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The“Generational Justice Principle”: 
A Vision for the 21st Century 
 
 
The concept of “generational justice” may very well become an intellectual leitmotiv of the 
new century. Since the earliest days of the environmental movement, the rights and interests 
of future generations have been invoked in argumentative discourse. Today, barely a budget 
debate passes in the Bundestag without the Minister of Finance justifying his planned cuts on 
the grounds of their generational justice or “sustainability”. On talk-shows, members of the 
younger generation use moral issues to put their opponents from the older generation under 
intense pressure: Is it just when the younger generation stand to inherit the greenhouse 
effect, the ozone hole and atomic waste from previous generations? Is it just when the 
unemployment rate is higher amongst young people than amongst the population as a 
whole? Is it just when the younger generation are likely to receive smaller old-age pensions 
that the older generation? And this when the younger generation are not allowed to elect 
their members of parliament? When the younger generation stand to inherit a heavily-
indebted state? When more than twice as many young people than old-age pensioners are 
receiving income support? Is it just when barely any under-forty-year-olds are to be seen in 
parliament, in corporate boardrooms and on the editorial committees of the press? 
 
Advocates of the older generation might retort: Is it for instance just that older people had 
fewer opportunities to take holidays or gain a university education when they were young? 
That young business start-ups can become multi-millionaires at 25? That the post-war 
generation spent working weeks of up to 80 hours clearing up the rubble, and had to start 
afresh from nothing? 
 
But what does the term “generational justice” actually mean? One possible working definition 
might be based on the principle of equality, understanding the term to mean that no 
generation should be better or worse off than another. But even if one generation were worse 
off, it ought to be significant whether – legally speaking – the discrepancy were the result of 
negligence or intent. The circumstances under which generations live are often quite simply 
the result of force majeur, for instance when a new, unknown disease breaks out, or 
conversely when a cure is found decades later. By contrast, it is indeed possible to calculate 
which generation is better off under existing pension insurance arrangements, and it is also 
possible to establish equal treatment. The political will or capability to do so is not always 
present, however. This definition of generational justice can thus be narrowed down to: “No 
generation should be deliberately favoured or disadvantaged over another”. Having said that, 
the definition of generational justice can also be broadened in scope: Not only should future 
generations not be worse off, but (so it might be argued) it is also morally imperative and 
therefore politically desirable that their lot be improved. Generations to date have 
experienced growth and increasing affluence, and justice would require them to ensure that 
this remains possible for future generations. Were the idea that children should be better off 
than their parents to be lost, then a key incentive to action by parents would disappear. 
 
Comparisons made between the generations are often inappropriate. A basic distinction 
should be drawn between direct and indirect comparisons. Direct comparisons are 
comparison’s between the “young” and “old” of today. One example would be a comparison 
of the percentages of pensioners and under-thirty-year-olds receiving income support in the 
year 2000. An indirect comparison, on the other hand, would compare for instance the young 
with the young. The proportion of young people receiving income support in the years 2000 
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and 1970 respectively – i.e. in the latter case in the year when today’s older generation were 
young. If considerably fewer young people were receiving income support thirty years ago 
than are doing so today, then this indicates that fewer young people were then amongst 
society’s relatively poor. Having said that, it would also be appropriate to ask whether it really 
does mean the same thing to have received  income support then, and to receive it now.  
 
Such comparisons and evaluations in the context of generational justice relate to all 
elements of a collective legacy. These elements include not only the ecological base on 
which life depends, but also the infrastructure, the physical and educational capital, the 
savings and debts, the jobs and social institutions, the fact of whether or not children are 
subject to corporal punishment within their families etc. Thus a harmonious balance between 
the generations would also need to take these aspects into account. Today, people on all 
sides are calling for “generational balance sheets” that show the comparative financial 
burdens of the generations within the tax and social security systems. This is better than 
nothing, but a balance sheet of this kind is not going to tell us all that much about 
generational justice. 
 
