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I believe that we are in the early stages of a new “intergenerational turn” in

political philosophy. This turn comes after the international turn of the

last thirty years or so, with its explorations of global distributive justice,

humanitarian intervention, migration, international trade justice, the ethics of

global health, and so on. The intergenerational turn is largely motivated by the

threat of global climate change, which has pronounced intergenerational dimen-

sions affecting both those alive now (us, our children, and our grandchildren)

and those still to come (over the next few decades, centuries, and beyond).

Nevertheless, in my view there is an unfortunate and indeed dangerous mismatch

between the prominent invocation of climate change as an inspiration for
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intergenerational political philosophy and the kinds of approaches usually pro-

posed, both theoretical and institutional.

My focus in this essay is on the need for institutional reform. This topic has

become increasingly popular in recent years, giving rise to numerous innovative

proposals. These proposals are dominated by plans for issue-specific bodies

(such as a world climate bank, a world commission on solar radiation manage-

ment, or a common heritage fund) and recommendations for structural reforms

within domestic politics (such as introducing ombudsmen for the future, youth

quotas, or new legislative chambers to represent future generations).

Unfortunately, I believe there is a lack of fit between such remedies and the nature

of the underlying problem. In my view, what is needed is a genuinely global

approach that treats intergenerational questions as a foundational concern, and

advocates for new permanent institutions with ongoing responsibilities to act

on intergenerational threats.

This essay proceeds in three parts. I begin by summarizing my diagnosis of the

problem that we face: a serious intergenerational collective action problem that I call

“the tyranny of the contemporary.” Next, I sketch my proposal, originally made in

this journal in , for a global constitutional convention focused on future gen-

erations. I then develop some of these ideas further through responses to objections

from fellow advocates for reform who nevertheless consider my proposals to go too

far. In particular, I reject a counterproposal made by Anja Karnein, who argues that

reforms should address only threats whose negative impacts would cross a very high

threshold. Among other things, I argue that this proposal would leave future gen-

erations vulnerable to what I call “squandering generations.” These intergenera-

tional squanderers violate appropriate relationships between past, present, and

future generations. In my view, a central task of defensible intergenerational insti-

tutions is to protect the future against such abuse.

Diagnosis: The Tyranny of the Contemporary

There is no one, single problem of intergenerational political philosophy, any

more than there is just one problem of domestic or international political philos-

ophy. Still, some challenges are more central than others. One of these is “short-

termism.” However, there are also numerous forms of short-termism, and many

are not intergenerational. Hence, we must ask what kinds of short-termism are

most concerning in intergenerational ethics.
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The problem that I believe is the most severe, and most relevant to climate

change, is the tyranny of the contemporary. Here I will illustrate the basic idea

by outlining a paradigm case. Consider the following idealized model. Imagine

a sequence of temporally distinct groups (G, G, G, G, and so on) spread

out over distinct time periods (T, T, T, T, and so on). For simplicity, assume

that each member of a given group belongs only to that group, so there is no over-

lap in group membership; that each group is concerned only with what happens

within its own time frame (for example, G cares only about T, and G about

T); and that each group can only affect later groups, not earlier ones (that is,

G can affect G, G, and so on, but not G). Next, suppose that each group

has the opportunity to engage in “front-loaded activities”: practices that benefit

that group but whose burdens (for example, economic costs, physical harms,

and so on) come later, to groups further along in the temporal sequence. More

specifically, let us focus on a subset of front-loaded activities, where the benefits

to each group (for example, to G) are modest, while the burdens imposed on

later groups (G, G, and so on) are severe. Moreover, let us assume that there

are no confounding factors (that is, as-yet-unspecified features of the situation

that would undermine its basic shape as I have presented it).

The idealized scenario just sketched is grim. By assumption, any given group in

the model is concerned only with the modest benefits arising during its own time

frame and is indifferent to the wider burdens, even though they are severe; hence it

is to be expected that each group will engage in these front-loaded activities.

Moreover, since (by hypothesis) each group imposes severe burdens on every one

of its successors, there is a multiplier effect over time, resulting in a dramatic accu-

mulation of impacts in the further future. For example, whereas G experiences only

the negative impacts caused by G, G incurs the burdens passed on by each of its

predecessors, G, G, and G. Given that each of these burdens is already severe,

this accumulation threatens more distant groups with genuine catastrophe.

