


Today’s generations can affect the future ecosystem more than any previous generations 
and aggravate the welfare of future people. Children and people who have not yet 
been born are excluded from political decisions important to their lives. Due to the 
future generations’ lack of influence, current generations have a responsibility to act.

The current generation’s responsibility for the well-being of future generations has 
been used as an argument for an increasing number of legislative and policy measures 
across the world but are rarely followed up in practice.

This book examines when commitments to future generations are followed up in 
practice and in what situations they are not.

A concept of solidarity with future generations is developed and applied to 
four policy areas: the UN 2030 Agenda, national political institutions for future 
generations, constitutions and climate lawsuits, and regulations of economic debt or 
savings for future generations. Germany and Norway are selected as cases to evaluate 
what the commitments might entail in practice.

The book highlights where the gaps emerge, and what needs to be done. The failing 
transition from the global to the national level highlights a need for stronger cosmopolitan 
elements in the international political system. Institutional bindings are generally weak 
at the national level. Financial restrictions show that it is possible to establish strong 
institutional constraints, but the focus on financial resources is too narrow. Both national 
and global institutional bindings must be strengthened to show social solidarity with 
future generations.
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1
INTRODUCTION

 Challenges for future generations

Today’s generations can affect the future ecosystem more than any previ-
ous generations and thereby significantly influence the welfare of future 
people. A study published in Science in 2021 shows this clearly: Thiery 
and his colleagues compared people aged above 55 years with six-year-old 
children in 2020. Under a “current policies” scenario, which is estimated 
to limit global warming to below 3°C by 2100, they project that a six-year-
old child will experience: “Twice as many wildfires and tropical cyclones, 
three times more river floods, four times more crop failures, five times more 
droughts, and 36 times more heat waves relative to the reference person” 
(Thiery et al., 2021, pp. 158–159).

The authors note that limiting the warming to 1.5°C reduces the burdens, 
but it still leaves the younger generations with far more significant burdens 
than the older generations. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) Sixth Assessment Report from 2023 has similar future projections 
of differences in climate exposure for generations born in 1950, 1980, and 
2020 (IPCC, 2023). These well-documented and widely supported projec-
tions highlight a severe threat to the safety of younger generations compared 
to the older generations.

While current generations influence future generations’ welfare, people 
who have not yet been born are excluded from contemporary political de-
cisions which will be important for their lives. As the UN World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development emphasised nearly 40 years ago, “we 
act as we do because we can get away with it: future generations do not 
vote; they have no political or financial power; they cannot challenge our 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003400806-1
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decisions” (WCED, 1987, Chapter 1, No. 25). Due to this combination of 
current generations’ capacity to affect future generations’ welfare more than 
ever and future generations’ lack of influence, political and academic debates 
have arisen about the current generations’ responsibility.

According to the UN Secretary-General, at least 394 General Assembly 
Resolutions explicitly mentioned “future generations” between 1961 and 2023 
(UN Policy Brief, 2023). In addition, commitments to future generations are 
included in UN declarations, Secretary-General reports, and policy briefs, and 
they cut across all issue areas. All these documents show that the norm that to-
day’s generations should take their descendants into account is well established 
in the UN. This norm is also evident within several nation states, where increas-
ingly more political and legal measures are justified with reference to a concern 
for future generations (Dirth & Kormann da Silva, 2022; Linehan & Lawrence, 
2021; Segger et al., 2021).

However, it is also well documented that these commitments are rarely fol-
lowed up in practice. Several analyses show that too little is implemented, too 
slowly, and too late (Thunberg, 2022). One example is the findings from the 
2023 edition of the Production Gap Report (UNEP, 2023). It reveals that the 
20 major fossil-fuel-producing countries in the world plan to produce around 
110% more fossil fuels in 2030 than would be consistent with limiting warm-
ing to 1.5°C, leading to a production gap. The report shows that the coun-
tries’ combined plans will increase global coal production until 2030 and 
global oil and gas production until at least 2050, creating an ever-widening 
production gap for fossil fuels over time (UNEP, 2023).

This well-known discrepancy between commitments to the future and a lack 
of follow-up has led to moral indignation and questions about why the com-
mitments do not lead to actions. In this book, I analyse political and legal meas-
ures where we can find explicitly formulated normative commitments to take 
into account the concerns of future generations in current political decisions. 
The analysis concentrates on four empirical examples:

• The UN 2030 Agenda with the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
• National political institutions for future generations
• National constitutions with protection clauses for future generations
• Regulations of national economic debt or savings for future generations

While the first is at the global level, the remaining three are at the na-
tional level. In these examples, concerns for future generations are expressed 
both globally and nationally, and they show commitments that encompass 
political, legal, and economic policy issues. The empirical studies are from 
Germany and Norway as both are examples of countries that have referred 
to a concern for future generations in these policy areas. These country cases 
allow us to evaluate what such concerns might entail.
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The overarching questions analysed in this book concern when and how 
the commitments to future generations are followed up in practice, and what 
characterises situations where they are not followed up. To what extent and 
how are there differences between Germany and Norway within the four 
policy areas outlined earlier, and what can we learn from comparing them?

To analyse these questions, I have developed a concept of solidarity with 
future generations, which can be operationalised and applied to empirical 
analyses. What it might mean to act in solidarity with future people has been 
discussed previously in few theoretical and philosophical studies. They have 
developed normative concepts and principles that are challenging to apply to 
empirical studies (Bazzani, 2023; Gómez-Franco, 2024; Tong et al., 2023).

It is still unclear what the concept of solidarity with the people of the 
future entails and how such a concept can be applied to empirical studies 
of practical politics. Therefore, this book starts by defining what solidarity 
among contemporaries means and elaborates on how this concept can be 
extended to include young people and people who will be born in the future. 
The aim is to establish a theoretically grounded concept of solidarity with 
future generations that can be applied in empirical studies. To do this, I draw 
on insights from a wide range of studies about future generations including 
political philosophy, political science, law studies, and welfare economics, 
and combine these with a normative-political concept of solidarity. The in-
tention is to improve our understanding of the normative basis for including 
a concern for future generations in current political processes and apply this 
to empirical studies.

This chapter first clarifies what is meant by future generations in this 
book. The second section describes the policy areas where political and legal 
measures are justified by referring to future generations. The third section 
discusses how future generations are often studied from the perspective of in-
tergenerational justice and how a concept of solidarity can contribute to new 
understandings. The fourth section defines solidarity among contemporaries, 
and the fifth elaborates on how solidarity can be extended to include future 
generations. The sixth section discusses democratic myopia, and the seventh 
explains why Germany and Norway are selected as examples. The eighth sec-
tion presents the methodology and the structure of the book.

 Who are the future generations?

When discussing future generations, we often refer to our children and grand-
children, perhaps also great-grandchildren. They are people we have met or 
can easily imagine. People of different ages living together at any given time are 
called overlapping generations.

Future generations can also be understood as people who have not yet been 
born. They are likely to be born but there is uncertainty regarding exactly who, 
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where, and when. They are people we know little or nothing about, beyond 
the fact that they will live in a world we leave behind. In contrast to currently 
living young people, unborn future generations cannot raise their voice. This 
implies current generations’ understandings and decisions are decisive for fu-
ture generations’ welfare.

These two ways of defining future generations overlap and are often used 
interchangeably. In this book, the concept of future generations refers to 
children and young people living today as well as unborn generations. It nei-
ther defines children and young people based on a specific age limit nor the 
number of future unborn generations to include in the analysis. The intention 
is to analyse the extent to which and how contemporary political decisions 
include children and young people with weak political influence as well as 
people who have not yet been born and have no influence. The term inter-
generational relations is also used to describe this relationship, as opposed to 
intragenerational relations, a topic which focuses on relations within genera-
tions (Tremmel, 2009).

Moreover, in the scholarly literature various concerns regarding future 
generations are expressed in terms of future generations’ needs, capabilities, 
welfare, well-being, health, interests, resources, representation, or rights. 
These expressions overlap in practice as they are all concerned with whether 
future people should be given the opportunity to live dignified lives. What 
current generations should ensure so that future generations get these dif-
ferent opportunities depends on the context. This book mainly concentrates 
on discussions about giving future generations representation, rights, and re-
sources. The expression of concern for future generations is used as a general 
reference to the inclusion of young and unborn people in contemporary po-
litical and legal considerations. Many of the fundamental questions discussed 
concern people who have not yet been born.

 Commitments to future generations

An approach to future generations commonly used in political and academic 
debates was set in 1987 by how the UN World Commission on Environment 
and Development defined sustainable development as “Sustainable develop-
ment is development that meets the needs of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 
1987, Chapter 2, No. 1). Sustainable development is connected to long-term 
thinking and commitments to future generations. Accordingly, commitments 
to future generations can be regulated by providing future generations’ rights, 
representation, and resources. The empirical analyses are based on compara-
tive studies of Germany and Norway, and the reasons for selecting these coun-
tries are outlined below. The following four paragraphs present the examples 
studied in each of the empirical chapters of this book, i.e. Chapters 5–8.
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Firstly, commitment to future generations is at the heart of the UN decla-
ration Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment (UN 2030 Agenda, 2015). This was adopted by 193 UN member states 
in 2015. These commitments are integral to the agenda’s 17 SDGs and 169 
associated targets. By encouraging national governments to fulfil the goals 
and targets, the 2030 Agenda can contribute to the implementation of com-
mitments to future generations. This presupposes that the SDGs are met, 
which depends on how the individual nation states translate these goals into 
practical actions (Segger et al., 2021).

Secondly, there are many types of national institutions that take future gen-
erations into account. While these can be categorised in different ways, this 
book distinguishes between two types. One type is established to implement 
the 2030 Agenda with the SDGs. This type of institution does not particu-
larly focus on future generations but offers a broad institutional framework 
for long-term policy. The other type is designed to have a specific mission 
for future generations. According to Dirth and Kormann da Silva (2022), 
16 countries in the world have established this second type of institutions. 
These mainly take the form of committees established within parliamentary 
systems and government bodies, or as independent institutions to represent 
future generations (Brown Weiss, 2021; Tremmel, 2021). Based on their de-
sign and tasks, these two types of institution can be distinct, but in practice, 
they overlap in that both aim to secure a long-term policy. By establishing 
such institutions, countries have committed themselves to taking future peo-
ple’s concerns into account in current policy, and some of them give future 
generations proxy representation.

Thirdly, national constitutions are a modern states’ most important in-
tergenerational contracts. They are intended to endure for many generations 
and can thus be seen as self-imposed political and legal bindings for current 
generations (Gosseries, 2014). Studies show that 30 countries in the world 
have formulated protection clauses for future generations referring to the 
environment and sustainability in their constitutions (Dirth, 2018; Tremmel, 
2006). However, the practical consequences of protection clauses depend on 
whether they are followed up in practice. These clauses have created a new 
arena for both adults and young people defending the rights of future gen-
erations. Setzer and Higham (2022; 2023) registered 2,341 climate litiga-
tions worldwide between 1986 and 2023. Their success or failure can reveal 
whether future generations achieve rights through self-imposed constraints 
on today’s generations.

Fourthly, many countries have high public debts. This means that future 
generations will pay for the current generations’ spendings. Over the past 
two decades, a growing number of countries worldwide have adopted fis-
cal rules, which are long-standing limitations on public budgets. By 2021, 
105 countries had adopted at least one budget rule (Davoodi et al., 2022). 
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Advanced countries, particularly in Europe, are frontrunners in this trend. 
Budget restrictions are often justified with references to self-imposed bindings 
for the sake of future generations. These economic constraints raise questions 
regarding the kind of resources that are transferred between generations.

 Intergenerational justice and solidarity

The responsibility of today’s generations for future generations is often stud-
ied from the perspective of intergenerational justice. Theories of intergenera-
tional justice consider if and how justice can be applied in relations between 
generations with the focus on the uncertainty about the lives of unborn per-
sons, and the lack of reciprocity between generations. The various theories 
offer different normative solutions to these problems, and they thus point in 
different directions (Gosseries & Meyer, 2011).

Within a liberal political tradition, two approaches are particularly use-
ful for discussing how one generation determines the nature of its respon-
sibilities for future generations. One is Rawls’ (1971, 2001) proposal for 
justice as impartiality, while the other is Gosseries’ (2011) theories of inter-
generational reciprocity. Both are contractual approaches to intergenera-
tional justice founded on theories of justice between contemporaries and 
adapted to justice between current and future generations. They are chosen 
because they offer judgements about principles of intergenerational justice. 
Rawls’ contribution was one of the earliest in the debate on intergenera-
tional justice and has influenced subsequent debate on the topic. Gosseries’ 
contribution offers useful discussions on how reciprocity can be redefined 
as indirect reciprocity. While Gosseries does not discuss solidarity, reci-
procity is, as discussed in the next section, a core dimension of the concept 
of solidarity with future generations.

These theories provide us with abstract principles of justice that can be 
applied in different contexts that extend globally and include future genera-
tions. Studies of intergenerational justice are thus a good starting point for 
analysing the concern for future generations as they generally capture the un-
certainties, complexities, and tensions underlying these concerns (Lawrence, 
2014; Tremmel, 2009). They are, however, insufficient to analyse collective 
commitments to the future and how they are implemented in practice, which 
is central to the consideration of future generations.

We need more practical analytical tools that can be applied in empirical 
analyses. Accordingly, this book develops a concept of solidarity with future 
generations as the main analytical tool and applies it to the four policy ex-
amples mentioned earlier. Justice is a part of the concept of solidarity, but 
solidarity is more comprehensive. Like some approaches to justice, solidar-
ity assumes equality and reciprocity between people, but it is more binding 
(Habermas, 2015). Solidarity encompasses social norms and practices that 
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are ensured and maintained through legal and political institutions (Banting 
& Kymlicka, 2017).

This combination of social norms with political and institutional bindings 
defines social solidarity in this book. Appeals to showing social solidarity are 
calls for action to correct injustice. With this book, I aim to contribute to po-
litical and academic debates by combining the scholarly literature on future 
generations with that on solidarity.

 Solidarity

Solidarity is a central concept in political thinking, but there is no standard 
definition. The interpretation fluctuates depending on the context in which the 
concept is used and the understanding of the involved actors (Stjernø, 2005). 
This book’s understanding of solidarity builds on theories that emphasise 
how solidarity among contemporaries is based on shared commitments of a 
community, which goes beyond both self-interests and rights-based humani-
tarian obligations (Banting & Kymlicka, 2017; Habermas, 2015; Stjernø, 
2005). Solidarity requires more of the individual actors than a pooling of 
interests and involves more than justice. It requires a form of political com-
munity based on expectations of reciprocity.

I define solidarity by making a distinction between two dimensions that, in 
combination, constitute the concept. The first dimension of solidarity is reci-
procity and mutual obligations among equal individuals with shared values, 
goals, or interests (Stjernø, 2005). This concerns ideas, attitudes, and motiva-
tion. In simple terms this means that “one day you need help, another day I 
need help.” As we do not know when each of us will need help, we support 
each other in solidarity. The second dimension of solidarity is people’s will-
ingness to enter collective binding constraints through institutions (Banting & 
Kymlicka, 2017). This is the implementation of commitments in practice – in 
the form of institutional bindings. These bindings can be amendments of exist-
ing institutions or the establishment of new institutions. Institutions are defined 
as a combination of a meaning structure that explains and justifies the rules of 
conduct and a resource structure that makes it possible to act according to the 
rules (March & Olsen, 1995).

Moreover, I study macro-level solidarity, mainly at the nation state level, 
where people do not meet face to face but still imagine a sense of community 
that solidarity requires (Anderson, 1991). National solidarity encompasses 
all members of a political community within the borders of nation states. At 
the national level, there are legal and political institutions ensuring that the 
ideas and motivations for commitments are realised in practice. Today’s cross-
border challenges create a need to discuss how solidarity can be extended to 
cover the world. This would be a cosmopolitan solidarity involving notions 
of a community encompassing all people around the globe (Jakobsen, 2009). 
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There are no global institutions which correspond to the national institutions, 
but there are institutions such as the UN, the International Court of Justice, 
and the European Court of Human Rights.

 Solidarity with future generations

My aim is to elaborate on theoretically grounded normative arguments about 
how this two-dimensional concept of solidarity can be extended to include 
people who will be born in the future. This means the inclusion of people 
who have not yet been born and therefore cannot give anything back, and 
there is no equality between generations.

To the first dimension of solidarity, reciprocity fails to provide adequate 
justification for our obligations towards future generations. This is thus rede-
fined as indirect reciprocity. This means giving something to a person, but it is 
not necessarily the same person who gives you something in return (Gosseries, 
2011; Tremmel, 2021). In simple terms, it can be formulated as “I help you, 
and someone else within our political community helps me.” Indirect reciproc-
ity can take the form of the current generation transferring something of value 
to its succeeding generation, which the current generation itself has received 
from previous generations.

The second dimension of solidarity is the current generations’ willingness 
to establish self-imposed institutional bindings with long-term goals. Such 
bindings are ways of following up the commitments to take future genera-
tions’ concerns into account. The bindings put institutional constraints on 
political actors to follow an agreed course of action or agreed norms or rules 
(Boston, 2021). Legal and political institutions can help to reduce long-term 
compliance problems by increasing the costs of taking the easy way out. 
This dimension differs from solidarity with contemporaries in that the time 
perspective on the bindings is central. The purpose is to bind political actors 
to follow long-term goals by making it problematic to break with the goals 
without high costs.

The two dimensions must be combined in order to show social solidar-
ity with future generations. To say something more substantial about what 
forms the relations between them in various policy areas, new empirical anal-
yses are conducted in Chapters 5–8.

 Democratic myopia

Crucial for understanding the challenges to long-term policies is the extent 
to which contemporary understandings of time and political institutions are 
designed for solving current problems. The interests of future generations 
often fall short when there are tensions between the interests of current and 
future generations (Caney, 2018; Jones et al., 2018). In democracies, this 
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is described as “democratic myopia,” which is the tendency of short-sight-
edness in both mindset and institutional structures of democratic decision-
making processes (MacKenzie, 2021; Smith, 2021). The mindset involves 
framing, which means choosing some information over others and making 
them more salient to promote a particular problem definition, moral evalua-
tion, and recommendations (Entman, 1993).

