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Abstract. In this paper, the authorfiers a synoptic view of dierent theories of intergenerational justice,
along two dimensions (savinfgissavings) and three modalities (prohibition, authorisation, obligation). After
presenting successively the indirect reciprocity, the mutual advantage, the utilitarian and the Lockean ap-
proaches, special attention is given to the egalitarian theory of intergenerational justice. Twdmndes
between the egalitarian view on intergenerational justice and thieisatarian interpretation of sustainability

are highlighted.
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“(...) comme si I’homme n’était jamais seul, comme s'il the long term, the concept of pollution and the issue of exter

avait recu en partage une matiere et une forggamde qu'il nalities are potent challenges to our attempts at articulatin
devait a son tour transmettre par I'entremise d'un &tre ou equitable rules for individual behaviour and social organisaf
d’un acte ..” (M arai, 1993:164) tion. Simultaneously, new concepts are constantly emergin

from political and scientific debate, such as “sustainable de

_ velopment”, “ecological debt”, “degrowth” and “ecological

1 Introduction footprint” (See e.g. Machal and Quenault, 2005 on the for-
mer). They represent as many invitations to rewdgtnovo

We have been facing threats to our environment and the riskne nature of normative issues at stake. In order to do that

of depletion of natural resources for a very long time. To suchihese emerging concepts must be retranslated every time in

an extent, that they even appear to be determining factors ifhe specific language of each theory of justice. Otherwise
the decline of certain civilisations. One of the explanationsit \ould be impossible to link environmental and natural re-

sources overexploitation (See e.g. Ponting, 1993; Diamondytaneously have to cope with in today’s world.

2005). Lead poisoning, which is very ancient, is said to ) ) )
have contributed to the fall of Rome (Gilfillan, 1965; Lessler,  1h€ concept of sustainable development is extraordina
1988; Banvall et al., 2001). Despite technological progress,"y fashionable. There is no doubt that a requirement for

we remain highly dependent on our environment as well adntergenerational justice constitutes one of its key compor

on natural resources. The scale and the nature of these issuBENtS- In fact, its most popular definition is development tha
have admittedly evolved over time. Yet, our philosophical Me€ts the needs of the present without compromising ths
theories on justice fall astonishingly short of expectations in@Pility of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED

attempting to deal with the normative issues raised by enl987:53). Yet, despite the degree of sophistication in evit

vironmental and resource depletion problems. Emphasis offence elsewhere in theories of justice, discussions on susta
ability devote too little attention to a thorough examination of

what intergenerational justice might actually mean. We must

Correspondence toA. P. Gosseries however, underline that several other normative dimension
BY (axel.gosseries@uclouvain.be) should also be considered so as to deal exhaustively with e

1as though man were never alone, as though he had inhervironmental matters. Firstly, issues of international or inter

ited substance and strength, a gift which he must in turn hand onspecific equity are crucial also. But local justice (in the geo-
through a being or an actioi’ graphical sense) or gender issues cannot be neglected eith
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40 A. Gosseries: Theories of intergenerational justice: a synopsis