I believe that the tyranny of the contemporary has a particular status. First, it

seems likely that, other things being equal, this kind of “intergenerational buck-

passing” would be prohibited by any reasonable ethical theory, including theories

of justice. Indeed, I would go further and say that the fact that a given theory

would condemn such behavior should function as a condition of adequacy for

that theory. In other words, approaches to ethics that license this kind of intergen-

erational buck-passing should be rejected for that reason. Thus, to take a more

familiar example, I am proposing that avoiding clear cases of the tyranny of the
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contemporary functions in a similar way in intergenerational ethics to the idea in

democratic theory that for a normative account of democracy to be acceptable, it

must deliver the result that, other things being equal, all adult persons of standard

cognitive abilities should have the right to vote.

Second, as a matter of political philosophy, I believe that the status of the tyr-

anny of the contemporary is such that it ought to be understood as a basic stand-

ing threat in human affairs, and one that social systems—including political

institutions, ethical norms, community conventions, and so on—should be

designed to neutralize. In this way, it is akin to the threat totalitarian dictatorship

poses to liberty, and the threat the tyranny of the majority presents to minority

groups within a democracy.

The idealized model provides a stark example of the tyranny of the contempo-

rary. Elsewhere, I call it “the pure intergenerational problem,” since it illustrates

the fundamental problem of distinctively intergenerational ethics, understood as

the ethics of relations between different generations as opposed to broader ques-

tions involving future people. I also argue that the challenge of the tyranny of

the contemporary is already with us. The basic dynamic is manifest in the real

world in various impure forms, including in many of our most severe social prob-

lems, such as climate change, nuclear proliferation, nuclear waste, intensive agri-

culture, and similar issues. In addition, I suspect that opportunities for severe

intergenerational tyranny are on the rise. We are now a global species, leaving

an immense ecological footprint on the planet. Left unchecked, the influence of

each successive generation is likely to increase over time, often in ways that will

shape the basic prospects of future generations.

Unfortunately, the threat posed by the tyranny of the contemporary has been

largely neglected both in contemporary social life and in the associated political

philosophy. As a result, current institutions are failing in ways that risk severe

and potentially catastrophic consequences, especially for the young and future

generations. One obvious driver of neglect and failure is that existing institutions

were not designed with the intergenerational threat much in mind. However, these

problems may also have other, more sinister roots. In particular, those engaged in

intergenerational tyranny have strong incentives to obscure what they are doing in

ways that are self-serving.

One notable strategy is to distort the very terms in which problems are dis-

cussed. So, for example, one can promote ways of thinking and talking about

the issues where the threat of intergenerational tyranny is assumed away,
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minimized, or otherwise made less visible. I believe that this problem is wide-

spread when it comes to climate change (see my discussions elsewhere of “the

problem of moral corruption”).

One example I have discussed extensively involves misdiagnosing the nature of

the climate problem. For instance, traditional analyses in public policy typically

present climate change as a prisoner’s dilemma (or tragedy of the commons)

played out between nation-states. On this diagnosis, all countries prefer to

avoid dangerous climate change and so favor global cooperation over global non-

cooperation; however, each country also prefers to defect from a cooperative strat-

egy in order to avoid the costs of action (to “free ride”). Ultimately, the second

incentive leads to a tragic outcome: since defection dominates, noncooperation

is to be expected, where all are worse off by their own lights. This, the story

goes, is what explains the woeful lack of international action on climate change.

As a commentator in the Financial Times recently put it: “Prisoner’s dilemmas

do exist. The most pressing example today is climate change. Every nation and

every individual benefits if others restrain their pollution, but we all prefer not

to have to restrain our own.”

Notice, however, that the traditional analyses appear blind to the intergenera-

tional dimensions of climate change in general, and to the possibility of a tyranny

of the contemporary in particular. Climate change involves substantial time lags,

such that many of the negative impacts of current and past emissions, including

perhaps the most serious ones, are likely not to arise for decades, and some not for

centuries. For example, breaching the .° Celsius threshold for dangerous climate

change is likely not to occur until the second half of this century, and higher

benchmarks still later. Strikingly, traditional analyses seem to presuppose that

national institutions (and the current generation of political leadership, in partic-

ular) are so constituted that they are strongly motivated to avoid such long-term

negative impacts of climate change. In other words, they appear to assume,

implicitly and without defense, that nation-states already are effective intergener-

ational stewards: that they adequately represent the interests of their citizens far

into the future, so that the future is protected in major decisions.

Sadly, I believe that this aspect of the traditional analyses is deeply implausible.