Democratic myopia can be understood through at least three key political 
dynamics involving combinations of short-sighted mindsets or frames and 
institutional structures. One is that the electoral terms in most democracies 
are between four and six years. This leads to politicians focusing on the next 
election and preferring short-term decisions at the cost of long-term strate-
gies. To this dynamic, we can add that the electoral calculations of politicians 
often rest on the belief that the voters are short-sighted (Tremmel, 2015), and 
studies show that only a minority of individuals support policies for future 
generations (Busemeyer, 2024).

Another political dynamic is that government departments often work in si-
los and are problematic to coordinate (Schoyen & Takle, 2022). Solving long-
term problems, such as environmental destruction, requires cooperation and 
holistic thinking. This proves challenging to achieve also because politicians 
are responsive to interest groups and powerful lobby groups (Smith, 2021).

A third political dynamic is that democratic institutions are deeply con-
strained and conditioned by global capitalism (Smith, 2021). Governments 
often leave decisions to the market, and this is problematic in terms of future 
challenges because market logic is based on short-term thinking (MacKenzie, 
2021). There is a tendency to discount the future in favour of today. This means 
that measures for progress and return on investment are higher in the short 
term and are therefore more important than what is expected to come in the 
longer term (Maxton & Randers, 2016). Moreover, the “growth paradigm” 
dominates current economic thinking, and this structural incentive makes it 
challenging to follow long-term social and environmental goals within a capi-
talist economy (Büchs & Koch, 2017; Koch, 2023). Finally, economic results 
are used as an indicator of progress in national income accounting. The produc-
tion of goods and services is based on growth and monetary values, while the 
importance of nature is often sidelined (Pascual et al., 2023).

These political dynamics form a backdrop for understanding what shapes 
the relationship between current generations’ commitments to future genera-
tions and the establishment of politically and legally binding institutions.

MacAskill (2022) has called for long-termism in the sense that future peo-
ple count, and that today’s generations can influence their lives. The point 
that today’s generations can affect the people of the future is obvious, but 
what to do about it is more controversial. MacAskill’s (2022) “what to do 
list” is only based on what single individuals can do. This book concentrates 
on commitments to binding collective solutions.
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 Why Germany and Norway?

There are significant social and economic inequalities in the world. These 
differences are closely linked to historical circumstances which have created 
the differences between the global North and South, contemporary produc-
tion systems, and carbon emissions. The richest 1% of the world’s popula-
tion in the global North is responsible for more than twice as much carbon 
pollution as the people who make up the poorest 50% in the global South 
(Thunberg, 2022). Those who suffer most from environmental destruction 
are rarely those who caused it. Moreover, the projected threat to the safety 
of younger generations compared to older generations highlights a particular 
increase in lifetime exposure to extreme events in the Middle East and North 
Africa (Thiery et al., 2021, pp. 158–159).

There is a need for many forms of knowledge in a world with environ-
mental challenges where there are major differences between those respon-
sible for the destruction and those who suffer the most. Climate change and 
biodiversity science are needed. Furthermore, we need knowledge about the 
countries of the global North with a special responsibility to reduce green-
house gas emissions and ensure biological diversity, as was established in the 
principle of “common but differentiated responsibilities” (UN Earth Summit 
in Rio de Janeiro, 1992). This responsibility is an important motivation for 
carrying out empirical studies in Europe.

I have selected Germany and Norway as cases and conduct a comparative 
study. These two countries have been selected because both have apparent 
dilemmas linked to ecological, political, and economic development that re-
quire both immediate solutions and long-term thinking. Moreover, Germany 
and Norway are similar with respect to several topics discussed in this book. 
Both countries are at the forefront of implementing the UN’s SDGs, they 
have a constitutional ecological posterity clause, and self-imposed national 
budget restrictions. These two countries are highly developed welfare states 
and democracies in which public justification and contestation of legislative 
and policy measures are required and expected. At the same time, they differ 
in the political contexts in which the legislative and policy measures are justi-
fied, contested, and implemented.

The German case represents a vital dilemma between the urgent need to 
consider secure alternative energy supplies because of the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022, and the need for long-term thinking to safeguard 
the welfare of future generations. While the German Renewable Energy Law 
from 2000 was a step in the transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy, 
the Energiewende became a key in German climate and environmental pol-
icy after the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011. All major political parties 
agreed to phase out Germany’s nuclear power plants by 2022, and this re-
quired an acceleration in the transition to renewable energy. Internationally, 
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the Energiewende has been celebrated as an image of global leadership in 
climate policy (Schoyen et al., 2022).

However, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine revealed that this policy rested 
on unstable political premises. Gas from Russia was seen as a pure bridge 
technology, compared to nuclear power and coal, until the transition to re-
newable energy sources was completed. Russia was Germany’s leading en-
ergy supplier. In 2021, Russia accounted for 55% of Germany’s gas imports 
(Statista, 2023). With the Russian invasion of Ukraine, a new geopolitical 
aspect entered the debate, in which security, freedom, and sovereignty are 
decisive for political considerations (Wiertz et al., 2023). The Energiewende 
is no longer only about trade-offs between energy supply, climate change, 
and economic and social conditions.

In the German case, the security aspects of the transition to renewable en-
ergy come to the fore. In simple terms, the dilemma consists of the fact that 
if Germany takes security policy considerations into account, it will involve 
expensive energy and increased consumption of fossil fuels, at least in the 
short term. This has led to more significant disagreements about the future 
direction in how to balance energy supply, economy, and security. Today’s 
government is trying both to find alternative energy sources, which also in-
volve fossil fuels such as liquefied natural gas, and to simultaneously acceler-
ate the transition to renewable energy.

The Norwegian case represents an interesting paradox. Internationally, 
Norway aims to take the lead in solving climate and environmental chal-
lenges. At the same time, the country is an important contributor to these 
challenges through its petroleum activities. Norway is the third largest gas 
exporter in the world and the 15th largest oil exporter (Norwegian Petro-
leum, 2023). This production, and the infrastructure supporting it, are of 
considerable importance to the Norwegian state’s income. As summarised in 
a report to the UN Human Rights Council in March 2020,

the Norwegian paradox is that its leadership in addressing the global 
climate emergency is undermined in some areas by its ongoing depend-
ence on a large petroleum industry. Norway is one of the world’s larg-
est exporters of oil and natural gas. The combined value of oil and gas 
represents almost half of the total value of national exports. Emissions 
from this sector have increased substantially since 1992 and exploration 
for additional oil and gas continues, despite clear evidence that if existing 
reserves of oil, gas and coal are burned, the targets established in the Paris 
Agreement cannot be met.

(UN General Assembly, 2020, p. 8)

In the Norwegian case, the challenges to the welfare state come to the fore. 
The country’s most important industry, petroleum activities, is set against one 
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of the most important environmental challenges the world is facing: climate 
change. Within the context of a welfare state economically dependent on in-
come from its large petroleum industry, the Norwegian case throws light on 
how long-term concern for protecting the environment – also for those who 
come after us – conflicts with the challenges it poses to today’s welfare state.

Germany and Norway are interesting examples for studying if and how 
future concerns are integrated into contemporary political decisions. The 
German dilemma is that the transition to renewable energy is based on an un-
certain energy supply, where security policy aspects are central. The Norwe-
gian paradox is based on a double standard, where one favours global climate 
and environmental policy and the other means it is an important contributor 
to fossil fuel extraction and export. Moreover, both countries’ decisions in 
the short and long term will have an impact on other countries. Germany’s 
size and position in the middle of Europe gives the country influence, particu-
larly within the European Union (EU). Although Norway is small, it has the 
world’s largest sovereign wealth fund, and it is a large exporter of gas and oil. 
With its investments in around 9,000 companies worldwide, the fund is the 
largest single owner in the world’s stock markets, owning almost 1.5% of all 
shares in the world’s listed companies (NBIM, 2024). Norway’s oil produc-
tion covers about 2% of the global demand, and its natural gas production 
covers approximately 3%. Norway supplies between 20% and 25% of the 
EU’s and United Kingdom’s gas demand (Norwegian Petroleum, 2024).

Germany is a full member of the EU and is integrated into the European 
Monetary Union with the euro as the common currency. This entails stricter 
legal, political, and economic frameworks for German politics. While Nor-
way is not a member of the EU, the country is integrated in many policy areas 
through the European Economic Area (EEA) agreement.

 Methodology and structure of the book

This book is written as a monograph. The individual chapters are linked and 
form a whole, although each chapter has a list of references. The research 
design involves comparing two countries and four different policy areas: the 
implementation of the UN’s 2030 Agenda, political institutions for future 
generations, constitutions with a protection clause for future generations, 
and budget rules that are based on the consideration of future generations. 
Except for the analysis of the 2030 Agenda, the purpose of these compari-
sons between and within the countries is to analyse the specific challenges 
these countries face and to find the differences between the policy areas. 
Furthermore, based on these empirical analyses, some tentatively general 
conclusions are drawn (Andersen, 2013). The overall aim is to enhance our 
understanding of how current political and legal measures respond to chal-
lenges with an increased need for long-term solutions. The intention is not to 
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predict what will happen in the future. The book addresses today’s solutions, 
or lack thereof, to take account of those who come after us.

The study is based on document analysis. It uses a practice-oriented 
method that discusses arguments and discourses used in the documents 
and the political processes and institutions they are a part of (Asdahl & 
Reinertsen, 2021). The documents are studied as a form of practice and 
what the various actors do with the documents. This involves an assess-
ment of the documents concerning their function in the different political 
processes, such as who writes them, who are the sender and recipient, and 
what actions the documents lead to.

The empirical studies are carried out in the four different policy areas and 
are based on various types of documents. The introductions to each of the 
empirical studies, in Chapters 5–8, present the specific documents that in-
form the analysis in that chapter. Common to all empirical studies is that the 
investigations into indirect reciprocity, the first dimension of solidarity with 
future generations, are based on analyses of commitments expressed in laws, 
political agreements, and declarations. To analyse the extent to which com-
mitments towards future generations are followed up in practice, the second 
dimension of solidarity is investigated, whether and how self-imposed con-
straints entail institutional amendments or the establishment of new institu-
tions. While most documents are official translations into English published 
by the participating actors studied, some documents are unofficial transla-
tions. In cases where I have translated from German or Norwegian into Eng-
lish, this is noted in the reference.

The analysis concentrates on commitments and institutions for future 
generations and does not include explicit justifications related to animals or 
nature itself. These types of considerations are closely connected (Lawrence, 
2022). Humans depend on a well-functioning planet to live, and this also 
includes animals.

The book builds on and further develops my previous work on the topic. 
The analysis of UN Agenda 2030 and future generations is based on an 
article published in International Relations in 2021 (Takle, 2021a). The 
study of German and Norwegian institutionalisation of the implementa-
tion of the UN 2030 Agenda with the SDGs builds on two chapters co-
authored with colleagues and published in Towards Sustainable Welfare 
States in Europe, Social Policy and Climate Change in 2022 (Schoyen & 
Takle, 2022; Schoyen et al., 2022). The study of constitution, protection 
clauses, and lawsuits in Norway further develops two chapters published 
in the edited books Generational Tensions and Solidarity Within Advanced 
Welfare States in 2021 (Takle, 2021b) and Citizenship and Social Exclu-
sion at the Margins of the Welfare State in 2023 (Takle, 2023). The analysis 
of Norwegian savings for future generations further develops an article in 
Environmental Values in 2021 (Takle, 2021c).
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This book is divided into two parts. The first part, Chapters 2–4, defines 
the main theoretical concept used in the book. Chapter 2 discusses how 
the concept of solidarity is understood in central academic contributions 
and clarifies how solidarity is understood in this book. Chapter 3 discusses 
the significance of different understandings of temporality and why this is 
crucial to understanding the phenomena of generations. In Chapter 4, a 
concept of intergenerational solidarity is developed. The book’s second part, 
Chapters 5–8, consists of empirical analyses. Chapter 5 is an analysis of the 
UN 2030 Agenda with the SDGs, Chapter 6 analyses national political in-
stitutions for future generations, Chapter 7 examines national constitutions 
with protection clauses for future generations, and Chapter 8 studies regula-
tions of national economic debt or savings for future generations. Chapter 9 
compares the findings and concludes.
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2
WHAT IS SOLIDARITY?

 Introduction

While there is no universally accepted, standard definition of solidarity, some 
core ideas indicate what the concept entails. Solidarity is based on equality be-
tween members of a community. Solidarity should, therefore, be distinguished 
from charity or care because these are based on hierarchical and vertical re-
lationships between individuals and can be understood in terms of morality 
(Habermas, 2015). Furthermore, solidarity is based on the idea that equal 
individuals should support one another to achieve something collectively and 
that no one should be left behind or disadvantaged (Lynch et al., 2018).

Solidarity can take many forms, such as emotional or financial support 
or collective actions to solve common social, economic, or political issues. 
Moreover, solidarity is often associated with classes, religious groups, social 
movements, and local communities, where individuals meet and work to-
gether for a common cause or to promote social justice (Lynch et al., 2018). 
We can also find solidarity on a macro level in society, such as the nation 
state, where people imagine a sense of community (Anderson, 1991).

This book examines macro-level solidarity, mainly at the national level, 
and it discusses how solidarity can be extended to the global level and across 
generations. At the macro level, where people do not meet face to face, soli-
darity requires a willingness to institutionalise collective action.

The first section of this chapter presents the two dimensions of solidar-
ity, and the second section discusses how solidarity is a project for change. 
The third section considers what distinguishes solidarity from justice. The 
fourth section elaborates on the relations between solidarity and constitu-
tions, the fifth discusses how social norms and practices are inherent in 
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solidarity, and the sixth discusses what solidarity can mean in diverse socie-
ties. The final section reflects upon the relations between nation states and 
cosmopolitanism.

 Two core dimensions of solidarity

This book makes a distinction between two dimensions of solidarity, that, in 
combination, constitute the concept of solidarity. The first dimension con-
sists of ideas, attitudes, and motivation. These concern reciprocity and mutual 
obligations among equal individuals with shared values, goals, or interests 
(Stjernø, 2005). Reciprocity presupposes a community that lasts over a certain 
period. Those who contribute to the community will change over time, and 
nobody knows what obligations will arise, as this depends on what is required 
to achieve something collectively. Such ideas are expressed in commitments in 
the form of laws, political agreements, and declarations.

The second dimension of solidarity is a willingness to establish institutional 
bindings as one form of collective action. Dependent on their strength, institu-
tional bindings put constraints on political actors to follow an agreed course of 
action or agreed norms or rules. They are the implementation of commitments 
in practice. These bindings can be amendments of existing institutions or the 
establishment of new institutions. While there are legal and political institu-
tions ensuring that the commitments are realised in practice at the national 
level, there are no corresponding global institutions. Institutions at the global 
level comprise the UN, human rights institutions, the International Court of 
Justice, the European Court of Human Rights, and the UN 2030 Agenda.

Solidarity implies that people agree on social norms and practices that are 
ensured and maintained through legal and political institutions. Both dimen-
sions must thus be fulfilled to show social solidarity.

By applying these two solidarity dimensions, we simultaneously empha-
sise the institutions’ role in shaping solidarity at the macro level. In this 
regard, we can draw on an institutional approach to public policy processes 
(Hill, 2013). The institutionalist approach of March and Olsen (1995) is 
useful in the way they use the term institution both for ideas (e.g. the idea of 
a government and a parliament) and for the concrete, practical organisation 
according to the ideas (e.g. what we know as the government and parlia-
ment in Norway and Germany). Institutions consist of a meaning structure, 
which explains and justifies the rules of conduct, and a resource structure, 
which makes it possible to act according to the rules (March & Olsen, 
1995). While the meaning structure governs and legitimises the practice in 
the institution, the resource structure consists of houses, equipment, people 
and, not least, budgets (Olsen, 2007).

Accordingly, in analyses of solidarity at the macro level the meaning struc-
ture refers to social norms of reciprocity and mutual obligations among equal 
individuals with shared values, goals, or interests, while the resource structure 
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is a willingness to enter collective binding obligations realised through the 
amendments or establishment of new formal institutional structures. The di-
mensions are realised in several different combinations, which take different 
forms depending on the context of solidarity and the involved actors’ under-
standing. However, analyses of more dramatic changes in public policy also 
require attention to the country context in which the institutions exist (Hill, 
2013), and we return to this in Chapter 4.

The following sections discuss central themes in the literature on solidar-
ity, and theories about the social norms and political processes form the 
relationship between the two dimensions.

 Solidarity as a project for change

Appeals for solidarity are a call for change in situations where there is a lack 
of trust, unfair shares of responsibility or if there are inequalities. Habermas 
(2015) discusses this theme in order to obtain European solidarity. He high-
lights the need to fulfil two dimensions. One is that solidarity exists within 
the framework of what he calls a political context of life, which in practice is 
a political community. The other is trust in a form of reciprocity, guaranteed 
through legally organised relationships (Habermas, 2015). Solidarity is a po-
litical concept that requires political and legal institutions.

Habermas has a discourse-theoretical approach to solidarity. He empha-
sises how solidarity refers to the capacity of persons to form and sustain 
meaningful intersubjective connections with one another as the basis for their 
mutual communicative actions. In Habermas’ (1997, 2015) terminology, the 
range of connection from the level of lifeworld communication is transferred 
to that of the political system based on deliberative institutions. Solidarity is 
therefore rooted in the capacity of individuals to coordinate their attitudes 
and actions through a range of reciprocal relationships.

Moreover, Habermas (2015) argues explicitly that appeals for solidarity 
concern correcting a disorder or injustice within the framework of a political 
order. He emphasises this argument, especially in connection with the European 
Union (EU), which he sees as a bearer of post-national solidarity and a vehicle 
for cosmopolitan ideas and solidarity. Habermas’ concept of solidarity can be 
both national and post-national. The underlying social norm is that solidarity 
is something that is aimed at, something that must be achieved but is not fully 
there. The call for solidarity is a response to something missing and a call for 
action to rectify this situation. It has a forward-looking character.

 What distinguishes solidarity from justice?

