathe-
drals. is presupposes a temporally rather
far extended subject universality of the

 underlying social value function. ough it
may seem at first that present generations
can, for their own profit, easily and without
risk harm future generations (via environ-
mental degradation or resource depletion),

and that, from the temporally extended
 cooperation just described, these present ge-
nerations can only encounter disadvantages
or, at least, too little in the way of profit, at
second glance we may recognise that it is
also possible that future generations cancel
out the prior generation’s projects and hopes
– in particular if the projects were intended
to serve the prior generation’s memory (gra-
teful or admiring memory itself, physical
portraits or biographies, mausoleums, idio-
syncratic architecture or landscape or social
design) or if they were planned perhaps even
for future “beneficiaries” but without suffi-
cient subject universality (like much of Sta-
linist or fascist architecture, megalomaniac
nature destruction and “idiosyncratic” social
structures like stone age communism or the
Millennium Reich). For guaranteeing fruit-
ful intergenerational cooperation via socially
binding morals, a temporally universal
moral desirability function is needed. 

All this shows that the temporal subject
and beneficiary universality of socially binding
morals are normally better for realising the
function of such morals than temporally
 confined morals. Somewhat different argu-
ments hold in favour of full universality of
 individual morals. Confining the reach of
 individual morals is also possible; and it is
probably viable to make life meaningful via
self-transcendent projects whose significance
is narrowly confined to one’s spatial and tem-
poral neighbourhood and which are not em-
bedded in universal projects. Why one’s
personal moral desirability function should
be fully universal is mainly a question of per-
sonal identity: if one does not want to be pro-
vincial (i.e. the significance of one’s projects
and life to be restricted to one’s neighbour-
hood, the object of one’s pride and identifi-
cation to have only vanishing meaning in a
universal context, and the “validity” of one’s
values restricted to a community of few per-
sons), then full beneficiary universality is the
best remedy. e same line of reasoning holds
indirectly for socially binding morals too: as
requirement R2 states, to be effective, these
morals depend on amplifying motives such as
self-transcendence, feelings of self-worth etc.;
if the range of beneficiaries of socially binding
morals is too narrow, such morals are not apt
to be adopted as personal morals by subjects
with more cosmopolitan ideals; as a conse-
quence, these subjects will not adopt and su-
stain these morals; and if there is a significant
share of cosmopolitan subjects, limited moral
conceptions will fail as socially binding
 morals.

We have so far considered only the
moral desirability function, i.e. the evalua-
tive part of morals. Now we have to deal
with the normative or instructive part: what
shall we do? In axiological ethics (i.e. ethics
whose primary moral notion is the concept
of moral value, like welfare ethics), moral

 actions serve to realise moral values. How -
ever, we are not moral machines which are
programmed to always do the morally best;
this is simply impossible; and apart from
 acting morally, we want to have elbow room
for our private projects. erefore, our
moral commitment, i.e. the time and
 resources we dedicate to morals, is limited
in principle – the right amount of moral
commitment is not of interest in the present
context. But if the sense of our moral actions
is, nonetheless, the realisation of moral
 values, then this aim is served better if more
moral value is realised, which under the con-
dition of limited resources leads to the re-
quest of personal moral efficiency: R4.1: the
resources the subject is prepared to dedicate
to morals should be invested efficiently, i.e.
where they produce maximal moral value.
is holds for personal morals, but analog -
ously it holds for socially binding morals
too. Socially binding morals do not confide
(entirely) in the subjects’ autonomous moti-
vation for moral action, but introduce
norms supported by the threat of social
sanctions to strengthen the motivation to act
morally; so these norms are again instru-
ments for realising moral values. However,
such socially binding norms – whether
 formal, i.e. legal, or informal norms – do not
fall from the sky; they have to be put
through by subjects with a particularly high
moral motivation, often via a long political
process and in the face of resistance, and
 afterwards they have to be maintained, at
least in part, by subjects with a special moral
motivation. Hence, there are strong limits to
the possibility of emergence of new socially
valid moral norms – limits produced by
 political resistance as well as the scarcity of
moral motivation among the subjects
 engaged in sustaining such norms. If the
function of socially binding moral norms is

“For guaranteeing fruitful
 intergenerational cooperation via
 socially  binding morals, a temporally
 universal moral desirability function
is  needed.”

“There are strong limits to the
 possibility of realising new socially
valid moral norms – limits produced
by political resistance as well as the
scarcity of moral motivation among
the subjects engaged in sustaining
such norms.”



to realise moral values, this aim is served bet-
ter if more value is realised, which under the
condition of limited resources leads again to
a requirement of social moral efficiency: R4.2:
If new moral norms shall be implemented
or old norms reformed, those norms which
are politically and technically feasible, and
which altogether (i.e. including also surveil-
lance, punishments etc.) produce the highest
moral value, shall be realised.10 Efficiency re-
quirements will often lead to giving priority
to those projects that help people who are
close (in any respect: physically, mentally, so-
cially, etc.) to us, however, not necessarily
and certainly not always. Let us study this in
more detail.

III. Efficient moral politics – 
international and intergenerational
With full universality of morals, for political
subjects like states or alliances of states a
huge variety of possible long- and short-term
interventions or projects to institutionalise
new norms or to reform old ones for moral
improvement, i.e. welfare increase, become
imaginable. Since not all projects can be
 realised, they compete with each other. In
particular, conflicts between present-day
 national, international and intergenerational
concerns (i.e. who will be the primary
 beneficiaries) are possible and should be ex-
pected. According to the theory developed
earlier, the presupposition for taking an
 option into consideration is whether it is
technically feasible and politically enforce-
able; and the criterion for deciding between the
remaining options is their moral  efficiency:
more efficient projects shall be realised first.
“Moral efficiency”, more  precisely, is usually
conceived as the cost-welfare ratio, i.e. the
 resources invested for realising a given pro-
ject divided by the moral value produced by
it; the lower this ratio is (i.e. if the project is
relatively cheap), the higher is the project’s
efficiency.11 e usual units for measuring
resources of all kinds in a comparable and
uniform way are monetary units, e.g. US-
dollars (= USD). e units of moral value
are morally and quality adjusted life years, or
“(m)QALYs” for short: for calculating the
moral value of the life of a certain person,
first, the mean well-being of this person has
to be established (via many interviews or via
inferences from empirical results about the
usual well-being of persons in the same
 situation) and expressed in per cent of the
social mean well-being (so 50% or 0.5
means that the respective person is only half
as happy as the rest of the population);
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 second, this personal mean is multiplied
with the person’s (expected) lifespan; the re-
sult is the personal value of this person’s life,
measured in QALYs – which is a measure of
the personal utility. ird, depending on the
moral criterion used, the personal utility has
to be translated into a moral value via a moral
value function; in the case of priorita rianism,
this is done via a concavely  increasing (i.e. less
and less increasing) weighting function; the
result is the moral value of the person’s life,
measured in prioritarian QALYs (= pQALYs).
Finally, for  determining the moral value of a
certain action, the moral value of the
 affected person's life with that action is
 subtracted from the value it has without that
action. In the following, utilitarian cost-
 welfare ratios, where the welfare is measured
in terms of quality adjusted life years
(USD/QALY), as well as prioritarian cost-
welfare ratios, where welfare is measured in
priority weighted quality  adjusted life years
(USD/pQALY), will be provided. e  values

of USD/QALY and of USD/pQALY are not
directly comparable; only values of the same
measure can be compared, and then express
(inverse) relative preferability.

e following assessments are based on
some rough estimates I have developed in
other publications; they are not very exact,
but give an idea of the order of magnitude.
Mere present-day national actions, like
 reduction of public debts or income redis-
tribution (e.g. for social assistance or provi-
sion of basic health, programmes against
unemployment, in particular youth unem-
ployment, programmes for better education,
programmes for igniting economic growth
etc.), although, of course, immensely im-
portant, will not be discussed here because
the respective efficiency orders even among
OECD countries vary greatly due to differ-
 ing circumstances. e following list of in-
ternational and intergenerational projects is
ordered roughly according to their moral ef-
ficiency, more efficient projects are presen-
ted first.
1. Allowances against starvation, in particu-
lar in cases of endemic famines, restore the

hungry person’s original life expectancy with
the help of a relatively minor contribution
over a limited period; hence within a popu-
lation, such measures donate to its members,
on average, half the life expectancy at birth
of that population, e.g. 30-35 years. Accor-
ding to a very rough estimate, the efficiency
during the supply period alone is about 784
USD2010/QALY, or 395 USD2010/pQALY;12

this figure is still radically reduced if, after
some relatively short allowance period, a re-
turn to normal life is possible (e.g. if the ali-
mentation phase lasts one year in a region
with a life expectancy of 60 years, then the
just indicated amount would have to be
 divided by 30, thus reaching 26
USD2010/QALY and 13 USD2010/pQALY). If
measures of this sort are necessary and
 possible, they should be given top priority.

2. Creating a well-ordered state is to erect
a sovereign political and administrative pu-
blic power with an effective and law-abiding
state machinery devoted to the citizens’ wel-
fare and which respects human rights and
the law of peoples and, at best, is liberal and
democratic too.13 Much of world poverty
and social disintegration is not simply a con-
sequence of so far insufficient economic and
social development, but of missing or, even
worse, counteracting executive or other
power structures led by self-enriching re-
gimes or political castes, which for ensuring
their power tend to suppress political oppo-
sition or social minorities.14 e overturning
of such regimes and the creation a well-or-
dered state – via measures ranging from in-
sightful reforms by enlightened leaders over
peaceful or violent revolutions by a compe-
tent opposition, to humanitarian interven-
tions – may liberate political, social and
economic potentials, which lead to fast de-
velopment. Foreigners can support such pro-
cesses in various ways, beginning with
materially helping and instructing the op-
position, providing retreat possibilities etc.
e last resort can be humanitarian inter-
vention, which does not only protect the
victims of crimes against humanity, but, at
best (especially if strong and competent op-
position forces are present), also overturns
an inhuman regime and initiates the
 progression towards a well-ordered state.
Although humanitarian interventions, like
wars in general, are tremendously expensive,
it is possible, under such conditions, that
they are morally quite efficient due to their
long-term political, social and economic be-
nefits. (e Kosovo intervention, which did
not only protect and liberate the Kosovars,
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but also led to the fall of the nationalist
 Milosevic regime, is an example in kind.
 According to a rough calculation, the moral
efficiency of the immediate humanitarian
 effects of this intervention – mostly by
 preventing genocide – was 9426 USD2010

/QALY or 9775 USD2010/pQALY.15 Adding
the moral value of the further political and
economic benefits (which are very hard to
estimate), i.e. the so-called peace dividend,
these values are further reduced consider -
ably. To avoid misunderstanding, it has to
be added that neither the Afghanistan nor
the second Iraq war were humanitarian in-
terventions; their moral values are debat able;
and, if they have a positive moral value, their
cost-welfare ratio will be tremendously
 higher than the ratio calculated for Kosovo.)

3. Development aid, at least when it is
well planned, goes beyond feeding the poor,
i.e. providing some sort of permanent social
assistance for increasing the income of the
poor somewhat above the absolute poverty
line – which, again according to a very
rough estimate, may cost 6106
USD2010/QALY or 4384 USD2010/pQALY;16

such social assistance is only a fallback posi-
tion for development aid. Good develop-
ment aid accomplishes a certain level of
economic and agricultural development,
mass and elite education, decent health and
life expectancy etc. together with the re-
spective infrastructures in such a way that
the country developed so far can guarantee
a minimum level of prosperity to all its citi-
zens and is no longer dependent on foreign
help. ere are excellent development aid

projects which are highly efficient, impres-
sively more efficient than the values for so-
cial assistance just given – e.g. medical
assistance for visually impaired or handi-
 capped people, which in extreme cases
makes a blind person see for 40 USD, thus
reaching an efficiency of up to less than 2
USD2010/QALY, or projects of housing and
educating street children, or vaccination or
AIDS prevention projects. However, these
seem to be the cherries on the cake, whereas
the mass of developmental aid is much more
awkward, much less efficient, and, in parts,
even detrimental, often as a consequence of
the problems touched upon under point 2,

or because exploitation is camouflaged as de-
velopment aid or help is given without feed-
back.17 Looking for efficiency whilst keeping
in mind the respective traps, the efficiency
of development aid should not lag far be-
hind that of creating a well-ordered state.

4. Fighting climate change and its conse-
quences is another big topic on the interna-
tional agenda. Anthropogenic climate
change has very few positive consequences
(like extending cultivable land towards the
poles in some regions of the world) but a
huge variety of massive negative impacts –
like extending malaria, increasing and ag-
gravating hot spells and hurricanes, the sub-
merging of  low islands by the sea, etc. e
worst effects, however, will probably result
from the aridisation and desertification of
former cultivable land, which lead to the dis-
placement, migration and often pauperisa-
tion of the affected population, to more
famines, increases in the price of food and
hence an enormous growth of the number
of the absolute poor. With “business as
usual” these effects may lead to an additional
4 million casualties per year in the second
half of this century.18 e most important
countermeasure, reducing greenhouse gas
emissions, requires radical technical impro-
vements at considerable costs, which, howe-
ver, will, in any case, be inevitable one day.
A rough estimate says that sustainable
 reduction of greenhouse gas emissions to the
1990 level (with discounting future costs by
3% per year) may cost 10268
USD2010/QALY or 9380 USD2010/pQALY.19

e vast majority of victims of business as
usual will live in poor countries; and its
worst effects will be brought about by
 aggravating the situation of the poor. Con-
versely, this means that development aid also
mitigates several bad effects of climate
change and makes this aid still more
 efficient.
In order to give an idea of the efficiency of
the programmes just discussed, these have to
be compared with measures undertaken in
rich countries. Some examples are: social
 assistance in the U.S., i.e. raising income of
people slightly below the poverty line, has a
cost-welfare relation of 53939 USD2010/
QALY or 51710 USD2010/pQALY;20 reduc -
ing taxes of the very rich (more than 1 million
USD annual income) or increasing top in-
vestment bankers’ bonuses has a cost-welfare
ratio of at least 10 million USD2010/(p)
QALY; mostly, however, this ratio (more
precisely: the limit of this ratio as the start -
ing income approaches 75000 USD2010/

year) is infinite (i.e. the beneficiary’s well-
being does not increase at all21) and some -
times negative (i.e. the beneficiary’s well-being
decreases via the usual disasters of greed).

e comparatively much higher efficien -
cy of the international and intergenerational
projects discussed above (as compared to
 national present-day projects) is to a great
extent due to the fact that the beneficiaries
of these measures are, at least to a large ex-
tent, poor people in poor countries. is has
three efficiency increasing effects: 1. because
of the lower income, the marginal utility of
income increases is higher; 2. purchasing
power of money from rich countries in these
countries is much higher than at home; 3.
prioritarianism attributes more moral value
to welfare increases for people who are worse
off. One question posed by this paper is
whether international and intergenerational
justices of beneficiary universality are in con-
flict with each other. From the great projects
discussed, only allowances against starvation
have beneficiaries outside the present-day
national range in only one dimension: the
spatial. e other three projects have bene-
ficiaries in both dimensions discussed here.
eir high efficiency originates to a large ex-
tent from the fact that at least an important
share of their beneficiaries are poor people
or badly off for other reasons and that the
measures have structural consequences with
long lasting beneficial effects for future ge-
nerations. erefore, according to this as-
sessment, within this group of measures the
possible conflict between the exigencies of
international and intergenerational justice is
nearly non-existent in practice.