Consider the two implicit claims that current national institutions are () (in gene-

ral) effective intergenerational stewards, and () (more specifically) strongly moti-

vated to avoid long-term negative climate impacts (that is, those occurring

decades, centuries, and millennia into the future). Both seem to me unmotivated
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and unreasonable in the existing geopolitical climate. More importantly for cur-

rent purposes, in making such assumptions traditional analyses appear to conceal

the threat of the tyranny of the contemporary, and in ways that would suit any

temporal group intent on pursuing unethical front-loaded activities. Again, the

basic idea is that many in the current generation, and especially the most affluent,

are incentivized to obscure what is going on by encouraging ways of thinking and

talking about the climate problem that are seriously distorted and self-serving.

Arguably, the assumption of effective intergenerational stewardship is part of

this distortion, since simply assuming away the tyranny of the contemporary

appears to be a highly effective way of encouraging moral corruption.

Alas, misdiagnosis (of the climate problem or other issues with strong intergen-

erational dimensions) is far from the only way to prepare the ground for, or oth-

erwise facilitate, a tyranny of the contemporary. Another worrying strategy would

be to recognize the intergenerational dimension (at least officially) but then pro-

mote institutional solutions that are structurally inadequate to the task. It is to the

threat posed by this strategy that I now turn.

Remedy: A Global Constitutional Convention

To meet the tyranny of the contemporary, I have proposed calling for a global

constitutional convention focused on future generations (GCC). The GCC

would be a global deliberative forum charged with representing humanity in its

primary relations, political and moral. Its task would be to provide institutional

recommendations for protecting against the tyranny of the contemporary, paying

special attention to manifestations at the global scale and over the very long term.

In doing so, it might propose the creation of new institutions, modifications of

existing institutions, or (most likely) both. Although the GCC would target climate

change, it would have a much broader remit. Importantly, pursuing such a con-

vention is justified independently of global climate change or any other specific

intergenerational problem. Recall that the tyranny of the contemporary is a

basic standing threat. Its status as such is what justifies a firm institutional

response, not any particular instantiation of the threat.

Exactly how the GCC would come to be, how it would be constituted, and how

precisely it would understand its role and aims are matters that need to be dis-

cussed, especially among those sympathetic to intergenerational institutional

reform. In the spirit of advancing such a discussion, I have suggested several initial
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guidelines. For current purposes, let me highlight four. The first two recommend

that the GCC should seek to establish institutions with a broad remit and ongoing

responsibility to act on intergenerational threats:

• Comprehensiveness: the global constitutional convention should be under a

mandate to consider a very broad range of global, intergenerational issues;

to focus on such issues at a foundational level; and to recommend institu-

tional reform accordingly.

• Standing authority: the focus of the global constitutional convention

should be on establishing permanent institutions with standing authority

over the long term (though it may occasionally also recommend the crea-

tion of some temporary and issue-specific bodies).

Two further guidelines of the GCC recommend generational representation across

an indefinite number of generations:

• Generational representation: those expected to live during different time

periods, as members of different birth cohorts, should receive distinct

representation.

• Indefinite time horizon: representatives should be provided for a suitably

long time-horizon of at least centuries, and probably millennia; special

provision should also be made for longer-term representation for issues

that merit it.

Here, I will not try to explore the guidelines further, or to develop a more specific

vision of the GCC. Instead, I want to make a more limited point: even in a bare

form, such guidelines already contrast markedly with mainstream discussions of

how to address climate change and related problems. In particular, conventional

proposals overwhelmingly consist in problem-specific approaches, or are focused

on reform at the domestic level (often both). Consider, for example, ideas such as:

(on the political side) the Paris Climate Agreement, the Green New Deal, or a spe-

cial parliamentary ombudsman for the future; and (on the intellectual side) a

world climate bank, youth quotas in parliaments, or additional legislative cham-

bers. Such proposals are normally seen as (highly) ambitious. Yet, from my

point of view, in the face of the basic standing threat of the tyranny of the con-

temporary, and its manifestation in climate change and other emerging global

problems, these responses are strikingly limited and piecemeal. Most notably,

while each of the piecemeal proposals may have some merit in its own limited

sphere, it is surprising that the idea of a genuinely global institutional response,
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and especially the creation of institutions with standing authority and a wide

remit, is rarely even mentioned, let alone mainstream. In addition, even those

who may be sympathetic in principle seem remarkably tentative, and typically

see global institutions as emerging only indirectly, in a bottom-up way, out of

more local, regional, and national level initiatives. In short, for almost no one

is global institutional reform either the focal point or the immediate priority; at

best, the hope seems to be that, if necessary, it may gradually emerge over time,

if we get there at all.