Solidarity entails more substantial obligations than justice. Habermas’ (2015) 
political concept of solidarity offers a theoretical basis for this argument. More 
specifically, Habermas (2015, pp. 3–28) defines solidarity by delineating the 
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concept from other related concepts. He argues that solidarity must be dis-
tinguished from justice, both in its moral and legal meaning. Moral and legal 
norms are perceived as “just” when they regulate practices that are in the 
equal interest of all affected. This means that the obligation to show solidar-
ity must be distinguished from both moral and legal obligations. While moral 
commands should be obeyed out of respect for the underlying norm itself, the 
citizen’s obedience to the law is conditioned by the sanctioning power of the 
state ensuring general compliance (Habermas, 2015).

Solidarity is more comprehensive than justice, Habermas argues. When 
he defines what this more can be, he argues that solidarity is related to Sittli-
chkeit or ethical life. He exemplifies this with reference to family ties, which 
presuppose mutual commitments that go beyond what one would be obli-
gated to either by morality or by law. Ethical obligations are rooted in the 
bonds of a pre-existing community. In families or other communities based 
on Sittlichkeit, the motivation for mutual obligations will be based on the 
trust in this reciprocity over time. Habermas (2015) assumes that the con-
fidence in this reciprocity over time means the ethical obligations coincide 
with the actors’ medium- or long-term interests.

Habermas (2015) also delineates solidarity from ethical obligations, as 
these are rooted in ties of antecedent-existing communities, as we can find in 
family ties. He argues that solidarity cannot rely on pre-political communities. 
He has a modern concept of politics. As we return to in Chapter 3, national 
traditions are often based on ideas of a common ancestry originating from 
pre-modern ethnic identities and traditions (Smith, 1995). At the nation state 
level, Habermas (2015) thinks nationalism obscures this distinction between 
pre-political communities and solidarity as a political concept. Habermas is 
critical of emphasising the importance of such pre-political historical tradi-
tions for today’s national political community. In contrast, solidarity pre-
supposes political contexts of life that rest on a legal framework. Habermas 
(2015) thus defines solidarity as a concept linked to legally organised political 
communities. These can be at different levels, and, in our context, we discuss 
national and cosmopolitical solidarity.

 Solidarity and constitutions

Constitutions are meant to place certain questions beyond the reach of a 
simple majority. Most written constitutions are difficult to change, as they 
often require legislative supermajorities, concurrent majorities of different 
legislative houses, and/or legislative majorities in two consecutive parlia-
ments (Tremmel, 2017). Such bindings are decisive for solidarity as a guar-
antee of confidence in reciprocity and maintaining mutual obligations over 
time. This presupposes a political context of life, which in the contemporary 
world is in nation states.



What Is Solidarity? 25

The way in which Habermas (1997) references the notion of constitutional 
patriotism in several contexts may help us understand the political founda-
tion for solidarity. Constitutional patriotism refers to a shared attachment 
to universalistic principles, such as human rights and popular sovereignty, 
which are inherent in the idea of constitutional democracy. His argument 
is that “democratic citizenship need not be rooted in the national identity 
of a people. However, regardless of the diversity of different forms of life, it 
does require that every citizen be socialised into a common political culture” 
(Habermas, 1997, p. 500). The political culture was formed within the frame-
work of the historically established nation states and the national conscious-
ness (Habermas, 2015). Therefore, constitutional patriotism presupposes that 
national institutions enforce these universal principles.

To explain why solidarity has become a principle of social order in the 
modern state, it is fruitful to supplement Habermas’ approach with discus-
sions of how Preuss (1999) understands solidarity. In common with Haber-
mas, Preuss (1999) argues that solidarity is a modern concept which is not 
based on pre-political communities. He contends that the concept of solidarity 
unites two forms of relations among people: Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft. 
This distinction is based on Tönnies’ concepts which can be translated as com-
munity and society (Preuss, 1999). On the one hand, solidarity includes duties 
of care nurtured in Gemeinschaft-like types of communities such as families. 
The relations are based on a feeling of sympathy among members. On the 
other hand, these duties are directed towards people who do not meet face 
to face and are implemented in Gesellschaft-like kinds of communities based 
on modern institutions. Solidarity can thus be understood as institutionalised 
reciprocity which combines feelings of sympathy in line with Gemeinschaft-
like types of communities with modern institutions based on Gesellschaft-like 
kinds of communities (Preuss, 1999).

This combination is enshrined in the institutions of contemporary nation 
states. Within nation states, rights and duties are mediated through state insti-
tutions, which are bound by the basic principles of constitutionalism (Preuss, 
1999). The most important principles are legal rights and the connected con-
cepts of an independent judiciary, the separation of powers, and equality before 
the law. These principles are based on the idea that all forms of governmental 
power, also a majority in the parliament, are subject to important substantive 
limitations. The main point is that the constitution places restrictions on the 
powers of the legislature to preserve the fundamental freedoms of individuals.

 Social norms and practices

To understand solidarity among contemporaries, we need to explore in more 
detail which social norms and practices motivate people to act in solidar-
ity. We thereby turn to how Stjernø (2005, 2015) has usefully traced the 
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way the concept of solidarity has been used in three significant traditions of 
European thinking: classical sociology, socialist theory, and Christian social 
ethics. More precisely, he studies the history of the idea of solidarity, and 
how it is expressed with different words or functional equivalents such as 
fraternity, brotherhood, unity, and community. Against this background, 
Stjernø argues that concepts and words must be understood in the light of 
the conceptual, political, and historical contexts they appear. He shows this 
in practice through empirical studies of documents from political parties in 
Western Europe in the late nineteenth century and the twentieth century.

Stjernø draws attention to political actors’ willingness to impose political 
bindings on themselves. His main concern is the establishment and change 
of specific institutionalised political concepts of solidarity, and this concern 
is reflected in how he defines solidarity. “Solidarity implies a readiness for 
collective action and a will to institutionalise that collective action through 
the establishment of rights and citizenship” (Stjernø, 2005, p. 2). He distin-
guishes between four dimensions of the concept of solidarity: the foundation 
of solidarity, the objective of solidarity, the boundaries of solidarity, and the 
collective orientation.

By conducting empirical studies of political parties in Western Europe, 
Stjernø (2005) shows how various combinations of these dimensions have 
created different forms of solidarity throughout history. He concludes that 
the various form combinations depend on the context and the actors in-
volved. Stjernø (2005) developed his concept of solidarity through historical 
observations of how solidarity was built and institutionalised in the nine-
teenth century during the transition to industrial society, and in the twen-
tieth century when relatively stable and homogeneous nation states were 
established in Europe.

 Solidarity in diverse societies

How can a concept of solidarity be defined and adapted to the culturally 
diverse societies of the twenty-first century? To answer this question, it is 
useful to turn to how Banting and Kymlicka (2017) develop and apply a con-
cept of solidarity adapted to today’s diverse societies. Their point of depar-
ture is their observation of a general worry about the impact of ethnic and 
religious diversity on solidarity. They take a normative stance and explore 
the potential sources of support for inclusive solidarity. Their initial ques-
tion is: “What types of political communities, political agents and political 
institutions and policies serve to sustain solidarity in contexts of diversity?” 
(Banting & Kymlicka, 2017, p. 2).

Banting and Kymlicka (2017) define solidarity as two key features. The 
first is a set of attitudes and motivations, while the second concentrates on 
national solidarity. Regarding the first key feature, they emphasise attitudes 
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of mutual acceptance, cooperation, and mutual support in time of need. 
Moreover, they emphasise that the need for mutual obligations towards fel-
low citizens is critical in times of growing diversity. This aligns with Haber-
mas’ and Stjernø’s belief that neither self-interest nor justice is sufficient to 
maintain solidarity in a modern society.

The second key feature of Banting and Kymlicka’s solidarity concept con-
centrates on national solidarity. They define themselves in the well-known 
tradition of Emile Durkheim, who pointed to solidarity as the glue that 
binds society together and prevents it from disintegrating. The two authors 
emphasise the importance of studying national solidarity in contrast to the 
many solidarity studies which have focused on local communities, social 
movements, and marginalised groups. Banting and Kymlicka (2017) per-
ceive solidarity as a set of attitudes consisting of mutual concern and obli-
gations people have as members of a society. These attitudes appeal to an 
image of a decent, good, or just society and are rooted in an ethic of mem-
bership (Banting & Kymlicka, 2017).

The two authors explicitly avoid the debate about whether this way of un-
derstanding solidarity could be cosmopolitan and thus applied to all humans. 
They only point to the fact that all existing welfare states build on bounded 
national solidarity. Moreover, they argue that bounded solidarity is needed 
to “motivate people to accept obligations beyond duties of rescue and hu-
manitarian needs” (Banting & Kymlicka, 2017, p. 6). They may be correct in 
this, but it is not sufficient for understanding the challenges in today’s world, 
where nation states face challenges they cannot solve alone. Regional and 
global challenges make it necessary to explore how a concept of solidarity 
can be developed across space and beyond current time. In this connection, 
Brunkhorst (2005) discusses whether democratic solidarity is a sufficient con-
cept to apply at the level of global society. His main argument is that there 
will be no global solidarity without developing democratic self-governance 
beyond the nation state. This should be developed within a global commu-
nity under the law (Brunkhorst, 2005).

A challenge to these theoretical contributions is that they hardly discuss 
the interaction between environmental limitations and social conditions. As 
Vetlesen (2019) shows, for example, central works by Habermas overlook 
nature-related as opposed to society-related aspects of capitalist modernity. 
Vetlesen’s point is that the economy is a subsystem of the ecosystem, and that 
the ecosystem is finite. The pattern of scarcity has changed from man-made 
to natural capital (Vetlesen, 2019). The same applies to the other theoretical 
contributions discussed earlier. Such a neglect of environmental conditions is 
insufficient to understand today’s societal development. Ecological destruc-
tion, the scarcity of nature, and nature as the basis for all human activity are 
essential premises for this book’s proposal for a concept of solidarity with 
future generations in Chapter 4.
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 Nation states and cosmopolitanism

Nation states are the most important political units in the contemporary 
world. They form how we think and talk about the world, as made up of 
sovereign nation states and the relations among them as international rela-
tions (Calhoun, 1997). The notion of sovereign states can be dated back 
to the mid-seventeenth century with the creation of the Westphalian order. 
This order established a principle for how states relate to each other. Na-
tionalism that emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries worldwide 
strengthened the internal collective identity of the states and reinforced the 
divisions between them externally (Elias, 1989). The Westphalian political 
order, in combination with nationalism, forms the basis of current interna-
tional relations.

This political order is challenged by global processes, including fast-paced 
international trade and financial exchanges as well as new communication 
technology that transfers information in real time. Networks between people 
and cultures are spreading and becoming ever faster and broader. These pro-
cesses do not represent fundamental changes but can instead be understood 
as more of the same and at a faster speed. They build on an understanding 
that we live in a world society where closed, demarcated political units are 
impossible. This involves global interactions and trade, which is not a new 
phenomenon (Beck, 2006).

According to Jakobsen (2009), two characteristics of globalisation form 
the unique experience of our time, which are essential for understanding 
how the global Westphalian order is being challenged. Firstly, it means that 
the borders of the nation states are perforated, as new challenges cut across 
national borders and must be solved globally. Secondly, new supranational 
institutions, laws, and agreements are created above the nation states. They 
intend to coordinate political processes globally and undermine the nation 
states’ sovereignty (Jakobsen, 2009).

These two characteristics are decisive for contemporary discussions about 
cosmopolitanism. Many scholarly contributions that advance cosmopolitan 
ideas can be seen as the normative responses to these challenges of globalisa-
tion (Beck, 2006; Habermas, 2008; Held, 2010; Jakobsen, 2009). Cosmopoli-
tanism is an idea linked to the Greek word kosmopolitēs which means “citizen 
of the world.” The basic idea is that moral obligations are based on humanity 
and independent of race, gender, nationality, ethnicity, culture, religion, po-
litical affiliation, or state citizenship (Brown & Held, 2010). Moreover, these 
ideas imply that individuals should be united in one single community. Vari-
ous versions of cosmopolitanism envision this community differently, some 
focusing on political institutions, others on moral norms or relationships.

Since the Second World War, cosmopolitanism has reflected normative 
ideas about how to implement new supranational institutions to supplement 
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or replace the Westphalian order of sovereign states. This often means re-
forming the world’s political order so that states and other political units 
are brought under the authority of supranational agencies (Beitz, 2010). The 
most apparent cosmopolitan institutions were mentioned earlier: the UN, 
human rights institutions, and the International Court of Justice. They show 
that we have duties towards people outside the historically based nation state 
borders. In Europe, individuals can bring their states to the European Court 
of Human Rights for human rights violations as enshrined in the European 
Convention on Human Rights. One example at the regional level is the EU, 
which is a supranational union where EU law precedes national legislation.

Nation state politics and cosmopolitanism are two normative ideas of how 
to respond to contemporary challenges based on different understandings of 
solidarity. According to the ideal type, national solidarity is based on iden-
tification and reciprocity among equal citizens within a nationwide society. 
This kind of solidarity is based on an objective of national unity and well-
being for citizens within a bounded community. The boundaries of national 
solidarity distinguish all citizens in the nation state from others. National 
solidarity has a strong collective orientation based on ideals of self-imposed 
bindings through constitutions.

According to the ideal type, cosmopolitan solidarity is based on universal 
identification and reciprocity among equal people in the world. Solidarity 
includes all individuals, and the objective is to create a good society or world 
for everyone. There are no boundaries, and cosmopolitan solidarity encom-
passes all human beings. Cosmopolitan solidarity has a weak collective ori-
entation built on ideals of justice among people based on human rights and 
supranational institutions (Takle, 2018).

In practice national and cosmopolitan solidarity often appear simultane-
ously and in various combinations. By investigating how national politics 
and cosmopolitanism are combined in practice, we might reveal something 
new about today’s challenges, and horizons for future thinking.

 Summary

• Solidarity is defined in terms of a distinction between two dimensions of 
solidarity, that, in combination, constitute the concept of solidarity.

• The first dimension is ideas of reciprocity and mutual obligations among 
equal individuals with shared values, goals, or interests.

• The second dimension is a willingness to enter collective binding obliga-
tions through formal institutions.

• These dimensions reflect the relations between meaning structure and 
ideals on the one hand and resource structure and practice on the other.

• Appeals for solidarity are calls for change in situations where there is a 
lack of trust, unfair shares of responsibility or if there are inequalities.
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• Solidarity is more comprehensive than justice and presupposes political 
contexts of life that are legally organised.

• Constitutions are decisive for solidarity, as they place restrictions on the 
powers of the legislative and provide confidence in reciprocity and mutual 
obligations over time.

• Nation state politics and cosmopolitanism are two normative responses to 
contemporary global challenges.

• National solidarity is based on identification and reciprocity among equal 
citizens within a national community.

• Cosmopolitan solidarity is based on universal identification and reciprocity 
among equal people in the world.
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3
TEMPORALITY, NARRATIVES, 
AND GENERATIONS

 Introduction

Rapid climate changes and reduced biodiversity have led to new conceptu-
alisations of the relations between environment, society, and time. In a col-
loquial way, this is often formulated as we are running out of time or that 
the future is now. Human impact on the earth’s system requires new ways of 
understanding history to take geological time into account. The argument is 
linked to the conceptualising of Anthropocene as the geological age: “(….) a 
time in which human activity has radically altered the planet’s climate, atmos-
phere, biodiversity, chemistry, and geology” (Eriksen et al., 2023, pp. 10–11). 
Anthropocene is a general term used in many academic disciplines and public 
debates, and it can thus be seen as an umbrella concept that can be used to 
raise debates about rapid environmental destruction (Eriksen et al., 2023).

In a broad sense, this book can be placed in this trend where new relation-
ships between time, environmental destruction, and societal changes are dis-
cussed. In this book, these relationships are narrowed down to how current 
generations consider how we leave the world to future generations. It concerns 
if and how today’s generations include the future consequences of contempo-
rary decisions. The time aspect is crucial. It applies to how we relate to the 
future in the present and how the past sets the conditions for what we do or 
do not do. This chapter concentrates on how the social organisation of time is 
associated with territorial and administrative boundaries (Elias, 1988).

This chapter’s first section distinguishes between three main understandings 
of temporality: clock time, event time, and natural time. The second section 
discusses how narratives are one of our most important ways of organising our 
perception of time. In the third section, different understandings of temporality 
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and narratives are brought together through the concept of framing. The fourth 
section discusses nationalism and temporality, and the fifth discusses cosmo-
politanism and temporality. The sixth section presents different approaches to 
studies of generations, and the final section elaborates on how future genera-
tions can be combined with these various approaches to generations and ar-
gues that future generations should be added to this list of generational studies.

 Perceptions of temporality

In the social sciences, temporality refers to the human perception of time and 
the political and social organisation of time (Kverndokk & Eriksen, 2021). 
The perception of time refers to various ways of approaching the relationships 
between past, present, and future. In modern societies, the time of the clock 
governs our actions. Clock time is a linear time where every second, minute, 
hour, day, week, month, and year can be counted. Time is homogeneous as 
every time unit is equal; a minute is always a minute, and one minute relates to 
the next minute. Clock time is thus called empty or mechanical time (Wyller, 
2011). Clock time is continuous, abstract, and universal. It is the same world-
wide, and we operate in different time zones. These features make clock time 
a practical instrument to synchronise people in larger communities than those 
with whom one has direct contact (Elias, 1988). Clock time is a relatively 
new invention. The introduction of clock time was decisive for the industrial 
revolution and the creation of nation states (Gellner, 1983).

While clock time has taught us punctuality and the synchronisation of our 
actions in modern times, our lives are not guided by the clock alone (Elias, 
1988). We also live in a time of events, where events determine our under-
standing of time. Event time is qualitative. This perception of time is con-
nected to the individual event, as event time is heterogeneous and thus differs 
depending on the event in question. Events have their own inherent pace, 
which is different if you, for example, are running to catch a bus or waiting 
for a bus. Moreover, event time is discrete, concrete, and locally adapted to 
the particular place where the event takes place (Elias, 1988).

These different perceptions of time are decisive for how we organise ourselves 
in societies.

Concerning clock time, an external clock determines when a task begins 
and ends. For example, we have lunch between 1 pm and 2 pm, and the meet-
ing lasts from 2 pm to 3 pm. Based on an event time, tasks will be planned 
in relation to other tasks, and a task is finished when it is perceived as com-
pleted. We eat lunch when we are hungry, and the meeting lasts until the task 
is completed or the problem is solved. While clock time is important for con-
tinuously synchronising people’s lives, event time is without a strict timetable.