Notes
1 Singer 2011: 87-124.
2 Singer 2011: 142-145.
3 Singer 2011: 145.
4 Singer 1993: ch. 10-11.
5 Partridge 1981.
6 While Singer is a utilitarian, Partridge in
his paper mainly defends a – not further
qualified – moral requirement to care about
the distant future (Partridge 1981: 204). In
addition, Partridge, who sees the problem
much more from a psychological point of
view, provides empirical evidence that self-
transcendence is important for everybody
but can be obtained by caring for various
concerns, including concrete others, even
patriotism or religious ideals (Partridge
1981: 208).
7 Welfare ethics define the moral value of
some state of affairs p as a function (e.g. the
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sum) of all the personal utilities of that p for
the single sentient beings. So, for determin -
ing the moral value of p we need only to
know these personal utilities of p for the va-
rious individuals, but no other facts like the
time or place of living of the respective sub-
jects. Time and place of living can and do
influence the moral value – it usually makes
a difference in moral value if poor Julio Alex-
ander from Guatemala or (relatively) rich
Bill from the States receives 1000 USD left
over somewhere – but only indirectly via the
personal utilities of the persons affected – in
the example, because Julio Alexander will
have a much higher utility from these 1000
USD than Bill – and not because the place
of living counts in itself for the welfare-ethi-
cal moral value. is is different e.g. in na-
tionalist ethics, where belonging to a certain
nation in itself leads to giving more moral
weight to the respective person's fate.
8 Lumer 1999: section 3.
9 Lumer 2009: 589-632.
10 Lumer 2002: 93-95.
11 is way to measure efficiency is a bit
confusing because a higher value of the cost-
welfare relation (i.e. higher costs for the
same welfare) means lower efficiency. e
inverse relation, i.e. the welfare-cost relation,
fits better to the ordinary meaning of “effi-
ciency” because a higher value of the welfare-
cost relation (i.e. more moral value for the
same investment) now means more effi-
ciency. However, the substance does not
change; the same order of preferences is only
expressed in a different way, and it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that lower cost-welfare
relations are more efficient, hence prefer -
able.
12 Lumer 2002: 82. e prices given are pri-
ces of 1990; they are corrected here and in
the following according to the U.S. general
consumer price index: U.S. Census Bureau
(ed.): e 2012 Statistical Abstract. Last mo-
dified September 27, 2011. Table 725, p.
474. http://www.census.gov/compendia/sta-
tab/2012edition.html. Viewed 3 November
2011.
13 is definition goes beyond Rawls’s
(1999) introduction, since it stresses the
state’s effectiveness, law-abidingness and
 devotion to the citizens’ welfare, which
 excludes self-enrichment, nepotism, corrup-
tion, and power vacuums as well as disorgan-
 isation.
14 Landes 1998.
15 Lumer 2009: 329-333; 338-340. e
1999 price given here has been corrected as
described in note 11. e USD/QALY
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 values have been converted into
USD/pQALY values following the method
explained in Lumer 2002: 65-71.
16 Lumer 2002: 82.
17 Easterly 2006.
18 Lumer 2002: 26.
19 Lumer 2002: 81; prices adjusted as
 explained in note 11.
20 Lumer 2002: 82.
21 Kahneman / Deaton 2010.
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bstract: Antonin Scalia defends his
textualist approach to interpreting
the Constitution by asserting that

the purpose of the Constitution is to restrict the
range of options open to future generations by
enshrining institutional arrangements and
practices in constitutional mandates or prohi-
bitions. For this purpose to be fulfilled, justices
of the Supreme Court must read the language
of the Constitution according to its original
meaning. We argue there is little reason to be-
lieve that Scalia’s understanding is correct.
Neither the language of the Constitution nor
the writings of Jefferson or Madison are  con -
sistent with Scalia’s interpretation. More im-
portantly, the goal Scalia posits, of seeking to
restrict the range of options open to future
 generations, is intergenerationally unjust.

I. Introduction
United States Supreme Court Justice Antonin
Scalia’s approach to constitutional inter -
pretation, which he calls “textualism”, is as
controversial as it is influential. On the one
hand, its conservative supporters regard en-
dorsement of textualism as a virtual require-
ment for confirmation to the federal bench.
On the other hand, critics point out that
Scalia’s approach is entirely extra-constitu-
tional,1 and that historical meanings are suf-
ficiently obscure and open to interpretation
to allow Scalia to tailor textual interpreta-
tion to his policy preferences.2

Justice Scalia has defended his theory of
constitutional interpretation against his cri-
tics vigorously in articles, speeches, and Su-
preme Court opinions. Scalia justifies his

“textual originalism”3 by the assumption that
the purpose of the Constitution is to restrict
the range of options open to future genera -
tions by enshrining in constitutional

 mandates or prohibitions the institutional
 arrangements and practices of the Framers’
generation.4 For this purpose to be fulfilled,
the justices of the Supreme Court must read
the language of the Constitution according
to its “original” meaning. In some situations,
Scalia suggests, there will be disagreement as
to the original meaning. In other situations 

e question we raise is whether Anton-
in Scalia’s understanding of the purpose of
the Constitution is correct, and if so,
 whether it would be legitimate. Applying
 concepts from the literature on intergenera-
tional justice, we argue that the very purpose
Justice Scalia posits for the Constitution – to
bind future generations to the institutions
and limitations on the use of power the
Framers thought appropriate – constitutes an
injustice to future generations. Moreover,
neither the text of the Constitution nor the
writings of the Framers support the under-
standing of the purpose that Justice Scalia
 ascribes to the Framers. e institutions and
limitations on power they incorporated into
the Constitution did not have the primary
purpose of restricting future generations, but
rather of restricting themselves. ey under-
stood, of course, that if the Constitution
were successful and endured, future genera-
tions would inherit that document and the
institutions it created. ey fervently hoped
that future generations would view their
 actions as wise and beneficial; but the
Framers did not claim to act in the name of
future generations, nor did they act with the

explicit purpose of binding future genera -
tions to the constitutional arrangements they
created.

We argue that the absence of any
language in the document itself indicating
that the Constitution was ordained in the
name of future generations, or any state-
ments that it was established to bind future
generations, weakens Antonin Scalia’s claim
that the Constitution must be interpreted

according to the ‘original’ understanding of
the text, when that understanding no longer
makes sense to us. e Framers were not in
a position to foresee the needs of future gen-
erations, nor the circumstances in which
their descendants would live; nor could they
have understood the values of their remote
descendants, or their linguistic usages. Con-
sequently, it would have been unjust of the
Framers to have bound future generations to
the constitutional arrangements they estab -
lished, without providing the flexibility to
reinterpret the Constitution in a manner
that made sense to later generations.6 e
amendment process alone is insufficient.
e ability of future generations to reinter-
pret the Constitution for themselves is
 essential to the intergenerational legitimacy
of the Constitution.

We argue that Antonin Scalia’s view that
the role of the judge is to reconstruct and im-
pose the original meaning of the language of
the Constitution, even in situations in which
that meaning is no longer accepted, represents
an intergenerationally unjust approach to
constitutional interpretation. If the Framers
did not in fact seek, and could not legiti -
mately have sought, to bind future genera -
tions to their understanding of the
Constitution, it is difficult to understand on
what authority current members of the U.S.
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“The very purpose Justice Scalia
 posits for the Constitution – to 
bind future generations to the
 institu tions and limitations on the
use of power the Framers thought
appropriate – constitutes an
 injustice to future generations.”

there will be disagreement as to how
that original meaning applies to new
and unforeseen phenomena. … But the
difficulties and uncertainties of deter-
mining original meaning and applying
it to modern circumstances are negligi-
ble  com pared with the difficulties and
uncertainties of the philosophy which
says that the Constitution changes, that
the very act which it once prohibited it
now permits, and which it once permit-
ted it now forbids; and that the key to
that change is unknown and unknowable.5

“Antonin Scalia’s view that the role
of the judge is to reconstruct and
impose the original meaning of the
language of the Constitution… 
represents an intergenerationally
unjust approach to constitutional
interpretation.”



Supreme Court would bind us to abandoned
moral and linguistic understandings, such as the
standards for “cruel and unusual” punishments
or “due process of law” that prevailed in 1787.

II. Antonin Scalia’s Approach 
to Constitutional Interpretation
Antonin Scalia advocates what he calls a
“textualist” approach to the interpretation of
the Constitution. Textualism consists of in-
terpreting a statute or the Constitution ac-
cording to “the original meaning of the
text.”7 Scalia contrasts his commitment to
interpreting a text based on the original
meaning of the text’s language with both the
search for the (original) intent of the authors
of the text, and the view that a document
ought to be interpreted according to its
 current or evolving meaning.

Antonin Scalia rejects the search for the
original intent of the draftsmen of a law or
the Constitution, and claims also to have
long ceased using legislative history to dis-
cover the intent of the drafters in deciding
cases.8 Scalia contends that textualism is very
different from original intent. e doctrine
of interpreting the Constitution according
to the original intent of the Framers had
been advanced by former Reagan Attorney
General Edwin Meese and other political
conservatives as a response to liberal judicial
activism of the 1960s and 70s. eir
 approach had also been subjected to a num-
ber of devastating critiques. Among the
 prob lems critics point to is the difficulty of
determining whose intent ought to be counted,
those who wrote the Constitution or those
who ratified the Constitution?9 Other critics
point to the difficulty of determining what
the ratifiers’ intent was when the text is not
clear, and when there is only unreliable
 evidence, at best, of their thinking about a
particular passage.10 Antonin Scalia rejects
the search for original intent, in interpreting
both the Constitution and legislation, but
he retains Edwin Meese’s goal of making the
Constitution a bulwark against an expanded
understanding of individual rights.

For Scalia “the Great Divide with regard
to constitutional interpretation is not that
between the Framers’ intent and the objec-
tive meaning of the text, but rather between
original meaning (whether derived from
Framers’ intent or not) and current mean -
ing.”11 His strongest criticisms are reserved
for those who espouse the view that the
Constitution ought to be understood as a
 liv ing document whose meaning changes
over time. is view “… frustrates the whole
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purpose of a written constitution.”12 If laws
were meant to change meaning and applica-
tion over time, Scalia argues, it would make
more sense for old restrictions to be lifted
instead of new restrictions added, but just
the opposite is the trend in modern consti-
tutional law. “Less flexibility in government
instead, not more… No, the reality of the
matter is that, generally speaking, devotees
of e  Living Constitution do not seek to
facilitate social change but to prevent it.”13

Nor is it necessarily the case that the Con-
stitution “evolves” in the direction of greater
individual rights. We value some rights, such
as property rights and the right to bear arms,
less than the Founders did.

Justice Scalia argues that the correct way
to interpret the Constitution is textualism.
is approach, he claims, removes subjecti-
vity from the Court’s decisions. 

III. Constitutions and 
Intergenerational Justice
e decision of a generation to establish
 specific institutions and to place some
 question beyond the purview of the maj-
ority of its current citizens is an act of
 sovereignty and self-governance, insofar as
those decisions affect themselves and their
contemporaries, and if they have a mean -
ingful say in adopting that instrument and if
they consented to the terms of that

 document.16 e situation is very different
with respect to future generations. Future
generations cannot be consulted about the
terms of a constitution, nor can they give
their consent to that document, except long
after it was written and adopted. At that
point  consent to the Constitution is not free
and voluntary, but constrained by the very
 existence of the Constitution and the insti-
tutions that rest upon it, and by the dangers
posed by abandoning those institutions.

Significantly, the Framers “ordained and
established” the Constitution in the name of
“We the People of the United States” and
not in the name of themselves and their po-
sterity.  e Preamble does clearly express
the hope that the Constitution will secure
“the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and
our Posterity.”  But a concern with securing
the Blessings of Liberty to the present and
future generations is very different from clai-
ming the authority to establish the Consti-
tution in the name of posterity.  Had the
Framers claimed to have acted in the name
of posterity, there would be grounds for hol-
ding that the Constitution is an intergene-
rational contract, binding on later
generations.  But the Framers made no such
claim, and surely they would have seen such
a claim as hubristic and illegitimate.

When a people adopt a constitution,
and specifically when they choose to protect
certain rights and privileges in that consti-
tution, they place those matters beyond the
purview of the ordinary legislative process
and the power of the majority to alter them
through the ordinary democratic process. If
a constitution is to be seen as legitimate, the
decision as to which rights to protect and
which rights to leave to the democratic pro-
cess should reflect accurately the fundamen-
tal values of the founding generation. As
generations pass, however, the assumption
of congruence between the values and the
circumstances of the founders and those of
their descendants becomes increasingly prob-
lematic. e further removed a generation,
the greater the likelihood that there will be
significant differences between the moral
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But this just shows that the Founders
were right when they feared that some
(in their view misguided) future genera-
tion might wish to abandon liberties
that they considered essential, and so
sought to protect those liberties in a Bill
of Rights. We may like the abridgement
of property rights and like the elimina-
tion of the right to bear arms; but let us
not pretend that these are not reductions
of rights.14

In some sophisticated circles, [textual-
ism] is considered simpleminded-
 “wooden,” “unimaginative,” “pedestrian.”
It is none of that. To be a textualist in
good standing, one need not be too dull
to perceive the broader social purposes
that a statute is designed, or could be
 designed, to serve; or too hide-bound to
realize that new times require new laws.
One need only hold the belief that
 judges have no authority to pursue those
broader purposes or write those new
laws.15

“Had the Framers claimed to have
acted in the name of posterity, 
there would be grounds for holding
that the Constitution is an 
intergenerational contract… the
Framers made no such claim, and
surely they would have seen such a
claim as hubristic.”
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concepts and values of the two generations.17

For this reason, justice to future generations
generally requires that the present genera-
tion not seek to limit the choices and options
of their descendants whenever possible.
 Justice to future generations certainly requires
that the present generation not seek to
 enforce its preferences on future generations,
assuming that were possible. Although we
should not be indifferent to the types of
choices future generations may face, we have
an obligation to respect the autonomy of
 future persons, and not to seek to limit their
choices unnecessarily, nor to make choices
for them that they are capable of making for
themselves.