In my view, this contrast, between what seems most natural and what is actually

being suggested, even at the radical end of the spectrum, suggests a mismatch

between diagnosis and solution. Many admit that climate change shows up

“countless weaknesses in our institutional architecture,” and specifically that a

serious governance gap exists where future generations are concerned, especially

when it comes to global environmental problems and other severe threats.

Nevertheless, hardly anyone appears willing to either draw or perhaps foreground

the natural conclusion: that the most straightforward aim of reform should be to

fill the governance gap with appropriate intergenerational institutions, focusing on

the global level.

Let us pause to underline this point. The case for the GCC has a firm ground-

ing, such that there is a strong presumption in its favor. One cornerstone of this

case is that our argument provides a rich and compelling account of our core

intergenerational problem. First, the tyranny of the contemporary appears to be

a genuine standing threat. Second, there is a clear institutional gap: the intergen-

erational realm is a distinct and legitimate sphere of concern that does not yet

have institutions to protect it, or indeed many natural champions. Third, there

is a smoking gun. Despite often claiming to have jurisdiction and competence

over intergenerational affairs, contemporary institutions are manifestly failing to

deal with the most pressing issues, often in spectacular fashion. In the case of cli-

mate change, they have been doing so at least since the s (and arguably since

the mid-s), as we can infer from continued increases in emissions, rising

global temperatures, and so forth.

Another cornerstone of the case for the GCC is that it provides a relatively

straightforward solution to our core intergenerational problem. There are two

main reasons. The first is that the GCC is a direct and holistic response to the

basic standing threat. It aims to put in place an ongoing system that will confront

the tyranny of the contemporary as such, at various levels. Moreover, this seems
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the natural default response. By contrast, most rivals to the GCC are more piece-

meal and indirect. Consider, for instance, Broome and Foley’s World Climate

Bank and the Green New Deal. These focus on the climate problem, deal only

with specific aspects of it, and tend to underestimate the intergenerational dimen-

sions (perhaps even to the point of encouraging intergenerational tyranny).

They also bring on substantial problems of their own.

One central issue is of adequacy. The various piecemeal approaches are, by def-

inition, of restricted scope and limited ambition. Thus, even the complete success

of each in its own sphere seems unlikely to address the tyranny of the contempo-

rary writ large. Consequently, we reach the important result that the piecemeal

approach faces a higher burden of proof than the GCC. Let me illustrate this

idea with a more specific point. One reason for skepticism about the piecemeal

approach is that it seems likely that rivals to the GCC would ultimately need to

find ways to reproduce both genuinely global institutions and the GCC itself,

and so to replicate my proposal, albeit in a different, indirect way. (Call this

“the replication challenge.”) Take, for example, an otherwise ambitious proposal

such as establishing a third chamber for intergenerational affairs within domestic

legislatures or above them. To tackle global threats effectively, such chambers

would need to be implemented in each country around the world and then coor-

dinated at the global level. Yet this process starts to look very much like trying to

establish a GCC, albeit in a specific way, through, first, demanding domestic inter-

generational institutions and, second, sending delegates to a global forum. Given

this instance of the replication challenge, it seems doubtful that the third chamber

proposal is actually a genuine alternative to the GCC at all; instead, at best, it

appears to presuppose a specific approach to organizing a GCC.

The second reason that the GCC approach provides a relatively straightforward

solution to our core intergenerational problem is the way in which it confronts the

institutional gap. The GCC performs necessary tasks in intergenerational reform

that other proposals sometimes appear to forget. Consider three points. The first

point is that the GCC plays a crucial procedural role in justification. If any partic-

ular proposal for addressing the governance gap is actually chosen, it needs to be

authorized in some way by an appropriate body. The GCC performs that task,

both by setting up a system for developing such a body and by seeking to be

an appropriate forum for doing so that itself has standing. How it acquires that

standing is, of course, part of the debate about how the GCC should be developed.

But the need to have that debate is made salient by the bare proposal for a GCC.

on the scope of institutions for future generations 165

https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267942200017X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267942200017X


Notably, rivals to the GCC face another instance of the replication challenge here:

any other proposal for reform must also confront the issue of appropriate justifi-

cation and how to construct a suitable procedure to achieve it.

The second point is that, functionally, the GCC is set up to play a coordinating

role. Notably, the GCC is not adversarial; instead, it provides room for other pro-

posals. Thus, other suggestions (such as for third chambers, ombudsmen, and so

on) are all proposals that might be considered by the GCC, assessed against one

another, and perhaps appropriately integrated. The GCC is an overarching vehicle

to make all of that happen and provides an appropriate venue for doing so. It

adjudicates conflicts between genuine rivals; it then sets up new institutions to

resolve any residual conflicts between those piecemeal proposals that are eventu-

ally implemented.