For some of the environmental challenges, these dimensionexploring whether anything remains unaccounted for, requir-
are even more significant in practice or conceptually moreing the use of a radically new approach. To use an analogy,
challenging than the intergenerational dimension in isolation.before coining new words or inventing a new language, let
Furthermore, as we are focusing on the notion of sustainus see whether an existing language — in this case theories of
ability, it is essential to dferentiate two issues: “Should “it”  justice — painstakingly constructed by successive generations
endure, and if so, why?” and “Since it probably will endure, of practitioners does not already provideffstient vocabu-
how should we go about making sure to do so equitably?”.lary to deal with the issues in hand.
We can reply to the latter question while sticking to an ag- There are dferent ways in which a layman can be intro-
nostic stance on the former question. This in no way meangluced in a reasonably intuitive fashion to intergenerational
that we are denying the importance of considering the veryequity issues. One of them is to refer to rules for the use of
possibility that we might all decide to cease having children,common spaces by successive users. Consider the metaphor
and to think about its meaning. This hypothetical situationof the uninhabited mountain hut. We can take a certain num-
raises several issues. For example, the very fact that humaper of rules commonly found posted in this kind of refuge
reproduction would then cease implies the end — a voluntaryand use them as points of departure for general theories. The
end in this case — of the human species. Would the actionfollowing could be compared: “Please leave the premises
leading to such an outcome have to be considered immoral@lean”, “... as clean as you would have liked to find them on
Hans Jonas’ thoughts are often referred to as being centrafirrival” or “... as clean as they were when you arrived”. All
although we are not in fact inclined to consider that his char-of these are starting points for theories of intergenerational
acterisation of the alleged immorality at stake here is entirelyequity based on dierent logics and with a ffierent content.
plausible (Gosseries, 2004a:18-22). Furthermore, the hypo- Another possible point of entry consists in envisaging the
thetical case of generalised refusal to have children also putgature of our intergenerational obligations through the prism
us in the situation of a “last man” which invites reflection on of concepts of private law, focusing specifically on the idea
the moral status of non-human animals (see e.g. Gosseriesf property as well as on specific types of contracts. Con-
1998:401-405). sider the famous native American saying: “Treat the Earth
We should therefore remain aware of the specific niche ofwell: it was not given to you by your parents, it was loaned
the intergenerational dimension so that we do not attempt td0 You by your children. We do not inherit the Earth from
force into the subject problems which would best be analysedUr Ancestors, wéorrow it from our children”. It refers to
from other angles. Furthermore, if we focus on the intergen-& loan contract, the next generation being the lender and the
eration issue, it is essential to compare the treatment procurrent one the borrower. This is not the only existing pro-
posed for environmental problems with what would be pro-posal. Burke (1909-14:8165) refers in general terms to the
posed for other matters which are just as important for interidea of a partnership “Between those who are living, those
generational equity, such as public debt management, fundvho are dead, and those who are to be born”. The Penn-
ing of pension schemes or passing on a language. This papé&lIvanian constitution (art. 1, §27) uses the idea@hmon
aims to demonstrate that justice between generations can d&operty. Locke (1690 (2003): First Treatise, §88) refers to
understood in dferent ways and that some are more robustan idea ofoint possession at the overlapphe Japanese con-
than others. It also aims to explain why sustainable develstitution (art. 97) uses the notion of an intergeneratitmzst
opment as defined in the Brundtland report (WCED, 1987)Jéterson (1789) claims that “The earth belongssuifructto
is unable to exclude two major kinds of intergenerational in- the living”. And Jaues (1902) even worked out a concept of
justice that we propose to highlight. It is up to readers to “everlastingmortgagé. We should not exclude that lessons
consider whether the intuitions relating to justice that theymay be learned from a closer look at the potential and limi-
would endorse in thimtergenerational context are consistent tations of each of these proposals. Note that once such a full
with the intuitions to which they would be committed with conceptual clarification has been made, it will be useful to
respect to similar problems in a strictiytragenerational set- ~ re-translate such findings in the specific language of general
ting. theories of justice.
Using the mountain hut metaphor or referring to various
kinds of contracts or types of righiis remare helpful forms
2 Tool box of introduction to the subject. Yet, they are only partially il-
luminating. The approach we intend to use here will be con-
In view of the scale of environmental issues, it could be verystructed a little dferently. It will compare dferent philo-
tempting to postulate at the outset that unprecedented corsophical theories of justice along two lines. Firstly, only
ceptual challenges should be associated to them, requiring the size of the basket to be passed on to the next genera-
complete revision of our general theories on justice. We cantion will be of concern, not it€omposition This basket is
not exclude that this might well be the case. However, wefilled with the components which make upcapital, in the
intend to work from the opposite assumption and to begin bybroadest sense of the word. Such capital is not only physical,
using as best we can available conceptual resources befolmt also technological, institutional, environmental, cultural,
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relational, etc. We will therefore propose a table to sum-poses that in the event people are able to do so, they are under
marise the key-conclusions of each of these theories, baseah obligation to return to others what they themselves have
on two concepts: generational savings and dissaviBgs-  received from them. In the case of intergenerational justice,
ings occur (generationally speaking) when one generationone can assume that the idea of reciprocity is sociologically
transfers to the next a capital (in the extended meaning ofvidely endorsed in the public (see Wade-Benzoni, 2002). In
the word) which iggreaterthan the one it inherited from the its “descending reciprocity” version, it breaks down into two
previous generation. Inversely, there are generatidisahv-  maxims. The first one seeks to explaihywe are obligated
ingswhenever one generation transfers to the next a capitato the next generation. In this case, it is because we received
which is smaller than the one it inherited. We will then go something from our parents that we must transmit something
on linking these two concepts (saviridissavings) to three “in return” to our children’s generation. The intuitive idea
modalities: authorisation, prohibition and obligation. can then be accounted for in certain ways in the languag
This approach may seem both desperately simplistic an®f property or more directly as reciprocation for affioet
excessively quantitative. And yet, the use of the sav-on the part of our parents. But thisfidirs for example
inggdissavings concepts — on top of the fact that they refer tofrom the idea that if we owe our children anything, it is
a very broad understanding of the word “capital” — first of all because in fact we are onbprrowingwhat already belongs
seek to highlight how much the various theories of justice, ago them. It also diers from egalitarian logic as we shall
applied to the intergenerational realmffeli from each other see. Regarding the second maxim, it defines dbetent
both in terms of rationale and of practical implications. Fur- of our obligations to the next generation. As a result, we find
thermore, we certainly do not deny the importance — and the
possibility — of a debating on the contents of the basket toDescending reciprocity
be passed on from one generation to the next. This would
require more than just weighing the significance of environ-
mental assets and comparing them with other requirements,
such as those connected to the transmission of special cul-

among the environmental questions themselves, selections g to the next a capital at least equivalent to the one it
are also to be made between, for example, dams generating  inherited from the previous one.

green energy and endangered species, between preserving ar-
eas in their natural condition and human intervention to save For those who associate justice with reciprocity, indirect
certain species that are to be found there, etc. (see Gosserig€ciprocity is quite a potent idea. It has the advantage of jus
1997). tifying obligations to people who so far have never given us
Finally, two further points should be noted. On the one anything and who may be giving us less in the future thar
hand, since the present paper is intended to provide a syriwhat we will have given them. In the case difect reci-
opsis, we will not be proceeding with a detailed examinationProcity, it is the original benefactor who ends up getting back
of more applied issues where intergenerational justice matwhat he put in, whereas with indirect reciprocity, there is &
ters, such as defining the level of a global cap on CO2 emisthird party who benefits (in this case: the next generation
sions, ]usnfymg the preservation of biodiversity, or Se]ecting instead of the initial benefactor (In this case: the previous
a funding scheme for the dismantling of our nuclear powergeneration), giving rise in this way to a chain of obligations.
stations (see respectively: Gosseries, 2006b, 2004a:241-268 obvious objection could be that a simple donation cannot
2008). On the other hand, intergenerational justice also raise® itself justify a return obligation. However, the nature of
the issue of our obligations fastgenerations. This dimen- the moral dificulty arising out of non-reciprocation in this
sion, which we are also not intending to broach in this papercase can be accounted for through reference to the idea of
is present at several levels, including in some the theorie€ free-rider, getting a free ride on the intergenerational rail
presented below. It is also particularly relevant for specificway without buying his ticket, and therefore taking advan-
environmental issues, such as the integration of past COtage without any counterpart of the sacrifices made by all th
emissions in the definition of the current share of obligationsPreceding generations.
to reduce emissions (see Gosseries, 2004b). That being said, What are the obstacles in the way of the indirect descend
let us now consider the crux of the matter. Ing reCiprOCity view? Firstly, if we refuse to dissociate the
existence of an obligation to the initial benefactor and that
of an obligation to the third party beneficiary, the justifica-
3 Indirect reciprocity tory maxim presupposes the idea that we have obligation
to past generations, i.e. to the dead. It is in fact those obli
One theory, discussed in particular by Brian Barry (1989),gations which are the source of our obligations to et
is the indirect reciprocity theory (see de Shalit, 1995:96—99;generation. However, for a state to justify its sustainable de
Gosseries, 2006a). The general idea of reciprocity presupvelopment policies by reason of obligations to the dead is a