A genuine “balance sheet of generational justice” would also have to address much broader 
social issues, instead of confining itself to an list of arithmetical “pluses and minuses”: 
Balance sheets of this kind are an important instrument in policymaking for generational 
justice, however, assuming that the state can produce them. At the same time, there is a risk 
here that such balance sheets might be used as ammunition in the various inevitable 
generational conflicts. These will of course always take place, primarily at the personal level 
and within the family. 
 
It should not go unmentioned at this point that, above and beyond the conflict between the 
generations, there are also tensions and contradictions between social justice and 
generational justice. If social justice is defined as a reconciliation of the interests of rich and 
poor, then this can also be understood as implying intra-generational justice. Sometimes, 
although not often, generational justice clashes with social justice. This because whatever is 
being kept for future generations cannot be distributed today. This may be the case for 
instance when public debt is controlled through one-sided cuts in expenditure, e.g. on social 
security. Raising taxes for today’s generations also helps reduce the debt burden for future 
generations. Anyone looking only at the financial side of things might indeed come to share 
the view of Hans-Olaf Henkel, Chief of the Federation of German Industries, who concluded 
that sustainability was “conservative”. But the topography of generational justice and 
sustainability cannot be circumscribed by such armchair geography. Because the ecological 
question is ultimately more crucial than the financial. When the principle is applied 
systematically to all policy fields, solutions are reached that cannot be adequately described 
in the political categories of “left” and “right”. Furthermore, a sound policy must pursue both 
objectives on an equal basis: generational justice and social justice.  
 
The “generational justice principle” is directly relevant in at least six policy areas: 
environmental policy, fiscal policy, pensions policy, labour market policy, education policy 
and youth policy. Although more policy areas could be added to this list, the list as it stands 
will now serve as a basis for first outlining the various policy areas in question, and then 
polemicising the issues with a view to stimulating debate. 
 
In ecological terms, a society can only be considered generationally just if it is ecologically 
sustainable, i.e. if it maintains its natural capital. 
 
A pension insurance system financed on a pay-as-you-go basis would be generationally just 
if the contributions-to-benefits ratio were more or less the same for each generation. The 
contributions-to-benefits ratio (internal rate of return) is calculated on the basis of all the 
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payments made into a pension insurance scheme, and all the payments received from that 
scheme, by an individual during his or her lifetime.  
 
With regard to fiscal policy, a generationally just policy would be one under which the state at 
least on average and in the long run does not spend more money than it generates in 
revenues. 
 
In the working world, young and old compete directly with each other on the gainful 
employment market, and not always on a basis that is generationally just. Many professions 
(for instance panel doctors, notaries, master craftsmen) form “corrals”, even though younger 
people are often better qualified. Here, direct comparisons can be drawn for instance 
between the unemployment rate among the under-thirty-year-olds, and the unemployment 
rate among the 30-to-65-year-olds, in the year 2000. Another illuminating question would be 
whether the number of young people in lucrative professions is commensurate with their 
relative demographic significance, or whether those positions are occupied by 
disproportionately high numbers of older people. An indirect comparison would provide a 
rationale for not allowing today’s younger generation to be worse off than today’s older 
generation were when they were young. The unemployment rate among the young in the 
year 2000 would for instance be compared with the corresponding figure for 1970. Given that 
distortions would arise if the overall unemployment rate were different in the two years, the 
youth unemployment figures for the two years would then need to be calculated relative to 
the respective overall unemployment rates for the years in question, before being compared. 
 
A generationally just education policy would nurture advancing generations, and especially 
today’s younger generation, in the natural development of their creative talents and 
potentials, thus helping them gain control over their lives within their given social and 
economic frameworks (indirect comparison). This has implications for the share of GDP 
accounted for by expenditure on education. But more important than that are the changed 
curricula with a longer-term orientation. In the “new economy”, other qualities than those 
which applied on the 1970 labour market now count. Although there are no longer as many 
job vacancies, the likelihood of finding employment rises in direct proportion to qualifications, 
practical experience and lifelong learning. Consequently there is a need to overhaul 
education policy such that the younger and older generations can acquire or further develop 
the capabilities relevant to their future success. 
 