The third point is that, unlike other suggestions, the proposal for the GCC rec-

ognizes, and then sets out to confront, one of the thorniest issues surrounding

intergenerational reform; namely, how to reconcile new intergenerational institu-

tions with other legitimate bodies. This reflects another of my guidelines for the

GCC:

• Mutual accountability: Any GCC should be to some extent accountable

to other major institutions, and these institutions should be accountable

to it.

How should we understand this task of reconciling institutions? There seem to be

two main aspects. On the one hand, a central role of the GCC is to design new

intergenerational institutions that do not overreach. Existing institutions have

failed to protect future generations adequately. Nevertheless, as the GCC steps

in to fulfill the intergenerational governance gap with more appropriate institu-

tions, it must honor, to a suitable extent, the other legitimate functions of existing

institutions (such as making decisions about national, regional, or local matters

that do not affect the future). In doing so, the GCC will help mark out appropriate

boundaries between current institutions and new intergenerational ones.

On the other hand, the GCC cannot be complacent about existing institutions

and their purviews. It has its own fundamental task, and it must perform it well.

Notably, a further guideline requires:

• Functional adequacy: The GCC should be constructed in such a way that it

is highly likely to produce recommendations that are functionally adequate

to the task.
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At first glance, this guideline may appear trivial. However, I believe that making it

explicit is useful, since in practice it appears to have bite. Some evidence for this is

that some early institutional proposals appear likely to violate any reasonable

expectation of functional adequacy. Consider, for example, the Royal Society’s

proposal in  that we should refer governance of solar geoengineering to the

United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development, or the move to con-

front the intergenerational governance gap with a new United Nations high com-

missioner or special envoy for future generations. While such proposals are no

doubt well meaning, and may have some use as interim measures, the GCC would

reject them as woefully inadequate for the scale of the challenges before us. If the

guideline on functional adequacy helps to expose institutional complacency, then

it plays an important role.

By contrast, the proposal for a GCC is not at all complacent. Instead, it is moti-

vated in part by the deep, widespread failure of existing institutions, and the

thought that some things will have to change at a more foundational level.

Most notably, it seems likely that conventional national institutions will have to

accept serious constraints on their remit, which will involve a lowering of their

status within the global political system. Naturally, some will resist this, as power-

ful actors often resist change. Such resistance is a central issue for the GCC to con-

sider. Nevertheless, the GCC must also keep in mind that the ongoing supremacy

of nation-states is not preordained. Instead, it is a legitimate question for the

future of humanity whether they should be the sole or preeminent sources of

authority over the long term. That the GCC raises this issue is not in itself an

objection to the GCC. The question has already been raised by the failure of states

to address existential threats such as climate change, and, arguably, also other

issues, such as global poverty. Again, any other proposal must find a way to

raise such issues and confront them. To prevent them even from being considered

would be a serious defect. Notably, the GCC at least provides an appropriate venue

within which the core questions and associated concerns can be discussed and

addressed head on.

Opposition

There are powerful arguments for the GCC. What can be said against it?

Naturally, objections arise concerning practicality and political feasibility, partic-

ularly from defenders of existing institutions. Some of these objections are serious,
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and I have offered preliminary responses elsewhere. In this essay, I want to

address a different set of criticisms, coming primarily from other intergenerational

reformers, who otherwise share my belief that some kind of institutional gap

exists, and that change is needed to fill it. These critics differ from me mainly

in their visions of the scope and extent of change required, and on strategies

for achieving the change. Here I address a series of interrelated objections to

the GCC offered by Anja Karnein. These worries reflect concerns I have often

heard informally from other critics, and so can be seen as representative of a

more general kind of resistance to the GCC.

Objection : Dysfunction and Bias

My guidelines suggest that the GCC should seek to establish intergenerational

institutions with standing authority and a broad purview, including generational

representation, indefinitely into the future. One preliminary objection is that

this approach encourages dysfunction. Karnein says:

Open-ended mandates are vulnerable to losing focus entirely or to giving current gen-
erations’ interpretations of future generations’ interests—the genuine and the not-so
genuine—a too prominent and powerful place in the democratic system, thereby pos-
sibly eclipsing some genuine and important interests of present citizens.

In my view, such worries are reasonable, but not decisive. Most notably, risks of

bias and overreach are common to all institutional proposals, and indeed political

proposals of any form. Still, there are familiar strategies to mitigate them, such as

institutional checks and balances, transparency requirements, and so on.