[¢)

— Justificatory maxim: The current generation owes
something to the next generation because it received
something from the previous one.

1)

[
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42 A. Gosseries: Theories of intergenerational justice: a synopsis

challenge to the liberal requirement of neutrality on the part4 Mutual advantage
of the state towards various metaphysical conceptions and
views of the good life. It can be demonstrated that such obli-The idea of mutual advantage is not very distant from that of
gations to the dead only make sense if it is postulated thateciprocity. Yet, it is not identical, both in logic (what jus-
the dead dexistin a sense that is morally relevant. Yet, we tifies the existence of obligations) and by its demands (for
do not all subscribe to this postulate, which makesfiiailt instance, the idea @fuaranteeinghe promised transfers be-
to see it as metaphysically unproblematic (Gosseries, 2004dween actors in a cooperative game). Briefly, a theory of
chap. 2). justice based on the idea of mutual advantage has to show
Moreover, the justificatory maxim fails to justify the first that a “rational” agent — i.e. one acting exclusively out of
— be it hypothetical — generation’s intergenerational obliga-self-interest — will serve his bestterestby engaging in a
tions, because by definition such a first generation did notcooperative venture and submitting to certain social rules ac-
receive anything from a previous generation. How couldcordingly. The point therefore is to demonstrate that it is ra-
we then explain what the problem would if a first genera- tional —in a narrow sense — to be fair and that rules of justice
tion were to squander from the outset a considerable part oimust be justified by reason of rationality — in this same nar-
the capital available to it? For that matter, were we to viewrow sense. In practice, this requires the demonstration that
each generation as a first generation insofar as the goods gfains may result from cooperation between individuals and
invented or discovered are concerned, it would become imthat these gains can ma&eeryone of us net beneficiaries of
mediately apparent that the presenffidulty is necessarily ~such cooperation.
devoid of practical implications. In an intergenerational context, we therefore need to check
A few other points could be mentioned — such as tlig-di how the idea of cooperation can be transposed. A kéiy di
culties encountered by the substantive maxim in case of deeulty in this respect is related to the issue of intergenerational
mographic fluctuations. It should also be underlined that de-overlap (Gauthier, 1986: chap. IX—6). The fact that not all
scending indirect reciprocity is not the only possible form of generations are — not even temporarily — contemporary is a
the idea of reciprocity in the intergenerational realm. For thechallenge on two counts. Firstly, does this not threaten the
sake of comprehensiveness, let us also point adskending  very possibility of the benefits of cooperation bemagtual?
indirect reciprocity idea (relevant for example to explain the Because if benefits are real but are only in favour of certain
logic of pay-as-you-go retirement schemes) as well as at thgenerations, so that others are net contributors, a theory of
double reciprocityconcept (Cosandey, 2003) which involves mutual advantage would be incapable of justifying tht
direct reciprocity transfers between generations. Howevergenerations should submit to a common rule of justice. Re-
these two alternative forms of intergenerational reciprocityplying to this question amounts to asking to what extent the
are not directly relevant to the environmental field which con- possibility of descending benefits (from one generation to the
stitutes our focus point here (Gosseries, 2006a). next) and ascending benefits (from one generation to the pre-
In any event what really matters in this context, is to em- vious one) depends on these generations overlapping with
phasise the need to check whether indirect reciprocity reallyone another. Furthermore, not only must it be possible for
reflects our intuitions about justice, both intergenerationallybenefits to be mutual, but there must also be a guarantee that
and as a component ofgeneraltheory of justice. The sim- the conditions exist for the rule of cooperation to litee-
plest method for such a purpose consists in testing the idea difvely respectedby each generation. In this case again, the
reciprocity in an intragenerational context. Take for examplenon-contemporary nature of many generations in respect of
the case of a person with multiple congenital disabilities. Leteach other challenges the possibility of enforcing respect of a
us accept the idea that she will givelassin return for what  given rule of intergenerational transfer. The degree to which
we as a society gave to her — which is not meant to deny the threat of ascending or descendis@nctionscan remain
benefits we may of course derive from her company. Givencredible in the absence of intergenerational overlap therefore
such an example, the limitations of the idea of reciprocity remains to be ascertained.
are clear. As regards justification, is it because that person This twofold challenge is compounded by a further ques-
(or someone else) gave (or will give) us something that wetion: supposing it is possible to construct an intergenerational
feel obliged to care for this dependent person — as a mattemodel in such a way as to successfully address this challenge,
of justice? The reply is probably negative for many of us. there will still be a need to verify what that implies in re-
And on the substantive side, should | measuredihgension  lation to our question on savings and dissavings. It would
of what | owe this disabled person on the basis of what hebe perfectly possible to imagine that it is rational for each
or she gives me in return? Here again, the answer will begeneration to submit to a rule, which would nevertheless be
in the negative for many of us. This suggests that for manycompatible with a gradual deterioration of the stock of re-
of us, over and beyond internal consistencffidlilties, the  sources transferred by each generation to the next. There
idea of reciprocity is not fully capable of reflecting intuitions is an ongoing debate on this point (Heath, 1997; Arrhenius,
of justice in general and in the intergenerational context in1999), but it has not reached a point where clear conclusions
particular. can be drawn (see Gauthier, 1986:302—-305). It is however
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obvious that any serious attempt at articulating a theory ofan extra degree — and in this case a purely voluntary one
justice from the angle of mutual advantage cannot elude amf saving may be added to the obligation to save referred t