Event time can be associated with what is called natural time. Natural 
time follows the rhythm of the sun and the seasons. These rhythms structure 
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time in terms of a regular recurrence. Natural time is circular and based on 
repetitions, such as the sun’s rising and setting each day (Eriksen, 1999).

 Temporality in narratives

What are narratives doing for us? Abbott (2015) points out that they do many 
things, but if we must choose one answer above all others, “narrative is the 
principal way in which our species organizes its understanding of time” (Abbott, 
2015, p. 3). Narratives give us the tools to grasp the world in time, and they give 
us a frame or a context.

Both clock time and natural time provide a grid of regular intervals. In 
clock time, these grids are seconds, minutes, hours, etc. In natural time, the 
grids consist of the passage of the sun, the cycles of the seasons and similar 
phenomena in nature. Within these grids we can locate events. The grids cre-
ate the time order, but neither the clock nor natural time organise the narra-
tive. By creating narratives, a sequence is introduced that is linked to events.

The main point is that the narrative can shape time according to human 
priorities (Abbott, 2015). The narrative creates sequences that are constructed 
from events and anchored in the grid of clock time or natural time. Through 
the narrative, we prioritise which events are essential and leave out others of 
lesser importance. Narrative selects the events that appear as links in a chain.

Narratives shape time as a succession of events, and the events give shape to 
and dominate our sense of time. We can add greater complexity to the narrative 
through an accumulation of events. This slows down the narrative time. We 
can also make narrative time go fast in terms of clock time if, for example, the 
narrative structure stretches over many years (Abbott, 2015).

In our daily lives, in the public sphere and in politics, we combine various 
understandings of time. One example from our daily lives is how Kverndokk 
and Eriksen (2021) study climate change temporalities in vernacular, popular, 
and scientific discourse. The authors explore a fine-grained system of various 
time concepts useful for cultural studies such as timescales, time spans, inter-
vals, rhythms, cycles, and changes in accelerations. They discuss how various 
conceptions of time are helpful for understanding the social and political con-
sequences of climate change (Kverndokk & Eriksen, 2021).

In the public sphere, one example is how Ytterstad and Bødker (2022) 
show how climate journalists use the green shift to circumvent the challenge 
that climate change has a long-term horizon and is global. They show how 
journalism on climate change constructs temporal frames where local events 
and their temporality are identified and communicated. Borgen-Eide (2024) 
shows how climate narratives in the media are used to take the reader into 
climatically changed futures. She shows how narratives connect various pos-
sible outcomes to various places and to future generations, thereby bringing 
social futures to life. In Norway, we find various narratives in the media in 
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which temporality is linked to oil production and the green shift (Borgen-
Eide & Ytterstad, 2020).

Regarding politics, Reinhart Koselleck (1989) shows how different under-
standings of time lie above and below each other as time layers. What he calls 
historical time arose around the end of the eighteenth century. Historical 
time is a secular time with a linear direction, like clock time, combined with 
a narrative. According to Koselleck, the Enlightenment’s belief in progress 
was decisive for the linear form of historical awareness. Through the idea of 
progress, the circular view of history as repeating the same events was aban-
doned. Instead, the future became an open horizon for entirely new things to 
happen. The faith of progress is a modern notion based on historical times. It 
has had significant impact on modern people’s social, political, and economic 
thinking. Climate change and reduced biodiversity represent a break with the 
belief in progress.

This new understanding of progress, Koselleck argues, created changes 
in the understanding of the past. Koselleck’s thesis is that an open future 
leads to a variable past. The meaning of not only the present but also the 
past is changing as time goes by (Koselleck, 1989). The point is that humans 
give the past meaning, and the past is not understood as a succession of 
recurring natural events. History is our present past, and each generation 
defines its own past. Writing history equals constructing narratives. We give  
meaning to historical events by inserting them into narratives. We will 
 return to this in discussions of nationalism and temporality.

 Framing – selections and salience

These different understandings of temporality and narratives can be brought 
together in a concept of framing. Framing is an analytical tool that can be 
used to place short messages into a larger context. The concept of framing 
refers to people’s interpretive schemes for making sense of social reality and 
motivating them to take various actions (Goffman, 1974).

According to Entman (1993), framing involves selection and salience. 
Framing is about choosing some items of information over others and mak-
ing them more salient in terms of more notable, meaningful, and memorable 
to audiences. Frames call attention to some aspects and obscure others, Ent-
man notes, and the way in which a case is framed can lead to different reac-
tions among audiences.

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 
more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a par-
ticular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 
treatment recommendation for the item described.

(Entman, 1993, p. 52, emphasis in original)
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This definition of framing is useful as a methodological approach in empiri-
cal studies of which narratives are highlighted in different situations, and how 
time is perceived. Entman emphasises that frames have at least four locations 
in a communication process. Firstly, communicators use framing judgements 
to decide what to say. Secondly, the text contains frames which are manifested 
by keywords, phrases, sources of information, etc. Thirdly, the receiver’s think-
ing may or may not be guided by the same framing intention as communicator 
and the text. Fourthly, the culture contains the set of common frames in the 
discourse and thinking of people in a grouping (Entman, 1993).

Different frames arise in different communication contexts. In political 
studies, for example, analyses of frames can show the background for po-
litical decisions and whether new interpretive schemes develop over time 
(Henningsen & Takle, 2024). As we shall see, this is crucial for how nation-
alism and cosmopolitanism relate to temporality.

 Nationalism and temporality

The introduction of clock time was decisive in organising nation states by mak-
ing it possible to synchronise people’s actions in large communities (Eriksen, 
1999). But the national community is also built on narratives, and just as there 
are many different nation states, the narratives about them differ. Nevertheless, 
the different national narratives have some common frames.

According to Anderson (1991), the notion of a national community is based 
on parallelism or simultaneity. In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, 
the production of watches, serially published newspapers, and novels made it 
possible to coordinate actions. Anderson (1991) argues that print capitalism 
made it possible for people to think of themselves as part of a community that 
lived parallel lives with others. One could be aware of sharing a language, 
religion, customs, and traditions with others without expecting to meet them. 
National narrative was built on simultaneous actions in homogeneous, empty, 
or clock time.

However, Anderson (1991) also emphasises how the national imagination 
is built on narratives, prioritising events within a homogeneous clock time. In 
Europe, these narratives are about nations awakening from sleep. The national 
community rediscovered something deep down, such as language, which cre-
ated continuity with the past. Nations, like modern persons, Anderson notes, 
create narratives about a life based on documentary evidence, which show a 
form of continuity on which one can create an identity. As the past cannot be 
remembered, it must be narrated. These narratives, like novels and newspa-
pers, are based on historical time (Anderson, 1991).

Similarly, Smith (1995; 2008) emphasises that the central concept to the 
national myth is that nations have existed since time immemorial and must 
be revived from a long sleep. He argues that a nation’s power lies within this 
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reawakening narrative. Smith (2008) also points to how the significance of 
particular years is subordinated to the narrative of the nation’s origin. Other 
researchers highlight the nation as an exclusively modern phenomenon that 
was made possible with industrialisation, modernisation, state formation, the 
political interest of elites, etc. (Calhoun, 1997). Gellner (1983) rejects the con-
cept that the nation is an awakening of culture, but he shows how nationalism 
uses historically inherited traditions to justify the nation. When nations refer 
to inherited traditions, he notes, they do so selectively and often change their 
traditions radically (Gellner, 1983).

The intention is not to enter the debate about explanations of the origins 
of nations, but to underscore how nation building selects historical events to 
create narratives about themselves. National frames are fundamentally retro-
spective, in which historical traditions form and justify contemporary under-
standings of national solidarity through narratives.

 Cosmopolitanism and temporality

In common with nationalism, cosmopolitanism builds on historical tradi-
tions. Cosmopolitanism as a history of ideas originates in ancient Greek and 
Roman philosophy and early modern Western political thoughts (Jakobsen, 
2009). However, contemporary understandings of cosmopolitanism can be 
seen as normative responses to the current globalisation processes (Beck, 
2006; Habermas, 2008; Held, 2010). As discussed in Chapter 2, the unique-
ness of our time is linked to how globalisation is understood as processes 
challenging the Westphalian political order consisting of sovereign nation 
states (Jakobsen, 2009).

There are different approaches to cosmopolitanism, but like nationalism, 
cosmopolitanism as a normative idea has some typical frames. These com-
monalities include temporality, that is, our perception of time and our political 
and social organisation of time. Cosmopolitanism as a normative response to 
globalisation refers to processes, which have made the world smaller and more 
compressed concerning time and space. If we are to highlight one decisive 
dimension of globalisation important for temporality, it must be that we can 
experience events in real time. This modern empirical reality presupposes that 
clock time has made it possible to synchronise actions globally, and in real 
time. We not only learn about events on the other side of the earth at the same 
time as they occur, but they often also have direct consequences for our lives, 
such as a sudden drop in oil price or a rise in price of a particular foodstuff. 
This emphasis on contemporary global interconnectedness is substantiated by 
global phenomena such as environmental destruction, pandemics, and finan-
cial crises. These processes have accelerated significantly since the beginning of 
the 1990s because various phenomena have increased in complexity and size 
(Eriksen, 2016).
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While nationalism is basically retrospective, cosmopolitan narratives give 
priority to events in the present as well as future consequences of current ac-
tions. Regarding the present, cosmopolitanism concerns supranational solu-
tions that cross nation states’ administrative and territorial organisation and 
encompass the entire world. The central unit is the individual as “the citizen 
of the world.” In cultural terms, cosmopolitanism breaks with the national 
community of descent in favour of global associations (Vertovec & Cohen, 
2002). Cosmopolitanism lacks the historically rooted bonds that nation 
states have forged over time (Smith, 1995). This has great significance for the 
ideas of reciprocity that underlie solidarity and the willingness to enter into 
binding institutional agreements and laws. Cosmopolitanism has a thinner 
historical and cultural basis for motivation to act in solidarity.

Cosmopolitanism is often justified as a current solution to future prob-
lems. Beck (2006) emphasises, for example, that an increasing awareness of 
common global risks helps to cultivate a universal belief in a globally shared 
collective future. This makes, he argues, a cosmopolitan future both possible 
and necessary (Beck, 2006). Another approach to cosmopolitanism is that 
today’s actions shape future narratives about what the living generations did 
and, thereby, what memories we who live today create for the future (Horsti, 
2019). This corresponds with Koselleck’s (1989) terminology, that “the pre-
sent is the future’s past.” The activities of contemporary generations create 
narratives about the past for the individuals of the future.

In a global context, the imperialism of European countries creates a his-
torical backdrop for today’s global challenges and ideas of cosmopolitanism. 
There are historical reasons why the global North creates the most environ-
mental destruction while the global South bears the most immense burden 
(Gough, 2017; Thunberg, 2022). While there are good reasons to apply cos-
mopolitan solidarity, the significant inequalities in the world make it difficult 
to talk about a common “we,” as the world’s citizens. Global capitalism is no 
longer centred. The prosperous North American and European countries are 
still central, but many parallel global circuits exist. China, India, and Brazil 
are among the world’s emerging economies.

 Studies of generations

Time ensures that all generations are different and have different challenges. 
As we have seen in Chapter 1, Thiery et al. (2021) estimate that children 
born in 2020 will experience a two- to seven-fold increase in extreme events 
compared with people born in 1960. These estimates are based on well-
documented and widely supported knowledge (IPCC, 2023).

These scientific facts highlight a severe threat to the safety of young gen-
erations compared to the older generations. Accordingly, Thiery and his col-
leagues launch the application of a “birth cohort perspective” as a basis for 
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quantifying the differences between how today’s older and younger genera-
tions are exposed to existential threats. This is launched as an alternative to the 
“period perspective,” which assesses climate change in discrete time windows. 
By applying a cohort perspective, the authors argue, we can quantify changes 
in lifetime exposure to climate extremes and compare across generations.

The differences between the birth cohorts have already formed the basis 
for youth-led climate protests and the initiation of climate lawsuits in recent 
years. The importance of having a generational approach to societal change 
is more critical today than ever (Falch-Eriksen & Takle, 2021). This mostly 
applies to societal changes that result from climate change, but also to how 
other significant challenges have confronted countries worldwide over the 
last few decades. Some examples are economic challenges due to financial 
crises leaving austerity measures, social and demographic developments with 
an ageing population and increased migration, rising poverty levels and in-
creased economic differences, a deadly pandemic, and wars in Ukraine and 
the Middle East.

By applying a birth cohort perspective, we follow people who were born 
simultaneously and examine their challenges throughout their life course. 
This does not, however, mean that every individual within a birth cohort will 
experience the same challenges in the same way. On the contrary, some indi-
viduals will be more exposed than others, depending, among other things, on 
where they live and their available resources.

The term social generations refers to people born in the same period and 
who are exposed to the same historical and societal challenges. Mannheim 
(1952) laid the premises for the studies of social generations with this ground-
breaking work. Mannheim (1952) suggests that the best way to appreciate 
which features of social life result from the existence of generations is to 
imagine how it would be if one generation lived forever and none replaced 
it. He used this utopian imagination to show how our society is character-
ised by how generations follow generations. In short, this implies that new 
participants in the cultural process emerge while former participants disap-
pear. Members of one generation can participate only in a limited section of 
the historical process. Transitioning accumulated cultural heritage from one 
generation to the next is a continuous process (Mannheim, 1952). Because 
we constantly live as overlapping generations, this transition is hardly visible 
in everyday political lives.

According to Mannheim’s approach, coexistence in time as birth cohorts 
is insufficient to create a generational awareness that gains significance for 
societal development. The preconditions to be defined as a social generation 
in Mannheim’s terminology are that people must be born in the same pe-
riod and be exposed to the same historical and societal challenges. The criti-
cal prerequisites to be defined as a social generation are that ties are forged 
between the members, that they create a generational awareness, and that 
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they participate in the social and intellectual currents of their society. Not all 
age groups create new collective impulses and formative principles sufficient 
for themselves and the situation. Not all cohorts can thus be called a social 
generation (Mannheim, 1952). Moreover, Mannheim argues that each social 
generation could have different generational units. Each unit is a special re-
sponse to historical stimulus experienced by all within the social generation, 
and there might be differences between the units.

Social generations can also be studied in terms of dynamics based on ten-
sions between generations (Connolly, 2019). Many of today’s societal changes 
can be understood by Elias’ (1989) theories about generational dynamics. 
Elias (1989) discussed how tensions between generations arise by opening or 
closing channels for opportunities for young generations, both regarding life 
opportunities and the meaning of upward social mobility. Elias investigated 
how wars, revolutions, economic expansion, or peace affected social pro-
cesses, which in turn opened or closed opportunities for young generations. 
He used examples from the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and youth groups 
in the Federal Republic of Germany in the 1960s and 1970s (Elias, 1989).

Society has changed considerably since Mannheim and Elias wrote about 
generations. The most significant changes are how the consequences of glo-
balisation, digitisation and environmental destruction have the potential to 
shape generational awareness in terms of Mannheim’s approach, but also 
conflicts between generations as Elias emphasises. We observe a new “global 
generation,” i.e. birth cohorts that experience global processes similarly 
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2009). This may be true to some extent, but these 
changes will have different meanings for the same cohorts in various parts 
of the world. Such differences may create different generational awareness. 
Therefore, key aspects of Mannheim’s and Elias’ understanding of genera-
tions as a phenomenon still lay premises for research on generations (Bris-
tow, 2016; Connolly, 2019). Recent studies have a more refined concept of 
generations, such as historical and ascriptive generations, kinship generation, 
and future generations (Falch-Eriksen et al., 2021).

The terms historical and ascriptive generations capture those generation 
types that, for some reason, are labelled. Those providing such a label usually 
seek out conjoined birth cohorts labelled according to a particular historical 
period, depicting strong characteristics of the current time or social change 
(Bristow, 2016). Historical generations can be seen as those that qualify for 
the test of a generational self-definition and the term has much in common 
with social generations. One cannot escape from one’s historical generation. 
One cannot escape from one’s historical generation, as illustrated by, for ex-
ample, the lost generation after the First World War and the boomer genera-
tion after the Second World War (Slagsvold & Hansen, 2021).

Ascriptive generations are brought together, not by belonging to a so-
cial generation and a matter of social change or phenomenon but rather by 
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accidental commonalities. These are birth cohorts which are less defined and 
do not meet the criteria to be called a social generation. They are often given 
terms such as Generation X, Z, or Y or Millennials or similar other terms 
(Bristow, 2016).

The term kinship generations involves the community’s generational 
complex into which individuals are born, and at its core is the hierarchi-
cal parent-child relationship (Pilcher, 1994). However, kinship denotes more 
than a biological bond between generations; it also involves the family and 
social communities where the family is socially rooted (Aarset et al., 2021). 
Within kinship, an individual has different roles throughout the life course, 
as a child, youth, adult, and old person. Every individual can belong to a 
social generation and a kinship generation simultaneously, but the two gen-
erational concepts have different connections within the social system.

Whereas social generations are connected to the social roles and phenomena 
in birth cohorts, kinship generations are connected to community belonging 
combined with thick trust relationships. Common to both concepts are that 
generations react to and contribute to shaping societal circumstances as indi-
viduals age, but they do so differently. In social generations, each individual re-
mains the same generation as time goes by. In kinship generations, individuals 
shift roles and identities across generations as they grow older and replace pre-
vious generations (Falch-Eriksen et al., 2021). As individuals take on new roles, 
they simultaneously gain new opportunities to influence societal development.

 Future generations in generational studies

In Chapter 1, the concept of future generations is defined as young people liv-
ing today as well as unborn generations. The relations between young people 
living today and the current adult generations are ones between overlapping 
generations.

The concept of future generations can only be combined with these dif-
ferent approaches to generations if generations live simultaneously and can 
relate to one another as overlapping generations. Defining future generations 
as unborn people makes it challenging to combine them with the commonly 
used approaches in generational studies.

As overlapping generations, we can apply Mannheim’s terminology to 
studies of whether future generations have a generational awareness and 
thereby form a social generation. Based on Elias’ concept of conflict be-
tween generations, we can study future generations regarding whether the 
older generation opens or closes opportunities to the young generations. 
This requires, however, future generations to be understood as young peo-
ple living today and at the same time as today’s old people.

