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Abstract

In this paper we analyse the possibility to construct intergenerational
criteria of choice within the framework of methodological individualism.
The main result of this analysis is, that intergenerational criteria as
an aggregation of preferences of current and future individuals do not
exist. The extension of social choice theory to intergenerational problems
necessarily leads to criteria that are intragenerational in nature. This
fact is due to the epistemological difference between actual and potential
individuals. The consequences for the structure of welfare functionals in

presence of intergenerational choice are analysed.
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1 Introduction

Population ethics and population economics try to delevop and employ ra-
tional criteria to evaluate the various problems of intergenerational choice
and endogenous fertility. The perhaps most influential direction of thought
in economics and practical philosophy formulates these questions within the
paradigm of methodological individualism. We ask for the conditions of possi-
bility to construct intergenerational criteria of choice within the framework of
methodological individualism. The main result of this analysis is the impossi-
bility to construct an intergenerational criterion in the sense of the word used in
the literature. The extension of social choice theory to intergenerational prob-
lems necessarily leads to criteria that are intragenerational in nature. This fact
is due to the epistemological difference between actual and potential individu-
als. This impossibility is not restricted to problems of endogenous population

but present in all models of intergenerational choice.

So far in the literature, a great deal of attention was spent to derive ax-
iomatic formulations of utilitarism and its consequences.! In all these attempts,
the possibility to extend social-choice theory to the analysis of population
ethics or economics was simply assumed. An intergenerational criterion is, in
this view, the extension of an intragenerational criterion to future generations.
If future generations are affected in an economic problem of, lets say savings
and capital accumulation, the normative criterion should include their prefer-

ences or utility functions.

Some authors like Dasgupta (1988, 1993) or Warren (1978) point out the
fundamental difference between actual current and potential future individuals.
Both authors draw an ethical conclusion out of this asymmetry. Dasgupta
(1993) indicates the epistemological implication of this asymmetry (p. 383-
384): “It makes no sense to attribute a degree of well-being, low, high or nil, to
the ’state of not being born’. Non-eristence is like nothing for us, not even a
very long night, because there is no us to imagine upon. ... It is actual persons

who have feelings, aspirations, needs, claims, projects, and a sense of justice.

1See Blackorby, Bossert and Donaldson (1995), Blackorby and Donaldson (1984), Bossert
(1989), Hammond (1988) for the axiomatic treatment and Narveson (1973), Parfit (1982),

Razin and Sadka (1995) for an analysis of the consequences.



In short, it is actual persons who are moral agents.” His main consequence out

of this, however, remains purely ethical.

The paper proceeds as follows: In section 2 we develop the framework of
the analysis. In section 3 we anlayse the epistemological consequences of the
methodological individualism- for normative population theory. In section 4
we discuss the possibilities for a normative theory of population within the
paradigm of methodological individualism. The concept of an ethical restriction
is derived. Sections 5 and 6 discuss the consequences of our findings for the

existing approaches of population ethics. Section 7 concludes.

2 Social Choice and Intergenerational Prob-

lems

In order to clarify definitions and conclusions, we will introduce a formal
model of deterministic population development. We use a discrete time stru-
ture t = 0,1,2,... with ¢ = 0 as our present period and each generation living
for exactly one period of time. For every period ¢ there exist sets of hypothetical

individuals I; and alternatives A,.2

The finite set )?t() of individuals living at the beginning of period ¢ and
the set P;(.) of alternatives actually available to them (policies) will generally
depend on the history of the society. Formally, )?t() and FP;(.) are defined by
functions )/ft tAg X Ay X ... X Ay — P(Iy) and P, : Ag x Ap X ... X Aymqy —
P(A;) where P(z) as usual denotes the set of subsets of aset z and Xo, Py are

interpreted as constants. We assume

e “anthropocentry”: V.t V a € Ag X ... x Ai-1 : Pia) # 0 &
Xu(a) # 0.

o “deterministic causality”: vV t>1 V (ao,...,a1-1) € Ag X ... X A1 :
Pag,..,a;i-1) #0= V 1<s<t a,€ Psao,...,as-1).