in-depth examination of suchficulties. above. In other words, descending altruism could further int

tensify the generational savings trend already present in th

utilitarian model. Nevertheless, it does not necessarily lea
5 Utilitarianism to an additional welfare éfierential if the actors themselves

derive well-being from these altruistic acts. On the other
Let us now explore a very fierent theory: utilitarianism. It hand, the utilitarian conclusion becomes more worrying if
is characterised not only by its preoccupation with people’sit is accepted that the number of coming generations is, if ng
welfare (tilitas in Latin) but more particularly with the idea infinite, at leasindefinite For one way of interpreting util-
that a fair organisation of society is one which maximisesitarianism consists in forcing us into everlasting sacrifices
the aggregatewelfare of its members (See e.g. Smart andsjnce there is no way of knowing where they should stop
Williams, 1973). This is why we can refer to it as an ag- Such a sacrifice would ultimately be to no one’s benefit, sinc
gregative theory. There are several unsound reasons for crivery generation would be obliged to save given the perma
icising utilitarianism. Yet, it is entirely true that this theory nent uncertainty as to how many generations would follow.
of justice is not primarily concerned with tistribution of Utilitarians are well aware of this problem. Let us there-

welfare among the members of society. What matters is thqore emphasise two factors pointing in the Opposite direct

sizeof the welfare pie from which society as a whole will tion. Firstly, a factor which could attenuate the scope of thg
benefit, not the relative size of the pieces of that pie eachypligation to save isliminishing marginal utility a (fairly
member will be receiving. Hence, sacrificing entirely the plausible) postulate traditionally referred to as a justification
well-being of a few people (to the point for example where for aggregativists’ concern for thaistribution of levels of
they are reduced to slavery) making it possible to maximiseyell-being (see Gauthier, 1986:305). The underlying idea
society’s well-being as a whole (by the fact that a large por-is that the more a person has of a given good (e.g. appleg
tion of society would benefit from the slavery imposed on athe less an additional good will bring her additional utility.
tiny minority), could be the policy advocated by utilitarians This means that if we have an extra apple, it should be give
in specific circumstances. Therefore, more than any othefo the one who has less apples if we aim at maximizing thg
theory of justice, this one is likely to lead sacrificialcon-  additional welfare generated by this apple. But more impor
sequences, although in its more elaborate versions, it does tjantly, there is another idea, the one of a social discount rat
as best it can to avoid such counterintuitive outcomes. This has been the subject of extensive philosophical deba
In an intergenerational context, there is one fact that playsor decades (see e.g. Cowen and Parfit, 1992; Birnbache

a crucial role in this respect. Giving up the consumption 2003). And one recent instance is to be found in the dist

of part of our capital today may enable us — provided it is cussions surrounding the Stern report on the economics
wisely invested — to consume much more of that capital atclimate change (Stern, 2007). The idea is simple: if the rat
some more or less distant future time. Consider a bag ofs positive, a unit of future welfare will be granted less value
seeds, part of which could be either consumed immediatelghan the same welfare unit produced today. A discount rat
or sown so as to multiply its volume. If you are a utilitar- of this kind can meet certain concerns besides addressing t
ian, savings (in generational terms) are not just authorisedsingle “sacrificial” issue mentioned above. For example, it
they arerequiredsince the goal is to maximise the size of the would be possible to give a lower discounted value to a fu
intergenerational welfare pie. This means that the first generture welfare unit because of the uncertainty as to its actua
ations in history have to tighten their belts and invest for thefuture existence. However, when it is simply a question of
benefit of future generations. A point worthy of mention is a pure time preference for the present, it becomes morally
that the idea of productive investment, which is central to thisproblematic once applied to relations betweefedent indi-
theory, is not necessarily linked to thamberof generations  viduals (rather than to merely planning the welfare profile
following us — at least for investments whose return does notwithin one’s own existence). In fact, the idea can be pu
depend solely on human activity, but rather to the fact thatforward that at that level it is still only an attempt - an ad
they will be arrivingafter us. hoc (Rawls, 1999:262) and rather ffextive one — to reduce
This result leading, in a way, to sacrificing the earlier gen-the size of a problem — i.e. an inclination toward sacrificing
erations is magnified by two extra — and independent — fac-earlier generations — which is in fact the logical outcome of
tors. On the one hand, it is realistic to postulate some in-utilitarianism.
tergenerational altruism due partly to the fact that the succes- Even if descending altruism is left aside, the conjunction
sion of generations is also linked to biological parent-to-child of recognising the productive nature of capital (wheneve
relations which inevitably generate a certain degree of altruproperly invested) and the indefinite nature of the numbe
ism. Itis also plausible to postulate that this altruism is asym-of future generations is such that, in the intergenerations
metric, being stronger from parent to child than from child to context, utilitarianism can lead to particularly sacrificial out-
parent. If such a descending altruism is taken into accountcomes, albeit attenuated by the inclusion of diminishing
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44 A. Gosseries: Theories of intergenerational justice: a synopsis