In the field of youth policy, one issue that should for instance for instance be addressed is: by 
what right are the under-eighteens denied the right to vote, against their express wish? 
 
And is birth-rate policy not also a theme to be addressed in the context of generational 
justice? According to Hans Jonas, every generation is obliged to ensure the continuity of the 
generations. This is by no means to say that each successive generation must achieve a rate 
of reproduction sufficient to fully replenish the population. The size of population in Germany 
varies widely. It is a matter of great dispute whether the optimal size of population for 
Germany is 80 million or 40 million. Although the latter creates problems for the pension 
insurance system, it may be better from the ecological point of view. Yet the dilemma 
remains: As long as it is still certain that there will be a next generation, the argument of 
generational justice cannot be invoked to justify a birth-rate policy. And there will still be a 
next generation, even for instance if only 20 million people were to inhabit what is now 
Germany. 
 
To recapitulate, an outline has been provided of how a political programme might be built on 
the “generational justice principle”, with reference to environmental policy, pensions policy, 
fiscal policy, labour market policy, education policy and youth policy. 
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But what concrete form would a generationally just policy then assume? Its supreme 
objective (or telos) is the just distribution of official positions, persons, goods, services, 
information, nature and the environment, wealth, minerals, and the natural resource base 
vital to global sustainability, between the generations (including those of the future). 
 
At this point the responsibility principle forms a key component of generational justice. The 
generation currently alive and acting bear responsibility for the consequences of their 
actions, and especially for ensuring that those consequences are conducive to the natural 
resource base on which life depends remaining available to future generations on an equal 
and just footing. Hence generational justice means shaping the future. Shaping the future at 
the same time always means shaping the present, since the opportunities to shape the future 
and our responses to them only ever arise in the present. On the other hand, the present 
actively shaped by the current generation is at the same time always the present passively 
experienced by future generations. 
 
“Generational justice” also constitutes a new category of political thought and action. The 
generations of centuries past were not familiar with this particular concept of a diachronic 
guiding principle. Formerly, each successive generation always ultimately had to carry the 
burdens of their “creators”. The scientific and technological limitations of humankind always 
meant that these burdens were tolerable and manageable – with the exception of the wars 
which occurred. Unlike history’s previous generations, today’s generations are in a position 
to make the continued existence of future generations on this planet impossible. Atomic 
waste, unsafe nuclear power plants, nuclear weapons arsenals, biological and chemical 
weapons, global climate change, the extinction of animal and plant species, environmental 
contamination, and the extensive anthropogenic destruction of ecosystems (e.g. rain forests 
and oceans) are but some examples of these potentials. The list could be continued. The 
power of technology has led to a breach in the continuity of generations hitherto taken for 
granted. 
 
Given these terrifying and hitherto unknown technological potentials which are continuing to 
accelerate at an unprecedented rate, the generations of parents and grandparents who today 
hold the reins of political power are capable of profoundly influencing and changing the 
natural resource base on which human life depends. Those changes are potentially so 
radical that policymakers need to follow a new ethical imperative that goes beyond the 
dimension of the legitimate assertion of interests and distributive justice. 
 
The “generational justice principle” thus forms the rational philosophical basis for a new 
dialogue between young and old, a new theoretical rationale for co-existence between the 
generations. In other words, this amounts to the underpinning of a new generational contract. 
Justice between the generations must therefore become a guiding principle for human action 
in the present. Yet quite the reverse can be observed today. The older generation are waging 
wars, and sometimes ruthlessly exploiting raw materials as in the USA. Clean water, clean 
air and intact soil are becoming increasingly precious goods, which will lead to fierce 
competition for these resources in the future. The follow-on costs, and the irreparable 
damage and losses, will have to be borne by future generations.  
 
The main problem is currently to be found in a deplorable state of affairs once described by 
Thomas Hobbes: “Auctoritas non veritas facit legem.” Hobbes describes an individual as just 
when that individual performed a just act because required to do so by the law. Hobbes’ view 
here is that justice is subordinate to power. For Hobbes, norms cannot be seen in isolation 
from institutionalised power. Therefore: power determines what is just. 
 