The first assumption is a consequence of methodological individualism.
This concept requires that alternatives must be derived from the elementary

concept of an individual.

2“Living exactly for one period” means I, N I; = § for s # t.



The decision that has to be made in the middle of period ¢ may have an
influence on the set X;(.) of individuals living at the end of period ¢. Formally
X:(.) is given by a function X; : Ag X ... X A=y X Ay — P(I;) such that
Xi(a,ay) C )?t(a) holds for every a € Ag X A; X ... X Ay and a; € A;.

In order to be able to talk about current and future generations in sufficient
precision, we will now. introduce the notions of actual and potential individuals

and the notion of a person. -

The set of individuals is divided in actual and potential individuals. An
actual individual is a human being currently alive. Formally, actual individuals

at the beginning of the base-period ¢t = 0 are given by )?0.

A potential individual is a human entity® that may be born in the future.
The set of potential individuals for period ¢t > 1 is defined by )?t = U{)?t(a) |
a € Ag X ... X As_1}.

Furthermore, the set of potential individuals is divided in actual potential

and hypothetical potential individuals.

If a vector p = (po, .-, pr-1) € Ao X ... X Ar_1 of policies is planned as
current and future decision, then for every period ¢t € {1,...,T} exactly the
individuals in )?t(po, ..., pt—1) will be born in period t. Because of this we call

X, (p) the set of actual potential individuals in period ¢ with respect to p.

A hypothetical potential individual in period ¢ is a potential individual who
will not be born given the policy p, i.e. an element of X}*(p) := X, \ )?t(p).

Every individual that is the carrier of ethical rights will be called a person.*
Therefore, the same classification system can be applied to persons in the same

way as it was applied to individuals.

With these definitions we are now ready to discuss the applicability of the

theory of public choice to intergenerational problems.

3We distinguish human being and human entity to respect the different epistemological
status of individuals currently alive (human beings) and individuals not currently existing
outside the imagination of the individuals currently alive (human entities).

4The significance of this distinction will become clear when we will talk about the moral

status of genesis problems (Dasgupta 1993) in section 6.



3 The Definition of Welfare Functionals

The generally accepted methodological framework for normative population
theory is the theory of social choice. Whether one strand of the literature
gives an axiomatic derivation of social-choice functions (for example Blackorby
and Donaldson (1984) or Bossert (1989)), another strand demonstrates the
weakness of utilitarism (Razin and Sadka (1995) as a recent example) or a
third one criticises the first two for their analysis of normative population
theory as a genesis problem® (Dasgupta (1993)), they all accept implicitely

this methodological basis.

It 1s therefore possible, and in fact crucial, to discuss the appropriateness

of this theory for the analysis of population problems.

The theory of social choice was developed to analyse the following question:
Assume there is a fixed, finite set of individuals each of them having preferences
on a fixed set of alternatives. How can these individual preferences be aggre-
gated to a “collective” ranking of alternatives? The most influential answer
on this question was given by Arrow (1951) with his famous (im)possibility

theorem.

The focus of this paper is not so much on the various formulations of the
theorem or on the possible ways out of the dilemma, it is, however, whether
the framework of analysis is on principle applicable to problems of intergener-

ational choice.

In order to answer this question we apply the information-theoretical
method used by Sen (1977) to classify collective-choice rules. His question
may be restated in the following way: How much information would be needed
by a planning board in order to use some sort of welfare function? The fo-
cus of his analysis is on the measurability and interpersonal comparability of
individual preferences. Individual preferences are assumed to ezist and to be
well-defined, a straightforward assumption for problems of static choice, or in
our terminology, problems where only actual individuals are involved. These
assumptions, however, summarize the main difference to problems of intergen-

erational choice.

°In genesis problems, all individuals are treated as being potential.



Normative criteria for intergenerational choice generate two additional di-

mensions of problems in welfaristic® models:

1. The epistemological status of human entities may change due to a change

of alternatives. The set of individuals may differ for different policies.

2. The knowledge of the preference ordering of potential individuals is im-

possible on principle.