Future generations can be discussed as a historical and ascriptive genera-
tion, labelled as the first young generation that grows up with extreme global 
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environmental destruction. Labels like Fridays for Future Generation, the 
Greta Thunberg Generation, and the Last Generation may reflect key fea-
tures of an era, but they are not sufficiently precise as analytical tools to 
understand the role of different generations in societal development. We need 
empirical research to find out if these are only labels or if the young genera-
tion has developed a generational awareness as a social generation.

We can also analyse future generations in terms of kinship, as our children 
and grandchildren, based on their current societal role without political influ-
ence and with adults responsible for their future (Scheffler, 2018). The kinship 
approach to future generations brings the challenges closer to our lives as they 
are our children or grandchildren, not simply some unknown future people. The 
future is perceived as less abstract and more imaginable when it is connected 
to the current generation of parents’ hopes for their descendants (Kverndokk, 
2020). It becomes more manageable to understand how our responsibility in 
the present is to secure these future expectations. Future generations as unborn 
people are more problematic to study from a kinship approach. The social and 
moral ties that are linked in kinship are not there. Political rhetoric is often 
built on moral argumentation drawn from the family sphere. It is easy to gain 
support for the argument that we must take care of our grandchildren, but not 
as easy to consider people we do not know and who have not yet been born.

Therefore, future generations should be added to this list of various ap-
proaches to generations. However, studies of people who have not yet been 
born differ from the other approaches to generational studies. In contrast to 
the currently living young people, the unborn future generations cannot be 
studied as such. Their lives in the future are a challenge for today’s genera-
tions. This means that studies of future generations are about the present 
day. This concerns the current generation’s priority of those who are not 
yet born. Such priorities are contested. Studies of future generations involve 
a future-oriented mindset that will become more important because young 
people and those who will be born in the future are increasingly dependent 
on current political decision-making.

 Summary

• In the social sciences, temporality refers to the human perception of time 
and the political and social organisation of time.

• A narrative is a tool for arranging time, interpreting phenomena and 
events, and placing them in time.

• Different understandings of temporality and narratives can be brought  
together in a concept of framing.

• Framing is about choosing some information over other information and 
making it more salient in terms of more notable, meaningful, and memo-
rable to audiences.
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• National ideas are in general retrospective, in which historical traditions
form and justify contemporary understandings of national solidarity through 
narratives.

• Cosmopolitan ideas give priority to events in the present and solutions
crossing national administrative and territorial boundaries and encom-
passing the entire world.

• Cosmopolitanism has a thinner historical and cultural basis for motiva-
tion to act in solidarity than national solidarity.

• Generational studies can be divided into social generations, historical and
ascriptive generation, and kinship generations.

• Studies of future generations can only be combined with these different ap-
proaches to generations if generations live simultaneously and can relate
to each other as overlapping generations.

• Studying future generations such as children, grandchildren, great-
grandchildren, and unborn people can make the future less abstract
as they are people we know will live in a world we leave behind, but
unborn people are challenging to describe with family-based terms.

• Studies of people who have not yet been born cannot be done as such in
the same way as we study living generations, and studies of future genera-
tions concern the priorities of the present day.
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4
SOLIDARITY WITH FUTURE 
GENERATIONS

 Introduction

This chapter elaborates on how the two dimensions of solidarity can be extended 
to include future generations. Two questions are raised. Firstly, how can the idea 
of reciprocity between equal actors within a political community include people 
who have not yet been born and who cannot give anything back? Secondly, how 
can we understand the implementation of commitments in practice in the form 
of self-imposed institutional constraints when there is no equality between the 
living generations and future people?

The first section discusses the relationship between intergenerational justice 
and solidarity. The second and third sections elaborate on how the two dimen-
sions of solidarity can be extended to include future people. Finally, in the 
fourth section the concept of solidarity with future generations is operation-
alised in the form of three questions regarding what it takes to act in solidar-
ity with future generations. These three questions will be adapted to and will 
guide the empirical studies in Part II of this book.

 Intergenerational justice and solidarity

The current generation’s responsibility for future generations is often analysed 
from the perspective of intergenerational justice. As discussed in Chapter 1, 
theories of intergenerational justice consider if and how justice can be applied 
in relations between generations due to the uncertainty about the lives of 
unborn persons.

The most important uncertainty is that future generations do not exist, 
and there is no reciprocity between generations. We have little knowledge 
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of how many people will be born in the future, and we do not know the 
composition of future generations. We know they will have basic needs like 
nutrition and clean water, but we do not know their preferences. Moreover, 
we may assume that later generations will know something we cannot know 
today, and that technological development will transform society (Caney, 
2018). There is uncertainty about how many generations we are responsible 
for in the future (Tremmel, 2021). This remoteness in time makes it difficult 
to relate to future people as individuals.

The way we deal with such uncertainties has implications for how we 
understand whether we have obligations to those who come after us, and, 
if so, the nature and content of these obligations. This is reflected in how 
the theories of intergenerational justice interpret the uncertainties and draw 
different normative implications from them (Gosseries & Meyer, 2011). One 
approach is that we cannot have responsibility for unborn people because we 
do not know who they are, and we do not even know if they will be born. 
This is the essence of what is called the non-identity problem (e.g. Parfit, 
2017). Although this approach has received much attention in academic de-
bates on intergenerational justice, it is a derailment from the responsibility 
that arises from contemporary knowledge about how environmental destruc-
tion will have consequences for future people (MacKenzie, 2021).

Another theoretical approach contrasting this non-identity problem is a 
communitarian understanding of intergenerational justice, which emphasises 
interests and values as members of a group with a shared past and future. 
To explain why the present generation has responsibilities towards future 
people, Thompson (2011) highlights the idea of interests which transcend a 
lifetime. These interests relate to matters that existed before today’s individu-
als were born and will continue to exist after their death. This will also apply 
to the living generations’ posthumous reputation. However, as Thompson 
(2011) also notes, strong communitarianism emphasises a common identity 
as the core of a political community, and this is not compatible with today’s 
multicultural nation states and global spread of human rights norms.

As mentioned in the introduction, two contractual approaches within a 
liberal political tradition are useful for discussing how one generation deter-
mines the nature of its responsibilities for future generations. These are Rawls’ 
(1971; 2001) proposal for justice as impartiality and Gosseries’ (2011) theo-
ries of intergenerational reciprocity. They offer judgements about principles of 
intergenerational justice, which are useful for developing a concept of solidar-
ity with future generations.

Rawls starts from a theoretical model, where nobody knows to which 
generation one belongs and where everyone comes together to determine 
principles for intergenerational justice. Rawls (1971, pp. 284–310) discusses 
how his theoretical justice model can be transferred to transgenerational re-
lationships. In this model, decisions are made behind what he calls a “veil 
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of ignorance.” This is a hypothetical and non-historical situation. His main 
point is that nobody knows to which generation one belongs and would 
therefore treat each generation’s viewpoint equally. In this hypothetical con-
text, the outcome of a decision is reached in a contractual decision situation 
(Rawls, 1971). This is a procedural approach to justice, and if the procedure 
is just, the outcome should also be just.

By applying the hypothetical model of “veil of ignorance” to intergenera-
tional justice, he distinguishes between two stages in societal development for 
the application of the principle of just savings. While the first stage is the ac-
cumulation stage, the second is that people should leave for their descendants 
at least the equivalent of what they received from the previous generations. 
Rawls argued that justice does not require people to save for future people, 
but they should do what is necessary to allow future people to live under just 
institutions (Rawls, 2001).

Many later discussions have been reactions to Rawls’ contribution. He has 
been criticised for being too vague, switching between multiple models, and 
using family metaphors. The most fundamental criticism is that Rawls was 
concerned with how much a generation should save, thereby overlooking the 
question of what to save (Caney, 2018; Tremmel, 2009). Rawls (1971, p. 288) 
emphasised that capital did refer not only to “factories and machines, and so 
on,” but also to knowledge and culture and stable political institutions. He did 
not have environmental intergenerational problems in mind. This is problem-
atic because we can assume that major ecological problems will be passed on 
to future generations, and these problems will accelerate as time passes. We 
cannot assume that the next generation will be better off. Even if we follow the 
procedures from Rawls’ hypothetical model, this will not necessarily help us un-
derstand what needs to be done today to show solidarity with our descendants.

According to MacKenzie (2021), Rawls has developed a general theory for 
all generations at all times, and this model is far from what political actors 
encounter who are constrained by time. An important task is to assess what 
to do in a concrete context, and then one must know what justice means in a 
practical context. Moreover, as Kates (2015) argues, Rawls’ principles of inter-
generational justice based on the original position run directly contrary to the 
most basic principles of democracy that political power is morally legitimated 
by the people who are governed by it. Rawls’ model concerns choice and not 
democratic deliberations among participating actors facing concrete problems.

The second contractual approach within the liberal political tradition is jus-
tice as reciprocity, seen as a mutual advantage. This is based on symmetrical 
exchange. All affected are equal, and those who cannot return benefits or det-
riments are not considered (Tremmel, 2009). Equality does not imply that we 
should return precisely the same object but something of equal value. But in a 
strict sense of reciprocity based on equality, no one should be a net beneficiary 
or net contributor. Reciprocity can be applied to overlapping generations, as 
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far as the young generation can pay back to the older generations. This princi-
ple is problematic to apply to unborn people, as they are not able to take part 
in such equal exchange. Since justice as reciprocity fails to provide adequate 
justifications for our obligations towards future generations, one solution is 
thus to think of this as indirect reciprocity (Gosseries, 2011). This will be dis-
cussed further ahead.

The main point here is that studies of intergenerational justice are useful 
for understanding the uncertainties underlying concerns for future generations 
(Gosseries & Meyer, 2011; Lawrence, 2014; Tremmel, 2009). They propose 
abstract principles that are useful to guide each generation, but they are insuf-
ficient to understand how to consider future generations in today’s political 
decisions in practice. Moreover, theories of intergenerational justice can be 
useful to prescribe procedures that will lead to a just outcome; if the procedure 
is just, its outcome will also be just. However, their proposals for abstract in-
tergenerational justice principles or just procedures have a limited function as 
analytical tools in empirical studies.

The key argument in this book is that a concept of solidarity would be 
more suitable than intergenerational justice to examine what kinds of bind-
ing commitments to collective action a concern for future generations would 
require. As discussed in Chapter 2, justice is a part of the concept of solidar-
ity and thus crucial for understanding solidarity. However, solidarity is more 
comprehensive, as it is a political concept that requires a political community 
and a legal context (Habermas, 2015).

Moreover, this contribution is made against the background that only few 
studies of future generations discuss the concept solidarity. As mentioned in 
Chapter 1, the theoretical and philosophical discussions of solidarity with fu-
ture generations cover normative concepts and principles that are challenging 
to apply to empirical studies (Bazzani, 2023; Gómez-Francoez, 2024; Tong 
et al., 2023). One example, which is often referred to in scholarly literature, 
is the 2013 UN Secretary-General report on intergenerational solidarity and 
the needs of future generations (UN Secretary-General, 2013). This report 
discussed how intergenerational solidarity is embedded in the concept of sus-
tainable development, but the solidarity concept is used generically to include 
community, social cohesion, a sense of unity, etc. and is therefore challenging 
to use in new studies.

The same applies to scholarly studies which argue normatively that there 
is a need to act in solidarity with future generations. Bazzani (2023) argues 
that climate change has created a new global interdependence that requires a 
new form of climate solidarity as a global and intergenerational prosocial be-
haviour. He presents four approaches to prosocial behaviour, which include 
general assessments. Tong et al. (2023) argue similarly that there is a need 
for solidarity for the Anthropocene. They argue that the global challenges in 
the Anthropocene are far-reaching, call for extensive, large-scale action, and, 
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therefore, require solidarity to be handled. Gómez-Franco (2024) suggests a 
concept she calls amplified solidarity with future generations, which explains 
the current generations’ obligations towards the health and quality of life 
of future generations. She conducts philosophical considerations along five 
analytical axes covering ethical principles, ideas and facts, social, political 
and moral dimensions, asymmetric relationships, and lack of reciprocity. She 
argues normatively that there is a need for a concept of solidarity, but these 
general assessments lack tools for empirical analyses.

The two-dimensional concept proposed in this book is intended to be 
both theoretically grounded and empirically applicable. In the following two 
sections, the two dimensions of solidarity are applied to future generations. 
Firstly, the idea of reciprocity between equal actors within a political commu-
nity and, secondly, these actors’ willingness to commit themselves to collective, 
binding constraints through institutions.

 First dimension of solidarity: indirect reciprocity

How can we think of solidarity with future generations when the idea of reci-
procity is a core dimension of the concept? It is unrealistic to have expectations 
of reciprocity with people who have not yet been born. The unborn cannot 
give anything back, and there is no equality between us living today and them.

While direct reciprocity is based on people relating to each other and hav-
ing a mutual exchange, indirect reciprocity means giving something to a per-
son, but it is not the same person who gives something in return. You do not 
necessarily know the person who gives you something back. This is common 
at the macro level, such as nation states, where people do not meet each other 
face to face but still redistribute resources through welfare schemes.

From a generational perspective, it is helpful to start with how Gosseries 
(2011) discusses indirect reciprocity. He discusses two types. Firstly, it can 
take the form of the current generation transferring something of value, which 
it has received from its ancestors, to its succeeding generation. This could be, 
for example, stable political institutions or financial resources transferred be-
tween generations. Secondly, indirect reciprocity can also go backwards in 
time, meaning that today’s generations give something to their predecessors 
on the condition that their descendants provide something to themselves. An 
example of the latter is old-age pensions, which are paid from state revenue 
and linked to each working generation paying for the elderly’s pensions.

Indirect reciprocity can be understood as stewardship of property between 
generations. Each generation receives from its predecessors and contributes to 
the later generations, but none of the generations fully owns what it has inher-
ited from the previous generation (Brown Weiss, 1992; Connelly et al., 2012). 
The inheritance involves the right to use the advantages of property that one 
generation has, but only for as long as one lives, and it must be passed on to the 
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next generation. An example is fishing quotas, which regulate who can fish and 
how much fish they can take to ensure the stock is maintained.

However, the argument about the use and advantages of property is highly 
problematic in relation to fossil fuel because it is not renewable. Any use of 
fossil fuels reduces the quantity without being renewed unless we wait for 
millions of years. Used fossil fuels cannot be passed on to the next genera-
tion. The idea of converting fossil fuels to financial investments in stocks and 
bonds overlooks the fact that fossil fuels are not renewable, and that the 
combustion of fossil fuels means that greenhouse gas emissions are passed 
on to the next generation. Therefore, all stewardship of fossil fuels must be 
handled carefully.

Obligations towards dead people might also influence the current genera-
tions’ relations to future generations. The obligation is not to give back some-
thing, but rather the idea of respecting the will of the dead or owing them a 
debt of gratitude (Anderson, 1991). Another situation might be that previous 
generations have committed misdeeds for which today’s generations have to 
make amends. As discussed in Chapter 3, these forms of retrospection are es-
sential to national discussions about what should be handed down further to 
future generations.

Indirect reciprocity between generations faces a number of challenges. The 
starting point for reciprocity is that there should be equality between gen-
erations, but in situations of indirect reciprocity, it is problematic to decide 
whether someone wins or loses from the exchange. The future is open and 
highly uncertain, so it is problematic to decide whether reciprocity leads to 
equality between the generations involved, that is, whether the current gener-
ations transfer as much value to the next generation as they received from the 
previous generation (Gosseries, 2011). The exchange rate can also be influ-
enced by external factors, for example the value of debt or savings transferred 
between generations can change. Moreover, projections show that the global 
population is expected to reach 10.4 billion people by 2100, which means 
that future generations will be more numerous and must share the same re-
sources as today’s generations (UN World Population Prospects, 2022). There 
is much evidence that future generations will be exposed to the consequences 
of extreme weather to a much greater extent than today’s generations (Thiery 
et al., 2021 et al., 2021).

Regarding the idea that future generations should not be worse off than 
the present generation, Tremmel’s (2009) contribution is interesting. He calls 
this “intergenerational justice as enabling advancement.” His point of depar-
ture is that it is just to make improvement possible for future generations. He 
emphasises the importance of opportunities for future generations, and these 
are based on what future people will need, not their preferences. Moreover, 
Tremmel (2009) compares two subsequent generations. He argues that “If 
every ‘next generation’ receives and hands over its inheritance in the sense of 
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indirect reciprocity, this will create a chain of obligations that ultimately affect 
all future generations” (Tremmel, 2009, p. 199). His argument is that favour-
ing comparisons between two generations will simultaneously maintain the 
view that we have obligations to all future generations.

In contrast to the calculation that everyone should get back what they in-
vested, the element of calculation in indirect reciprocity is intertwined with the 
participation and maintenance of a political community (Heath, 2013). In a 
political community of solidarity, people agree on social norms and practices 
that are ensured and maintained through legal and political institutions.

What should today’s generations provide for future generations through 
indirect reciprocity? Does indirect reciprocity mean that today’s generations 
should pass on an inheritance to ensure that future people can shape their own 
lives? Or, formulated in another way, to what extent should today’s genera-
tions decide what forms the basis for a good future society? These questions 
concern whether today’s generations should facilitate future generations’ op-
portunities to cover basic needs or whether they should get opportunities to 
develop their own capabilities.

To elaborate on these questions, we can draw on insight from two theo-
retical approaches. Sen’s (2009; 2013) capabilities approach and Gough’s 
(2017) theory on universal human needs. Sen’s point of departure is sustain-
able development as defined by the UN World Commission on Environment 
and Development (WCED) report. As we have seen in Chapter 1, this is 
defined as “development that meets the need of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 
1987, Chapter 2, No. 1). He criticises its emphasis on conserving the ability 
of each generation to meet its respective needs. In contrast, Sen (2013) pro-
poses a freedom-oriented view that focuses on enhancing human capability. 
One central concern for Sen (2013) is that we see human beings as agents 
who can think and act, not just as patients who focus on satisfying their 
needs. This means each generation should be given the freedom and possibil-
ity to evaluate and identify its own desires.

