6. Obligations to future generations and their basis
1. The total view (Hare, Leslie, Attfield, and Sikora)

John Leslie’s thought-experiment brings out the value of each worthwhile life; this helps explain why the extinction of humanity would be so appalling, while another reason lies in the value of the continuation of shared human activities (see Attfield, 1999, Ch.4). 

It also supports planning for the foreseeable needs of coming generations. And it supports the belief that our obligations include there being neither too few human beings (extinction) nor too many (overpopulation). These obligations impinge on each other; if there are likely to be 8 billion before the population stabilises, we ought to plan for the needs of 8 billion, given the total view, even if we also believe (perhaps also on the basis of the total view) that there should only be 6.5 billion or 7 billion.

2. Alternative approaches.

A. Narrow communitarianism: our obligations are confined to those who share or will share in the same community as ourselves. There are two ways in which we usually think moral communities are formed: (1) by explicit contract and (2) by an implicit social arrangement from which members derive mutual benefits. However, a moral community of us and future people cannot be formed in either of these ways. (Golding) But future people will still have basic human needs, and this is something which this view disregards.

B. The consecutive chain of obligation (Passmore). Our obligations are chiefly to our immediate successors and depend on what we love and want to see continued. If they have the same approach, these obligations will apply in every generation. Indirectly we have obligations to later generations to keep this chain of obligations in place. But what if the chain suffers a weak link? And what about other people’s successors?
C. The contractarian approach. Rawls varies the original position so as to make his choosers concerned for their successors. (This appears an arbitrary device to enable his framework to support justice between generations.) So they select a ‘just savings’ principle: each generation must ensure that the next receives resources equivalent to those they received. 

This approach is inoperable if population sizes, climate or environment fluctuate. Also, there is a more fundamental problem to do with the veil of ignorance, the position from which principles, including the just savings principle, are to be made, as well as a concern about the exclusion of nonhuman beings (future and present) from principles of justice. 
D. Revisionist Rawlsians place representatives of each generation in the original position, so that the just savings principle can be reached in a less arbitrary manner. But because they could be choosing how many generations there shall be, this scenario cannot get started, for it is unknown which generations will exist and should be represented.
E. Brian Barry suggests that any decent contract would involve fairness between generations, such that any generation deprived of resources by predecessors would be compensated, and have matching opportunities. But ensuring matching opportunities may be beyond the power of the predecessors, who should plausibly maximise benefits among generations, whether equally or not. Besides, some obligations concern the distant future.
F. A broader communitarian approach. John O’Neill says our duties to the future comprise passing on values, ensuring that there will be a community between future people and us: 

‘our primary responsibility is to attempt, as far as possible, to ensure that future generations do belong to a community with ourselves – that they are capable, for example, of appreciating works of science and art, the goods of the nonhuman environment, and the worth of the embodiments of human skills, and are capable of contributing to these goods. This is an obligation not only to future generations, but also to the past…and to the present…so that we do not…undermine our own achievements by rendering impossible our own success’ (O’Neill, 1993, p.34). But there are surely responsibilities to future generations based on the interests of those generations themselves. So O’Neill’s list of responsibilities sounds plausible, but is non-exhaustive.
NB. At least C, D, E and F give rise to valuable suggestions about the content of obligations with regard to future generations. These also impinge on obligations about population. If each generation is to have like opportunities, none must be too large, nor must their sizes be too different for earlier ones to make provision for later ones.

Discussion questions based on issues raised in this lecture and the previous one: 
· Can we make sense of the idea that we have obligations to non-existent people?

· If we have obligations to future people, what would they entail? 
· How do we weigh the interests of current people v future people?
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