The first problem concerns the domain of the welfare functional. This set
may change due to changes in policy. The concept of public choice is not well-
defined for problems of endogenous or variable populations’. One way out of
this problem is to leave the ordinal framework and to assume some degree
of measurability and interpersonal comparability as it is done in Blackorby
Donaldson (1984) or Bossert (1989). In their analysis they assume the existence
of some level of subsistence specifying a state of indifference between being
born and not being born. This procedure makes their models tractable from a
formal point of view and may, for some persons, have intuitive moral appeal.

It neglects, howéver, the second dimension of the problem.

Even if the the domain of the social welfare functional is the same for all
alternatives, there is a qualitative difference between the aggregation of pref-
erence orderings of actual individuals and the aggregation of “preferences”
of potential individuals. Whereas for the first type of problem an individual
preference ordering exists and can, at least on principle, be observed in the
process of collective decision making, this is not the case for the second type
of problems. The problem is not the quantitative reconstruction of an exist-
ing ordering, but the qualitative one that this order does not exist outside

the imagination of actual individuals. Therefore, even in the case of exogenous

This terminology is due to Sen (1987). Welfarism is the part of methodological indi-
vidualism where only information about individual preference orderings are used for the
collective evaluation of alternatives.

“The future population is exogenous and fixed if it does not change due to changes in
policy. It is exogenous and variable if population paths may be subject to collective choice
(for example Samuelson (1975). It is endogenous if children are a choice variable of their

parents (for example Becker (1960)).



generations where the number and identities of future individuals are unaf-
fected by the choice of alternatives, the concept of collective choice can not be

extended to the analysis of intergenerational problems.

This result is purely logical in nature. Because preference orderings of actual
and of potential individuals are objects with different epistemological status,

it is impossible to apply the conventional framework to these problems.

One may ask whether this argument is due to the welfaristic interpretation
of methodological individualism®. One way to avoid the dilemma would be to
have recours to individualistic but on principle observable indices, for example
per-capita income. This was done by Bossert (1989) who writes in the case of
perfectly measurable and interpersonally comparable preferences: “For conve-
nience, we will choose the interpretation of y as an income vector,..., bearing
in mind that other interpretations are possible as well. [...] We might also think
of y being a vector of individual utilities,... ”. This, however, requires a positive
correlation between the index and individual needs. Therefore, this index can
be seen as one specific numerical representant of the individual ordering. The
point is not so much to find a good representant® for the individual well-being.
It is rather that we are necessarily back at our old problem of measurement of
potential individuals’ preferences. The methodological individualism gives us
no room for considerations not related to personal values. This fact must lead
to the conclusion that procedures of social choice can not be carried over to
the analysis of intergenerational problems. Methodological individualism re-
quires the reference to mental attitudes of individuals (for example measured
by a preference ordering). But there is no such thing as a mental attitude of

a potential individual. Therefore, we are not able to talk about intergenera-

8The paradigm of methodological individualism was first mentioned by the Austrian
school of economics. Its most prominent advocates have been, for example, Hayek (1967),
Menger (1968-70), Popper (1960), Schumpeter (1963) and M. Weber (1968). The epistemo-
logical premise of this paradigm is that only individuals exist, alternatively that society only
exists as an interpretation of individual behavior. Therefore, according to Popper, every sci-
entific explanation should be due to individual attitudes. For the evolution of this concept
see Heine (1983).

9And a conventional definition of personal income would be a pretty bad one in the
context of population policies because, as most people would feel, for example environmental

externalities play a major role for the well-being of future generations.



tional welfare in the same way as we can talk about intragenerational welfare
and as it is suggested in the literature. Every apparently intergenerational
criterion must therefore in fact be an intragenerational criterion. The welfare-
considerations concerning potential individuals have to reflect the ethical ideas

of the current generation.