Gough (2017) asserts that Sen’s capability approach is difficult to op-
erationalise, leaving scant protection for future generations. His essential 
premise is that all individuals worldwide have specific basic common needs, 
which must be met to avoid harm, participate in society, and reflect critically. 
Gough (2017) argues that needs should be given priority over preferences 
as they imply ethical obligations to individuals and claims of justice on so-
cial institutions. This way of defining universal needs makes it, according to 
Gough (2017), possible to plan for and measure progress towards social and 
environmental goals. Even though needs might be defined universally, they 
are satisfied differently across cultures and time. To solve this theoretically, 
Gough (2017) introduces a form of procedural rationality to identify need 
satisfiers adapted to particular social settings.
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Moreover, climate change is global, long-term, persistent, and cumulative. 
Therefore, it not only confronts social policy with a qualitative new agenda 
but will also make pursuing economic and social needs and rights more dif-
ficult. Gough (2017) argues that climate change is the global threat posing 
existential danger, which is challenging to coordinate globally. However, cli-
mate policy alone could be unjust and inequitable, and it must be combined 
with the pursuit of sustainable well-being for all current people and future 
generations (Gough, 2017).

The two approaches to how today’s generations give future generations 
opportunities to meet their needs or develop their capabilities are not mutu-
ally exclusive, as they refer to problems of a different nature. Gough refers 
to a minimum standard. This involves restrictions on, for example, resource 
use, emissions of greenhouse gases, and biological diversity. This is the pre-
requisite for getting into the situation Sen believes current generations must 
create for future generations. Sen’s approach is close to the uncertainty inher-
ent in the transfer of inheritance, stewardship role, and responsibility. Indi-
rect reciprocity must take uncertainty into account as this is crucial to cover 
future generations’ needs and capabilities. This implies creating and main-
taining political institutions that can stabilise a system based on uncertainty.

 Second dimension of solidarity: institutional constraints

The second dimension of solidarity is the willingness to establish collective 
binding constraints through institutions. This aligns with a core dimension 
of Stjernø’s (2005; 2015) conception of solidarity, namely the strength of 
collective orientation. He defines this as a question of the extent to which 
solidarity implies that the actors (individuals or states) should relinquish 
autonomy and freedom to achieve collective interests or values. Moreover, 
he distinguishes between strong and weak collective orientation (Stjernø, 
2005). By applying this to future generations, we may assume that the col-
lective orientation is weak because the uncertainty about the future is high. 
For such self-imposed restrictions to be binding, it must be challenging to 
act against them. One example is constitutions, which, in many countries, 
require a qualified majority in elected bodies to be changed. The main point 
is that institutional design is crucial.

One can distinguish between at least two approaches to assess the impact 
of institutional design (Olsen, 1997; 2007). One approach is to evaluate in-
stitutional design based on how it contributes to an institution’s immediate 
substantive result. The decisive factor is the effectiveness of alternative design 
forms in specific situations. The political actors search for the organisational 
tools best suited to serve a given set of goals in an efficient way (Goodin, 
1996). Design is based on what outcome political actors want from an insti-
tution, i.e. what the institution should produce.
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The other approach is to assess institutional design based on specific prop-
erties of the institution (Olsen, 1997; 2007). Institutional design is seen as the 
appropriate way of coping with certain challenges. The aim is to secure that 
institutional practices and rules are consistent with basic principles and ideas 
in a polity. The legitimising principle of a certain design is linked to rules and 
practices that secure specific values such as the rule of law, impartiality, and 
neutrality (Olsen, 1997). Accordingly, institutions are not designed to secure 
a certain outcome, but rather designed to constrain processes in certain ways 
and allow for different substantive outcomes.

These two approaches involve different assessments of institutional design. 
Regarding the first, the legitimising principle of a certain design is connected 
to the substantive outcome of an institution. This would mean that special 
institutions ensure that future generations are considered in contemporary 
decision-making. While it is impossible to measure the future outcome, one 
can measure whether considering future people is decisive for today’s deci-
sions. In terms of the second, institutions are designed to encourage some 
types of behaviour and inhibit others. This would ensure that political norms 
are created to make decisions based on long-term thinking. This more flex-
ible approach places more emphasis on norms than on measuring outcomes. 
Both approaches are crucial to analyse self-imposed collective binding con-
straints through institutions.

To understand what self-imposed constraints for future generations im-
ply, it is helpful to discuss Boston’s (2021) concept of political commitment 
devices. Commitment devices, Boston argues, “whatever their precise design 
or institutional form, seek to bind a person, organisation or government 
to an agreed course of action or particular norms or rules” (Boston, 2021, 
p. 87). In democracies, commitment devices are mechanisms to ensure that 
governments endorse and sustain measures to safeguard future-oriented 
goals. Commitment devices are institutional measures that help reduce long-
term compliance problems. According to Boston, commitment devices are 
assumed to work by limiting future discretion or reinforcing self-restraints 
by increasing the cost of taking the easy way out. They can change the inter-
temporal payoff structure.

Boston’s concept is broad. He presents a catalogue with 18 different types 
of political commitment devices. These are ranked from the global level with 
international goals to the use of policy nudging designed to alter the behav-
iour of citizens. Commitment devices can be hard or soft, formal, informal, 
public, private, procedural, substantive, unilateral, bilateral, imperative or 
reputational, and finally self-defined or externally defined. They can also be 
ranked along a continuum of bindingness (Boston, 2021).

There is a crucial difference between how Boston defines commitment 
devices and how institutional constraints are understood in this book. The 
four types of self-imposed institutional constraints analysed in this book are 
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included in Boston’s list of political commitments devices. Boston (2021) 
includes the whole policy cycle in his concept from policy initiation and 
agenda setting, policy formulation, decision-making, and implementation 
to evaluation and termination. In contrast, this book distinguishes between 
commitments in the form of statements and arguments reflecting ideas and 
motivations as the first dimension of solidarity, and the implementation of 
commitments in practice in the form of self-imposed institutional constraints 
as the second dimension.

 How to show social solidarity with future generations

The second part of this book contains empirical analyses of four policy ar-
eas where normative commitments towards future generations are combined 
with some kinds of politically and legally binding actions. Chapter 5 analyses 
the UN’s 2030 agenda, Chapter 6 investigates national institutions for future 
generations, Chapter 7 examines constitutions with clauses for future genera-
tions and climate lawsuits, and Chapter 8 analyses financial debt and savings 
for future generations. These four cases reveal how concerns for future gen-
erations are expressed both globally and nationally, and shows commitments 
encompassing political, legal, and economic policy issues and institutions.

The overarching question raised, as presented in Chapter 1, concerns 
when and how these commitments are followed up in practice, and what 
characterises situations where they are not followed up. Moreover, the ques-
tion is raised as to whether and how there are differences between countries 
and policy areas and what we can learn from comparing them.

The analytical tool suggested for assessing these questions is a two- 
dimensional concept of solidarity with future generations. As discussed ear-
lier, the first comprises ideas of indirect reciprocity with future generations, 
while the second concerns the willingness to establish self-imposed institu-
tional bindings for the sake of future generations.

What is required to show social solidarity with future generations? How 
can we recognise it in empirical studies? To analyse these concrete questions, 
solidarity with future generations is operationalised by specifying three sub-
questions that will be analysed empirically.

1 What do the commitments to future generations involve?
2 How binding are the commitments for future generations when implemented 

in institutional practice?
3 What other societal concerns are in tension with the institutional bindings 

for the sake of future generations?

These three questions are adapted to and examined in each of the empirical 
studies in Chapters 5–8.
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The first two questions are extracted from the two dimensions of solidar-
ity. The first question refers to the first dimension of solidarity and thereby 
what kinds of ideas, attitudes, and motivations the commitments to future 
generations involve. The commitments are expected to include ideas of indirect 
reciprocity with future generations. These ideas are based on different under-
standings of temporality and narratives, which are brought together in a con-
cept of framing (Entman, 1993). In the empirical studies, various frames and 
changes in frames over time can be found by analysing commitments expressed 
in laws, political agreements, and declarations.

The second question refers to the second dimension of solidarity regard-
ing the current generations’ willingness to establish self-imposed institutional 
constraint on current actions for the sake of future people. It concerns the 
extent to which commitments towards future generations are followed up 
in practice. This is examined by analyses of institutional amendments or the 
establishment of new institutions.

In combination, these two dimensions constitute the concept of solidarity 
with future generations. By examining empirically if and how there are com-
binations of commitments to future generations and institutional constraints 
we can say something about what it takes to show social solidarity with 
future generations.

Moreover, by elucidating the third question in each of the empirical chap-
ters, we will be able to reveal which central aspects of society are at stake when 
we include the concern for future generations in today’s political decisions 
and what tensions arise. This question pays attention to the country contexts 
in which the institutions exist (Hill, 2013), which this book describes as the 
German dilemma and the Norwegian paradox. The contextual factors also 
relate to the key political dynamics involving combinations of short-sighted 
mindsets or frames and societal structures discussed in Chapter 1 regarding 
democratic myopia.

 Summary

• Studies of intergenerational justice are useful for understanding the com-
plexities and uncertainties underlying concerns for future generations.

• Theories of intergenerational justice suggest abstract principles, which 
have limited function as analytical tools in empirical studies.

• Solidarity is suggested to be a more helpful concept to studying what is practi-
cally possible by the way it combines commitments with binding institutions.

• This chapter develops a two-dimensional concept of solidarity with future 
generations.

• The first dimension, justice as reciprocity, is reformulated to indirect reciproc-
ity, which means giving something to a person, but it is not the same person 
who gives something in return.
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• The second dimension, willingness, is reformulated to establish self-imposed 
institutional bindings to ensure that government endorses and sustains 
measures to safeguard future-oriented goals.

• The question of what is required to show social solidarity with future 
generations is operationalised by three sub-questions, which are analysed 
in Part II of this book: (i) What do the commitments to future generations 
involve? (ii) How binding are the commitments for future generations 
when implemented in institutional practice? (iii) What other societal con-
cerns are in tension with the institutional bindings for the sake of future 
generations?
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5
THE UN 2030 AGENDA AND FUTURE 
GENERATIONS

 Introduction

In September 2015, all 193 UN member states signed Transforming Our World: 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. With this agenda, the member 
states aimed to start a new global political process. The 2030 Agenda was pre-
sented as a charter for people and the planet in the twenty-first century, and it 
called for action to change our world. The agenda is universal as its 17 Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 associated targets apply to all signa-
tory countries. The global political process connected to the UN’s 2030 Agenda 
expresses significant commitments to take future generations into consideration 
(UN 2030 Agenda, 2015).

This chapter analyses how the concern for future generations is presented 
in the global political process connected to the UN’s 2030 Agenda. Three 
questions are formulated as an operationalisation of the concept of solidarity 
with future generations, as discussed in Chapter 4. (i) What do the commit-
ments related to the 2030 Agenda to take future generations into considera-
tion involve? (ii) How binding are the commitments in the 2030 Agenda for 
future generations when implemented in practice? (iii) What other societal 
concerns are in tension with the institutional constraints for the sake of future 
generations connected to the UN’s 2030 Agenda?

The first section discusses global commitments to future generations in 
a broad context, while the second section traces the global political process 
associated with the 2030 Agenda from the Stockholm Declaration in 1972 
through to 2014. The third section examines how the 2030 Agenda in 2015 
includes concerns for future generations. The fourth section analyses the po-
litical process at the UN level that follows the 2030 Agenda from 2015 until 
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the end of 2023. The fifth section discusses a series of calls for actions in the 
UN system, while the sixth section analyses the relationship between global 
commitments and national implementation.

The empirical investigations concentrate on UN documents linked to the 
UN’s 2030 Agenda from 1972 until 2023, including UN Charters, General 
Assembly resolutions, declarations, and reports and policy briefs from the 
Secretary-General. The final section discusses theoretical proposals for global 
institutional constraints.

 Social norms and global commitments to future generations

Global commitments to future generations date back to the Charter of the 
United Nations from 1945, in which the preamble begins with “We the peo-
ples of the United Nations determined to save succeeding generations from 
the scourge of war, (…)” (UN Charter, 1945). Since then, a growing number 
of UN General Assembly resolutions, declarations, and Secretary-General re-
ports and policy briefs have expressed concern for the welfare of future gener-
ations (UN Secretary-General, 2013; UN Our Common Agenda, 2021). These 
concerns cut across all issue areas as the obligations of present generations 
to future ones have been invoked more frequently and more urgently. In this 
context, the UN Secretary-General points out that at least 394 General Assem-
bly resolutions explicitly mentioned “future generations” between 1961 and 
2023 (UN Policy Brief, 2023). Together, these UN documents imply global 
obligations to safeguard the welfare of future generations. The UN is a crucial 
driving force in formulating the need to consider future generations.

The common heritage of mankind was introduced in international law in 
the 1960s. It established that certain global commons belong to all human-
ity, and their resources are available for everyone, also future generations 
(Taylor, 2011; 2017). This confirms that the concern for future generations is 
inherently part of the global commons (Brown Weiss, 2021).

Behind these global commitments to future generations, there is an un-
derlying social norm stating that certain natural resources of the earth be-
long to everyone. These are physical resources such as the planet’s natural 
environment, including the atmosphere, the ozone layer, the global system 
cycles, the climate system, as well as genetic and species diversity. These 
resources constitute the global commons, which can be understood as the 
world’s common heritage that must be safeguarded for current and future 
generations (UNESCO, 1997). The global commons are, however, difficult 
to safeguard because they do not belong to any state and are not subject to 
state sovereignty, and all states and non-state actors can potentially exploit 
these resources (Riddervold & Akasemi, 2021).

Accordingly, a key international declaration on the issue was the UNESCO  
Declaration on the Responsibilities of the Present Generations Towards 
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Future Generations from 1997 (UNESCO, 1997). Of particular interest is 
Article 8: “The present generations may use the common heritage of hu-
mankind, as defined in international law, provided that this does not entail 
compromising it irreversibly” (UNESCO, 1997, Article 8).

The global commons represent a problem for collective action, and any at-
tempt to utilise the resources can easily lead to what Harding (1968) called the 
“tragedy of the commons.” This tragedy refers to situations where everyone 
has access to common resources, and the use of these is not regulated through 
common institutional arrangements. Certain actors can use these in a way that 
is contrary to the common interests of all users (Maxton & Randers, 2016). 
Uncoordinated actions can lead to the depletion of common resources, as  
Ostrom writes, “much of the world is dependent on resources that are subject 
to the possibility of a tragedy of the commons” (Ostrom, 1990, p. 3). How-
ever, Ostrom showed ways of collective use of limited collective resources. She 
had an institutional approach to public policy, and emphasised the creation of 
common institutions that bind the actors (Ostrom, 1990).

Regarding the global commons and the issue of creating global solutions at 
the UN level, the following three sections examine the political process from 
1972 to 2023, as expressed in documents connected to the 2030 Agenda.

 The process that led to the UN 2030 Agenda in 2015

Some UN Charters, General Assembly resolutions, declarations, reports, and 
policy briefs from the Secretary-General are of particular relevance for the 
political process leading to the 2030 Agenda. A concern for future genera-
tions linked to the natural environment emerged in the UN Conference on the 
Human Environment, which led to the Stockholm Declaration in 1972. This 
declaration stated we have reached a point in history when we must shape our 
actions throughout the world with more prudent care for their environmen-
tal consequences. Accordingly, the first principle says “Man…bears a solemn 
responsibility to protect and improve the environment for present and future 
generations” (UN Stockholm Declaration, 1972, Principle 1). This was fol-
lowed up in the second principle.

The natural resources of the earth, including the air, water, land, flora and 
fauna and especially representative samples of natural ecosystems, must 
be safeguarded for the benefit of present and future generations through 
careful planning or management, as appropriate.

(UN Stockholm Declaration, 1972, Principle 2)

With this declaration the natural environment was framed as a global eco-
logical common that needs to be safeguarded for all people today and in the 
future. A common language was created about nature as an ecological system 
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with clear limitations, where consideration for our descendants is essential. 
This was in line with the knowledge of the field, such as the book Limits to 
Growth (Meadows et al., 1972).

This was followed up in the well-known understanding of sustainable 
development, defined by the World Commission on Environment and De-
velopment (WCED). As discussed in previous chapters, sustainable devel-
opment was defined as development that meets the need of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs (WCED, 1987, Chapter 2, No. 1). The concern for future generations 
is inherent in this concept. The commission also appealed to the responsi-
bility of current generations due to the future generations’ lack of political 
and economic influence.

We borrow environmental capital from future generations with no inten-
tion or prospect of repaying. They may damn us for our spendthrift ways, 
but they can never collect on our debt to them. We act as we do because we 
can get away with it: future generations do not vote; they have no political 
or financial power; they cannot challenge our decisions.

(WCED, 1987, Chapter 1, No. 25)

Moreover, the Commission emphasised that social, economic, and ecolog-
ical policies are closely connected and must be balanced against each other 
in a holistic approach at the global level. In political and academic debates 
following the commission, sustainability is often defined as a combination 
of social, economic, and ecological dimensions (Gough, 2017). Sustainable 
development is often a balancing act between conflicting social, economic, 
and ecological policies. While sustainable development is often exclusively 
linked to environmental threats, sustainable welfare is perceived in terms of 
the social and economic dimensions (Koch et al., 2016).

The way the WCED defined sustainable development has set the standard 
for how the concern for future generations is understood in later political and 
academic debates (Brown Weiss, 2021). Sustainability is connected to long-
term thinking and opposes short-termism in meeting only the needs and inter-
ests of present generations. This definition has also functioned as a common 
guiding norm in several UN documents.

In Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the UN member states adopted UN Agenda 21. 
This agenda emphasised a “common concern” and encouraged governments to 
adopt a national strategy for sustainable development. Such strategies should 
protect the resource base and the environment for the benefit of future genera-
tions (UN Agenda 21, 1992). Moreover, Agenda 21 encouraged governments:

To incorporate environmental costs in the decisions of producers and con-
sumers, to reverse the tendency to treat the environment as a “free good” 
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and to pass these costs on to other parts of society, other countries, or to 
future generations.

(UN Agenda 21, 1992, Paragraph 8.31)

This was an appeal to nation states to handle the global commons as 
something that needs to be safeguarded for all people today and in the fu-
ture. It can be interpreted as an argument for a collective orientation that 
touches on the tension between national actions and cosmopolitan ideals. 
This also implies an extension of the boundaries regarding whom one should 
act in solidarity with.