marginal utility as well as the introduction of a social dis- A libertarian theory wishing to apply such a Lockean pro-
count rate. The reason why such outcomes seem especiallyiso will first of all need to determine its content (“as much as
unacceptable to many of us probably has to do with the factvhat?”) and apply it specifically to the intergenerational con-
that our conception of justice generally involves a distribu- text (see Elliot, 1986:21F.; Arneson, 1991:52-53; Steiner,
tive motive besides or instead of an aggregative one. 1994:268-273; Wolf, 1995:7%1). Let us outline three ver-
sions applicable to the intergenerational domain. A first pos-
sible interpretation is: each generation should leave to the
6 Lockean proviso next at leastas much (or the equivalent) of what the first
(prehistoric) generation initially appropriated for itselfor
Before examining the paradigmatic example of a distributivethose who consider that the basket of goods inherited from
theory of justice — Rawlsian egalitarianism — let us considerthe immediately previous generation exceeds far and away
yet another family of theories. This time, it is neo-Lockean the valueof what the prehistoric generation would have had
rather than neo-Hobbesian, and is commonly referred to aaccess to, this formulation of the proviso may appear too lax.
libertarianism. Briefly, libertarian views are building on two For it would authorise the entire generation to dissave, inas-
core features: On the one hand, a definition and a strongnuch as the resources transmitbedineto the next genera-
protection of self-ownership; on the other, a particular waytion are in no way less substantial, as regards their productive
of broaching the subject of ownership of external resourcesotential, than the resources available to the (first) prehistoric
— in contrast to internal resources which are part of self-generation. In fect, that formulation could be amended in
ownership. In this way, libertarians aim at guaranteeing, bothtwo ways.
against state and third party intervention, a strong protection The first consists in taking into account thatural mod-
for people’s physical integrity as well as e.g. for the own- jfications of our resources as time goes by. Let us imagine
ership of their talents. What is of particular interest here, that the generation before us was the first to be victim of a
however, is the status of external resources. We need in thifinor ice age which will continue for two generations. Ex
respect to determine how to allocate to members of societyypothesi, this overall has a negative impact (as regards land
the property of the goods we have inherited. productivity, biodiversity, etc.). Should the present genera-
Consider a first generation allocating the property of arabletion compensate for the fiiérence — originating in natural
land. Some libertarians would incline to allocate ownershipevents — between the value of the prehistoric world and what
of such property on the basis of a rule of the “first come, it has in d¢fect become due to natural circumstances? For a
first served” variety, which for that matter is a rule in use in Lockean, there is no particular reason why this should be so.
various sectors of society, for instance as regards intellectualvhat matters as a reference scenario to implement such a
property rights. Others would have us subordinate legitimacyl ockean proviso, is to be able to identify what other people’s
of appropriation to complying with so-called “Lockean” pro- situation would have beein my absence- in this case, the
visos. In general, the flerence between those two major situation of any previous generatighit had been the first
approaches will reflect, coexist with or result iffdrences  The following alternative formulation therefore seems com-
in perceptions of the initial patrimonial status of external re- mendable: each generation must leave to the aeleast as
sources. For some, generally right-wing people, arable lananuch as what the next generation could have appropriated in
initially does not belong to anyone, hence the use of the firsthe absence of any previous generationpreferably, what
come, first served principle. For others, generally more left-the coming generation would otherwise have inherited if no
wing, the initial status of external resources would be thatprevious generation had by its actions brought about a net
of collective property, which would explain the need for re- improvement or a net deterioration.
specting a Lockean proviso. Onefitiulty is that the idea Let us however imagine a hypothetical situation where
of a Lockean proviso is interpreted infidirent ways, de-  some of the previous generations — and not this time natural
pending on whether Nozick's views or those of others aredisasters — had damaged, without any compensating techno-
adopted (Vallentyne and Steiner, 2000). What did Locke reqogical improvements, the state of external resources com-
ally mean when he said that initial appropriation can be |e-pared to what they would have been if left to the sdfee
gitimate “At least where there is enough and as good left forof natural causes. Using the above proviso, there would be
others” (Locke, 1690: second treatise, 827; Waldron, 1979)&n obligation to save. Now why should the current genera-
Let us be more direct in our formulation: “At least where tion bear the cost of compensating titeriorationsbrought
there is as much which is left in common for others”. Ap- about by the activity of previous generations and for which
plied to the intergenerational domain, this could give us forthey are in no way responsible, or at least no more so than the
example Arneson’s formulation:The continued legitimacy coming generation in whose favour it seeks to meet its obli-
of private ownership from the standpoint of self-ownershipgations? Conversely, for those who consider that the cultural

depends on each successive generation obtaining the equiapital inherited from our ancestors considerably increases
alent of a per capita share of unimproved, undegraded’land