Moreover, the GCC has an advantage over other proposals since considering

and addressing such issues is part of its essential mandate. In light of these points,

the mere existence of the common challenges (such as bias and overreach) ought

not to constitute a decisive reason to reject approaches like the GCC out of hand.

(If it were, we would reject most other institutions. Yet almost no one does; there

are very few true anarchists.) In addition, if the familiar worries were treated as

decisive only when it comes to protecting future generations, then this would sug-

gest an inherent bias on the part of the current generation that may amount to

moral corruption. In particular, within a tyranny of the contemporary, it is easy

to see how selective skepticism about institutions applied only to intergenerational

institutions may be self-serving on the part of the current generation.
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Worries about moral corruption also arise when addressing a further reason for

prioritizing the current generation. In the sentence immediately following the

quotation above, Karnein says:

Unlike future citizens, those currently living only have the present to make themselves
heard, so it is important that they get as much of their chance as possible.

The claim here is that the current generation should get as much consideration as

possible in intergenerational governance since it will not have the opportunity in

the future, after it is gone, whereas future generations will. My first response is that

this concern is surprising in the context of my worry about the basic standing

threat of the tyranny of the contemporary. Indeed, prioritizing the voice of the

current generation seems to make such tyranny more, rather than less, likely.

My second response is that, in any case, the risk to the current generation is prob-

ably overblown. Crucially, the current generation of decision-makers (and those

living at a given time more generally) have an asymmetric advantage over the

future in being able to overturn any practices that threaten their legitimate con-

cerns. Future generations typically lack this ability (being either not yet born or

too young to have an impact on policy). As a result, it seems highly likely that

the need to protect against abuse of the future is a more salient task of intergen-

erational institutions than protecting against abuse of the present. Notably, while

both are legitimate concerns, we might expect the current generation to stress the

latter over the former in a tyranny of the contemporary, and for this to encourage

moral corruption.

Objection : No Need

A second objection to proposals like mine maintains that there is no need for

democratic inclusion in new institutions because issue-specific concern is ade-

quate and appropriate. The problems that arise with respect to future generations

are, it is said, about particular kinds of large, negative impacts in the future—pre-

sumably, of death, disease, poverty, displacement, and so on—and threats of these

bad effects are readily identified. Consequently, there is no need to establish new

institutions with standing authority and a wide remit; proposals with specific goals

are more promising. For instance, Karnein says:

Open-ended proposals directly aimed at the future would appear to be the answer only
if it was genuinely unclear which current choices threaten future generations with det-
rimental circumstances to the point of disenfranchising them. But . . . that is arguably
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not the case. It seems pretty clear which of our policies may have permanently devas-
tating effects and which are likely to be temporally and geographically much more lim-
ited. And if it is roughly clear what the problem to avoid is, then proposals directly
aimed at the future with specified goals seem more promising.

In my view, one problem with this approach is that it appears to leave too much to

chance. For one thing, the claim that such issues are readily identified without the

need for specific future-directed institutions seems historically dubious. For exam-

ple, the threat to the ozone layer was identified largely through luck; the risk of

major climate change was suggested fairly early (and was politically salient by the

mid-s) but took a long time to be thoroughly investigated; and extensive

research into existential risks is a comparatively recent phenomenon that may

not develop at the same pace as the risks themselves. Moreover, some risks

may be difficult for existing structures to discern, and dedicated institutions

might do better. For example, current elites may face epistemic barriers that

more diverse and democratic intergenerational institutions could overcome.

Another, more important problem concerns shirking responsibility. Advocates

of intergenerational justice typically believe that we have serious responsibilities to

identify, research, and then address threats to future generations. By contrast,

maintaining that it seems pretty clear which policies need to be confronted and

what our specific goals should be seems highly complacent. Indeed, I would

argue that institutions that encourage and secure a future-oriented research

agenda are warranted, rather than the current tendency to rely on either luck

or the personal efforts of a few academics or practitioners. In my view, anything

less violates appropriate duties of care. Notably, the worry about shirking respon-

sibility is especially salient in a context where there is a significant threat of struc-

tural bias against future generations, given the tyranny of the contemporary and

the problem of moral corruption.

A further problem may be even more significant. We should question the claim

that serious impacts are the only salient concern given the tyranny of the contem-

porary. It is to this that I now turn.

Objection : “They will have their time”

A third objection to proposals like the GCC maintains that, as Karnein puts it,

“there really is no reason to include future generations as such since they will

be able to govern themselves and take all of their interests into account when

their time comes.”