Similar types of arguments were used in 2000, when UN member states 
adopted the Millennium Declaration, which defined eight Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) to reduce extreme poverty by 2015. The objective with 
the MDGs was to establish common guiding norms for the development activi-
ties of the UN, for national priority-setting and for mobilisation of stakeholders 
and resources towards common goals. In common with Agenda 21, this dec-
laration refers to how unsustainable patterns of production and consumption 
“must be changed in the interest of our future welfare and that of our descend-
ants” (UN Millennium Declaration, 2000, p. 2). Once again, the boundaries 
of whom one should act in solidarity with was extended to future generations.

In 2012, in Rio de Janeiro, (Rio +20) UN member states endorsed the 
outcome document The Future We Want. This document is a comprehen-
sive action plan to achieve sustainable development through cosmopolitan 
actions. It starts by presenting a common vision to renew the commitment 
to sustainable development and ensure “the promotion of an economically, 
socially and environmentally sustainable future for our planet and for pre-
sent and future generations” (UN The Future We Want, 2012, Paragraph 1). 
Moreover, The Future We Want considered the need for promoting inter-
generational solidarity to achieve sustainable development, recognising the 
needs of future generations, and it invited the Secretary-General to present a 
report on this issue.

In 2013, the UN Secretary-General published the report Intergenerational 
Solidarity and the Needs of Future Generations (UN Secretary-General, 
2013). As mentioned in Chapter 4, this report discussed how intergenera-
tional solidarity was embedded in the concept of sustainable development. It 
did not operate with a clear definition of solidarity. The UN report summa-
rised how the consideration of future generations is included in many inter-
national treaties and agreements and how institutions for future generations 
have been created in some nation states in the world. The report presented 
possible models to institutionalise a concern for future generations at global 
and national levels.

The most important recommendation at the global level was to estab-
lish a UN High Commissioner for Future Generations as an international 



66 Solidarity in Practice

institution within the UN system. This would have a scope of action signifi-
cantly different from national institutions that serve the needs of future gen-
erations (UN Secretary-General, 2013). Such a High Commissioner would be 
a way of institutionalising guiding norms for collective actions as also sug-
gested in the scholarly literature (Aguis & Busuttil, 2013; Lawrence, 2021). 
This recommendation has not been implemented.

 Ambitious UN 2030 Agenda in 2015

The UN 2030 Agenda begins by referring to how 70 years ago an earlier 
generation of world leaders came together to create the UN from the ashes of 
war. In comparison, the agenda from 2015 is presented as a charter for peo-
ple and the planet in the twenty-first century, which involves all people from 
the international to the local level of civil society. The 2030 Agenda states:

The future of humanity and of our planet is in our hands. It lies also in the 
hands of today’s younger generation who will pass the torch to future gen-
erations. We have mapped the road to sustainable development; it will be 
for all of us to ensure that the journey is successful and its gains irreversible.

(UN 2030 Agenda, 2015, p. 12)

These statements emphasise the concern for safeguarding the global com-
mons of the currently living generations. There are no expectations of reci-
procity, rather it is based on a perception of indirect reciprocity. In the 2030 
Agenda, we can find references to future generations, including the future of 
humanity or of all people (UN 2030 Agenda, 2015). These references include 
both the objective to establish a good world for current and future people, 
and the use of the phrase future generations.

The three dimensions of sustainability are also inherent in the 2030 Agenda 
with the SDGs. The agenda includes themes ranging from poverty, health, 
education and inequality to energy, infrastructure, climate change, marine 
resources, peace, security, and good governance. Unlike its predecessor, the 
Millennium Goals, the SDGs are universal. Whereas the Millennium Goals con-
centrated on specific challenges faced by developing countries, the SDGs aim to 
solve common problems and secure economic, social, and environmental gains 
for everyone (UN 2030 Agenda, 2015). Above all, as Gough (2017) argues, the 
SDGs take the concern for future generations’ social conditions seriously.

The 2030 Agenda also refers to the protection of the planet from degrada-
tion “so that it can support the needs of the present and future generations” 
(UN 2030 Agenda, 2015, p. 2). While the concern for future generations is 
defined and included as a global guiding norm, all references are limited to 
the preamble and declaration (UN 2030 Agenda, 2015).
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The 17 SDGs are as follows:

1 No poverty
2 Zero hunger
3 Good health and well-being
4 Quality education
5 Gender equality
6 Clean water and sanitation
7 Affordable and clean energy
8 Decent work and economic growth
9 Industry, innovation, and infrastructure

10 Reduced inequalities
11 Sustainable cities and communities
12 Responsible consumption and production
13 Climate action
14 Life below water
15 Life on land
16 Peace, justice, and strong institutions
17 Partnerships for the goals

None of the 17 SDGs or 169 associated targets mentions future genera-
tions, and the temporal scope in the goals is weak (Oliveira, 2018). Although 
there may be an emergence of a broader normative consensus, the binding 
commitments to act in solidarity with future generations are thus rather weak.

Nevertheless, these stated commitments create some constraints. In these po-
litical processes where UN member states agree to consider future generations, 
they also create a common framing and language to discuss the challenges of 
dealing with long-term global policies (Coomans, 2023). In this respect, the po-
litical processes linked to the 2030 Agenda can be compared to how the human 
rights discourse has created a new language and a shared understanding. Ac-
cordingly, Lewis (2021) argues that human rights should provide the basis for 
institutions for future generations. Her argument is that human rights provide 
the language to articulate the rights and duties for future generations, and they 
provide a framework for decision-making. Human rights highlight the shared 
humanity between current and future generations and can thus put pressure on 
politicians to justify policies that take future generations into account. However, 
Lewis (2021) states that human rights are insufficient and there is a need for 
future-focused institutions that can incorporate the rights of future generations.

The common language linked to the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs has mainly 
developed from the increased capacity to generate knowledge about the future 
impacts of contemporary actions. Today’s climate science has become more 
sophisticated, and scientific knowledge is made available to decision-makers 
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through the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2024) re-
ports. Similarly, scientific knowledge from the Intergovernmental Platform 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2024) strengthens the role 
of science in public decision-making on biodiversity and ecosystem services. 
These panels spread the knowledge that the world’s global resources are lim-
ited, and that today’s generations must place limitations on themselves if our 
descendants are to be able to live dignified lives. With the 2030 Agenda, the 
concern for future generations has gradually been extended to include social 
and economic conditions as well.

This common language on the concern for future generations is linked to 
broader development, where this concern is included in several international 
treaties (Segger, 2021).

Together with the Paris Agreement on climate change, which was also 
signed in 2015, the 2030 Agenda aimed to shape a global action plan to solve 
problems that will have significant consequences for future generations. Both 
agreements are based on recognising the importance of acting now for future 
living conditions. Both have set clear goals to be achieved in 2030, and both 
agreements have institutions at the UN level with the task to monitor the 
extent to which the world has achieved the goals.

Despite the 2030 Agenda’s calls to action to change our world, this is 
not intended to transform the traditional state system. The agenda confirms 
that every state has full sovereignty over its wealth, natural resources, and 
economic activity, and the 2030 Agenda is to be implemented in a manner 
that is consistent with the rights and obligations of states under international 
law (UN 2030 Agenda, 2015). The 2030 Agenda involves thereby a tension 
between common global commitments and sovereign states’ willingness to 
implement these commitments in national policy.

 Follow-up of the 2030 Agenda

In the process after the 2030 Agenda, there is an increasing demand for actions 
to follow up the commitments to future generations. Due to the agenda’s state-
ment about state sovereignty, the main challenges with these agreements are 
linked to how they are followed up by the nation states. Accordingly, Segger  
et al. (2021) argue that the concern for intergenerational equity included in 
international treaty law and sustainable development make a duty of the sig-
natory states to implement their treaty obligations. The authors expect the 
states to take domestic action “for the protection and conservation of the 
elements of nature and the transmission of natural heritage to future genera-
tions” (Segger et al., 2021, p. 2). Moreover, they argue that global protection 
fails to deliver the desired result, and therefore, national institutions with the 
mandate to protect future generations may offer a complementary means of 
implementing commitments (Segger et al., 2021).
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Even though the 2030 Agenda has a short time horizon (Oliveira, 2018), 
we may expect as Soltau (2021) does that by strengthening the norms in 
the agenda and encouraging governments to fulfil the SDGs, it will ad-
vance the interests of future generations. However, that presupposes the 
goals are met, and there is still a long way to go.

In 2012, the UN established the United Nations High-Level Political Forum 
on Sustainable Development (HLPF). The Forum is the central UN platform 
for the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs at the global 
level. It meets annually and every four years under the auspices of the General 
Assembly. The forum prepares annual reviews of progress towards the SDGs. 
These reviews are based on reports from the member states, which the mem-
ber states produce voluntarily. The 2023 Voluntary National Reviews Synthe-
sis Report is based on reports from 38 countries plus the European Union. The 
report includes numerous examples of

(…) environmental devastation due to the worsening effects of climate 
change and accelerated biodiversity loss, including earthquakes, hurricanes, 
drought and disasters that in some countries will require many additional 
years of recovery. Ongoing and sustained conflicts continue to directly 
affect many countries, creating regional humanitarian crises, forcing the 
displacement and migration of millions of people, exacerbating extreme 
poverty and food insecurity, and rendering uncertain futures for a genera-
tion of children and youth.

(HLPF, 2023, p. 8)

This type of self-reporting is similar to the requirement under the Paris Agree-
ment that the parties submit their transparency report and national inventory 
report by 31 December 2024 at the latest (UN Climate Change, 2024). Such 
self-reporting aims to increase transparency in these global political processes.

Another annual report on the achievement of the SDGs is the UN’s Sus-
tainable Development Reports (Sachs et al., 2023). This is published by 
the Sustainable Development Solutions Network, which is a non-profit or-
ganisation created in 2012 by the United Nations to promote the SDGs at 
national and international levels. This report is based on data from a mix of 
official and non-official sources such as databanks of international organisa-
tions such as UNICEF, the World Health Organization, the World Bank, and 
peer-reviewed journals (Sachs et al., 2023). The 2023 Report is particularly 
interesting because it is the mid-term report. In the summary of key findings 
and recommendations, the UN Report concludes:

At the midpoint of the 2030 Agenda, all of the SDGs are seriously off 
track. From 2015 to 2019, the world made some progress on the SDGs, 
although this was already vastly insufficient to achieve the goals. Since the 



70 Solidarity in Practice

outbreak of the pandemic in 2020 and other simultaneous crises, SDG 
progress has stalled globally.

(Sachs et al., 2023, p. vi)

Furthermore, this UN report concludes that most high-income countries 
only make limited progress regarding the environmental and biological di-
versity goals. It refers to SDG 12 (Responsible consumption and produc-
tion), SDG 13 (Climate action), SDG 14 (Life below water), and SDG 15 
(Life on land). The report highlights that this applies to countries largely to 
blame for climate and biodiversity crises. According to the report, these crises 
have intensified financial challenges in low-income and lower-middle-income 
countries, which has led to a reversal in the progress of several goals. The UN 
report nevertheless concludes that the SDGs are still achievable and that none 
of the goals is beyond our reach. It writes “The world is off track, but that is 
all the more reason to double down on the SDGs” (Sachs et al., 2023, p. vi).

The most significant problem for countries in the global North is the transi-
tion from fossil fuels to renewable energy. In this context, the production of 
fossil energy is crucial. This will have significant consequences for future gen-
erations. The goals of the Paris Agreement and how the signatory countries 
have followed them up are also regularly monitored. The conflict is evident 
between the agreement on global commitments and national implementation. 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, the 2023 edition of the Production Gap Report 
reveals that the 20 major fossil-fuel-producing countries in the world plan 
to produce around 110% more fossil fuels in 2030 than would be consistent 
with limiting global warming to 1.5°C and 69% more than would be consist-
ent with 2°C (UNEP, 2023). The report shows an ever-widening production 
gap for fossil fuels over time, which means a gap between plans for producing 
fossil fuels and what is consistent with limiting global warming to 1.5°C.

This mismatch between the global commitments to future generations in-
herent in the 2030 Agenda and the nation states’ implementation in practice 
is well known. This knowledge has led to what Linehan and Lawrence (2021) 
describe as a “burgeoning scholarship” on institutions for the future. Re-
searchers have therefore proposed to establish global institutions that treat in-
tergenerational questions as a prioritised concern. Lawrence (2021) suggests, 
for example, maximising democratic legitimacy at the international level and 
discusses in a general way how this can be implemented with a High Commis-
sioner. The aim is to make global institutions more responsive to the threat to 
the global ecosystems and the future people affected (Lawrence, 2021).

Another example is that Gardiner (2022) suggests a global constitutional 
convention focused on future generations which pay special attention to 
the global level and over the long term. Gardiner highlights six guidelines. 
These state the convention must have a mandate to consider a wide range 
of global cross-generational issues, be a permanent institution, have proxy 
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representation, have an indefinite time horizon of at least centuries, be ac-
countable to other institutions, and produce proposals adapted to the task. 
These guidelines are global and a holistic response to today’s threats (Gardiner, 
2022). Such suggestions are built on cosmopolitan solidarity, which empha-
sises supranational solutions that cross nation states’ administrative and ter-
ritorial organisation and encompass the entire world. Today, there are no such 
global institutions with a mandate to consider future institutions, but there are 
many ideas and proposals for how this can be done.

According to Caney (2022), there is a lack of overview of various pro-
posals for supra-state institutions enacted to give protection to future gen-
erations. He has made such an overview by discussing contributions from 
different scholarly disciplines and has evaluated them in relation to the crite-
ria effectiveness, legitimacy, distributive justice and liberty, and attainability. 
By evaluating ten different proposals he concludes that there is a considerable 
variation, but many proposals draw inspiration from existing global initia-
tives (Caney, 2022). Moreover, he argues that it is crucial to put the global 
arrangements in a context and emphasises the role of local, state, transna-
tional, and global reforms to ensure that future people receive the protection 
to which they are entitled (Caney, 2022).

 UN documents – call for actions

The mismatch between the global commitments inherent in the 2030 Agenda 
and the nation states’ implementation in practice has led to the production of 
new UN documents calling for actions to follow up. In the political process 
that followed the 2030 Agenda from 2016 to 2023, four key documents are 
particularly relevant regarding the concern for future generations. Firstly, on 
the 75th anniversary of the UN, the member states agreed on a declaration 
in which they both affirmed the UN as a global organisation and simultane-
ously emphasised that the UN Charter is a cornerstone of international law 
based on states’ sovereignty and respect for their territorial integrity (UN75 
Declaration, 2020). This balancing act is the basis for all obligations member 
states agree they have towards the people of the future.

The declaration describes the 2030 Agenda as a roadmap, and its imple-
mentation as necessary for survival. The declaration confirms that the member 
states are determined to implement the 2030 Agenda fully and on time and 
that “There is no alternative” (UN75 Declaration, 2020, p. 2). Furthermore, it 
highlights the need to curb greenhouse gas emissions and achieve sustainable 
consumption and production patterns in line with the Paris Agreement and the 
2030 Agenda: “This cannot wait” (UN75 Declaration, 2020, p. 2). These con-
firmations show an awareness of the need to act. “What we agree today, will 
affect the sustainability of our planet as well as the welfare of generations for 
decades to come” (UN75 Declaration, 2020, p. 4). Accordingly, the member 
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states agreed to arrange a Summit of the Future in September 2024. The dec-
laration pledged to strengthen global governance for current and future gen-
erations and requested the Secretary-General to make recommendations to 
respond to current and future challenges (UN75 Declaration, 2020).

Secondly, in 2021, the Secretary-General responded with the report Our 
Common Agenda. He called it a wake-up call to speed up the implementa-
tion of the SDGs and advance the commitments in the UN75 Declaration.

Just as the founders of the United Nations came together determined to 
save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, we must now come 
together to save succeeding generations from war, climate change, pan-
demics, hunger, poverty, injustice and a host of risks that we may not yet 
foresee entirely. This is Our Common Agenda.

(UN Our Common Agenda, 2021, p. 18)

While this agenda requires today’s actions to encompass a broader range 
of challenges, including the viability of human life on earth, the report states 
we are far from keeping that promise (UN Our Common Agenda, 2021).

The report argues that the complex problems we face today, and our de-
cisions, will influence the livelihoods of the 10.9 billion people expected to 
be born this century, predominantly in Africa and Asia. Moreover, it sug-
gests that accounting for the interests of future generations would require 
adaptations. One is to build long-term thinking into important policies and 
decision-making, and the other is to create specific forums and instruments to 
protect future generations’ interests at all governance levels. Both are speci-
fied in the policy brief published in 2023.

Thirdly, in 2022, a UN General Assembly resolution recognised the hu-
man right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment, and this includes 
commitments to future generations.

Recognizing that sustainable development, in its three dimensions (social, 
economic and environmental), and the protection of the environment, in-
cluding ecosystems, contribute to and promote human well-being and the 
full enjoyment of all human rights, for present and future generations.

(UN General Assembly, 2022, p. 2)

Furthermore, the resolution recognises that environmental degradation, 
such as climate change and loss of biodiversity, poses some of the most severe 
threats to the ability of current and future generations to enjoy all human 
rights effectively (UN General Assembly, 2022).

Fourthly, in 2023, the Secretary-General published a policy brief To Think 
and Act for Future Generations (UN Policy Brief, 2023). This is the first in 
series of policy briefs to provide more detail on certain proposals contained 



The UN 2030 Agenda and Future Generations 73

in Our Common Agenda and prepared for the Summit of the Future in 2024. 
The policy brief emphasises that the current generations’ obligations must 
act in a way that considers future generations and this “has already been 
enshrined in countless international agreements and in the very concept of 
sustainable development” (UN Policy Brief, 2023, p. 5). This refers to the 
394 General Assembly Resolutions that have explicitly mentioned “future 
generations,” as shown earlier. In addition, the policy brief has an Annex II 
that contains a partial list of 51 existing international instruments that refer 
to future generations such as charters, conventions, declarations, etc. How-
ever, the policy brief argues that these agreements are broken daily.

 Proposals for UN institutions for future generations

This contradiction between repeated commitments and lack of follow-up in 
practice creates the basis for the policy brief’s call for action. The purpose of 
this policy brief is therefore to present proposals for practical steps to fulfil 
the commitments. It proposes four specific steps “From commitment to real-
ity” (UN Policy Brief, 2023, p. 15). Two steps are linked to the UN system 
and two steps are for the member states to agree on at international level.