We want to clarify this point by discussing the (sum) utilitarian collective-
choice rule for an intertemporal but fixed population problem. It states that
policy p should be preferred to policy p if and only if the sum of individual utili-
ties for alternative p is larger than the sum of individual utilities for alternative
p. Let > be the collective strict preference, p > p < Zf;l uj(p) > }:;V:l u;(p).
Now let 7 = 1 be the (only) actual individual and j = 2,..., N be the future
generation (we use this normalisation to focus on the intergenerational point
of the problem). How can this sum be interpreted? As preferences of potential
persons do not yet exist, they can only be assumed by the current individual.
Therefore it must be that individual 1 has the expectation that the potential
generations are going to have preferences according to the utility functions
Us, ..., un. But because paternalistic restrictions are not conform with method-
ological individualism'®, this implies a current individuals’ utility function of
the utilitarian type. If the moral considerations and the cultural background
of an individual, and therefore its considerations about future generations, is
represented in its preferences, the intergenerational criterion will be an exact
mirror of this. The intergenerational problem of preference aggregation must
in fact be an intragenerational problem of the current generation. An equiva-
lent formulation of the above criterion is thus p > § < Ui(p) > Uy(p) where U
represents the utility function of individual 1 that takes future considerations

into account.

So far we did not say that the individual considerations are “sufficient” to
take care of future generations’ interests (the denial of this statement would
reflect the fundamental basis of moral theories - the lack of sympathy together
with scarce resources creates the necessity of moral philosophy!!), we did say,

however, that as long as we stick to the commonly accepted methodology,

1OWe will come back to the relation of paternalistic restrictions and individualistic values
in the next section. See also Dworkin (1983) for an opposing view.

HMackie (1977).



the problem of social choice is not well defined because potential individuals’
preferences or some individualistic indices are needed, but they do not ex-
ist outside the imagination of actual individuals. The only way to avoid this
problem is to restrict attention to the aggregation of these folks’ preferences.
Therefore, the problem of finding an intergenerational welfare functional is
necessariliy reduced to the well-known problem of finding an intragenerational

welfare functional.

4 1Individual Ethical Preferences

In the previous section we have argued that the problem of social choice must
restrict attention to the construction of decision rules on the preferences of
the generation currently alive. If this conclusion would imply that the rights of
future generations can not be violated by definition, the methodolgical premise

would have to be refuted due to inadequacy.

The answer to this objection can be twofold. First, one could argue, as in
all static problems of choice, the process of decision making may be inefficient.
Therefore, even an individual with, for example, utilitarian preferences may
be kept in a prisoner’s dilemma leading to allocations for which the interests

of future generations (as the individual feels obliged to) are distorted.

Second, the preferences according to which daily decisions are made may
differ from the preferences that respect the interests of future generations
(“meta”-preferences). The attribution of decisions to “ethical” preferences or
“individual” welfare functions was first mentioned by Arrow (1951) and sys-

tematically applied by Harsanyi (1955) and Sen (1974).

We will follow this latter approach in order to give an individualistic foun-
dation of ethical rules. The class of preferences can be defined by specification
of its domain. As before, let X, be the actual population and Py the set of
policies. For convenience we write X := {1,..., N} instead of X, and P instead

of Py. We assume that a policy p € P “consists” of the following dimensions:

e A consumption-bundle p" € R% for every individual n € X.

e An element p of a set P representing procedural, future and other aspects

of p.



Thus, P is a subset of (RY)Y x P. We are now able to distinguish between

three types of preference orderings for every individual n € X:

o First-order or egoistic (economic) preference orderings =" on the set R
of consumption bundles that lead to a preference ordering R™ on P via

V pppeP: pR'p & ptztpt
e Second-order preference orderings:

— Social preference orderings on the set P.

— For every N-tupel R of social preference orderings an ethical pref-

erence ordering Rg on P.*?

While first-order preferences are defined as in most microeconomic models
on the consumption bundle of an individual, social preferences may take into
account the whole alternative. Not only the evaluation of the own consumption
bundle but also considerations about the distribution of goods may be covered
with this formulation. Ethical preferences evaluate the alternatives together

with the social preferences of all actual individuals.

This conceptual distinction of preferences has the particular advantage that
it corresponds to a system of moral categories used in practical philosophy?!®.

Three steps of universalization of moral statements are used:

1. First degree of universalization: Differences in moral treatment must be
due to qualitative differences between individuals (irrelevance of numer-

ical differences).

2. Second degree of universalization: Moral considerations ask for the evalu-

ation of other individuals’ situations according to ones’ own preferences.