Antonin Scalia’s argument that “the
whole purpose [of a constitution] is to pre-
vent change – to embed certain rights in
such a manner that future generations can-
not readily take them away”18 ought to give
one pause. On the one hand, it is quite
 clearly legitimate, even desirable, to establish
institutions that are just and to leave them as
a heritage for future generations. To the ex-
tent future generations find valuable and
good the institutions they have inherited or
established, a strong case can be made that
they have an obligation to preserve those in-
stitutions both for their own benefit and for

the benefit of future generations. On the
other hand, people who establish or preserve
institutions as a heritage for future genera-
 tions must also recognise that future gene-
rations may not share their judgment of the
worth of those institutions.

e dilemma of constitutionalism is that
the mechanisms that protect the rights of
contemporaries against legislative majorities
who want to take these rights away also
make it difficult for future generations to
adapt the Constitution to their potentially
very different circumstances.  As we argue
later in this article, in order for a constitu-
tion to be intergenerationally just, the
 authority of future generations to reinterpret
the document based on their understandings
and values must be acknowledged and pre-
served.

For this reason, to establish institutions
and procedures for the purpose of limiting the

choices of future generations is, in and of
 itself, an act of injustice to future genera -
tions, unless there are extraordinary reasons
for doing so. Future generations have the
right to decide for themselves which institu-
tions are worthy of preservation, and which
should be changed or even abolished. is
right is not absolute; future generations are
obligated to consider the consequences of
abandoning established traditions and insti-
tutions, especially the consequences for their
posterity of abandoning the institutions they
have inherited. But the right of future genera -
tions to their own judgment of the worth of
the institutions they inherited, and their
right to act on that judgment, are inalien-
able. e commitments and actions of past
generations cannot take away this right, and
every generation has the corresponding ob-
ligation to respect and preserve these rights
by not seeking to bind posterity to their an-
cestors’ conception of the good. Each
 genera tion is thus at liberty to alter or even
abandon the commitments of its ancestors,
subject to the obligation to consider the con-
sequences of those actions.19

omas Jefferson and James Madison
both express very much this view in corre-
spondence they exchanged in 1789 and
1790.20 In a letter dated September 6, 1789,
Jefferson poses the question whether a
 generation has the right to bind a later
 generation. Jefferson answers that no such
authority can exist. He considers it self-evi-
dent “‘that the earth belongs in usufruct to the
living;’ that the dead have neither powers
nor rights over it.”21 Jefferson goes on to
argue that “no society can make a perpetual
constitution, or even a perpetual law. e
earth always belongs to the living genera-
tion. ey may manage it … and what pro-
ceeds from it, as they please, during their
usufruct…. e constitution and the laws of
their predecessors extinguished them, in
their natural course, with those whose will
gave them being.”22

No clearer repudiation of Scalia’s claim
that the purpose of the Constitution is to
bind future generations to the judgments of
the past could be asked for. Of course, Jef-
ferson was not at the Constitutional Con-
vention in Philadelphia, and for this reason
is not  considered to be one of the Framers of
the Constitution. But Madison was at the
Convention and is generally considered to
be the principal architect of the Constitu-
tion. While Madison espouses a more flex -
ible position in his response to Jefferson, he
largely accepts the validity of Jefferson’s

 argument. He raises a number of practical
objections, including that periodic revisions
of the Constitution would render govern-
ment “too mutable to retain those prejudices
in its favor which antiquity inspires.”23 Mad-
ison also argues that debts incurred to make
improvements in the natural state that be-
nefit future generations are valid obliga tions
of future generations, and ought to be paid
by them.24

Nonetheless, Madison agrees with Jef-
ferson’s assertion that the validity of natio-
nal acts generally should be limited to the
life of the generation that enacted them.
And  Madison states that keeping this prin-
ciple in view in the proceedings of govern-
ment would serve “as a salutary curb on the
living generation from imposing unjust or
 un necessary burdens on their successors.”25

 Clearly, both Jefferson and Madison would
reject Antonin Scalia’s claim that the “whole
purpose [of the Constitution] is to prevent
change—to embed certain rights in such a
manner that future generations cannot
 readily take them away.”26

A generation ought to preserve those in-
herited institutions it finds to be beneficial
and worthy of passing on to posterity. ey
may even choose to perpetuate the institu -
tions they have inherited out of familiarity
and habit. But future generations should see
themselves as having greater leeway than
their ancestors to change and adapt institu-
tions they have inherited to their needs. e
lack of contractual obligation is only part of
the reason for this greater leeway. Future ge-
nerations are also in a better position to
judge how constitutional arrangements have
worked over time and how they continue to
work. As Plato argued long ago, the user of
an instrument will speak of its merits and
defects with knowledge that the instrument
maker does not possess.27

e most important reason future gene-
rations may choose to alter inherited insti-
tutions is that these institutions have ceased
to be useful in addressing the needs of a
changing society. It is impossible for even
the wisest founders to foresee the nature and
direction of change in society. For that rea-
son alone, institutions and practices must be
able to be adapted to the inevitable changes
in conditions and values. e greatest flexi-
bility to adapt to change is found in the
power to legislate in broad areas for the
 public welfare. On the other hand, the
power of Congress to legislate is limited in a
number of ways, including by prohibitions
in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights,
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“In order for a constitution to be
 intergenerationally just, the authority
of future generations to reinterpret
the document based on their
 understandings and values must be
 acknowledged and preserved.”



by the general requirement that the power
to legislate be fairly traceable to a grant of
power to Congress by the Constitution, and
by interpretations of the Supreme Court.

e constitutional amendment process
has been used for great matters and some -
times for small ones. e post-Civil War
amendments (XIII, XIV and XV) laid the
groundwork for greater equality and civil
rights in the United States. But the Amend-
ment process has also been used four times
to tweak the way the United States selects
its presidents (XII, XX, VVII, XXV). Alt-
hough constitutional amendments rest on a
more solid foundation than laws or consti-
tutional interpretations by the Supreme
Court, the amendment process is notorio-
usly cumbersome. More than eleven thou-
sand proposals to amend the United States
Constitution have been introduced in its hi-
story, but only twenty-seven amendments
were adopted.28

e power to adapt the Constitution by
reinterpretation has proved to be as impor-
tant as the amendment process in preserving
the United States’ political system. e
power of the federal government to levy
taxes on income was expanded by constitu-
tional amendment, but the equally critical
power to regulate the economy came about
by way of reinterpretation of the commerce
clause by the Supreme Court in 1937. e
application of the Bill of Rights to the states
is rooted in the 14th Amendment, but it is
rooted just as much in the judicially created
doctrine of the selective incorporation of the
fundamental provisions of the Bill or Rights.
e United States Constitution has survived
more than two centuries both because it has
been amended and because the Supreme
Court has reinterpreted key clauses of that
document in ways that facilitate adaptation
to changed values and circumstances.

It is precisely this ability to reinterpret
the Constitution in light of experience that
Justice Scalia would deny. By limiting the
meaning of the Constitution’s language to
its meaning at the time it was adopted, Scal-
ia decouples the meaning of the language in
the Constitution from changes in meaning
in daily use.  At the same time Scalia would
deny justices the ability to reinterpret the
provisions of the Constitution in light of
 experience.

IV. Scalia’s Textualism and 
Intergenerational Justice – Conclusion
Antonin Scalia’s argument that it would
have been legitimate for the Framers of the
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Constitution to seek to bind the hands of
their descendants for their own good, and
that the Framers actually sought to do so,
turns the Constitution into an intergenera-
tional contract or covenant whose purpose
is to bind all generations of Americans to
terms set down by the Framers, subject to
change only by constitutional amendment.
is understanding of the nature of the
Constitution underlies Scalia’s textual origi-
nalism. It requires justices to view their role
as one of reconstructing the original mean -
ing of the Constitution and applying that
understanding to the constitutional review
of current laws and policies.

One can accept that the Constitution of
the United States is an intergenerational
compact, without accepting the radical view
of that compact espoused by Scalia. A far
more moderate position is that by estab -
lishing a constitution that limits the powers
of government, the Framers inevitably
 restricted the choices of future generations.
is position is consistent with the under-
standing of Edmund Burke that the (British)
Constitution is an intergenerational  covenant
 embodying the accumulated  wisdom of a
people.29 Burke’s position is also consistent
with a more humble approach to constitu-
tional interpretation that requires judges to
weigh the effects of past interpretations of
the Constitution on society, and to modify
those interpretations that have proven harm-
ful. is view of the role of the Supreme
Court has attracted the support of both
 liberal justices and traditionally conservative
justices such as John Marshall Harlan (the
younger). In Gideon v. Wainwright (372
U.S. 335 (1963)), for example, Justice Har-
lan was willing to abandon the rule the
Court had handed down twenty-one years
earlier in Betts v. Brady (316 U.S. 445
(1942)),  largely because he was convinced
that rule had proven unworkable.

Antonin Scalia rejects an evolutionary
and pragmatic approach to constitutional
interpretation, in part because the U.S.
Constitution, unlike the British Constitu-
tion, is a written document. But he also re-
jects an evolutionary view because he
understands the Constitution to have been
established for the purpose of binding the

actions for future generations of Americans.
For Scalia, the terms of this compact can be
applied correctly only by reconstructing the
meaning of its language as it was understood
at the time it was written. 

We have argued that Antonin Scalia’s
approach to constitutional interpretation
places an undue and illegitimate burden on
the present generation. As a practical mat-
ter, exclusive reliance on the Amendment
process has proved unworkable. e U.S.
Constitution has changed as much by judi-
cial interpretation as by amendment. But
Scalia’s theory of constitutional interpreta-
tion is not merely impractical. It also rests
on an intergenerationally unjust model of
constitution making. It would not have been
legitimate for the Framers of the Constitu-
tion to have attempted to impose their
 values on future generations, by deliberately
restricting the choices of their descendants,
as Scalia argues they did.

None of this undermines the validity of
intergenerational compacts such as consti-
tutions, or other policies likely to affect per-
sons well into the future. Constitutions are
important – even essential – devices for sha-
ping political institutions and preserving
fundamental values. Moreover, we agree
with Madison that constitutions are by their
nature inherently intergenerational. If they
are successful, they will endure and shape
politics into the future, while at the same
time restricting the range of available choi-
ces open to our descendants. On the other

hand, when we adopt policies that affect fu-
ture generations, the uncertainty we have re-
specting the effects of our actions and their
impact on future persons requires that we
avoid substituting our judgment for theirs
whenever possible, and that we err on the
side of increasing, rather than decreasing,
the range of choices open to future genera-
tions.

e question is not whether the present
generation may adopt policies that inciden-
tally restrict the choices of future genera tions
by adopting institutions and practices they
see as beneficial to themselves. Rather the
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“One can accept that the
 Constitution of the United States is
an intergenerational compact,
 without accepting the radical view
of that compact espoused by Scalia.”

“There is no reason to think that
 either we, or the Framers of the
 Constitution, were endowed with the
superhuman wisdom required to
 justify interpreting the Constitution
as a covenant… whose terms are
fixed by their meaning at the time it
was adopted.” 
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question is whether the present generation
may deliberately seek to restrict the choices
of its descendants, a purpose Antonin Scalia
espouses and attributes to the Framers of the
United States Constitution. ere is no
 reason to think that either we, or the
Framers of the Constitution, were endowed
with the superhuman wisdom required to
justify interpreting the Constitution as a
 covenant, binding on future generations,
whose terms are fixed by their meaning at
the time it was adopted. is certainly was
not the understanding of the Constitution
reflected in the writings of Jefferson and
 Madison, and it is not an approach that can
withstand analysis as an application of the
principles of intergenerational justice. ere
is good reason to conclude that Antonin
Scalia’s position is wrong both historically
and ethically, and should be rejected.
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1 Breyer, B 2005: 117.
2 Tribe, L 1997:  68-71. Tribe questions
whether one could actually discover a better
or more correct understanding of the Con-
stitution by simply meditating on it. He
does not believe one can determine the level
of abstraction or the “empirical facts about
what a finite set of actors at particular mo-
ments in our past meant to be saying” (68)
even with the use of complicated tools such
as biography and psychology. Nor does he
believe that all constitutional clauses may be
neatly defined as either specific or abstract
and that whether a clause is seen as specific
or abstract may change over time. e thrust
of Tribe’s critique of Scalia is that with so
much wiggle room for interpretation in dis-
covering the meaning and mode of the law,
it is difficult say whether Scalia is espousing
law or his own judicial aspirations disguised
in fanciful explanations of history.
3 Scalia, A 2003. In a speech delivered in
Washington, D.C. on October 18, 1996 at
e Catholic University of America, Anto-
n in Scalia describes himself as belonging to
a small but hardy school, called “textualists”
or “originalists.” We have taken the liberty
of combining the two terms in describing
Scalia’s approach to interpreting the Con-
stitution.
4 Scalia, A 1997: 23.
5 Scalia, A 1997: 45-46.

6 If the Framers did not, and could not le-
gitimately, have bound future generations to
their understanding of the Constitution,
then it is even more difficult to justify the
efforts of some current members of the
Court to use interpretations of the Consti-
tution to bind us to abandoned moral and
linguistic understandings.
7 Scalia, A 1997: 38.
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14 Scalia, A 1997: 43.
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16 Different normative considerations
would apply to a decision supported by even
a large majority to repress a discrete and
 insular minority.
17 is position is argued first by Martin
Golding 1980: 69 in his influential essay,
“Obligations to Future Generations.” Ter -
ence Ball 1988: 150 makes a similar argu-
ment in his Transforming Political
Discourse. See also Bruce E. Auerbach
1994.
18 Scalia, A 1997: 40.
19 Locke, J 1980: 62, who influenced the
thinking of the Framers makes very much
this point in his Second Treatise of Civil
Government: “…[W]hatever engagements
or promises any one made for himself, he is
under the obligation of them, but cannot by
any compact whatsoever bind his children
or posterity. For his son, when a man, being
altogether as free as the father, any act of the
father can no more give away the liberty of
the son than it can of anybody else.”
20 e authors would like to thank Prof.
Beau Breslin of Skidmore College for sug-
gesting the importance of the correspon-
dence between Jefferson and Madison in
comments on a draft of this paper presented
at the Northeast Political Science Associa-
tion (U.S.) annual meeting in November of
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27 Republic of Plato (Book X, section 601).
It is noteworthy that the Philadelphia Con-
vention was called for the purpose of pro-
posing amendments to the Articles of
Confederation. Such amendments would

have required unanimous ratification by all
thirteen states. When the Convention had
fin ished its work, not only did they propose
adopting a completely new Constitution,
they also proposed a ratification process that
abandoned the requirement of unanimity.
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http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/refe-
rence/three_column_table/measures_pro-
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bstract: is paper1 reconstitutes
and addresses critically the deonto-
logical and consequentialist argu-

ments given by the French government to
justify the denial of the national guaranteed
minimum income support (RSA) to young
people under 25 years old. e deontological
arguments express a concern for distributive
 justice and suggest that young people do not
 deserve income support. e consequentialist
arguments, on the other hand, emphasise social
efficiency: they draw on the alleged negative
outcomes that the extension of income support
to young people would bring about. After ana-
lysing each argument, this paper concludes that
the denial of RSA to young people is an illegi-
timate discrimination. It then proposes that we
understand our duties towards young people
through an account of prudence that reconciles
both (1) concerns of distributive justice with
concerns for social efficiency and (2) concerns
for inter- and intragenerational justices.