However, unborn generations and children/young people have little or no access to interest 
management, since barely anyone currently stands to gain any financial benefit from such 
advocacy. So how should a policy be enforced which lacks the real, conventional 
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Machiavellian underpinning of concrete power? Are the old living their lives with their 
cheque-books, which were actually intended for the young? What will happen to the rights of 
the child, the rights of young people, the rights of the unborn, human rights and compliance 
with human rights conventions, if no agency of power is employed to systematically protect 
those rights? 
 
The consequences of such a power vacuum are evident in the form of glaring injustices in 
our society, which occur at the expense of the younger generation. At the same time, 
decision-makers bemoan the erosion of values and loss of direction in society, above all 
amongst young people. But what is worse is the fact that the fundamental responsibilities 
between the generations have reached a state of disequilibrium: Will the 21st century be a 
century of the “old”, rather like a 19th-century Fontanesque novel? 
 
A glance at the world of corporate structures, politics, the public sector, foundations etc. 
reveals that responsibility and initiative are not fairly distributed between the generations. On 
the other hand, the maxim of economic efficiency and effectiveness makes the existence of 
hierarchies necessary. Due to their inherent structure, these hierarchies appear to be 
opposed to the principle of generational justice and shared responsibility. At the same time, 
“we youngsters” are supposed to display and develop initiative, achievement and 
responsibility. 
 
Yet this also calls for incentives and scope for development, and not the playgrounds offered 
to date. Political indifference and “no future” movements are predominantly not the 
symptoms of an adolescent shirking attitude, but the logical consequence of a frustrating 
feeling experienced by 20-to-30-year-old young adults of being constrained and patronised, 
caused by a lack of opportunity for action, powerlessness and generationally unjust 
structures. Nothing provides a finer demonstration of generational injustice than the studies 
on future decision-makers – including those in Germany - so kindly published by the Shell 
group. 
 
So is the Federal Republic of Germany just a playground, or a ticking time-bomb for the 
young? A cross-country best practice analysis reveals that nations such as France, the UK 
and the USA do considerably better in achieving greater participation by the younger 
generation. In those countries, the younger generations are given greater challenges and 
responsibility earlier, and during their best years gain an opportunity to share in social and 
economic responsibility. The apologias of German politicians often defend conditions in 
Germany. Nevertheless it is worth comparing the age structures between Germans and non-
Germans in international organisations, in European institutions, and in foreign universities 
where Germans work, and the age of entry into the public and private sectors, and politics, 
for instance in Berlin, Tokyo, Paris, London, Amsterdam and New York. 
 
The outcome: In Germany the younger generation are increasingly being constrained, on the 
assumption that the advance of the young is leading to a retreat of the old and their 
incumbencies. Yet the constraints in question need not be of the nature of intentional actions. 
They may be of a structural nature: high unemployment amongst young people, an 
inadequately structured labour market, outdated and anti-innovative mental attitudes in the 
public and private sectors, missed opportunities for structural change (both curricular and 
functional) within the education system etc. Increasingly, those in possession of education 
and well-paid work are defending these advantages over those who as yet possess none 
(which per se includes the younger generation). In this context, the actions of trade unions 
are becoming generationally unjust, despite official claims to the contrary, because the long-
term consequences of those actions have not been thought through. Unfortunately, the 
generations of the future now also face strong competition in the European and international 
contexts. 
 