(Arneson, 1991:53). 2| owe this improved formulation to P. Vallentyne.
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the productive potential of natural resources which the nextaccommodated? By defending a “two-stage” model in which
generation would have inherited in the absence of any prea steady state phase follows an accumulation phase. During
vious generation, the degree to which such a formulationthe accumulation phase, principles are identical to those of
authorises anew a very significant margindigsavingse- utilitarianism (compulsory savings). But this phase is sup
comes apparent. posed to have a limited duration. And the rationale underly
A further reformulation of the Lockean proviso is however ing the need for such accumulation is totally unrelated with
possible: each generation must leave to the agktast as  maximising the size of the intergenerational welfare pie. For
much as what the next generation could have appropriated ifRawls, the aim of the accumulation phase is to allow ecor
the currentgeneration had not contributed by its action to a nomic gluence to build up so that at least minimal stabil-
net improvement or deterioration of what the following gen- ity to just institutions can be ensured. As soon as this point
eration would otherwise have inheritedhis third interpre-  is reached, accumulation ceases to be an obligation and the
tation takes into account not just the natural improvementssteady state phase begins. And for that second phase, the
or deteriorations that have occurred since prehistoric timesprinciple defended by Rawls is identical to the one defended
It also includes the accumulated product of the physical andy the indirect reciprocity view.
intellectual activities of the generations which preceded the Like Rawls, we believe that such a “two-stage” approach
current one. The only thing we need to do then is to con-is necessary. We also believe that he is justified in defending
sider what would have been the situation of each generatioithe principle of an obligation to save during the accumulatior
in terms of external resources (both natural and cultural), nophase (for a full discussion: Gaspart and Gosseries, 2007).
in the absence ddll previous generations, but rather in the However, this second thesis is not self-evident. What is po
absence of theingle precedingeneration. tentially shocking for an egalitarian like Rawls, is to propose
In the language of savings and dissavings, that means thdor the accumulation phase a principle of compulsory saving
savings are authorised, whereas such a Lockean proviso ithat goes against a concern for the woist im fact, from this
no way authorises dissavingslessthe environment which  viewpoint it is unfair, strictly speaking, to demand savings
the next generation will inherit has deteriorated comparedirom the first generations. Doing so would bring about an in
to what we ourselves inherited, for reasons unrelated to outergenerational world where the least wefll are not as well
own activity (i.e. natural events or resulting from the activ- off as they could possibly be. Merely sticking to a prohibi-
ity of previous generations). This implies, for example, thattion on dissavings would not have such consequences. Raw
any climate change resulting from strictly historical emis- is aware of this problem but still insists on an obligation to
sions (i.e. resulting from our ancestors’ activities only, not save. Let us attempt a brief defence of Rawls’ position the
from ours) and which would lead to a worse climate for the principle applicable to the accumulation phase.
next generation than for our own, wouidtimply for usany His theory is not just egalitarian, it is also liberal but in
specific obligations — which by the way shows that the ques-a very specific sense which must not be confused with it
tion of historical emissions raises not just transgenerationalisual meaning in the designation of certain political actors
equity issues (Gosseries, 2004b), but also issues relating ton the European political arena. It is liberal in the sense tha
intergenerational equity. While what would be defended inpursuing the improvement of the situation of the least wel
this case by a proponent of indirect reciprocity is not entirely off must be done within the constraints we refer to as “basi¢
clear, the egalitarian view would clearlyfidir here from the liberties”. In other words, defending those few basic liber-
Lockean one. Be that as it may, we are concentrating herdies (physical integrity, freedom of speech, etc.) takes priort
on possible dferences between “at least as much as whatity over the objective of improving the social and economic
prehistoric generations had”, “at least as much as what G condition of the underprivileged. It could then be said that
would have had in the absence of any earlier generationsthe reason why a violation of the egalitarian objective is al-
and “at least as much as+& would have inherited in the lowable in the accumulation phase, has to do with the aim
absence of G only”. And the specificity of the Lockean ap- of setting up as quickly as possible institutions which could
proach is to focus on the question of knowing to what extentthen be able to defend personal basic liberties and that thjs
my existence deprives someone else of something he coultter objective takes priority over the former. Now, if we can

Uy

S

o

—

otherwise have benefited from. demonstrate that the richer (in terms of GDP) a democratic
State becomes, the more likely are its chances of retaining its
7 Rawlsian egalitarianism democratic character, we are in possession of an empirical

argument able to support the claim that setting up equitabl
Rawls, in his masterpiece “A theory of Justice” (1999:844), institutions requires a certain level dflaence. Although we
is aware of utilitarianism’s major fliculties in the intergen-  can agree with the “two-stage” theory and with the principle
erational context. Atthe same time, he considers that movindRawls defends for the accumulation phase, we believe that
away, be it minimally, from the initial condition of prehis- an upholder of equality of opportunity should be defending a
toric men is necessary, not just for reasonsfitiency, but  different principle in the steady state phase. And what prin
even for reasons of justice. How can both these concerns beiple should that be?

[¢)
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8 Egalitarianism revisited would not be sustainable at the current rate. Each of these
four arguments deserves closer scrutiny, both on their factual

We do not believe that Rawls is entirely true to the demandsassumptions and their normative plausibility. However, it

of egalitarianism in the steady state phase. We consider thathould be stressed that intergenerational egalitarianism as de-

prohibiting dissavingshould go hand in hand with prohibit- veloped here presents an argument whidfeds from those,

ing savings. This may sound absurd. Is it at all unfair for par-notwithstanding the fact that it does refer to a concern for

ents to voluntarily scrimp and save to provide a better life for justice as do the first two “anti-growth” arguments outlined

their children than the one they could have had themselves@bove.

Who could the victims of such allegedly unjust behaviour

be? The answer to this question is that the victims Wouldtheor d6 not converde. in the steadv-state phase. with those
be the least well f members of the generation of such par- y verge, . -ady P ' .
of for instance, indirect reciprocity. Furthermore, there is

ents. Let us consider the situation of a generation anticipat- nother sianificant anale from which the proposed conver
ing that, at the end of its existence, it might have transferred?"© g 9 propo

a surplus to the next generation in comparison with what itgizr;ea Eg?:?gt'ugl]'shz i‘;?g;iﬁl(eearlya?]pg::timu';g ()a r::(:ne-\-
had received from the previous generation. The theory we P 9 d 9

are defending here is that it should not be the next generatio{'{rver Irzn;?at(i:tlzglthei:]?tef 3{ t\t]ve nsxt tgrenﬁ\r/atlonr.thFrorT(r&rr]n t
taken as a group that should be benefiting from this surplus a-generational point ot view, a destruclive earthquaxe mus
ive rise to compensation from those who did ndfewuits

but rather the least wellfbmembers of the current gener- effects. So as to mitigate as much as possible. the negative
ation. To transfer a surplus into the future sacrifices to the ’ 9 P ' 9

same extent today’s least welffolt is only if each genera- consequences for the unlucky few of a phenomenon they

tion adheres to the principle of prohibiting both saviregsl Y/verzf not rr?sipr)]onsmtle ]fori'r F?T: atl lﬁCk egahtanrg;m, an?/ fj|sadr;
dissavingghat the intergenerational world that we will build tral ar?e i}l Sivg ?iu Ot c Crl:] sna %esn f?yr% th peroptesfco )
can be seen as one where the least willregardless of the ol should give rise fo compensation 1ro € rest of so

generation 10 which they belong, il be betat tan they %, B Rt 2L B0 O B B T8O SR
would have been in any other alternatively organised world q y