Introduction
In June 2009, the Sarkozy government re-
formed the “Revenu Minimum d’insertion”
(RMI), which was the French guaranteed
minimum income support (effective since
1988), and implemented a new scheme

 called RSA “Revenu de solidarité active”.
Just like the former RMI, this new plan in-
cluded a monthly allowance (of about €460)
for those without any source of income.
 How ever, as opposed to the former RMI, it
also made provisions for a second allowance
to top up the income of the low-paid. As a
result, the government claimed that it would
incentivise work rather than inactivity.2

In the initial proposal, young adults bet-
ween 18 and 25 years old were ineligible for
RSA,3 just as they were excluded from the
former RMI. According to the Haute Auto-
rité de Lutte contre les Discriminations et pour
l’Egalité – the French Equal Opportunities
and Anti-Discrimination Commission –
such differential treatment was discrimina-
tory. e inequality of treatment was based
on age – a criterion prohibited by the law –
and it deprived young people of an impor-
tant social right.4

As a response, President Nicolas Sarkozy
introduced a new scheme in September
2009 entitled “RSA-jeunes” (RSA-youth)
aimed at young people between 18 and 25
years old. However, as its name suggests,
RSA-jeunes is different from the original
RSA. It requires a past contribution: young
people are only entitled to income support if

they have worked full-time for two years in
the past three. Initially, 160,000 young
people5 were supposed to receive this new al-
location, which represented only 2% of
young people, while approximately 20% of
them lived under the poverty line, and while
more than 23% of active young people were
unemployed.6 Today, over a year after its
 official launch, the situation is even worse:
only about 10,000 young people receive
RSA-jeunes, while over one million people
aged between 18 and 25  live under the pov -
erty line.7 French youth unemployment is,
on average, more than twice as high as the
national (9.3%) and the OECD (8.5%)8

unemployment rate.
In this paper, I aim at presenting the

 justifications that were given for the denial
of the original RSA to young people and for
the implementation of the very restrictive
RSA-jeunes instead. ere was a critical lack
of governmental publications justifying the
practice,9,10 which is unacceptable given
what is at stake. Drawing mainly on the in-
troductory speech for RSA-jeunes by Presi-
dent Sarkozy and from scholars who
questioned age requirements for minimum
income, I have tried to reconstitute a taxo-
nomy of the underpinning premises
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 accounting for the differential treatment. I
do not wish to quibble about the numbers:
25 years old may be too old, and two years
of work may be too much, yet the general
principles symbolised by such numbers may
still be valuable. It is my aim that the chal-
lenges raised by the assessment of these prin-
ciples go beyond a mere critique of this
specific governmental policy. In fact, I be-
lieve that a careful analysis will help us un-
derstand how policies aimed at young
people tend to become too restrictive and
short-sighted. 

According to Mongin,11 the authorities
denied the original means-tested RSA to
young people in the name of both “(1) dis-
tributive justice and (2) social efficiency”.12 I
have been able to identify at least three
 arguments in each of these two fields. e
first three arguments are concerned with
“distributive justice” and are deontological:
they state that young people do not deserve
income support. On the other hand, the
three arguments of “social efficiency” are
consequentialist arguments concerned with
the outcomes that an extension of income
support to young people would bring about.

Here is a table of my understanding of
these arguments:

Deontological arguments
According to Sarkozy, RSA ought to be
 allocated to those “who deserve it”.13 Fein-
berg explains that desert involves a deserving
subject and a desert basis: “judgements of
desert carry with them a commitment to the
giving of reasons. If a person is deserving of
some sort of treatment, he must, necessarily,
be so in virtue of some possessed character -
istics or prior activity.”14 By denying the
 original RSA to young people, the govern-
ment claims that young people in general
(subject) do not deserve RSA (object). Yet,
what desert basis can explain such judge-
ments? In other words, what criteria under-
pin the de facto division between deserving
and undeserving subjects imposed by the
RSA?

Wim van Oorschot has identified five
criteria of deservingness:15 (1) control, that is
people’s power and responsibility over their
situation; (2) need, that is the degree of
 deprivation of the person; (3) identity, that
is the intensity of the proximity people feel
towards the recipients; (4) attitude, that is
the degree of gratefulness or docility; (5)
 reciprocity, the extent to which the person
contributes.16 ese criteria can help in
 reconstituting three desert-based arguments

For the purpose of this paper, I will not
 analyse each of these arguments in depth.
 How  ever, I will still introduce them all briefly
and try to point out where I believe they fail.

that could justify the differential treatment
between under and over 25 years old citizens.

Needs-based argument
e framing of RSA-jeunes reveals that the
French government believes that young
people’s needs matter less than those of older
adults, mostly because they can rely on their
family. is reasoning explains why most be-
nefits aimed at young people are allocated
through their parents by a system of tax
 deduction. However, the needs-based argu-
ment can easily be dismissed because as a
matter of fact, not all families provide for
their young adult members. If we really care
about addressing genuine needs, RSA
should be allocated to young people whose
families do not provide for their primary
needs. It is true that young people are often
dependent on their families and are thus
 generally less in need of a minimum income
than adults. However, some young people
need it just as much because they are de-
pendent on a poor family. A study from the
Secours Catholique has shown that disad-
vantaged families see an income decrease of
25% when they have to care for one young
adult, and single mothers an income de-
crease of 33%.17 Disadvantaged families and
their young adult members are at risk of  fall -
ing into a vicious cycle of poverty. us, just
like a non-working spouse is denied RSA if
and only if he or she has access to a rich
enough partner, it seems that a young person
should be denied RSA if and only if he or
she depends on a rich enough household.
ere are no convincing needs-based reasons
for denying RSA to at the least needy young
people.

Reciprocity argument
e reciprocity argument appeals to the idea
that people ought to contribute to society’s
well-being if they are to expect the  com mun -
ity to provide for their subsistence when
they are vulnerable. is is the idea under-
pinning the backward-looking requirement
that young people must work for at least two
years before they can claim income support.
Contribution is understood as giving rise to
entitlements. As Cummiskey puts it, desert
as entitlement provides “the basis for a plau-
sible account of the nature of backward-
 looking reasons, which are constitutive of
some institutions”.18 e requirement of a
past contribution derives from the principle
of reciprocity, described by Stuart White in
the following way: “if one willingly enjoys
the fruits of one’s fellow citizens’ labour,
then as a matter of justice one ought to
 provide some appropriate good or service in
return.”19
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Deontological arguments (three desert
basis: need, contribution and effort)

- e “needs-based argument”:
Young people have smaller “needs” which
can be met by their family; thus more
 restrictive requirements can justly be
 applied to them.

- e “reciprocity argument”:
Young people are not “contributors”;
thus they should not be entitled to
 income support unless they have already
worked.

- e “meritocratic argument”:
Young people have made relatively less
“efforts” than adults in their lives; thus
they do not deserve a reward, apart from
those who have worked.

Figure 1: Taxonomy of the arguments supporting more restrictive income support for young people

Consequentialist arguments

- e “paternalistic argument”:
Work is essential to people’s happiness
and wellbeing; thus, it should be incen-
tivised in general, and more so among
young people.

- e “dependence argument”:
e phenomenon of dependence on ben-
efits is particularly problematic among
young people (emphasis on youth beha-
viour); thus more incentives on work in
order to avoid dependence are legitimate.

- e “responsibility argument”:
Promoting a sense of responsibilities
among young people is fundamental;
thus the government should not give
them something for nothing.



However, this argument is not sufficient
to justify  RSA being denied to many needy
young people for two main reasons. First,
even if we agree that participation ought to
be a requirement, there is no reason why
paid employment should be the only  accept -
able form of contribution. What about
 volunteering, caring, interning or even
 study ing? Are these not legitimate activities
for citizens under 25 years old? Perhaps
 studying is less straightforwardly conceived
as a societal contribution than paid employ-
ment or volunteering. However, even though
higher education is a personal investment, it
is clear that it has a great impact on how well
the society as a whole ends up faring in
terms of skills, knowledge, technology and

culture. us, even if  education is a less
 direct societal contribution, it clearly is a
considerable long-term investment in
 society as a whole. 

Second, even if we agree with White that
justice requires that someone who receives
benefits offers something in return, it is not
clear why this contribution should be
 required as a past pre-requisite. It seems that
discourses tend to confuse reciprocity with
utility: reciprocity is not restricted to parti-
cipation in insurance schemes. ese  schemes
are just one way to promote reciprocity and
maximize utility. In the case of retirement
pensions, people are indeed required to con-
tribute before they benefit, since they are
 likely to be unable to work after a certain
age; the retirement system is conceived so
that it fits utility. So, indeed, the young have
not made payments into social insurance
yet. But that is not relevant to reciprocity.
Since young people have a long working-life
ahead of them, forward-looking contribu -
tions should not be problematic. Recipro-
city rests on a willingness to be part of the
social fabric. A retiree displays it by pointing
at past achievements; a young person
 displays it by her intention, in a forward-
 looking way, to reciprocate, by a willingness
to work, to study, etc.

Meritocratic argument
e meritocratic argument is based on the
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idea that an individual’s merit is a fair basis
to justify differential treatment: “RSA- jeunes
will be reserved for those who have  work ed
in the past. ese young people  deserve that
the nation rewards their efforts.”20 It relies on
the principle that rewards should be alloca-
ted in return for a certain effort.  Effort is lin-
ked to Oorschot’s notion of “control”: the
more control a person has over his or her si-
tuation, the more effort he or she can legiti-
mately be required to show. Oorschot’s
notion of “attitude” also links with effort.
People believe that the better the attitude
you have, the more deserving you are.21

Drawing on these criteria and compa-
ring the young to the elderly helps in
 understanding why young people appear to
lack the essential desert basis of effort. Old
people are disabled by their ageing, over
which they have no control. By contrast,
young people are able and thus have more
power over their lives. Moreover, old people
are thought to be “undemanding, grateful
and not rebellious”.22 Young people, on the
other hand, are often depicted in the media
as rebellious, ungrateful, lazy or self-cen-
tred.23 us young people who step up and
make efforts to provide for themselves de-
serve a reward; the others do not. RSA-jeu-
nes, by requiring two years of work, is
framed so that it protects the meritocratic
ideal of effort.

However, effort is only meaningful if
young people have control over their situa-
tion, and if it is their attitude that causes
their deprivation. Yet, when we look at the
current job market, it is difficult to claim
that unemployed young people are entirely
responsible for their situation. Young people
may be physically able, yet in the current
economic situation they are handicapped by
the crisis, and at great risk of unemploy-
ment. Even Sarkozy recognises that “young
people of today have to face the challenges of
a world in crisis – a crisis for which they are
not responsible.”24 If young people do not
entirely control their situation, then an in-
come support scheme should at least be ad-
justed to take into account their resulting
precarious situation.

Furthermore, even if effort is a fair de-
sert basis, it is very difficult to assess. In fact,
the energy, concentration and perseverance
someone has applied to a task are not always
correlated with the results he or she gets. As-
sessing effort requires an understanding of
the whole path someone has taken, and it is
even harder to know whether young person
x is more, equally, or less deserving than

young person. Moreover, as Van Parijs
points out, the problem with conditionality
based on an account of merit is that some
deserving people are always overlooked. Yet,
according to him, this is worse than alloca-
ting income support to undeserving per-
sons.25 is is one more reason to believe
that merit is not an authoritative rationale
to justify the denial of income support to
young people.

I have tried to show that the desert-
based account of distributive justice does not
account effectively for the denial of the ori-
ginal RSA to young people. erefore I
agree with the Haute Autorité de Lutte con-
tre les Discriminations (HALDE) that the
differential treatment is discriminatory – the
distinction gives rise to an important social
inequality26 – and yet cannot be effectively
accounted for by a desert-based account of
distributive justice. According to the
HALDE, such a discrimination based on age
is legitimate “only if it is justified objectively
and reasonably, i.e. if it pursues a legitimate
goal and if the ratio between the means em-
ployed and the goal pursued is reasonable.”27

Consequentialist arguments
From a consequentialist standpoint, no mat-
ter who really deserves what, “the right act in
any given situation is the one that will pro-
duce the best overall outcome.”28 If denying
the original RSA to young people brought
about a better cost/benefit ratio than its ex-
tension, then discriminating against young
people would be legitimate. In other words,
if allocating income support to young
people brought about adverse consequences,
then denying young people RSA would be
justifiable. Indeed, Sarkozy specifically re-
ferred to the detrimental consequences that
an extension of the original RSA would pro-
voke: he argued that it would render young
people dependent and teach them the wrong
values.29 I have identified three fundamen-
tal consequentialist concerns for the exten-
sion of the original RSA to young people,
which support the view that denying bene-
fits to young people is legitimate because it
maximises social utility. 

Paternalistic argument
e paternalistic argument is based on the
very common idea that work is fundamental
for our wellbeing. Sarkozy’s concern is alleg -
edly primarily motivated by a concern for
the sake of young people themselves. He ap-
peals to the common intuition that “any job
is better than no job” and thus that
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“Reciprocity rests on a willingness to
be part of the social fabric. A retiree
displays it by pointing at past
 achievements; a young person  displays
it by her intention, in a  forward-look ing
way, to reciprocate, by a willingness to
work, to study, etc.”
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 employment among young people must be
promoted. Many would agree that work is
valuable instrumentally because, in general,
it protects people from poverty, gives them a
sense of self-worth, and permits them to
make friends and develop a social network.30

Yet, this both applies to young people and
to adults, so why would it justify young
people been treated differently? Let us admit
for a second that more paternalistic incenti-
ves are legitimate with respect to young
people, because they have not yet establis-
hed a reason able view of what a good life en-
tails. e state would thus have a duty to
compel them, because participation in work
is a  reason able and well-shared vision of part
of the good life. 