170 Stephen M. Gardiner

https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267942200017X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267942200017X


Taken literally (and uncharitably), this objection assumes away the tyranny of

the contemporary. As stated, the claim “they will be able to . . . take all of their

interests into account when their time comes” strongly suggests that the interests

of the future are affected only by what happens when future generations exist and

can govern themselves. Yet cases such as the paradigm ones of the tyranny of the

contemporary show that this is not so. For instance, part of the reason why climate

is an intergenerational threat is that decisions made earlier—say in the s (in

Kyoto), in  (in Copenhagen), in  (in Paris), or in  (in Glasgow)—

make negative effects unavoidable for the people in the future living through

those effects. So, for example, those living in the early twenty-first century can

decide to commit the planet to the melting of the West Antarctic and

Greenland ice sheets. The resulting sea level rise (of up to fifteen meters) would

take place over the following centuries, inundating coastal cities across the

globe. At the point that future generations in Florida or coastal China experience

this (say in , , or further out), they will not be able to effectively “take all

of their [own] interests into account,” since it will no longer be in their power to

avoid the rising tide. Or so I would argue.

A more reasonable form of the “they will have their time” complaint holds that

future generations require protection (and presumably, institutional reform) only

to the extent that their interests are threatened in an extreme way. This, I take it, is

Karnein’s actual view. For example, she suggests:

Some policies with irreversible, detrimental, and long-term effects threaten to cross a
threshold of permissible bad effects. This threshold is reached, I propose, when future
generations are left to inherit a world that forces them to permanently exert most of
their creative energies on trying to avoid disaster that previous generations are respon-
sible for.

I have sympathy with this concern, and have expressed it myself elsewhere. For

instance:

Presumably we should not say that international climate policy had achieved its sole, or
even central, ethical aim . . . [in] a future in which humans are able to enjoy their key
human rights only because they devote almost all of their time, energy and resources to
defending against severe climate change, and so have little left for anything else.

Nevertheless, I think Karnein’s attempt to make something like this the threshold

for when intergenerational institutions are needed sets the bar too high, and in

ways that may encourage less severe but still important violations of
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intergenerational justice and ethics. Before addressing that central issue more

directly, let me first state two specific worries.

First, I am not sure what is meant by “creative energies” in Karnein’s threshold,

nor whether it signals a distinction between creative and noncreative energies. If it

does, we might ask: Why is there an issue of intergenerational justice only if cre-

ative energies are threatened? What about other energies? Is it okay to impose

severe noncreative burdens, so long as creative space is preserved? For example,

consider a generation that is forced to live a meager existence, but has sufficient

food and shelter to survive under conditions akin to a fairly strict lockdown in

a pandemic. This generation may have plenty of time for creative endeavor—for

example, to write or build or paint—if they can find the motivation. Nevertheless,

if earlier generations inflict such a world on them for no good reason, this appears

to be a clear case of intergenerational injustice.

Second, we might wonder about the term “permanently exert” in relation to the

creative energies future generations will be forced to expend. For instance, does it

excuse earlier groups if the restrictions are episodic? For example, suppose the

next generation is forced to endure lockdowns that come in two- to three-month

spurts throughout the year, but with brief periods off in between. Other things

being equal, inflicting such things on future generations seems to be another

clear case of intergenerational injustice. Yet, the threshold view does nothing to

rule them out.

These worries already make the point that Karnein’s threshold seems too per-

missive. However, they also point to a third, more central problem: the threshold

view fails to recognize core cases of intergenerational injustice. One class of cases

involves what I call “intergenerational extortion.” However, let us focus here on

another set of cases. Consider the following example:

Squandering generation: A given generation inherits a thriving society. This society has
very substantial infrastructure that provides the basis for a thriving economy. The soci-
ety also boasts a high-quality environment, both in terms of the opportunities it pro-
vides for humans (such as support for health, recreation, aesthetic and spiritual
experiences, living a life in close relation with nature, and so on) and in terms of the
extensive protections it provides for nonhuman life (including by respecting intrinsic
value, places of spiritual and cultural importance, ecological value, and so on).

The new generation could continue forward on this trajectory comfortably, and at
very little cost to itself. However, it prefers to live off the advances of the past and use up
existing capital rather than to maintain, let alone build on, the achievements of its pre-
decessors. So, it decides, self-consciously and in full awareness of what it is doing, to
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adopt a strategy of running down the assets, despoiling the environment, and changing
the trajectory of the country such that the expectations of future generations are dra-
matically reduced. It chooses this because it can, for the sake of consumption and lei-
sure for itself. There is not, for example, some threat that it is trying to confront, or
some ideological basis for its approach, such as a wish for simplicity. Instead, the
new generation simply cannot be bothered. Many would say this is a lazy, self-satisfied,
and self-indulgent generation.