3. Third degree of universalization: Moral considerations ask for the eval-
uation of other individuals’ situations according the other individuals’

preferences.

12This is equivalent to an individual social welfare functional on the set P of alternatives.
13Mackie (1977).
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Social and ethical preferences correspond to the concept of second and third
degree of universalization of moral statements. These ethical categories give a
better understanding of the conclusion derived in section (3). Moral opinions
concerning intergenerational problems cannot fall into the category of third-
degree universalization. Therefore, the status of any moral theory concerning
future generations remains restricted to the second degree of universalization.
As for social-choice functions, ethical preferences are not well-defined for in-
tergenerational problems because they can only contain the individual idea of

future generations’ preferences.

We want to come back now to the derivation of ethical values within the
framework of methodological individualism. If a collective-choice rule is defined
on the second-order preferences of individuals, ethical considerations that may
be imposed without being paternalistic are already included into the consider-
ations of the individuals.! It is therefore not only impossible, but also unneces-
sary to impose further restrictions.!® Unfortunately, “real-life” collective-choice
rules must be defined on first-order preferences neglecting ethical considera-
tions. Therefore, a collective-choice rule defined on first-order preferences may
give rise to a different ordering than a collective-choice rule defined on second
order preferences. Ethical values can be imposed as restrictions on the process
of social choice for first-order preferences. The restrictions can be defined in
a way as to minimize an adequately defined distance between both orderings.
It should be emphazised that these restrictions are not paternalistic and fully

compatible with methodological individualism.

14Ty the context of ethical preferences, the ability to measure and compare utilities is
no longer a question of information, but a question of common ethical values. If everybody
agrees that utility should be measured and compared on some scale, a collective decision rule
can be implemented that builds on this information. Problems of moral hazard concerning
first-degree preferences are neglected in this argument.

I5The assumption of an unresricted domain of the Arrow theorem has an interesting
interpretation in the context of ethical preferences. If every individual ethical position is
respected within a society, the possibility to aggregate individual to a collective ethics is

restricted by the Arrow theorem.

11



5 Conclusions for Normative Intergenera-

tional Criteria

The consequences of the above arguments are twofold. The first one affects the
interpretation of commonly used intergenerational criteria. The second one is

relevant for the construction of social choice rules.

We will discuss the consequences for common criteria first. In order to make
the point as clearly as possible we will without loss of generality assume that
there is only one actual individual in the following. The aggregation of het-
erogenous actual preferences is of minor importance here. The most prominent

criteria in economic models and also in practical philosophy are:

the intergenerational Pareto criterion

the utilitarian criterion

the Rawlsian maxi-min rule

the ideal-participant method'®

The Pareto criterion is used to analyse fixed-population problems whereas
the others are also applied to problems of variable population size. Especially
the (weak) Pareto criterion is broadly accepted in economics as a (minimum)
guiding line for policy change. We should prefer an alternative if everybody is
better off by choosing this alternative. The criterion gives a guiding line for
situations without conflict of interests. This normative significance gets lost in
intergenerational models because the rule is no longer interpersonal but reflects
the ethical considerations of a single (actual) person. The Pareto criterion is
not more than the representation of the individuals’ second-order preferences
and may be in conflict with other individual preference orderings. The same
argument holds for the other criteria. None of them is interpersonal, but re-
flects solely the ethical considerations of an actual individual. The discussion

of weaknesses of these criteria is therefore somewhat misleading. Take Parfits’

16Cowen (1989).
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repugnant conclusion as an example. One of his objections against (sum) util-
itarism is the fact that the sum of utilities may be increased by simply in-
creasing the population, whereas at the same time, individual consumption
falls towards zero. One may agree that this conclusion is in fact repugnant
if utilitiarism is the social choice rule. This view is misleading because inter-
generational utilitarism can be at most the ethical consideration of a single
individual. These preferences cannot be criticized without being paternalistic.
If the second-order preferences of the individuals are utilitarian, we have no
other possibility but to accept this. There may be an intragenerational conflict
of interests, nevertheless, this divergence of preferences is in no way different

from the conflict of interests in static problems.