Note that this prohibition on savings has nothing to do with affecting those concemned. A luck egalitarian would immedi-

a preference for the members of our own generation. It iSately add however that if disadvantages arise out of people’s

derived from a generational impartial concern for improving \c/)Wrn ChO'CFS{NtE elin(;czjs;s Stﬁuéi bie borr_;_(; In dgg;gjlii ?:):;25
the situation of the least wellfig whichever generation they €ry people who su oices. 1he €

belong to. Admittedly if this surplus were passed on to thefgscl:?;almgziuon;z'?oCg;”\;'g‘“gg'?: h?ggt]ig“:{lo 20:; tzfosglsfogrts
next generation, it could well benefit the least weflmem- people p Y 9 ports,

bers of that generation. But what we would have to make®" the debate in Austria concerning the non-reimbursement

sure of is that the least welfamembers obur owngenera- of hospital expenses for alcoholic coma induced by particu-

tion would not end up then in a worse situation than the oneIalr drinking habits in the younger population, clearly point in

experienced by the least privileged of the next generation. the (_jlre_cnon of practices which C.OU|d well be wewed_ by an
egalitarian as the result of a choice. In such cases, it would

We cannot go into the details here of this rather counter- S .
L L : not be society’s duty to shoulder the burden of its cost (on
intuitive principle, or which at least seems to be so at | ." "= ’ .
choicgcircumstance: Dworkin, 2000).

first sight (for a more extensive defence: Gosseries, 2004a:
chap. 4; Gaspart and Gosseries, 2007). But we must empha- How can we transpose this cholciecumstance distinc-
sise that even if such an approach is not totally incompatibletion into the intergenerational field? Let us go back to our
with the idea of growth, it should certainly be contrasted with previous example. If we were able — by extraordinary means
other ideas in the “anti-growth” family of arguments (see — to predict the occurrence and magnitude of such future
Gosseries, 2004a:224-225, Gaspart and Gosseries, 2008arthquakes and if we were able to demonstrate that the next
Among these, let us mention four, allfidirent from the one  generation will be particularlyfBected by them although, we,
defended here. The first consists in stating that growth, inthe current generation, would not beted in the slightest,

so far as it would lead to increased inequalities internation-the current generation would then be undesaaings obli-

ally, would be unfair in this respect. The second underlinesgationso as to ensure that, as a result of these earthquakes,
that the adoption by a State of a policy to encourage ecothe next generation does not find itself in more unfavourable
nomic growth is contrary to the principle according to which circumstances than the current one. This obligation to save
the State should remain neutral as regards people’s varyingrises out of a very élierent logic from one based on utilitar-
concepts of what the good life should be (Bonin, 1997). Theianism or the one included in the accumulation phase of the
third states that growth is futile, if not counter-productive, egalitarian theory. But above all, it does not seem for exam-
from the point of view of really worthwhile conceptions of ple, that an indirect reciprocity approach could evempel

the good life. A fourth argument considers that growth, in us to transfemoreto the next generation than what we re-
so far as it mobilises large amounts of physical resourcesceived from the previous one.

It is also clear now that the conclusions of an egalitarian

Surv. Perspect. Integr. Environ. Soc., 1, 39-2008 WWW.SUrv-perspect-integr-environ-so¢.4y@89/2008



A. Gosseries: Theories of intergenerational justice: a synopsis 47

Table 1. Synopsis of the various theories of intergenerational justice.

Savings Dissavings
Indirect reciprocity Authorised Prohibited
Utilitarianism Mandatory Prohibited
Lockean proviso Authorised Prohibited, unless ...
Rawlsian Egalitarianism Phase 1: Mandatory Prohibited

Phase 2: Authorised
Egalitarianism revisited Phase 1: Mandatory Phase 1: Prohibited

Phase 2: Prohibited, unlessPhase 2: Prohibited, unless

Brundtland’s S#iicientarism  Authorised, unless ... Authorised, unless ...

9 Brundtland’s sufficientarianism the extent to which Brundtland'’s report probably opens the

way to alternative interpretations. Nevertheless, what is o
We are now well prepared to support the assumption thaimportance here, is that those who consider that luck egal

Brundtland’s definition of sustainable development would frianism is the most plausible theory of justice when dealr
not be a sfiicient safeguard for intergenerational justice. As N9 with intragenerational allocation issues have no reason to

mentioned above, development is only said to be sustainabl@b@ndon this theory when moving on to intergenerational is

if it “Meets the needs of the present without compromising SU€S- Egalitarians should certainly reject Brundtland’s theory

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”aS being instiicient.
(WCED, 1987:53). Contrast this formulation with Daly’s,

according to which “.... the basic needs of the present should ,
always take precedence over the basic needs of the future but

the basic needs of the future should take precedence over thlenis short paper is based on a set of simplifying assump
extravagant luxury of the present” (Daly, 1996:36). Brundt- o5 - \ve did not, for example, consider the composition

