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Justice between generations 

Definition of justice 

Justice:  

• What kind of moral duties do we have toward other people?  

• What rights can others claim against us?  

  

Two concepts: 

• Corrective justice: justice in transactions, in particular compensation for damages 

caused to others  

Distributive justice: principles governing the distribution of the costs and benefits of 

social cooperation. 

Theories of justice 

1. Reciprocity  

• Favors received should be returned in similar value. Damages caused must be 

properly compensated.  
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• Fulfilment of contracts, promises 

Reciprocity is mutual assistance; if there exists a (formal or informal) social institution 

based on mutually beneficial cooperation, reciprocity dictates us to take up the 

burden of cooperation falling on us. 

2. Libertarianism 

A distribution is just if individuals’ rights were not harmed during the process of its 

establishment.  

Property rights:  

• Exclusive rights and control over property. 

• The owner does not have to pay for practicing these rights. 

• If anyone obstructs him in the practice of his rights, the obstructer must pay 

compensation (Vallentyne 2003).  

• Property rights include the disposition of the individual’s body and person as 

well.  

• Individuals can practice their rights as long as they do not hinder others in 

practicing their own rights. 

• Individuals are entitled to the right of property acquisition: they may assume 

rights of property belonging to no one.  

• Freedom of contracting: the individual’s consent is a necessary and sufficient 

condition of the renouncement of a transferable good.  

3. Utilitariarianism 

• According to the utilitarian, the right choice is the one which leads to the greatest 

social welfare. 

• Consequentialist theory: in the assessment of welfare it does not matter how a 

certain distribution of wealth comes about, only the final outcome matters.  

• Impartiality: every individual’s welfare is weighted identically.  

• Assumes the interpersonal comparability of utility. 

• The welfare or utility to maximize: it can be pleasure, satisfaction, interest.  

• Two schools:  

  – Maximand: the sum of individual utilities. 
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  – Maximand: average utility. 

• An action is just, even if it increases inequality, if the total (or average) utility of 

society increases. If marginal utility of income is diminishing, redistribution from 

the rich to the poor is just! 

4. Egalitarianism  

• An action, institution, social structure is just if it supplies equal shares (or shares 

based on equality) of the relevant goods for every relevant individual.  

• What are relevant goods? Welfare, opportunity to achieve a certain level of 

welfare, resources, opportunity to achieve a certain level of resources, primary 

goods, capabilities (Vallentyne 2003). 

What is equal share?  

• Traditional egalitarianism: it formulates the equal distribution of relevant goods. 

• Maximin egalitarianism: an action, institution is more just if it provides a greater 

level of relevant goods for the poorest group. 

Within what kind of groups equality must be provided?  

• Present citizens of a state? 

• Every individual actually living on earth? 

• Are future individuals included?  

5. Rawls’s theory of "Justice as Fairness"  

First principle (known as the ”liberty principle”):  

”First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty 

compatible with a similar liberty for others.” (Rawls, 1971 first edition, p. 53 

revised edition; p. 60).  

Second principle: 

Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that (Rawls, 1971, p. 303): 

a) they are to be of the greatest benefit to the least-advantaged members of society 

(difference principle), 

b) offices and positions must be open to everyone under conditions of fair equality of 

opportunity. 

• First rule of priority: the first principle is prior to the second, hence liberty can be 
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restrained only on behalf of liberty. 

• Second rule of priority: the second principle is prior to the principle of efficiency 

and the principle of fair equality of opportunity is prior to the difference principle. 

Justice: intergenerational issues 

Special problems of extending theories of justice to intergenerational issues  

• Intergenerational relations are asymmetric.  

• Decisions of current generations can affect the very existence of future 

generations, i.e. they influence the number of different groups of people living in 

the future.  

• Our knowledge about the future is limited, and the farther we move into the future, 

the more limited it is.  

Rawls (1997, 342): the question of justice between generations creates a serious, 

sometimes impossible test for moral theory.  

Do we have obligations toward future 

people?: Non-identity problem 

• It is possible that 

• our decision affects neither the number, nor the identity of future humans, hence 

exactly the same people will live irrespective of our decision;  

• the number of future humans will be the same, irrespective of our decision, 

however, their identity will/might be different;  

• our decision affects the number and identity of future people as well.  