Nevertheless, the squandering generation is not completely beyond the pale, eth-
ically speaking. It recognizes that there are some limits on what it can legitimately inflict
on future generations. Unsure of what these limits are, it consults the threshold view
and decides to set the limits there. It will degrade assets, despoil the environment,
and diminish the expectations of its successors dramatically. Nevertheless, it will stop
short of inflicting a situation on future generations where the latter will be “forced to
spend all their time and creative energy” on dealing with the situation bequeathed to
them. The new generation will, for instance, leave future generations a reasonable
opportunity to put in place a society where human rights are not widely compromised,
and where the effort required is not such as to crush all other creative endeavors. Its
successors will be much poorer, have a more polluted environment, have many fewer
opportunities, and their lives will be much less connected with the past (such as
with the previous history of the nation). Still, with effort, future generations will be
able to scrape by materially, and will have space to pursue their own projects to
some minimal extent—specifically, the extent to which the squandering generation
thinks it can get away with under the threshold account. If challenged, the squandering
generation will respond: “How can you say we are not doing enough? How can you
expect more? The future is up to the future. They should make their own way in life.
Their successes and failures are up to them. We owe them no more than the threshold
concern.”

In my judgment, the behavior of the squandering generation is ethically outra-

geous. Generational squandering constitutes a clear violation of intergenerational

ethics and a prime (if not quite paradigm) example of the tyranny of contempo-

rary. Naturally, a full version of this complaint would invoke a theory of intergen-

erational ethics to explain more precisely why what the squandering generation is

doing is beyond the pale. I will not attempt that here. Instead, I simply state that I

believe (and suspect that most readers will agree) that the pro tanto case that the

squanderers are ethically beyond the pale is strong, so the example has standing. It

is one against which an intergenerational theory should be tested.

In my view, the threshold view fails this test. The case of the squandering gen-

eration suggests that future generations are owed more than protection against

only the most detrimental impacts on their time, resources, or physical well-being.
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For instance, one plausible lesson is that aspects of the relationship between the

future, the present, and the past must also be protected. The squandering gener-

ation violates or abuses that relationship, and in doing so it betrays the future and

the past. If this is right, we should resist not only Karein’s specific threshold but

also the basic idea of an exclusively impact-driven approach. Much more is at

stake in intergenerational ethics.

Conclusion

In this essay, I recounted the basic standing threat of the tyranny of the contem-

porary and sketched why a global constitutional convention for future generations

is the natural default response. In particular, I claimed that the GCC plays impor-

tant procedural roles in intergenerational reform, and that more piecemeal

approaches face instances of the replication challenge. I also defended the idea

that the GCC should aim at institutions with standing authority and a broad

remit against an alternative issue-specific, impact-driven, and threshold-limited

strategy. I emphasized that the alternative underestimates the challenges and

responsibilities inherent in avoiding the tyranny of the contemporary. Most nota-

bly, it indulges the squandering generation, and so (among other things) betrays

central intergenerational relationships.
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Abstract: We are in the early stages of a new “intergenerational turn” in political philosophy. This
turn is largely motivated by the threat of global climate change, which makes vivid a serious gov-
ernance gap surrounding concern for future generations. Unfortunately, there is a lack of fit
between most proposed remedies and the nature of the underlying problem. Most notably,
many seem to believe that only piecemeal, issue-specific, and predominantly national institutions
are needed to fill the intergenerational governance gap. By contrast, I argue that we should
adopt a genuinely global approach that treats intergenerational questions as foundational, and
advocates for new permanent institutions with ongoing responsibilities to act on intergenerational
threats. In this essay, I summarize my diagnosis of the underlying problem—that we face a basic
standing threat that I call the “tyranny of the contemporary”—and sketch my proposal for a global
constitutional convention aiming at institutions with standing authority and a broad remit. I then
develop some of these ideas further through responses to fellow advocates for reform who never-
theless consider my proposals to go too far. In particular, I reject a counterproposal made by Anja
Karnein, who argues that reforms should address only threats whose negative impacts would cross a
high threshold. I argue that this would leave future generations vulnerable to what I call “squander-
ing generations”. Among other things, these intergenerational squanderers violate appropriate
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relationships between past, present, and future generations. Yet, in my view, a central task of defen-
sible intergenerational institutions is to protect the future against such abuse.

Keywords: intergenerational justice, tyranny of the contemporary, climate justice, political institu-
tions, Anja Karnein, constitutionalism
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