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Lars Bergström 
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A main virtue of democracy is that those who are affected by a political decision have a 
chance of taking part in the political process leading up to that decision. Another virtue is that 
those who are affected by a decision can vote the decision-makers out of office in the next 
election, if they are dissatisfied with the decision.    
 However, these virtues of democracy can only be realized to some limited extent. For 
example, future people are often affected by current political decisions, but they cannot take 
part in those decisions, since they are not yet born. Again, future people cannot punish 
obnoxious decision-makers, who have harmed their interests but are no longer alive. 
 Does this show that democracy is impossible? Or is there a way in which the interests or 
preferences of future people can be made to influence current decisions? 
 One idea is that future people can be represented by some currently living person 
(ombudsman) or persons (party). Of course, there are problems with this, since it may be hard 
to find out what future people will want before they are able to express their preferences. But 
to some extent, we have this problem already with living people, since they may not have 
expressed their preferences on a lot of issues that have to be settled by their representatives. In 
both cases, the representatives may nevertheless be able to make reasonable estimates of what 
the relevant interests are. Besides, even in current decision-making, politicians claim to be 
able to take the interests of future people into account. I think this is generally believed to be 
possible. The problem is rather that current politicians may not give sufficient weight to the 
interests of future generations; that is why special representatives of those generations may be 
needed.  
 However, if democrats should modify existing political institutions in order to satisfy 
future interests in a more efficient way, should they not also make it possible for the interests 
of past people to influence current decisions? Present political systems may have a bias 
towards the present, but if they are replaced by systems that give a greater weight to future 
interests while ignoring past interests, we seem to get a bias towards the future as a result. If 
we want to stick to the ideals of “one person, one vote” and “each to count for one and no one 
for more than one”, it seems that we should not favor the future at the expense of the past. So, 
we should make room for past people to influence our decisions. 
 I guess some people may think that this is a crazy idea. But why is it crazy? A tempting 
answer is that past people are not affected by our decisions, since they are dead, while future 
people may still live to suffer the consequences. I admit that there is some truth in this. 
Nevertheless, it is not a conclusive objection. For people do have preferences – sometimes 
very strong preferences – concerning what will happen when they are dead. For example, 
people tend to care about what happens to their grand-children and great-grand-children. We 
also tend to care about the future of the world and the environment. And, in particular, we 
think that our own preferences for various possible future states of the world can and should 
influence our present decisions, even if we ourselves will no longer be around when those 
future states are realized. We think that we have a right to make decisions which have 



consequences in the far future (and which may not have any important consequences before 
we die). So how can we deny the same right to past people? 
 If my reasoning so far is correct, we may take one further step. If other generations than 
our own have a right to influence our decisions, we should perhaps give up our bias towards 
the present altogether. This means, I suppose, that even with respect to our own decisions,  
each generation should count as one and no one as more than one. A consequence of this 
would be that our own generation – i.e. people who have a democratic right to vote now – 
should have almost no influence at all over our decisions. This seems to be the opposite of 
democracy. So maybe a democrat should conclude that other generations should have no 
influence over our decisions. In particular, then, future people should not be allowed to take 
any part in current decision-making. This makes our life so much simpler. Hence, better.  
 However, this move seems to be clearly undemocratic in the sense that it abandons the 
central idea that those affected by a decision should be able to influence it, at least indirectly. 
The bias towards the present is indeed a bias.  
 Could the bias be justified by a principle of proportionality, to the effect that a persons 
degree of influence over a decision should be proportional to the degree to which he or she is 
influenced by it? I do not think so. This principle cannot be satisfied, since our decisions 
frequently do have a bearing on the interests of past and future people. Indeed, some of our 
decisions may affect future generations much more than the affect us. 
 Besides, a principle of proportionality may have consequences for our present generation 
that are somewhat disagreeable. In some respects, its consequences are probably very good, 
but do we also willing to restrict the voting power of the elderly on the ground that they will 
not be affected by our decisions for very long? The subsidiarity principle of the European 
Union is attractive, but this is mainly concerned with geographical distances. It distinguishes 
between union, national, regional and local levels. But as far as I know it ignores temporal 
distances. A temporal subsidiarity principle, on the other hand, seems to have a clear bias 
towards the young. Do we really want to accept that? And if we do not, should we then reject 
the ordinary subsidiarity principle as well? For the sake of consistency? 
 
 