• Example (Parfit): choice between two economic policies: one of them depletes 

natural resources but secures initially higher rate of development, the other one 



 

6 

 

leads to a constant but lower rate of economic growth.  

• The first policy will make the income of people initially higher; it influences their 

fertility decisions (number and timing of children); different groups of children are 

born then in the case of choosing the second policy.  

• We can assume that two hundred years later no one lives from among those who 

would live if the other policy hade been implemented.  

• Two hundred years later there will be no person who is effectively harmed with the 

implementation of the first policy. 

Theories of justice on obligations toward 

future generations 

Reciprocity  

• ”Indirect” reciprocity: the present generation is liable for future generations 

because it also received something from the previous one.  

• How much? At least the endowments received should be transmitted to the future 

generation.  

Problems: 

• The previous generation was not in a position to reject what they inherited: it was 

not a ”gift” that has to be reciprocated.  

• Past generations did not care about future generations and the only reason they 

did not make the world even worse is that their technology was not not developed 

enough.  

• Obligations emerge toward previous generations. However, this liability ”dies” 

upon their death, unless we accept obligations towards the dead.  

• Why cannot we fulfill these commitments towards poor contemporaries?  

• The first generation did not get anything from anyone, therefore on the basis of 

reciprocity it should not have forwarded endowments to the next one. In addition, 
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every generation can be considered the first because there are things that were 

not given by the previous generation, but invented or discovered by currently 

living people.  

Cooperation of generations is mutually beneficial 

• Cooperation of generations is beneficial to every participant, therefore justice 

requires the participation of the present generation as well.  

Problem: 

How could non-overlapping generations cooperate? 

Libertarianism : 

• Why do such obligations exist?  

• Negative liberty: future generations cannot be limited in practicing their property 

rights.  

• E.g. pollution, which causes obvious health problems for the members of future 

generations.  

• It gives limited opportunity to establish obligations toward future generations.  

• To what extent are we liable? 

• Limitations of the right to expropriate (Locke): 

• people cannot expropriate more than they can use,  

• expropriation is rightful if the available amount for the others does not decrease.  

Utilitarianism: 

Why should we save?  

• Capital is productive: if a generation does not consume all its disposable income 

but invest it, future generations can consume more than the one currently living; 

total social utility is increased.  

• How much should be invested?  

Social welfare function: SW=Σ∝t=1Σ
n

 i=1U(Cti) 

 – Ramsey: the utility for individuals is defined as a deviation from the possible 
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maximum level of utility. Optimum : when the utility-loss of the saving generation 

equals the utility-gain of the generations, which are able to obtain the maximum 

level of utility first(Keynes-Ramsey rule).  

 – Koopmans: discounting future utilities: if the discount rate is less than the growth 

rate of population, then there is no optimum, welfare increases beyond every limit. 

Either we discount (reject neutrality) or we cannot tell the optimal rate of saving. 

Result: supraoptimal rate of saving, substantial inequalities between generations: 

welfare of early generations with low living-standard is sacrificed to increase the 

welfare of richer future generations.  

Egalitarianism 

• Strict egalitarianism: standard of living should be the same across generations. 

Save as much as needed to maintain the present standard of living. In the case of 

technological development, the present generation can use up capital, which 

results in slower economic development.  

• Rawls: accumulation is necessary in order to establish and maintain the institutions 

of a just society. In the words of Rawls: ”Saving is demanded as a condition of 

bringing about the full realization of just institutions and the fair value of liberty” 

(Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 1971, p. 290).  

Rawls: development is a two-step process:  

• The first period is an accumulation period, in which the rate of saving is positive 

until society reaches the level of development at which the just institutions of 

society can be established and maintained. The just rate of saving is not 

necessarily fixed during the accumulation period: it is less at low level of 

development, and it can increase in proportion to development. Due to the 

diminishing marginal utility of income, the rate of saving (increasing with 

development) is to secure equal shares of generations in burdens.  

• Second period: As soon as society reaches the level of development, at which 

just social institutions are stable, the rate of saving demanded by justice will be 

zero.  
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• Liberal argument: the succession of generations in time is given by nature, hence 

it is not a question of justice. The accumulation period is needed to establish a 

system of institutions granting rights of liberty and maintaining just society.  

• Egalitarian argument: the violation of the difference principle (maximin) is 

defensible if it is demanded for the establishment of institutions enabling a wider 

realization of the maximin principle.  

 