 6

This applies equally to the employers’ side, which all too often has sought its salvation in 
short-term strategies based on the watering-can principle, putting forward anti-democratic 
polemic on efficiency and attracting investment. Classic examples of this include the debate 
on Germany as an attractive location for international investment, and the shortage of highly 
qualified IT experts. A wonderful fairy tale in which personnel departments, personnel 
marketing and strategic planning departments within private enterprises and the public 
sector, as well as policymakers, have this year awoken from their long sleep. But why does 
no one dare to say: Important developments have been overlooked here for years, if not 
decades, due to ignorance, laziness and a lack of internationalisation. How reluctant were 
the “old” in Germany to touch the first computers, how much was the computer disparaged 
by the “old” as a job-killer, and how enthusiastic were children and young people in 
embarking on their journeys of adventure with the new machines? How intense was the 
generational conflict that sometimes surrounded the computer in German households? If the 
“old” had paid more attention and followed these trends more seriously, then we might not be 
facing some of the problems we are today. Against this background, the phrase “more 
children rather than Indians” is a farce, German buffoonery, particularly when used as a 
slogan by those who also remained sound asleep in the past. Had the “old” professionally 
nurtured and channelled the computermania of the young, then we would not need any 
“Indians” today. 
 
Yet despite all this criticism, it should not be forgotten that in some areas the young must 
learn from the old, and indeed are in urgent need of their experience and advice, and even 
their wisdom. In other areas, the same can be said of the “old”, for whom the unavoidable 
conflict between the generations also presents an opportunity to learn and develop. 
 
It is, however, all the more inexplicable that we are now observing a concentration of official 
positions and multiple professional functions within the older generation. Individuals 
occupying simultaneously for instance the positions of professor, director of foundation and 
supervisory board member, coupled with committee and consultancy work (often skilfully 
combined with companies owned by the individual in question) are no rarity. But might there 
not be room for the young in there? Those who do the work should also be allowed to take 
responsibility for doing so. 
 
The training, qualifications and age structures of German professors for instance, who are 
after all the potential trainers of future elites, are – at least compared with those in other 
countries – a scandal. The recent proposals made by the German Federal Minister of 
Education and Research concerning junior professors are per se a step in the right direction, 
although they are likely to fail as a result of the German incumbencies, protectors of vested 
rights and the professorial establishment.  
 
But how are dialogue and fruitful conflict resolution between young and old supposed to take 
place inside a closed-shop structure, where social and professional barriers are now in place 
which are blocking this process so key to the future vitality of society? Leaving aside the 
countless honorary activities of the young, which initiative launched by young people – even 
making allowances for their natural lack of professionalism – is really taken seriously by the 
decision-makers in our society? What we need is a new way for the generations to deal with 
each other: a move away from the clash of generations in conflict, and towards cooperation 
in conflict. This means that we need a new culture of dispute, and above all an ability to 
address conflicts which has to be jointly learned and developed, complemented by 
appropriate mechanisms of conflict resolution and problem-solving. 
 
This plea does not, however, answer the questions of the younger generation: Are political 
and economic decision-makers investing in our skills and capabilities? Are we the dominant 
factor on the labour market? The cult of physical beauty, of youthfulness, of fitness – these 
are familiar ideas which convey the impression that the future belongs to the young, that all 
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doors are open to us, and that we determine fashions and trends. But is that really the case? 
A critical glance at corporate structures, and the statistical yearbooks or election 
programmes of leading political parties give cause for doubt. Is it not rather the case that the 
Federal Republic of Germany faces a rising number of unemployed young people, that 
tertiary education reform programmes time and time again prove to be soap bubbles, and 
that even in advertising it is increasingly the over-fifties who are being discovered? And who 
among the under-thirties still believes in old-age pensions? Many epithets may be applied to 
our generation, but will we not in the future especially be a lost generation, stranded by the 
legacy of our fathers and grandfathers who are bequeathing to us a destroyed environment, 
bankrupt finances and an economy with a low labour requirement, as they withdraw into 
retirement, satisfied with their shareholder value? Does it actually exist, that highly-extolled, 
much talked-about justice between the generations? 
 
Finally, the question should be raised of why we young people are such fervent advocates of 
generational justice. This is not for reasons of selfishness, but is based on legitimate, 
responsible and long-term interests. By contrast, earlier generations found the issue of a just 
reconciliation of interests between young and old not worth discussing. But we and our 
children have no desire to be a lost generation forced to face the rubble of a war waged 
unconsciously by our parents against the resources of this planet so vital to its sustainability. 
It is time to act. Now. 
 