It may be helpful to adopt the distinction between rule of action and motive
of action due to J.S. Mill. The individual motive of action (may it be utilitarian,
Paretian, Kantian or whatever) determines its preference ordering which must
be taken exogenously within the methodological individualism. The collective
rule, however, is the the outcome of social choice. But this rule must necessarily

be defined as an intragenerational problem respecting individual orderings.

This remark leads us directly to the second consequence, the construction
of social-choice rules on the domain of actual individuals’ first-order preference
orderings. As we argued above, ethical values are reflected in the individual
second-order ranking of alternatives. This construction was used by Harsanyi
(1955). He argued that if there is a set of commonly acceptable ethical values
within a society, these rules may induce a certain structure on the individu-
als’ second-order orderings (in his particular example all ethical preferences
must be utilitarian if two ethical axioms are commonly accepted). These com-
monly accepted ethical rules may now act as restrictions for the problem of
social choice defined on first-order preferences (for his example again, also the

collective choice rule must be utilitarian).!’?

17t is important to note that the structure of the procedure is unaffected by the anchor-
age of ethical values. Both, individualistic and objectivistic positions will lead to the same
consequences, the implementation of restrictions. Both foundations differ only in the estab-
lishment of restrictions. Whereas from a subjectivistic point of view, ethical preferences are
such that some restrictions will be commonly accepted, the objectivistic point of view would
require that second-order preferences must have a certain structure given the knowledge of

a certain ethical value. A Platonian or Kantian individual would even change its first-order

13



This procedure may now be used for the construction of a welfare functional
for intergenerational problems. The main issue is to isolate some commonly ac-
cepted ethical values concerning future generations and to use them as restric-
tions in the process of intragenerational preference aggregation. Unfortunately
these ethical constraints cannot be quantitatively deduced in a rigoros way at

this level of abstraction.

6 Classification of the Literature

What is the role for population ethics if one sticks to the assumption of method-
ological individualism? The first one is - in the broadest sense - empirical. The
ethical values common to each member of an actual society have to be identi-

fied. The second one is to derive rules of choice from these criteria.

Under what category shall we classify the contributions of authors trying to

recommend one criterion and rejecting another? Let us discuss three examples.

Sikora (1978) adopts the view that “it is prima facie wrong to prevent
the existence of anyone with reasonable prospects of happiness”. OBLIGATION
THEORIES of this kind contain a strong obligation to future generations. The
perhaps most pronounced version is summarized in the POTENTIALITY PRIN-
CIPLE: “It is morally wrong, other things being equal, to prevent potential people
from being actual.” (Hare 1975)

Parfit (1976, 1982, 1984) takes a view with potentially opposite conse-
quences. He calls the property of certain formulations of utilitarism to gener-
ate very large populations with very low standards of living the REPUGNANT
CONCLUSION. A larger population is, according to this view, only welfare in-

creasing, if the additional population has a reasonable level of well-being.

Dasgupta (1988, 1993) criticizes the utilitarian approach'® and Parfits cri-
tique for posing the wrong question. His assertion is that dealing with exclu-

sively potential individuals generates apparent questions that are not able to

preferences after the finding of an ethical value, and therefore there is no need for any re-
striction at all in a purely Platonian or Kantian society. On the other hand, restrictions
would not distort the social choice if they correspond to these values.

18For an axiomatic treatment of utilitarism see Blackorby and Donaldson (1984), Bossert
(1989) and Hammond (1988).

14



help us understanding the real problems of population ethics. Furthermore,
Dasgupta argues that there is a moral asymmetry between the death of an

actual individual and the non-creation of a potential one.

So far we have argued that there is a difference between the motive and
the rule of action and that intergenerational considerations are necessarily con-
cerned with the motive of choice, or in other words, the individual preferences
and the ethical restrictions that might be generated from them. But both,
preferences and restrictions must be exogenous for the analysis. Therefore,
statements like the ones cited above must be the expression of individual eth-
ical preferences. The intention of these statements must therefore be either to
help other people in their attempt to calculate their ordering of alternatives,
or to convince them that the own moral opinion is the “better” one. In this
view, for example utilitarism is nothing else than the name for the group of

people with utilitarian preferences.