Even if this is true, there is still a case to
be made against more incentives to work for
young people. ere are alternatives to em-
ployment that may prove more fulfilling, re-
warding and will bring better outcomes in
the long-term than a bad job. Some jobs
tend to be demeaning, exploitative and un-
recognised and thus can be more destructive
than rewarding. ese tend to result in a loss
of self-confidence.31 us, for the paternalis -
tic argument to work, it will have to show
that the loss of self-confidence resulting
from a bad job is better than that resulting
from not being employed. 

Moreover, there are several alternatives
to inactivity for young people such as edu-
cation, volunteering, and interning. ese
might improve young people’s skills and ac-
complish a better sense of self-worth than
some bad jobs.  us it seems that the
maxim “any job is better than no job”
should be nuanced; and even more so
among young people, since there are alter-
natives that may prove more fulfilling and
bring about better long-term outcomes than
employment. As a result, RSA-jeunes’ in-
centive, which exclusively focuses on paid
employment, cannot be justified solely on
paternalistic grounds.

A mix between concerns for young
people’s wellbeing and for taxpayers may be
more successful in justifying more restrictive
support. Young people’s wellbeing should be
compatible with the community’s in terest:
“when a person works there are also gains to
the taxpayer (lower benefits and more taxes)
and higher profit to employers. is is a
powerful case for getting the unemployed
into work, even if the work is not ideal.”32

Moreover, consequentialism requires that we
give equal weight to the interests of
everyone.33 e question of whether the

 denial of RSA is legitimate is thus dependent
on determining whether imposing a higher
burden on taxpayers is legitimate. In this
way, the following two arguments may be
more efficient since they link concerns for
the young with societal concerns.

Dependence argument
e dependence argument rests on the idea
that the extension of RSA to young people
would be detrimental to young people and
to the whole of society since it would pro-
mote idleness. Sarkozy justified the denial of
the original RSA to young people by stating
that it “would contribute to institutionalis -
ing a dependency culture among young
people”.34 RSA-jeunes alleviates dependence
since its eligibility is restricted to young
people who have worked in the past; they
seem to be the least likely to become idle.

Benefits can trap both adults and young
people in poverty, yet here again we will as-
sume that more incentives on young people
are legitimate because the state has a re-
sponsibility to push young people forward –
this seems legitimate to the extent that the
decisions taken by young people at this stage
of their lives are likely to be fraught with
consequences. Moreover, it is clear that
young people’s contribution is more essen-
tial than that of their parents; a 20 year old
is expected to contribute at least 40 years of
work while a 40 year old is only expected to
work a further 20 years. us the poverty
trap may be more damaging in the long run
when young people are affected, all the more
when the ratio of young/old people is con-
stantly decreasing. us the dependence
 argument may hold more authority in the
treatment of youth unemployment.

Intuitively, it seems that some young
people on benefits will not develop an am-
bitious and active spirit – to move to places
where there is work, to search for training,
or to escape an unpleasant job – while they
would have done so without benefits.
 Mongin argues that if students were to be al-
located a minimum income “it would un-
dermine the incentive to succeed in exams,
to select demanding fields, to quit education
for professional life after a reasonable
time.”35 But, are these intuitions reasonable?
Is the benefit trap a sufficiently objective
force in the world to justify denying a mini-
mum income to most poor young people?

Many sociologists have strongly argued
against the emphasis on benefits to explain
the persistence of dependence among certain
groups. ey explain why individuals are

and stay on benefits through a systemic ap-
proach – structural causes affecting people’s
abilities to work (for instance, living in re-
mote places or within areas where unem-
ployment is particularly high, lacking
training, looking after someone, or being
sick36). Moreover, a surprisingly high num-
ber of people work, even though they do not
earn more than they would receive on bene-
fits. Several sociologists, such as Hartley
Dean from the Centre for the Analysis of
Social Exclusion, thus conclude that the fear
of a dependency culture is based on a “dis-
cursive rather than objective phenome-
non”.37 erefore there is a critical lack of
evidence to support the view that benefits
themselves trap people in inactivity and en-
gender a dependency culture amongst
young people. As such, the dependency
 argument is not sufficient to justify the di-
scrimination.

Responsibility argument
e responsibility argument is the last argu-
ment I have identified against the extension
of the original RSA to young people. Sar-
kozy argued that the original RSA would
undermine young people’s sense of respon-
sibility. For him, promoting responsibility
matters all the more given that autonomy is
on the line. Autonomy is “the faculty for
each of us to make his own choices and to
assume them, for the counterpart of the pos-
sibility to choose is the responsibility of the
choice that you make.”38 us developing a
strong sense of responsibility is fundamental
for young people’s personal development as
autonomous agents.

However, I believe that there are two
different dimensions of responsibility that
concern the French public authorities: when
they care about responsibility, they care
about both (i) responsibility as autonomy –
as taking on the costs of one’s choices; and
(ii) responsibility as solidarity – as caring for
the community.

I think that the allocation of income
support to young people may promote res -
ponsibility (ii) as willingness to care for the
community. Indeed, within a family struc-
ture, having been funded and cared for suffi-
ciently to flourish might result in a strong
desire to reciprocate in the future: by provi-
ding for your own children, and by provi-
ding for your elders. Similarly, one could
argue that young people “sponsored” by the
state in their projects will develop an acute
sense of reciprocity, and thus of responsibi-
lity towards the very community that has
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supported them. us the extension of the
 original RSA to young people may well pro-
mote (ii) – that is, responsibility as solidar ity. 

However, what about (i) responsibility
as autonomy? One might argue that RSA
cannot be a desirable solution if it slows
down young people’s development as auto-
nomous agents. e American scholar Ma-
rina Oshana defines an autonomous person
as an agent “who directs or determines the
course of her own life and who is positioned
to assume the costs and the benefits of her
choices”.39 us, like Sarkozy, Oshana con-
siders that responsibility for assuming the
costs of one’s choices is required for auto-
nomy.40 

However, autonomy cannot be reduced
to responsibility. It also requires a certain
control over one’s “choices, actions and
goals”.41 us, autonomy is linked to those
skills that allow people to create opportuni-
ties. Being responsible is merely the formal
part of personal autonomy, but people need
a more substantial autonomy in order to
make free choices. 

“Real autonomy”, according to Nicolas
Farvaque, refers to the “capability, i.e. the
potential effectively to achieve personal
goals.”42 His concept is very close to what
Van Parijs calls real freedom,43 and, like Van
Parijs, Farvaque argues that guaranteed in-
come support is required for real autonomy.
Real autonomy demands capabilities, and if
a minimum income is not sufficient for this,
it is at least required, since money increases
the set of choices available to a person.
Money can be transformed into a plurality
of opportunities; it thus potentially addres-
ses the situation of many young people.
us, extending RSA to young people with -
out more restrictions than adults is necessary
to promote young peoples’ real autonomy.
Consequently, the obsession of the French
government with responsibility is misplaced
and does not entail the denial of RSA to
young people. 

To sum up, it is true that extending the
original RSA to young people may result in
a welfare loss for those who will choose un-
employment over activity, while RSA-jeunes
does not bear such costs because it strongly
incentivises employment. However,  RSA-
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jeunes disincentivises alternatives which can
better maximise young people’s wellbeing
and future outcomes than  employment; it is
likely to reinforce inequality of opportunity,
since only those from disadvantaged back-
grounds will be incentivised to work; addi-
tionally, it may not promote young people’s
responsibility as solidarity and their real au-
tonomy, whereas the extension of the origi-
nal RSA would deliver these benefits.
erefore the consequentialist arguments
that I have analysed are not sufficient to
 justify the denial of RSA to young people
who need it. e empirical data supporting
the official discourse was very scarce and the
concepts used – such as responsibility, auto-
nomy and dependence – were not suffi-
ciently defined and thus led to
contradictions and misconceptions. As a
 result, I believe that the denial of full RSA to
young people is an illegitimate discrimina-
tion.

Conclusion: 
a case for intergenerational justice
Do these conclusions only stand outside of
a climate of economic austerity? Does this
refutation of the arguments require an ideal
and perfectionist conception of justice,
which therefore may be opposed by real
 politicians in a non-ideal political world
 subject to the rules of scarcity? I will now try
to point out one way to argue that even in a
context of economic austerity, the extension
of a minimum income is required for the
achievement of, on the one hand, (1) social
justice and efficiency and on the other (2)
intra- and intergenerational justices.

(1) e prudential lifespan account: 
reconciling social justice and efficiency
Drawing from Rawls, Norman Daniels44

 developed a framework to establish what in-
tergenerational justice requires: the “ prud-
ential lifespan account”. Since justice
requires fairness, this question cannot be
answered under particular circumstances.
e democratic game may maximise the in-
terests of the taxpayers at a given point in
time and this may undermine long-term
 social efficiency and justice as fairness.
 Daniels argues that intergenerational policy-
makers should blind themselves to their age
and ask which institutions are prudent over
a lifespan. In other words, he asks what a
person behind a veil of ignorance would
want to secure for each stage of her life. One
of the conclusions that Daniels’s prudence-
based account draws out is that we must

 preserve a “normal” range of opportunities
throughout the lifespan. Prudence requires
that at any age, and especially when we are
most vulnerable, we are still free to make
choices; this leads us back to the need for
“real autonomy”. Securing such autonomy
would require, for instance, the procure-
ment of a secure income for our old age.

In the same way, young adulthood is a
key moment in a lifespan. Although the
young are able-bodied, they are vulnerable
in the sense that investments in future
 opportunities need to be made right then
and there. Jonathan Wolff45 argues that
what matters most about disadvantage is its
 clustering. If we were all equally  disadvantag ed
at one or two things, then disadvantage
would not be much of a problem. However,
society is such that some disadvantages are
corrosive – they yield further disadvantages.
Prudence thus seems to require identifying
corrosive disadvantages and acting upon
them. is view sheds some light on the
type of vulnerability from which young
people suffer. Disadvantage at this age is
 likely to provoke a clustering of disadvan-
tage over a lifespan. Just like it makes sense
to tackle child obesity rather than deal with
the clustering of its consequences during
adulthood, tackling poverty and powerless-
ness among young adults is necessary if we
are to avoid severe consequences in the
 future.  In this way, Louis Chauvel46 worries
about what he calls the “scarring effect” –
i.e. the fact that the conditions of entry into
the labour market influence one’s career (in-
come, unemployment risks) over one’s
 entire life course. We can also realistically
worry that the cohort of young people today
will face higher social inequalities in the fu-
ture, higher rates of social exclusion, depres-
sion, suicides, etc. ese young people,
scarred by poverty and unemployment, will
become  resentful, frustrated, depressed and
eventually abandon fighting; we can only
imagine the disastrous consequences it will
have on society as a whole.

ese consequences of youth depriva-
tion suggest that it is very likely that not
dealing with youth poverty, which affects 1
million poor young people today, will also
end up being more costly in unemployment
benefits, social exclusion and the cluster of
consequences arising from them. us it is
inefficient in the long-term to deny a mini-
mum income to young people in need. e
prudential lifespan account tells us that in-
tergenerational justice requires maximising
young people’s capacity to make free choices
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“Being responsible is merely the 
 formal part of personal autonomy,
but people need a more substantial
autonomy in order to make free
choices.”
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in the name of fairness and long-term social
efficiency, even in a climate of economic
austerity, or, rather, especially in a climate of
austerity. In other words, if we want fully
“functioning” adults in Sen and Nussbaum’s
sense, we need to endow the young with the
capabilities that will promote their real free-
dom. Prudence brings together a deontolo-
gical view of distributive justice, understood
as fairness, with a utilitarian concern for
 efficiency over a lifespan.

(2) e facilitation hypothesis:47 reconciling
intra- and intergenerational justice
Finally, I believe that our case study has
taught us something fundamental about the
alleged competition between two kinds of
justices: inter- and intragenerational justices.
I do not believe that there is a way to be con-
clusive about their complex rivalries and
connections, and the answer probably lies in
assessing the plurality of specific cases.  How -
ever, I believe that two conclusions can be
drawn from my specific case study. ese
conclusions are in line with what Glotzbach
and Baumgärtner48 refer to as the facilitation
hypothesis: “Achieving intragenerational
 justice will improve our chances of achieving
intergenerational justice. Achieving inter -
generational justice will also help in securing
intragenerational justice.”49

First, focusing on young people allows
the reconciliation of pressing concerns for
the worse off with longer-term issues.
 Philosophers interested in intergenerational
justice often focus on challenges arising from
responsibilities towards future unborn
people. However, I believe that focusing on
young people is an efficient way to address
indirectly our duties towards future people.
erefore one question I want to ask is the
following: what capabilities, rights, institu-
tions and goods are necessary for young
people to be able to tackle and survive to-
morrow’s challenges? My hypothesis is that
the main capability to promote is what  Nic -
olas Farvaque refers to as “real autonomy”,
the “capability, i.e. the potential effectively
to achieve personal goals.”50 In this context,
income support seems to stand as a particu-
larly appealing measure, which both meets
the requirements of justice between con-
temporary generations and promotes the
 interests of future generations. 

Second, when it comes to the option of a
minimum income for young people, it seems
that meeting the requirements of inter -
generational justice improves our chances of
meeting the requirements of  intragenerational

justice. While most inequalities within age-
groups have fallen in France, they have in-
creased within the 18–24 age-group.51 e
current benefits system urges young people
from poor families to take on low-paid jobs to
meet their needs while others are able to
 afford studies, internships and other activities
which will enhance their capabilities and
 opportunity set. is is all the more worry-
ing in that we know that young people can-
not even find these low-paid jobs easily and
that unemployment rates are, on average,
more than twice as high for those without a
higher education diploma than for those who
have completed two years of higher educa-
tion.52 A recent study led by the OVE –
French  Observatory of student life – has
shown that the number of working-class chil-
dren in higher education is decreasing al-
ready. Even in the more technological and
professional fields that were initially designed
for students from disadvantaged back-
grounds, the proportion of young people
whose  parents were working-class, farmers or
 employees dropped from 42% to 34%
 between 2006 and 2010.53

Equality of opportunity is generally un-
derstood as a fundamental principle of intra-
generational justice; yet promoting equality
of opportunity necessarily requires taking
into account the transmission of goods from
one generation to the other. Consequently,
counteracting an unfair intergenerational de-
terminism is our best chance to reduce intra-
generational inequalities of opportunity. As a
result, it is highly likely that allocating a mi-
nimum income to young people, as well as
other social institutions and goods, will im-
prove our chances of achieving both justices.
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o judge from comments made in
the British press, it would seem
reasonable to conclude that Ed

Howker and Shiv Malik are appalled but not
entirely surprised by the UK riots which
took place during August 2011. e authors
have not gone as far as endorsing the erup-
tions of chaos, but Jilted Generation, pub -
lished prior to the tumult, did forewarn
through a thoroughgoing economic, politi-
cal and social investigation that a socio-
 politically dangerous relationship between
today’s old and young was developing. e
ambiguity of the riots has left public com-
mentators in search of an explanatory
 framework, but recent events have been
 peculiarly resistant to orthodox explanations
of left and right, thus creating an explana-
tory vacuum. Jilted Generation meets that
demand from a decisively intergenerational
perspective.

e book’s argument is as follows: mem-
bers of the “jilted generation”, roughly
 defined as those born between 1979 and
1994, are facing a socio-economic crisis. eir
opportunities have dwindled and  burdens
 increased in comparison with the relatively
privileged “baby boomer” generation
(roughly born between 1945 and 1965).
e book does not designate the causality of
these profound problems which afflict the
jilted generation to the inherent logic of
 capitalism, or solely to trends in demo -
graphics. Rather, it is an attempt to construct
a non-reductionist polemic on being young
in short-termist Britain – a Britain which
has forgotten about its youth (the future),
and focuses almost exclusively on the satis-
faction of the baby boomers (the present).
With regard to the structure, an in-depth
analysis of four intergenerational facets is
conducted: housing, jobs, inheritance and
politics.

