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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis firstly discusses our moral obligations towards future generations. The thesis 

will demonstrate that future people have interests that can be affected by the actions or 

inactions of present generations. It will be argued that future people have a right to have 

their interests protected, which, subsequently, founds duties on present generations. 

Three different theoretical approaches to what this should entail will be investigated: a 

Rawlsian egalitarian, a libertarian and a sufficientarian approach to intergenerational 

justice. This study will defend the sufficientarian approach, as it will be shown that this 

approach is best able to cope with the metaphysical and practical challenges to 

intergenerational justice. It will furthermore be argued that intergenerational 

sufficientarianism should be formulated within a human rights framework, because 

human rights specify minimum moral thresholds. The thesis will then go on to assess 

whether the current international and national legislation adequately reflects our 

obligations towards future generations. A concern for future generations has been 

expressed in several international conventions and declarations as well as in a number 

of national constitutions. It will be argued, however, that these pronouncements are too 

imprecise to provide sufficient protection for future generations. This study, as a result, 

will highlight the changes that could be made to existing legal documents to render 

them useful for the protection of future generations. A number of other suggestions to 

further the protection of future generations will also be described and assessed.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………...p.1 
 

Chapter I – Intergenerational Justice………………………………………..p.3 

Introduction…………………………………………………………………………....p.3 

     Defining ‘Future Generations’………………………………………….…….……p.4 

    How Intergenerational Justice differs from Justice between Contemporaries……..p.8 

 

Should Future People Be Granted Rights?.....................................................................p.9 

     The Non-Existence Argument against Assigning Rights to Future People……….p.10 

     What Do Future People Want?...............................………………………..……..p.11 

     Summary…………………………………………..................................................p.12 

 

Key Terms in the Intergenerational Justice Debate…………………………………..p.13 

Theories of Intergenerational Justice…………………………………………………p.14 

Rawls’ Theory of Intergenerational Justice…………………………….…………….p.15 

     The Just Savings Principle………………………………………………………..p.16 

The Libertarian Approach to Intergenerational Justice……….……………………...p.18 

The Sufficientarian Approach to Intergenerational Justice ………….………………p.22 

     The Threshold of Basic Needs………………………………………..…………...p.25 

     The Non-Identity Problem………………………………………………………...p.28 

     Solutions to the Non-Identity Problem……………………………………………p.29 

     Possible Problems with the Sufficientarian Approach………………..…..………p.33 

 

Intergenerational Justice Issues…………………………………………..…………..p.34        

      Sustainability………………………………………………………………..........p.34 

     The Size of Future Populations…………………………………………………....p.35 

     Prioritising between Generations…………………………………………….…...p.37 

 

Summary of Chapter I………………………………………………………………..p.37 



 
 

Chapter II – International Law and Politics Concerning Future 

Generations………………………………………………………………………..p.40 

Introduction…………………………………………………………………………..p.40 

Future Generations in the International Human Rights Context……………………..p.41 

     The Universal Declaration of Human Rights……………………………………..p.41 

 

Explicit Reference to Future Generations in International Human Rights 

Documents……………………………………………………………………………p.42 

     The Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment………………………....p.43 

     The Brundtland Report……………………………………………………………p.44 

     The Rio Agreements……………………………………………………………….p.46 

     Declaration on the Responsibilities of the Present Generations Towards Future         

Generations……………………………………………………………...…...............p.48 

     Development from 1997-2015…………………………………………………….p.49 

     The Definition of ‘Future Generations’ in the International Context…………….p.50 

     Rights of Future Generations?..…………………………………………………..p.52 

     Summary…………………………………………………………………………..p.53 

 

Intergenerational Justice and Criminal Law …………………………………………p.54 

     The International Court of Justice………………………………………………...p.54 

     Crimes against Future Generations………………………………………………p.55 

     Protecting Future Generations through Trust Law……………………………….p.57 

     Domestic Courts…………………………………………………………………..p.60    

    Summary………………………………………………………………...................p.61 

 

National Constitutions and Institutions………………………………………………p.62 

     Constitutions Protecting Future People………………………………………......p.62 

     Institutions to Protect Future Generations………………………………………..p.66 

 

Summary of Chapter II……………………………………………………………….p.68 

 



 
 

Conclusion…..…………………………………………………………………….p.70 

Bibliography……………………………………………………………………....p.72