This point can be made more explicit if we ask for the common element of
all three opinions. An obvious criterion is the assignment of rights to potential

individuals in the preferences of an actual individual.

If all, actual and potential, individuals have the same rights, it must be
completely irrelevant whether an actual individual dies or a potential individ-
ual will not be born. From this point of view, the genesis problem can not
be evaluated from a practical point of view but represents a specific ethical
opinion concerning potential individuals. Also the epistemological objection
that there is a difference between actual and potential individuals is irrelevant
because we are in the sphere of motives. An individual may act fully rational
if it is willing to spend a lot of money to prepare for the arrival of extraterres-
trial beings despite the fact that these entities have a different epistemological

status than human beings because it acts in accordance with its preferences.

Hare’s position implies a lexicografic relationship between the right to live
and the quality of life. His position can therefore be described as a genesis prob-
lem with a specific structure of rights. None of the above authors, however,
explicitely differentiates between actual potential individuals and hypothetical
potential individuals. The position perhaps closest to this is the one held by
Dasgupta. If you differentiate in a way such that only actual potential individ-

uals have moral rights, you get an asymmetry in your ordering: Contraception
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or abstinence would be ethically neutral whereas procreation leads to a certain

obligation to this new life.

We could continue the assignment of right for a while. The main point
here is that, as long as one argues within the framework defined by method-
ological individualism, neither of these opinions can be right or wrong in an
epistemological meaning of the word. The choice of this paradigm is, however,
not free of ethical suppositions. The idea of defining a decision rule on the
domain of individual preferences respects fundamental principles of liberalism.
In this respect, the necessity to begin somewhere with the analysis creates a

self-referring system.

7 Summary

The attempt to generalize the method of social choice in order to analyze
intergenerational problems is severely limited due to the fact that there are no
preferences of future (unborn) generations that could be aggregated. The non-
existence of future preferences necessarily leads to the conclusion that every
decision rule who attempts to be based on the interests of potential individuals
has in fact to be based on the imagination of actual people about the interests of
the future generations. This implies that any concern about future generations
must be included in the individual orderings of actual people. The argument
differs from the ones found in the literature. Discussing Rawls’s theory of
intergenerational justice, Dasgupta (1993, p. 378) writes that “a number of
authors have expressed the thought that, external effects aside, population and
‘savings decisions don’t involve social ethics. They have argued that considerate
parents take into account the well-being of their children when choosing their
familiy size and deciding how much to save.”, and a little bit later “It is a
theory concerning how generations might be expected to save, not about how
they ought to save”. Our point is not that there is no need for population
ethics, but that it is impossible to respect the interests of future generations in
the same way as one is are able to respect the interests of individuals currently

alive.

The consequences are twofold: First, the problem to construct an intertem-

poral decision rule is in fact a problem of intragenerational preference aggre-
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gation. Second, criteria like the utilitarian, paretian or rawlsian decision rules
have a weaker normative implication as generally assumed. They may either
correspond to the individual preferences concerning future generations or they
can be defined on the set of actual individuals. In the latter case, the ethical

considerations implicit in the decision rule are purely intragenerational.

This finding does, however, not imply that the interests of future gener-
ations cannot be misrepresented in the intratemporal decision process. First,
externalities may lead to a distorted decision. This distortion is, however, in no
way different from standard externalities in static models. Second, the interests
of potential individuals may only be represented in meta-preferences or ethical
preferences of the current generation. A social-choice rule based on economic
preferences according to which day-by-day decisions are calculated may there-
fore misrepresent the interests of future generations as they are anchored within
the ethical preferences of the current generation. This consideration allows us
to characterize a method to construct a process of decision making in inter-
generational problems: Commonly accepted ethical principles may be defined
that act as constraints in the process of preference aggregation. These con-
straints are calculated in order to minimize the difference in decision-making
between first- and second order preferences. This procedure, again, can as well
be applied for static problems of choice. It is the type of ethical constraints -
they reflect the ethical considerations about future generations — that makes

the problem intergenerational.
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