As a book which juxtaposes the jilted
and baby-boomer generations, the act of
persuading the reader that the “jilted gene-
ration” concept (and the use of “generation”
in general) is meaningful in a contemporary
UK context is its most fundamental task.
According to the authors, members of the

jilted generation, determined by year of
birth, are united in facing a set of unfavour -
able political and economic circumstances,
leading to a common outlook. is  would
make the jilted generation a chronological
generation, in so far as this generation is de-
fined as having a fixed start and end point
(people born between 1979 and 1994), and
to a lesser extent a societal generation,
 because this generation share similar
 (although, far from homogenous) attitudes,
lifestyles and perspectives. Given the singu-
lar importance of the “generation” concept,
a more rigorous discussion and justification
for this choice would have been welcome in
the opening chapter. Although a few sup-
portive graphs with accompanying com-
mentaries are utilised, a reasoned discussion
of why the specific definition of the “gene-
ration” concept was adopted does not fea-
ture. However, the book is not an explicitly
scientific undertaking and therefore, for
 stylistic reasons, the authors may have  decid -
ed to avoid a wordy definitional exercise.
Moreover, explanatory power is often a more
meaningful criterion by which a concept’s
usefulness can be measured.

In this respect, the book’s interpretation
of the unjustness of housing opportunities

for young people, well substantiated through -
out, is clear and convincing: tax breaks and
subsidies for first-time buyers have been pro-
gressively reduced since the atcher era
(only after the baby-boomer generation were
able to get a foot on the property ladder as a
result of these benefits); public housing has
been sold off largely to the benefit of baby
boomers without a compensatory increase
in its  supply, leading to the cost of housing
reach ing an unaffordable level for today’s
first-time buyers; and, in recent years,  build -
ing regulations have been relaxed, meaning
that not only are new  houses relatively ex-
pensive due to supply-side failures, but of
lesser  quality too.

Counter-intuitively perhaps, one of the
book’s most fascinating lines of enquiry is a
scathing critique of the minimum wage as a
key instrument of the institutionalisation of
age prejudice: a piece of legislation which,
for most readers, might be considered a tri-
umph for at least intragenerational justice.
It is noted that the minimum wage discri-
minates against young people: in 1999, for
those under 22, the minimum wage was
£4.77, and for those aged 16-17, it was just
£3.53. Today, the rate for those aged 16-17
is still only £3.68, while adults can expect
£6.08. ey highlight that this policy has led
to the adoption age-related pay schemes by
the private sector which mirror the discri-
mination of the state sector. 

A more questionable claim of Howker
and Malik is that the young are experiencing
the highest unemployment rates in modern
British history. Although eloquently reason -
ed, the authors must be taken to task for not
discussing the finer details employment sta-
tistics. e problem is as follows: it is well
known that the amount of young people
who have entered higher education in the
last twenty years has increased dramatically,
but no qualifying statement of how this in-
take might distort youth employment  statis -
tics is included. Writing for the BBC,
Michael Blastland contends that the open -
ing of higher education institutions to a
greater number of students in recent years
has dramatically distorted comparisons of
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youth unemployment today and its histori-
cal rate for the following reason: the rate of
youth unemployment is a reflection of
“youths excluding those in education” –
apart from those in full-time education  seek -
ing part-time work – and not a share of all
youths. us, if there is an increase in the
number of youths in the education system,
the remaining number of unemployed
youth may remain the same, but because the
official rate of youth unemployment exclu-
des those now in education, the unemployed
youths as a fraction of the remaining figure
will be higher. Given that unemployed
young people constitute a social strata which
is unlikely to enter higher education, this ef-
fect is highly probable when the exponential
increase in young people going to university
in recent decades is taken into account. us
the rate of youth unemployment can in-
crease simply because more young people are
attending university. Since Malik and
Howker’s claim that Britain’s youth are ex-
periencing the highest unemployment levels
in history is rooted in percentage compari-
sons between youth unemployment today
and its historical levels, it follows that they
may be right when one takes the rate at face-
value, but a deeper analysis suggests that this
conclusion could be misleading.

One of Howker and Malik’s key
 arguments is that the problems which afflict
the jilted generation are the result of a
 dysfunctional consideration of the past and
future. e claim rests on two lines of
 reason ing, one in relation to the UK demo-
graphic structure, the other cultural. e
structural reason for this dysfunction is that
Britain is an ageing society in which the
baby-boomer generation has a higher pro-
pensity to vote than young people. us,
since baby boomers are more likely to enter
the ballot-box, a rational politician must
 tailor policies to gain the support of this
 politically key cross-section of the electorate
(valorisation of the present). eir second
line of reasoning, grounded in research con-
ducted from the 1960s onwards in the field
of both marketing and politics, is that a
 fundamental transformation has taken place
in British society. e bottom line is that the
British have become “inner-directed”; satis-
faction of present wants and the realisation
of the inner-self have taken precedence over
family commitments and delayed gratifica-
tion. Politicians from atcher to Blair have
done the same as the market researchers:
marketed products (policies) to the consu-
mer (electorate). Predictably, the result has
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been a politics in which long-term thinking
is absent. is section is eloquently and con-
vincingly argued.

Howker and Malik’s overarching point
is that Britain’s youth has been bequeathed
the following odious legacy: an inaccessible
housing ladder; a job market in which job-
hunters are ill-equipped to compete and
with the possibility, at best, of securing a de-
meaning internship; little inheritance, if at
all (and often debt); and a short-termist
 political framework incapable of long-term
planning. For those in the 18–30 category,
it’s a rather depressing read.

Unfortunately, the proposed practical
solutions are not as convincing as the
 preced ing analysis. e issue at hand is one
of  implementation: how do we create a long-
termist political structure in the face of
baby-boomer demographic preponderance?
How do we stabilise the employment and
housing markets? e authors’ primary
 solution is the need for a change in socio-
political discourse:

e authors suggest that long-termist  think -
ing will be restored to politics once a dis-
course of ‘benefits and obligations’ takes
hold. is will, according to the authors,
create a more productive democratic  dia -
logue concerning the relationship between
past, present, and future generations than
the concept of ‘rights and responsibilities’ –
the hegemonic understanding of the relati-
onship between state and society since Blair
– was able to accomplish. But what about
the authors’ earlier admission that the poli-
tical will of the baby boomers continues to
cause politicians to trip over each other in
trying to tailor policies to this politically pri-
vileged group? In fact, what would convince
any rational politician to espouse such a
language in view of the fact that such a
 strategy would not appeal to the demo -
graphically preponderant baby-boomer
 generation? e historical record shows that
the last time the shackles of populism were
broken in favour of principled politics by a
mainstream party – Labour party manifesto
of 1983 – the result was the infamous “ longest

suicide note in history” (BBC, 2003). is
experience has long functioned in  British
politics as a sober reality-check for any po-
tential renegades in parliament foolhardy
enough to ignore populist opinion.  e aut-
hors themselves note that the 2010 general
election was one of the most shameless dis-
plays of populist politics on record. No new
language. No new politics.

If the new language won’t become part
of the standard lexicon adopted in civil
 society and by the political establishment
 because of its damaging implications for the
interests of the most important cross-section
of the electorate, then what is to be done? If
politics is dominated by the interests of
baby-boomers, can the jilted generation, in
Britain’s ‘Big Society’, learn to help  them -
selves?

Howker and Malik’s main self-help re-
commendation with regard to housing is
based on the successful scheme set up by the
community group London Citizens, which
proposes that citizens should act collectively
to secure affordable property. In a nutshell,
community trusts should buy land in a local
area and promise never to sell it. Affordable
housing, exclusively for local residents and
built to a good standard, could then be built
on the land. e trusts would remain the
property of the communities at all times,
thus providing affordable housing for pre-
sent and future generations.

e query that arises is whether this pro-
vides a solution to the national problem. For
example, although the idea could work well
in a number of local contexts, it is a well-
known fact that the UK is facing an acute
shortage of land on which to build new
homes (Wright, 2011). In light of this, how
can we reasonably expect that community
trusts will be able to afford the land on
which to build affordable housing? And if
private developers buy the land, how can
communities respond? Options are clearly
limited without state intervention in a free-
market scenario. e situation is compoun-
ded by the fact that the state machinery is
largely the property of the baby boomers
who cannot be relied upon to support any
scheme or political project that works
against their own interests. Unfortunately,
the space afforded to this review is not suffi-
cient to treat the other proposals made by
Howker and Malik. However, it suffices to
say that many of them fall foul of the same
practical difficulty: where can the political
backing be found for labour-market reform,
political reform and the realisation of a
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We need some new words, and some
new thinking that refers not to “rights”
but to the practical issues that matter to
us; an approach that’s not short-term
and myopic, but that will restore the
proper functions of politics by placing
the future at the heart of our democracy
(204).
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 generationally fair inheritance system? e
logical corollary of their preceding analysis
is that the strength of backing for such re-
forms is too weak to force real change.

e authors should be afforded generous
praise for producing an elucidating and
multi-faceted generational narrative of con-
temporary British social, political and eco no-
mic life. e book’s well-reasoned and sober
conclusions cast a fresh perspective on the
 castigated, but often misunderstood behaviour
of youth. Even though the solutions are not
entirely persuasive, there is a more important

aspect that the book accomplishes: it is a call
for readers to think in generational terms and,
more broadly, about the long-term. 

Ed Howker and Shiv Malik (2010): Jilted Ge-
neration. How Britain Has Bankrupted its
Youth. London: Icon Books Ltd. 256 pages.
ISBN: 1848311982. Price £8.99.

Cited Literature:

Blastland, M (2011): Go Figure: e Youth
Unemployment Mystery. http://www.bbc.

co.uk/news/magazine-12480633. Viewed
21 September 2011.

Mann, N (2003): Foot’s Message of Hope
to Left. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_
news/politics/3059773.stm.  Viewed 22
September 2011.

Wright, O (2011): Land Grab for Housing
Angers National Trust. http://www.indepen-
dent.co.uk/environment/green-living/land-
grab-for-housing-angers-national-trust-2346
553.html. Viewed 22 September 2011.

Intergenerational Justice Review
Issue 1/2012

he politics of ageing has received
an increased amount of attention
from political scientists in recent

years, motivated by relatively new concerns
over the impact that ageing will have on the
generational balance of power in highly de-
veloped democratic nations. is effect has
been observed in the elections held by
 European countries; for example, at the time
of the 2001 UK general election, retired
people accounted for one-fifth of eligible
 voters, and there was a 70% turnout rate
among this age cohort, compared to 39%
among those aged 18-24 (Davidson, 2005).

is book, edited by Pieter Vanhuysse
and Achim Goerres, is a collection of articles
which examine different aspects of the
 relation ship between age and political power
in advanced nations. In particular, several of
the papers question whether older people
show a greater inclination to vote following
their logical self-interest, in support of parties
who promise them more generous age-
 related benefits, or whether their voting
 decisions are based on a more complex range
of factors. 

e article by Seán Hanley addresses
one of the most obvious manifestations of
pensioners’ political self-interest: the rise of
pensioners’ parties in both Western and
 Eastern Europe. He compares a range of
 factors using the Qualitative Comparative
Analysis method to assess the likelihood of a
pensioners’ party arising within a particular
political system, and how likely it is to  obtain

a measure of support. e results revealed
that three factors were particularly important
in the establishment of pensioners’ parties
within West European political systems: a
high level of self-organisation amongst the
retired age cohort (through voluntary orga-
nisations, charities and pressure groups); a
high level of government spending directed
towards older people; and a demand for
greater representation, created by a popular
sense that existing political parties do not
 represent pensioners’ interests powerfully
enough. e more successful pensioners’
 parties have emerged within political systems
where all these factors coalesce, while

 conversely, these factors suggest that  pen -
sioners’ parties are likely to remain of marginal
political significance in systems such as the
UK’s, where a small number of large, mono-
lithic parties seek to represent the interests of
the broadest possible range of voters.

However, even if retired people don’t
start forming their own political parties to
represent their interests, there is perceived to
be a danger that their numerical weight at
the ballot box will encourage mainstream
political parties to pander disproportionately
to their interests, at the expense of policies
which would benefit the younger generation.
Yet the interesting chapter by Jennifer Dabbs
Sciubba suggests this isn’t always the case.
She compares recent labour market reforms
enacted by the three major developed
 countries with the most advanced popula-
tion ageing – Germany, Japan and Italy –
and argues that their leaders have all pursued
a course which was broadly beneficial to the
young, and actually damaged the interests of
the older section of the labour force. She
does recognise that this may simply be a re-
sult of their respective national governments
waking up to the dire financial prospects
created by their demography, and realising
that creating jobs more efficiently for young
people will be vital to support the rest of the
welfare state, so it may be that these reforms
merely damaged the interests of older
 workers in order to help pensioners, an even
older section of the society. As is to be
 expected, the specificities of the reforms in

Pieter Vanhuysse and Achim Goerres (eds.): 
Ageing Populations in Post-industrial Democracies
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each country were also a product of their
 domestic political system, which varied from
the highly fractured state of affairs in Italy –
where a multitude of parties regularly
 formed unstable coalitions – to the virtual
one-party monopoly of power enjoyed by
the Liberal Democratic Party of Japan
 between 1955 and 2009. 

On the other hand, two further articles
suggest that the power of the elderly voting
bloc does have a significant amount of in-
fluence over government policies. e chap-
ter by Markus Tepe and Pieter Vanhuyyse
looks at the timing of cutbacks in pension
generosity across 18 OECD countries from
1981 to 1999 and comes to the conclusion
that the more aged the electorate is, the
 likelier governments are to implement only
modest reforms of the pension system, while
postponing more radical changes until the
future. Similarly, Juan F. Fernandez, in his
chapter, looks at the generosity of pension
benefits available in a number of developed
countries between 1980 and 1991 and
 between 1992 and 2002, and makes the
 argument that the most important variable
in determining the generosity of pension
 benefits is the size of the elderly share of the
population.