Idand's r(jgre.ncel:)to tr&e concept of need can adrrjrittedly be l:jnc')f the basket of goods to be transferred to the next gener
herstoo In its roader or harrower _meﬁnm%.“b o our m'; tion (e.g. can the oil or the biodiversity that we are squande
the most aPp“’p”ate |nte_rpr_etat|0n IS that o asic needs ing be replaced by motorways or cultural assets?). We onl
But even with a less restrictive version, there is still in such roached on a very general level the issue of equitable i
a definition the idea that once everyone’s needs are Covere(sergenerational transmission, on the basis of two categorid
fairness does not require any further redistribution. As long(savingwissavings) and three modalities (prohibition, au-

as ?v;:ryor(;e’s b?S'C nge;ds are cfoveredd, th|ﬁi|t(‘zjwnta3an- dthorisation and obligation). Nevertheless, this synopsis ha
Ism” based on the satisfaction of needs would not demandy, yeq ys to highlight two important points. Firstly, using

for ex_amplel% that a perst;n blgrg with amissing finger d_ue t_?a very simplified framework, one can see in outline some
genetic malformation, should be receiving compensation Iy, giferent operational principles. We can observe for ex
that missing finger does not prevent him from satisfying his

basic needs (on fiicientarianism: Casal, 2007). accumulation phase and in certain limited assumptions in th
In the view of a luck egalitarian, the residual injustice steady state phase) include the generational savings oblig
following Brundtland's sfiicientarianism in that case, is tion in their theories, albeit for very fierent reasons. We can
twofold. First, it authorises a possibly significant degree of glso see that the dissavings prohibition option is to be take
dissavings as long as it is compatible with the capacity of theseriously by egalitarians in the steady state phase. Finall
next generation to provide for its own needs. Second, by auare also worth noting the departures from the dissavings pra
thorising generational savings — that is as long as it does nohibition that are present in the Lockean offstientarian ap-
compromise the capacity of all the members of the currentproaches. Secondly, it is now obvious that the standard af
generation to satisfy their own needs, it is not responding tproach to sustainable development as Brundtland views it i
the egalitarian requirement for prohibiting savings on princi- by no means the only option. And it is clearly problematic
ple out of concern for the least wellfdn our own current  on two counts for an egalitarian.
generation. In point of fact, these theories of justice provide resource
Let us be quite clear: this is not an internal criticism of for thinking not just along dferent lines, but also for broach-
Brundtland’s theory. Furthermore, if space permitted, weing the issue of intergenerational justice through the prism o
could certainly try and demonstrate with far greater subtletyvarious logics which, if they are understood in depth, car

Conclusion
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generate a multiplicity of implications. This is particularly  a summary from Swedish lake sediments, J. Paleolimnol., 25,
true once the ultra-simplified world represented here is en- 421-435, 2001.

riched with a set of additional variables to bring it closer to Burke, E.: Reflections on the French Revolution, Cambridge
the real world. Each of these theories can respofidreintly (Mass.): The Harvard Classics, 1909-14.

for example to demographic fluctuations, the case of the in-Casal, .- Why Siiciency is Not Enough, Ethics, 117(2), 296-326,
direct reciprocity view being probably the most emblematic ) - )

on this count. For certain theories, popu_lation changes Woulc1C 0§3rg?]iﬁsD\}'ielﬁ?ezas'2'tfeo r?tozﬁi?elf geiggﬁzféycfﬂgggngf as
modify what we owe to the next generation, whereas for oth- 5

ers, it would in no way alter the magnitude of our intergener-cqwen, T. and Parfit, D.: Against the Social Discount Rate, in: Jus-

ational obligations. Similarly, the degree to which descend- tice between age groups and generations, edited by: Laslett, P.,

ing intergenerational altruism turns out to be significant will  and Fishkin, J., New Havéinondon, Yale University Press, 144—

affect, to a greater or lesser degree, our obligations to the 161, 1992.

next generation depending on the theory which is adoptedPaly, H.: Beyond Growth, The economics of sustainable develop-

Generational overlap (or its absence) is also more significant ment, Boston, Beacon Press, 1996.

in some approaches than in others, particularly in the cas®e Shalit, A.: Why Posterity Matters. Environmental policies and

of mutual advantage theories. And the fact that a previous_ future generations, London, Routledge, 1995. ,

generation has, or has not, fulfilled ds/n obligations (non- Dlamc_md, J.. Collapse. How societies choose to fail or survive,
. . . . . Viking Books, 2005.

compliance issue) will fect, also in varying degrees, the

bligati h h of th heori | h Dworkin, R.: Sovereign Virtue. The Theory and Practice of Equal-
obligations that each of these theories places on the current ity, Cambridgé_ondon, Harvard University Press, 2000.

generation. Itis illuminating in this regard to have in mind gjjigt, R : Future Generations, Locke’s Proviso and Libertarian Jus-
how a Lockean proviso tackles the disregard, by a generation tice, Journal of Applied Philosophy, 3(2), 217-227, 1986.
previous to our own, of its intergenerational obligations; andGaspart, F. and Gosseries, A.: Are Generational Savings Unjust?,
how an egalitarian theory can take on board the risk of non- Politics, Philosophy & Economics, 6(2), 193-217, 2007.
compliance with its intergenerational obligations by one of Gauthier, D.: Morals by agreement, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1986.
the generations that comes after us. Gilfillan, S. C.: Lead Poisoning and the Fall of Rome, J. Occup.

As we can see, taking the standard theories on justice se- Med-_' 7, 53‘_60' 196|5' i % de dist ion d
riously is fairly enlightening as to the various possible ways ©0Sse'ies, A.. De la geessé de distinguer protection de
. . . . L I'environnement, conservation de la nature et conservation de la
of tackling the issue of our intergenerational obligations. To

b h . ilal bef defi biodiversig, L'exemple de I'introduction d’une sous-&s@ non-
e sure, there is still a long way to go before we can define eurofenne d'espce proégee (note under CJCE, C-202),

the precise contours of these obligations... and set up the in- 1997, Revue juridique de I'environnement, 22(2), 220227,
stitutions to enforce them. 1997.
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