Taken together, the papers in this book
do not provide a definitive answer to the
questions surrounding the generational
 balance of power in ageing societies. How -
ever, they present compelling evidence that
some aspects of government policy are
 affected by the age of the electorate ( partic-
ularly pension reform and generosity), while
it seems that the interests of the elderly are
not necessarily privileged during the  design
of labour market reforms (although this may
be because governments realize they need
more young workers to pay for the  welfare
state). 

32

Two other papers in this book suggest
mechanisms that may affect the genera tional
distribution of power. Goerres and Tepe
 assess attitudes towards state-funded child-
care provision across 21 post-industrial
 democracies, and found that older voters did
not necessarily follow their rational self-
 interest by opposing it, even though it re-
presents a form of government expenditure
that is entirely beneficial to the younger
 sections of society (both children and their
parents). Instead, their research indicated
that in countries with a high degree of
 family solidarity, the needs of their children
and grandchildren often mattered more to
members of the older generation than pursu -
ing their own rational self-interest. Inter-
estingly, one of the other key determinants
they identified was that respondents expec-
ted more from the state in this area if they
lived under a government which already ef-
fectively delivered a large range of services;
older people also had expectations of the
state which were formed by their experiences
while growing up. is provides a possible
reason for why reforms to the old-age bran-
ches of the welfare state, such as pensions
and healthcare, can be so difficult for go-
vernments to deliver, because voters form
their expectations of what they should
 receive from the state while growing up, and
then react negatively to these being tamper -
ed with. 

e last paper in the book, by Robert
Hudson, looks at the position of power en-
joyed by older citizens within the American
welfare state, and concludes that this was
given to them because they are seen as an
unequivocally deserving and needy group.
is means that giving resources to them
chimes with the Protestant work ethic which
the author argues still shapes much of Ame-
rican social policy, and explains why major
welfare programmes that give aid to the

 elderly have been able to expand with very
little controversy, compared to those aimed
at ethnic minorities, immigrants and other
groups who are considered to be less deserv -
ing. While the author’s arguments are con-
vincing, an alternative hypothesis could be
that it is easier to persuade the electorate to
support welfare programmes for the elderly
not simply because they are seen as a morally
deserving group, but because most younger
people anticipate becoming members of the
older age cohort themselves one day, and so
are willing to pay into a welfare system
which supports them as a way of ensuring
they will receive the same support  them -
selves in the future, and this gives them an
intergenerational right to expect it to still be
in place. In his conclusion, Robert Hudson
argues that growing socio-cultural  awareness
of their strong position has emboldened the
older generation in America to exercise their
high degree of political power. Whether a
 similar awareness exists among the older
 generation in Europe is a question which
this book, although forming an impressive
contribution to the debate, does not
 convincingly answer. 
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n Climate Change Justice, Eric A. Pos-
ner and David Weisbach pursue the
goal of creating a feasible and realistic

climate change treaty. eir methods are dif-
ferent to the most common ideas and

 already-existing treaties on climate change,
which they reject as too idealistic.

e aim is to show that a treaty can be
feasible whilst also promoting the welfare of
people all over the world. For them, it is all

about balancing feasibility, fairness and
 justice. But although they favour an agree-
ment which would help the poor, they reject
the role of justice in the design of it. Fur-
thermore, it is explained in the book that a

I
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climate change agreement is not a panacea
for all problems of international and inter-
generational justice. e idea that it has to
be consistent with corrective and distribu-
tive justice is rejected because that would not
be viable.

eir preferred approach is welfarism;
they believe that the welfare of all indivi-
duals, present and future, should be given
equal weighting. But they emphasise the
practical limits of what states and ordinary
people would sacrifice for the welfare of
 others. erefore the conclusion of the book
is that a meaningful treaty has to be based
upon the principle of International  Paretanism.
International Paretanism  emphasises that a
treaty must be feasible for all states that are
part of the bargaining  process for that agree-
ment.

e book is structured in eight chapters.
e first three provide background informa-
tion for the arguments which are made in
chapters four to seven. Chapter eight sum-
marises the main points and proposes a con-
clusion. It is a clear and understandable
structure. e background information
about scientific and economic facts, about
various policy instruments and about local,
national, and international efforts, which
have been mainly symbolic until now, are
the groundwork of the argument.

Chapters one and two provide a back-
ground for the later content. In chapter one,
facts are provided to show why a genuinely
global climate treaty is indispensable. Firstly,
they argue that the efforts of governments
are restricted because of uncertainty about
the scale of the effects of climate change.
Nonetheless, it is clear that climate change
will affect everyone in the world and especi-
ally future generations. e complexity of
climate change makes it difficult to negotiate
about it, and the authors argue that, for this
reason, it cannot be used to solve other
 prob lems like distribution and fairness
through corrective justice. 

Before Posner and Weisbach begin their
argument, they show in chapter two the
 different opportunities afforded by various
policy instruments. e core thought is that
costs and benefits must be balanced and that
it is important that an “optimal” climate
treaty does so, although the calculation of
marginal benefits is extremely difficult. For
example, they argue that it may seem uneth -
ical to have a cap-and-trade system because
people pay to pollute, but the point is that
emitting carbon belongs to our world, albeit
that it must be controlled. If it works this

way it is not unethical because some harm-
ful emissions can be prevented.

Chapter three demonstrates an impor-
tant point which is criticised throughout the
book. e authors claim that the Kyoto Pro-
tocol and other international agreements are
merely symbolic and lack real substance. e
lesson they wish to derive from the Kyoto
Protocol is that the goals of distributive or
corrective justice essentially handicap an ef-
fective climate change agreement. It is not
feasible to put the full burden on the United
States and to let states like China and India
off the hook. e conduct of states is to a
large extent not guided by ideas of justice
(72). It is a solid argument for a different
way to create a climate treaty, while point ing
to the failure of former negotiations and
agreements.

e authors reject distributive and cor-
rective justice as a tool for a climate treaty.
Furthermore, they do not agree with the
idea of giving permits to pollute to countries
on a per capita basis. All of this is different
to the usual ideas about how to create a cli-
mate change agreement, and it may seem
unethical at first. But Posner and Weisbach's
argument is clearly understandable and
shows that a different way of looking at this
issue is not unethical at all.

ey support the idea of distribution
between rich and poor, but both this aim
and the aim of climate protection are just
too important to be tied together. ey
claim that there is probably a better means
of achieving both, independently of each
other. Empirically it is most unlikely that it
is effective to treat both in one treaty toget-

her. ey find different arguments to sub-
stantiate the thesis. For example, a climate
change agreement is much more likely to
spend resources for future generations and
therefore does not help today's poor as much
as the poor in the future. Furthermore it
probably would help the poor more if they
could decide for themselves how foreign aid
is distributed, although that raises the pro-
blem of corrupt governments. e point
they make is that foreign aid should not be
just a part of a climate treaty, and not the
other way around either, because both of
them are too important to be put together in
just one treaty.

Moreover, the states which are less
 harmed by climate change are probably un-
likely to put as much effort into agreeing a
treaty as the states that will suffer more.
 erefore, they argue that a globally optimal
abatement is probably a fair compromise
between the contrasting interests of the
states involved. e reason for this is again
feasibility. 

Corrective justice may seem fair, but
there are many arguments against it. Coun-
tries like the United States that have a long
history of industrialisation and high output
of CO2 emissions should not be blamed for
that. First of all, the negative effects of CO2

emissions on our atmosphere were unknown
for a long time and therefore the harm was
created without intention. Other scholars,
for instance Christoph Lumer, also reject the
principle of historical guilt because technical
development has provided benefits to all
people. Moreover, Posner and Weisbach
think that collective responsibility between
states has negative outcomes. ey illustrate
this in a good way with the example of the
Treaty of Versailles which blamed Germany
for World War I and exacted massive  re -
paration payments. at was probably one
of the reasons why Nazism took off so
quickly. e strategy after the Second World
War was totally different and was much
more effective (115). ere are other
 examples like this in the book, which help
to clarify the authors' argument.

A further reason against corrective
 justice is again feasibility. It is unlikely that
early industrialising countries would sacri-
fice a lot for a treaty if they knew that other
countries would not be sacrificing anything.
It would not be very effective if industry just
migrated to another part of the world, be-
cause the governments there do not put re-
strictions on industry. It would harm people
in the industrialised world, because unregu-



lated industry would profit economically at
Europe's cost. Furthermore, it would harm
the poorest countries, because if industry
just migrates the effect on the climate is not
restricted.

Furthermore they doubt the popular
idea of fairness, which states that global re-
sources should be divided equally among the
world's inhabitants. Why should, for in-
stance, the United States agree to lose much
more than everyone else? at is not how in-
ternational bargaining works. Furthermore,
the per capita approach would not be good
in the long run, because states with a high
population would be rewarded. is could
lead to fertility policies that try to maximise
the size of the population. In the end their
argument remains the same: International
Paretanism is the only thing which is feasible
because every state thinks it is better off with
a treaty, and therefore is willing to negotiate. 

e chapter on future generations and
the defence of discounting is more   -
complicated than the others, and lacks some
of their coherence. Posner and Weisbach use
numerous calculations and complicate an
issue which – for their purpose – could be
explained more easily. Between these calcu-
lations they make a point that is clear and
well argued. ey come to the conclusion
that the discounting of today's costs and
 future benefits at the market rate of return is
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the best way to evaluate a climate treaty. Low
rates of return would mean that we lose
today as much as others will lose in the
 future. ey make clear that this does not
mean that it is unethical, because discount -
ing is just a way to choose projects; it is not
a way to discount the value of future lives.

Although a total equal weighting of
people today and in the future is not possi-
ble, discounting to find effective projects is
probably the best way to come near to it.
e scholar Dieter Birnbacher sees discoun-
ting also as a problem if the harms and
 benefits of the contemporary era are
 discounted for the future but not if
 monetary resources are. For example, it
would be unethical to say that future  suffer -
ing is not as important as the suffering today,
but it is not unethical to say that a billion
dollars will be less valuable in hundred years
than today.

Posner and Weisbach sketch the argu-
ments for the optimal design of a treaty in
the last chapter and the development of the
argument brings clarity to the whole subject.
e omnipresent issue of climate change can
be seen in a different perspective after
 reading this provocative book, and in the
end it is clear that their ideas on a climate
change treaty are not at all unethical.  Posner
and Weisbach are separating a climate treaty
from other important issues and do not

make idealistic proposals. Justice is not left
out of it, but it does not help anyone if
 justice is the reason why an effective treaty is
not possible. For the authors it is important
that something happens because former
 negotiations and agreements have failed
 dramatically. e self-interest of states
 cannot be ignored in the creation of an
 effective treaty, so everyone must think that
they are better off with a treaty. e book's
ideas should be taken into account during
future international negotiations.  
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anna ompson’s extensive work enters
the literature at a significant juncture in
intergenerational terms. Notably, the

process of ageing in many European coun-
tries is causing the sustainability of pension
systems to be called into question, and many
political commentators are beginning to con-
template whether many of them will – or
have already – become “gerontocracies”
 (hegemony of the old). ese changes have
begun, in both academia and beyond, to
 generate a debate about whether the so- called
“generational contract”, an implicit compact
which governs the relationship between old
and young, is still tenable in modern times.
Given this increasing uncertainty about how
the generations should relate to each other,

ompson’s wide-ranging contemporary
 account of intergenerational rights and
 responsibilities could prove to be an impor-
tant reference text for today’s world.

e book is intended for both academics
and students with previous experience in the
field of intergenerational justice, but can also
be read with relative ease by readers with little
prior knowledge of the subject. is is made
possible by ompson’s ability to articulate
the complex ideas she espouses in cogent,
comprehensible prose. In a nutshell, it is a
multi-disciplinary study on the nature of in-
tergenerational justice between past, present
and future generations which draws on, and
has implications for, environmental studies,
legal studies, political science and philosophy.

e content of the book is  pre -
dominantly devoted to ompson’s main
aim: to propound a theory of intergeneratio-
nal  justice capable of generating rights and
 responsibilities – a moral compass for ge nera-
tional relations. For those with a keen  interest
in the theoretical dimension of intergenera-
tional studies, ompson’s theory will be of
great interest due to its uniqueness; omp-
son diverges from conventional contract,
which broadly focuses on agreements  rational
citizens would make with each other, often in
a “state of nature” (e.g. Hobbes). In the in-
tergenerational justice literature, this method
of reasoning has been adopted by many
 authors, sometimes leading to an expansion
of the contractors to include not only the
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 current generation, but all generations. A
 popular route is to extend John Rawls’ “veil of
ignorance” thought experiment; in doing so,
a generational contract is reached which
would presumably be accepted by all
 generations.

ompson rejects this conventional
 approach to intergenerational theory con-
struction on the basis of an ontological speci-
ficity which fundamentally differentiates a
contractual agreement made between
 currently living citizens and one made  be -
tween succeeding generations: unborn future
generations cannot be said to have agreed to
any contract, because they do not exist. We
cannot know what objects, institutions and
practices they will value, and the problem be-
comes increasingly problematic with regard
to distant future generations, whose value
 system may develop to such an extent that it
only vaguely resembles our own. Finding an
alternative starting point, ompson propo-
ses that a theory of intergenerational justice
should begin by recognising that all indivi-
duals have lifetime-transcending interests
(embodied in intergenerational projects)
which ought to be respected by political
 society, thus leading to the recognition of in-
tergenerational rights and responsibilities.
is forms the central thesis of the book.

Lifetime-transcending interests are, ac-
cording to ompson, central to the lives of
most citizens: scholars write books which they
hope will make a contribution to their re-
spective field, often for the benefit of both
present and future people; grandparents often
save to ensure that their grandchildren will re-
ceive a generous inheritance, or contribute to
their education for the sake of their future ca-
reer; and people frequently make requests
about what should be done with their body
after death. As can be ascertained from the
examples, lifetime-transcending interests are
defined as interests focusing on circumstan-
ces which could occur after one’s own life-
time. 

For the attentive reader, a question will
undoubtedly emerge with regard to the tena-
bility of ompson’s thesis: is the supposition
that citizens have life-transcending interests
that extend beyond their lifetime not negated
by the fact that many citizens are, prima facie,
indifferent towards the future? In other
words, does ompson have a response to the
vulgar egoist who claims that that which oc-
curs after his life has ended is unimportant?
Some readers will surely conclude that life-
time-transcending interests are simply not
considered important enough by a large

enough fraction of the population to consti-
tute a basis for generating rights and respon-
sibilities which should be recognised and
protected by political society. In modern con-
sumer society, this view has enough of a basis
to threaten the very foundation of omp-
son’s intergenerational theory.

ompson, in response to the sceptics,
neatly circumvents the indifference of the
egoist towards future generations. She con-
vincingly argues that many of the activities
which egoists engage in are, in fact, depen-
dent on the maintenance of intergenerational
relationships. ompson confronts the  reader
with the case of the miser who openly con-
fesses to having no concern for future
 generations and, on the face of it, hoards gold
for the sake of his own self-interest. omp-
son utilises the well-known sociological
 premise of not understanding a social actor’s
interests according to his/her own self-defini-
tions, but instead identifying the sociological
underpinnings of the actor’s actions. In this
way, she demonstrates that the miser’s
 pleasure in amassing a fortune is dependent
on the social meaning of gold as a mark of
value, and that this meaning is maintained
 intergenerationally. Given the centrality of
lifetime-transcending interests to the  proposed
thesis, and the fact that the indifference of the
egoist (if widespread) poses a fundamental
challenge to a theory based on these interests,
it is surprising that ompson devotes so
little space to her explanation to this
 challenge. An expanded explanation with
more examples would have strengthened
ompson’s claim that  un acknowledged in-
tergenerational interests exist, and, in turn,
strengthened the basis for her theory.

In contrast to the initial theory building
phase (chapters one to four), the rest of the
book devotes itself to making a contribution
to some of the most prominent contempo-
rary debates amongst scholars of intergenera-
tional justice: what constitutes a fair share of
burdens and benefits between generations;
the role of inheritance in intergenerational co-
operation; justice between both cotemporal
and distant generations; and the non-identity
paradox problem. As well as making valuable
contributions to the above-mentioned tradi-
tional debates in intergenerational studies,
ompson also provides the reader with a
commentary on less often discussed topics,
such as the implications of genetic engineer -
ing for intergenerational justice.

In the final chapter, ompson
 problematises her theory by considering its
relation to the subject matter of international
relations: a world of nation-states. ompson
suggests that two intergenerational principles
should operate in international relations. e
first is that each polity should respect the
 entitlement of members of other polities to
pursue and maintain intergenerational
 relation ships: if a polity economically exploits
or damages the environmental resources of
another  polity to the extent that inter -
generational relation ships which maintain
things people value – such as a system of
 inheritance or an ecological site of great cul-
tural or economic importance – cannot be
 sustained within it, then this constitutes an
intergenerational injustice. e second
 principle asserts that polities that have com-
mitted an injustice with regard to the first
principle should seek to put things right by
striving to ensure that the initial injustice does
not prevent intergenerational relationships
being reformed. In terms of implications,
ompson suggests that the  application of
these principles to international relations
would lead to redistribution between rich and
poor countries. In fact, since ompson be-
lieves that an agent, including a collective
agent such as a nation-state, can be held
 morally accountable for unwitting harms and
to some extent responsible for acts committed
by predecessors representing that agent, it
holds that ompson’s theory may have far-
reaching moral implications for  historical in-
justices and, if accepted and acted upon, the
present international order.

In order to make the step from theory to
political reality, ompson suggests that the
lifetime-transcending interests of citizens
need to be further researched and explicated,
and, after the content of these interests has
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been determined, they should be made more
visible in the democratic arena. ompson’s
argument suggests that a more long-term
 oriented democratic process could be
 achieved not just through the use of an “Om-
budsman for Future Generations”, or a  lower -
ing of the voting age in order to incorporate
the views of the young generation at the
 ballot box, but through a reconsideration of
what we currently regard as rational interests
of present people. In other words, ompson

concludes by calling for a re- examination of
the real interests, namely the interge ner -
ational interests, of present  generations.

ompson offers an innovative approach
to considering the rights and responsibilities
of citizens towards posterity and directly con-
fronts potential critique of her theory in a
convincing and logically persuasive manner,
although more space could have been  devoted
to its defence. Whilst certainly  providing an
original contribution to the debate, it remains

to be seen whether ompson’s theory is able
to challenge the dominance of the contrac -
tarian school in intergenerational studies.
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Hanna Schudy: Within the framework of
the ethics that is developed by you, it is em-
phasised that moral norms must be under-
stood and accepted in general; that is why,
according to you, not every concept of value
can fulfil the requirements of universal
ethics. You stress that the axiology which
supports such an ethics should understand
value as a result of an evaluation by the sub-
ject. According to this axiology, the value of
the environment is equivalent to the inter-
ests of the evaluating subject(s). But, prob-
lematically from an intergenerational

perspective, most people, especially in
Poland, are not interested in protecting
primeval forests such as the Białowieża.1

When one accepts your axiology, the logical
corollary appears to be that, morally speak-
ing, the area is worthy of no special protec-
tion. Is this an acceptable conclusion?
Furthermore, what kind of moral norm with
regard to human attitudes towards other
similar cases can be recommended within
the framework of your ethics? 

Professor Birnbacher: Ethics should be
universally applied, and moral norms should
be formulated in such a way that they can
be universally accepted and understood.
This implies that our axiology, or our the-
ory of value, has to be rather narrow and
somewhat elementary. Therefore we cannot
expect that the values we consider to be of
importance will be shared by all subjects. In
fact, in connection with the environment,
there is a varied spectrum of different atti-
tudes. On the one hand, many subjects hold
anthropocentric attitudes towards the envi-
ronment. On the other, there are many sub-
jects who ascribe an intrinsic value to nature
as a whole, or to certain nature systems,
plants, animals, etc. In short, there exists a
variety of values. How do we manage this
variety? My proposal is that we try to make
our axiology as universalisable as possible.
This seems to me the correct route to a kind
of utilitarian ethics that respects the variety
of existing attitudes and evaluations and, in
turn, ascribes value to the satisfaction of

these values, or, in other words, to a certain
interpretation of utility. This route is not
contrary to the protection of the environ-
ment since the interests of not only the pres-
ent generation, but also future generations
must be taken into account. These interests
are crucial in our preservation efforts be-
cause we do not preserve landscapes and
other natural items solely for those living
now, but also for the indefinite future, and
all this rests upon the irreversibility of much
of the destruction of nature. In the process,
we may not only lose this plant or that for-
est as an entity, but a specific facet of nature
that is unique, such as the irreversible ex-
tinction of an animal species; it should make
us reflect on whether this has compatibility
with our intergenerational responsibilities.
This responsibility is not indifferent to what
we think our future will be, and the best
guess concerning our future is that people
will be better off than they are today; not
only will civilisation continue, but it will
spread and expand. Additionally, the degree
of material wellbeing of humans will, at
minimum, continue to grow, and it is also
probable that human needs and wants will at
some point become more concerned with
non-material goods. Among them, natural
goods will become increasingly important;
they will become scarcer, and more wanted
and desired in the future as the level of well-
being increases. 

Technical and scientific progress as well
as the so-called internal logic of capital will,
by yielding a constant surplus, ensure that
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levels of wellbeing increase as economic
growth continues.

Hanna Schudy: What sort of social and po-
litical factors can influence attitudes towards
nature conservation?

Professor Birnbacher: It is a very difficult
question, because there are a great variety of
social and political factors that influence peo-
ple’s attitudes. If one assumes high levels of
unemployment, or high levels of uncertainty
about the financial situation, one can expect
environmental interests to decline in relation
to the more immediately pressing existential
interests. In other words, if a society experi-
ences environmental and economic crises
 simultaneously, then the interest in environ-
mental protection will decline, because it is
perceived as a luxury. The interest in nature
therefore depends on many factors that often
seem completely unrelated and turns on
 people’s preferences. One important factor is
the legal system: it is more stable than prefer-
ences and it has the power of sanction
through which people can be compelled to
act in accordance with certain rules. For
 example, the legal system in Germany is
greener to a far greater extent than the
 preferences of many German citizens who act
as the addressees of its rulings. The intrinsic
value of nature principle is an establised
precedent in German law which, I would
think, conflicts with the preferences of many
German citizens. In this way, the legal system
can be more progressive than public opinion.

Hanna Schudy: Does it follow that it is pos-
sible to shape moral attitudes towards nature
through the establishment and observance
of environmental law?

Professor Birnbacher: The legal system can
play a very educational role. A famous Ger-
man lawyer once spoke of the “sittenbildende
Kraft des Rechtes”. The phrase refers to the
powerful effect the legal system can have in
cultivating people’s moral views and actions.
Nonetheless, the legal system is only re-
spected to the extent that politicians and
governments respect their own rules consis-
tently. 

Hanna Schudy: A situation has developed
in Poland recently in which some Natura
2000 areas, such as Czarny Groń,2 have been
allocated and used for commercial purposes.
Investors and owners of ski lifts have arbi-
trarily started to use these lands without re-

quired permission. Inhabitants of the land
believe that the transformation, or, more
precisely, degradation of the area presents
them with an opportunity to earn some
money. Both investors and inhabitants have
an intragenerational interest in continuing
the process of environmental degradation
even if it is against a law. What kind of so-
lution can we find in such a situation when
we refuse to accept the concept of intrinsic
natural value? 

Professor Birnbacher: This is a very com-
plex question, because we have to determine
whether the problem we are dealing with is
a legal or moral problem. From the moral
point of view, a legal system can be immoral,
even if there is a presumption that adhering
to existing laws is of primary importance to
society.

The case you mention is in fact not a
moral case. It is firstly a legal case and the
question is whether the permission given to
these investors of Czarny Groń was legal,
given that the areas concerned are protected
by national law. More questions with regard
to a breach of the law follow. In particular,
the question arises whether compensation
and the restoration of the destroyed land-
scape can be demanded. This is a problem
of equity and fairness. If there is no legal
provision for this case, morality demands
that this decision should be made by taking
into account the interests of all parties con-
cerned. If there is a legal provision, one is
obliged to follow the highest possible legal
redress. The question is whether the natural
protection law is too strict in allowing too
many or too few exceptions; this is a moral
question. I believe that Polish law for the
protection of the environment is not too
strict, but justifiable by moral concerns for
the intergenerational preservation of land-
scapes, species, and natural values in general.
However, in the EU, we have supranational
legal structures to a far greater extent than
people believe; European law determines
which policies are acceptable to pursue in
national politics, enviromental policy in-
cluded.

Hanna Schudy: Do you think that, beyond
the argumentation according to legal norms,
there exists any reason, in the situation men-
tioned above, to admit that this case is
morally relevant?

Professor Birnbacher: We should try to
narrow the gap between morality and the

law in the service of rule observance. If a
norm of the legal system is not understood
and not respected as a consequence, then
this weakens the authority of the law. I think
this is undesirable. There is currently certain
pressure and a strong reason to adjust pub-
lic morality to the law, because this would
make it less difficult for people to respect
law. This applies at all levels of law-making. 

Hanna Schudy: Does the German govern-
ment meet the expectations of German so-
ciety with regard to nature conversation? 

Professor Birnbacher: There are high ex-
pectations in nature conservation, but they
go along with high expectations in other
fields of politics such as transport. In a con-
tradictory manner, people tend to want both
intergenerational integrity of nature and the
freedom to drive cars. They want to go on
holiday by plane, but they are irritated by air
traffic and noise pollution; so they protest on
the one hand for more income for con-
sumption opportunities, and, on the other,
for more environmental conservation. Both
are incompatible, but politicians are usually
wary of making clear that there is an ultimate
incompatibility, to the effect that consump-
tion has to be reduced in order to preserve
nature. You cannot economically subsidise
air, as most governments do, and try to in-
troduce sustainability in fuel uses. There is a
fundamental trade-off in this domain.

Hanna Schudy: How high is the level of
public engagement of citizens in Germany?
Does German society work collectively in
order to confront environmental challenges? 

Professor Birnbacher: It depends very
much on the social strata. Of course, there is
a very active upper middle-class stratum that
is environmentally very sensitive and readily
engages in political action. Those who vote
for green parties are typically intellectuals,
and they come from the upper strata of so-
ciety. However, the majority of society lives
in the lower strata; you can expect much less
public engagement from these citizens. They
put a higher priority on the stability of work,
the regularity of their incomes, the receipt
of social security payments and they are in
general far less interested in public issues
concerning the whole of society. You have
also a certain gradient concerning age: the
older the person, the less interested he will
be in public issues because he does not ex-
pect to profit from the policies he helps to



shape. On the other hand, young people are
very optimistic and interested in engaging in
public issues because they have an expecta-
tion that they will profit from such policies
within their own life-time. 

Hanna Schudy: Is there hope that partial
damage of the environment will create the
necessary intergenerational consciousness
and motivation required for environmental
protection?

Professor Birnbacher: It is always difficult
to make political objectives compatible. In
democratic society, all processes take much
more time than in a dictatorial society.
Changes come from local activity and they
require social commitment. It is also not ac-
ceptable in a democratic society to introduce
any political changes without a social con-
sultancy period. It is no use expecting that a
different form of social organisation might
be more effective; there are no examples of a
dictatorial society that could teach us how
environmental politics should be developed.
I think you necessarily have to wait for a cer-
tain level of economic development within a
democratic framework for meaningful green
politics to develop. It is also very important
to promote ecological education and work
to increase levels of civic engagement. The
price of all this is that some irreversible en-
vironmental damage will have occurred
 during the somewhat cumbersome demo-
cratic process which, if one follows demo-
cratic principles as one should, cannot be
prevented.
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Notes
1 Białowieża Forest is the name of the
primeval woodland in eastern Poland and
western Belarus. It is one of the last and
largest remaining parts of the immense
primeval forest that once stretched across the
European Plain. It constitutes an important
refuge for many endangered species and has
been recognised as a UNESCO World Her-
itage Site as well as a Biosphere Reserve. In
Poland, only part of it (30%) is under the
protection of the Białowieża National Park.
The remaining part is the property of State
Forests (Lasy Państwowe) and used for the
commercial purposes. Polish NGO Pracow-
nia na Rzecz Wszstkich Istot as well as the Pol-
ish Ministry for the Environment state that
current measures in place to protect
 Białowieża Forest are insufficient to ensure
the long-term stability of its natural
processes and, moreover, break the inter-
generational principle of sustainability. Pol-
ish law allows local governments a liberum
veto that currently prevents further parts of
it being protected under the auspices of the
National Park, even though it is officially
property of the Polish state.

2 Czarny Groń is the name of a Polish ski
resort in Beskid Mały, a mountain range in
Western Beskid which constitutes part of the
NATURA 2000 area. Czarny Groń was
built by a private investor from Poland, even
though a mandatory report on the environ-
mental impact of the ski resort was not writ-
ten prior to its construction. As a result, over
600 beech trees were cut down, protected

acidophile flora sites were violated and con-
siderable interference into sites of fauna
species has been noticed. 
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