One proposal linked to the UN system is to appoint a special Envoy to 
serve as a voice for future generations. The Envoy would perform advisory 
and advocacy functions for the interests of future generations across the UN 
system. The UN Policy Brief (2023) proposes several concrete functions. In 
general, these involve supporting member states and the UN system in raising 
awareness of intergenerational or future impacts of policies and proposing ef-
forts to embed future generations and long-term thinking in global, national, 
and subnational policymaking. Moreover, the UN Policy Brief proposes that 
the Envoy would report annually to the General Assembly and/or a poten-
tially dedicated intergovernmental forum.

The other suggestion linked to the UN system is to provide for better use of 
foresight, science, and data. The Policy Brief states that the capacity to gener-
ate knowledge about future impacts has improved in recent decades and refers 
to how the 2030 Agenda has led to efforts to use data and scientific knowledge 
more systematically. Some of the examples it refers to are the Data Strategy of 
the Secretary-General, the Futures Lab network, and the regular production 
of a global risks report (UN Policy Brief, 2023). However, the policy brief 
argues that more could be done to build a knowledge base on future impact. 
The intention is that an Envoy will have knowledge and be an advocate for 
the future, thereby ensuring that more sustainable decisions are made.

The two remaining steps proposed are for the member states to agree on. 
One suggestion is to adopt a declaration making the commitment to future 
generations concrete. The Policy Brief proposes how the declaration could de-
fine and make our duties to future generations concrete by listing 16 elements. 
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These include, among other things, recognising the importance of today’s ac-
tions for future generations, and taking this into account in policymaking at 
all levels.

The other step for the member states to agree on is establishing a dedicated 
intergovernmental mechanism for debating and sharing best practices. The 
Policy Brief proposes the creation of a standing intergovernmental forum for 
future generations under the auspices of the General Assembly. While such 
a forum would not be a decision-making body, the UN Policy Brief (2023) 
states it could provide a locus for debate and collaboration.

As this type of institutions still does not exist at the UN level, and the 
Secretary-General’s proposal from 2013 to establish a High Commissioner 
for Future Generations has never been followed up, these proposals are mod-
elled after national political institutions. The Policy Brief argues that most 
of these national models have in common that they seek to understand the 
future impact of our choices today and communicate this understanding to 
decision-makers.

It is these practices that we could now pursue at the international level to 
translate our long-standing global commitments into practical action, and 
to foster and support additional efforts at the national level in a broader 
range of countries.

(UN Policy Brief, 2023, p. 9)

Altogether, these are proposals to reduce the mismatch between commit-
ments to future generations in the 2030 Agenda and the absence of global 
institutions to monitor the implementation at the nation state level.

 Global commitments and national implementation

By tracing the global process at the UN level that led to the 2030 Agenda, we 
have seen that the global commitments to secure future generations increased 
in scope and strength from 1972 to 2015. The commitments culminated in 
2015 with the 2030 Agenda that was presented as a charter to change the 
world in the twenty-first century. This is an extremely ambitious programme, 
which is challenging to implement in practice.

Nevertheless, these commitments create a common language to categorise 
and describe the world’s challenges and solutions. By agreeing to consider 
future generations, member states simultaneously establish common frames 
for discussing the challenges of managing long-term global policy. The SDGs 
provide a framework for decision-making. As we have seen, Entman (1993) 
emphasises that the common frames select some aspects and make them more 
salient. The frames promote a particular problem definition, causal interpre-
tation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.
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With the 2030 Agenda, the common frames are established in the context 
of the increased capacity to generate knowledge about the future effects of 
modern actions. The knowledge that the world’s global resources are limited 
is crucial to understanding that today’s generations must set limits on them-
selves if our descendants are to live dignified lives. The frames regarding the 
concern for future generations is also linked to broader development, where 
this concern is included in several other international treaties (Segger, 2021).

Furthermore, the commitments in the 2030 Agenda create institutional 
constraints on the UN member states by how bodies within the UN system 
monitor the countries’ achievement of the SDGs and publish the results in 
open global databases. This includes data from the countries’ self-reporting 
evaluated by the UN High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Develop-
ment, and data from several independent sources evaluated and reported 
in the UN’s Sustainable Development Reports. The main point is that each 
country’s implementation of the SDGs is measured, and the results are pub-
lished so everyone can see them.

The common frames and the monitoring of the member states’ achieve-
ments are mechanisms that make the commitments morally binding, but they 
are still weak. As we have seen, midpoint reports reviewing the SDGs’ achieve-
ments show that all SDGs are seriously off-track. The UN’s institutions are 
weak because they have no authority over nation states’ policies, and their 
tasks are limited to reporting and monitoring. The most essential form of sanc-
tion is shame, which has proven to be a meagre means of power in interna-
tional politics.

The mismatch between the global commitments to future generations in 
the 2030 Agenda and the nation states’ implementation in practice stems 
from tensions between global commitments and nation states’ sovereignty. 
Nation states do not follow up on implementing what they have agreed on 
globally, and no global institution has the authority to lay pressure on coun-
tries to implement the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.

There is thus a series of calls from the UN system for future-focused global 
institutions that can incorporate the concern for future generations. The 
number of calls has increased in recent years, and the proposals are presented 
as a step from commitment to reality. They build on previous discussions and 
proposals, such as the suggestion to appoint a special Envoy for future gen-
erations, and they have many of the same tasks as the proposal to establish a 
UN High Commissioner for Future Generations from 2013 (UN Policy Brief, 
2023). The previous proposal was never realised in practice, but whether an 
Envoy will be established remains an open question.

None of these proposals from the UN Secretary-General involves a transfer 
of sovereignty to a global organisation. This means that the tensions between 
the sovereignty of nation states and global commitments to future genera-
tions are maintained. As various agreements are made piecemeal globally 
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and are expected to be implemented in the nation states, it is challenging to 
implement global institutional bindings in practice.

 Summary

• Global commitments to safeguard future generations have increased in 
scope and strength from 1972 and culminated with the ambitious goals of 
the UN 2030 Agenda.

• The commitments agreed on in the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs are creat-
ing a common frame to categorise and describe the world’s challenges and 
solutions.

• Institutions within the UN system monitor countries’ achievements of the 
SDGs and publish them in open global databases.

• The common frame and the monitoring of the member states’ achievements 
are mechanisms that make the commitments morally binding.

• These bindings are weak, and the institutional constraints for future  
generations are only partly implemented in practice.

• There are tensions in the implementation of the SDGs between the sov-
ereignty of nation states and global commitments to future generations.

• No global institution has the authority to put pressure on countries.
• Midpoint reports reviewing achievements show that all SDGs are seriously 

off-track.
• The mismatch between the global commitments to future generations in 

the 2030 Agenda and the nation states’ implementation in practice has led 
to a series of calls for action in the UN system.
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6
NATIONAL POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS 
FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS

 Introduction

With the UN 2030 Agenda, the world’s countries developed a common lan-
guage around several issues and committed themselves to including future 
generations in current policies. However, these commitments have not led 
to an agreement to establish global institutions for future generations. It is 
thereby up to the individual countries to establish their own national political 
institutions for future generations. Two types of national political institutions 
have the potential to implement the commitments for future generations. 
One type ensures the country’s implementation of the 2030 Agenda with the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The other type has a specific mis-
sion for future generations and aims to ensure they are represented in current 
policy. Both are established to secure a long-term policy and often overlap 
in practice.

This chapter analyses if and how these two types of political institutions 
for future generations can compensate for politicians’ modest ability to lay 
down guidelines for long-term solutions. Three questions are formulated as 
an operationalisation of the concept of solidarity with future generations, as 
discussed in Chapter 4. (i) What do the commitments by establishing national 
political institutions for future generations involve? (ii) How influential are 
the political institutions in ensuring that commitments for future generations 
are binding in practice? (iii) What other societal concerns are in tension with 
the political institutions’ constraints on current policies for the sake of future 
generations?

These questions are answered by studying existing political institutions for 
future generations. Firstly, the chapter provides a general review of various 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003400806-8
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types of institutions based on documents from the UN and the International 
Energy Agency. This overview also includes public documents from Canada, 
Finland, and Hungary as examples of countries with such institutions. Sec-
ondly, the chapter discusses how Germany has institutionalised the imple-
mentation of the SDGs and how these institutions take future generations’ 
concerns into account. The German documents are from across several gov-
ernment departments and the Bundestag (parliament). Thirdly, the chapter 
conducts similar analysis of Norwegian institutions. The Norwegian doc-
uments are from across several government departments and the Storting 
(parliament). The document study also includes the German and Norwegian 
voluntary national reviews to the UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF). 
Fourthly, the chapter presents and discusses various suggestions for institu-
tional constraints, and fifthly, it concludes that the institutions have weak 
political influence on contemporary policies.

 Different types of political institutions

In Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the UN member states adopted UN Agenda 21, 
which encouraged governments to adopt national Sustainable Development 
Strategies (UN Agenda 21, 1992). The aim was to translate ideas and com-
mitments of the Rio Conference into concrete policies and actions. Subse-
quently, the plan of implementation agreed on in Johannesburg in 2002 
recommended governments to formulate “national strategies for sustain-
able development and begin their implementation by 2005” (UN Report 
Johannesburg, 2002, p. 71). Moreover, it aimed:

To further promote the establishment or enhancement of sustainable de-
velopment councils and/or coordination structures at the national level 
including at the local level, in order to provide a high-level focus on 
 sustainable development policies.

(UN Report Johannesburg, 2002, p. 72)

An underlying social norm for promoting the establishment of such insti-
tution is that future generations should be politically represented. Political 
representation means the activity of making citizens’ voices, opinions and 
perspectives present in the public policymaking process, and there are many 
forms of representation, such as formal, substantial, symbolic, and descrip-
tive (Pitkin, 1967). In the case of unborn people, this is proxy representa-
tion, meaning someone is appointed to defend future generations’ assumed 
challenges and interests. This norm about the need for proxy representa-
tion is linked to “democratic myopia,” the tendency of short-sightedness 
in both mindset and structures of democratic decision-making processes 
(MacKenzie, 2021; Smith, 2021). These mindsets and structures imply that 
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future generations are excluded from contemporary political decisions that 
are important to their lives, and they have no economic or political power to 
influence decisions.

Consequently, the absence of political representation of future generations 
means that conflicts of interest between generations are decided by a majority 
of eligible voters, not the majority of those affected by the decision (Tremmel, 
2021). The main reason is the time lag between political decisions and their 
consequences. As such, we can often observe that politicians and the institu-
tional arrangements do not consider future generations in elections or politi-
cal decisions (Vermassen et al., 2023). Against this background, researchers 
point out that contemporary democracies were developed in the nineteenth 
century and are not designed for today’s challenges, where the most signifi-
cant consequences of today’s decisions will come in the future (Smith, 2021; 
Tremmel, 2015).

The political representation of future generations can take several forms. 
Democratic procedures can, for example, promote intergenerational justice 
by proxy representations by giving extra votes to persons representing future 
generations because they cannot represent themselves (Caney, 2018; Kates, 
2015). The decisive question is how influential the political institutions are in 
ensuring that measures for future generations are binding in practice.

The UN Secretary-General’s Report from 2013 is a good starting point 
for analysing how this encouragement to establish national political institu-
tions for future generations is followed up (UN Secretary-General, 2013). As 
shown in Chapter 5, this UN report discussed how intergenerational concern 
is embedded in the concept of sustainable development. It presented models 
to institutionalise concern for future generations at the global and national 
levels. At the global level, the UN report suggested a High Commissioner for 
Future Generations, which has not been established. At the national level, the 
UN Report reviews how Canada, Finland, Hungary, Israel, New Zealand, 
and Wales (United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland) either 
have or have had an office that serves to protect the needs of future genera-
tions. In line with this category of countries, the UN Report also highlights 
one institution in Germany: German Parliamentary Advisory Council on 
Sustainable Development, and one in Norway: Norwegian Ombudsperson 
for Children (UN Secretary-General, 2013).

Several scholars have followed up this UN report. Their aim has been 
to discuss the already functioning national political institutions for fu-
ture generations (Brown Weiss, 2021; Dirth & Kormann da Silva, 2022; 
Krajnyak, 2023; Mathis et al., 2022; Segger et al., 2021; Smith, 2021; 
Tremmel, 2021). Many scholars highlight the existing institutions as mod-
els and emphasise the importance of learning from these institutions (e.g. 
Szabo, 2021). Most of  these studies do not clearly distinguish between 
institutions that will ensure the countries’ implementation of sustainable 
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development and those that are specifically designed for future genera-
tions. As Krajnyak (2023) argues, only some of the eight institutions 
mentioned in the UN Report from 2013 directly advocate for future gen-
erations. They defend the environment, sustainable development, and chil-
dren. These themes are indirectly linked to care for future generations and 
future-oriented policies.

These discussions show that in the political and academic debate, a dis-
tinction is made between two types of institutions that can impact whether 
and how future people are included in contemporary politics. Several coun-
tries worldwide have established political institutions to ensure the coun-
try’s implementation of their sustainable development strategies. After the 
agreement on the 2030 Agenda in 2015, these institutions were tasked with 
ensuring that the countries follow up on the SDGs. Mathis et al. define sus-
tainable institutions as “public, trans-departmental and permanent national 
bodies with an integrated understanding of sustainability that considers 
socioecological well-being, global context and future orientation” (Mathis 
et al., 2022, p. 1). This type of institution offers a broad institutional frame-
work for policy that extends beyond day-to-day decisions and provides for 
longer-term policy. These institutions do not particularly focus on future 
generations, but the countries implementing the SDGs indirectly consider 
this. There is no record of how many of these there are in the world. Such 
institutions have a wide range of tasks and must constantly balance them 
with short-term needs.

Dirth and Kormann da Silva (2022) believe that institutions with a man-
date for future generations make greater use of the opportunity to focus on 
long-term dynamics. They concentrate on institutions designed to have a spe-
cific mission for future generations and count 16 countries with such insti-
tutions in the world: Australia, Canada, Finland, Germany, Gibraltar,  Goa 
(India), Hungary, Israel, Malta, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Scotland,  
Singapore, Wales, United Kingdom, and Uruguay (although this counts  
Scotland, Wales, and the UK as separate entities). Dirth and Kormann da 
Silva (2022) counted twice as many institutions as reviewed in the UN Re-
port from 2013. The study includes all the institutions included in the UN 
report, apart from the Norwegian one, as we return to in the following. This 
type of institution aims to provide future generations with proxy representa-
tion. These institutions are not exclusively linked to the SDGs but function 
within their framework.

While these two types of institutions have different mandates at the outset, 
they often overlap in practice because both aim to secure a long-term policy. 
Therefore, the following empirical analysis will treat them interchangeably, 
but it will clarify which type is being discussed. By establishing such institu-
tions, countries have committed themselves to including the consideration of 
future people in current politics.
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 Institutions and proxy representation

As a backdrop for the analyses of German and Norwegian institutions, it 
is useful to gain an insight into various examples of institutions for future 
generations and how previous researchers have assessed them. According to 
their location in the political system, institutions for future generations can 
be divided into three main categories: institutions linked to parliament, insti-
tutions connected to government apparatus, and public institutions that are 
more or less independent.

Firstly, a concern for our descendants can be fostered by institutionalis-
ing representation for future generations in the parliament (Jones et al., 
2018; Kates, 2015). One example is the Committee for the Future estab-
lished in Eduskunta, the Finnish parliament, in 1993. This was the first 
permanent parliamentary committee with the task to have long-term con-
siderations across all policy areas (Smith, 2021). The Committee is one of 
the Eduskunta’s 16 standing committees, and it has 17 members based on a 
cross-party composition. The Committee’s main functions are to scrutinise 
the Government’s Report on the Future, which covers a wide range of topics 
related to, among other things, climate change, demographic change, and 
technological development (Finnish parliament, 2023). It also issues state-
ments to other committees on matters related to the future. Since 2017, the 
Government’s plan for the implementation of Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
Development has also been submitted to the Committee (Finnish parlia-
ment, 2023). According to Tiihonen (2021), the Committee’s main task is 
to think about various alternative futures, discuss them, and work for the 
best possible future for the people. The committee has neither legislative 
nor budgetary power, Tiihonen (2021) notes, but it can present initiatives 
and visions.

Secondly, political institutions designed for future generations can be gov-
ernment bodies, committees, and groups established within government ap-
paratus. One example is the Canadian Commissioner of the Environment 
and Sustainable Development established in 1995. This Commissioner is 
embedded within the Office of the Auditor General which has the task of 
improving government accountability by auditing and reporting on the gov-
ernment’s operations. The Commissioner has the task of providing analy-
sis and recommendations on the federal government’s efforts to protect the 
environment, mitigate the effects of climate change, and foster sustainable 
development (Auditor General of Canada, 2023). The Commissioner mainly 
issues reports on assessing whether departments of the Federal Government 
are meeting their sustainable development objectives. Future generations are 
not explicitly defined in the work of the Commissioner, but as Wright and 
McKenzie (2021) argue, an audit function can draw attention to and raise 
awareness of topics important to future generations.
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Thirdly, political institutions designed to promote and defend the interests 
of future generations can be established outside the ordinary parliament and 
government institutions (Tremmel, 2021). Such independent institutions can 
be commissions, councils, or offices for future generations or ombudspersons 
who are appointed to investigate complaints against an institution and seek 
resolutions to those complaints. The main intention with such independent 
institutions is to bring in the long-term implications of actions and present 
alternatives essential for future generations’ well-being from outside the  
ordinary political institutions (Smith, 2021).

One example is the Office of the Parliamentary Commissioner for Fu-
ture Generations established in Hungary in 2007. It was terminated in 2011, 
and the institutional protection of future generations was transferred to the 
Commissioner for Fundamental Rights as one of two Deputies of the Com-
missioner (Commissioner for Fundamental Rights of Hungary, 2023). The 
deputy is called the Deputy Commissioner for Future Generations and func-
tions as an ombudsman. Its main task is to monitor the enforcement of the 
interest of future generations. While the power of the previous commissioner 
was broader, Krajnyak (2023) argues that the power of the new commissioner 
is significant as it has an impact on key constitutional court decisions and can 
contribute to legislation-making by issuing legislative proposals. Also, Szabo 
(2021) argues that the Commissioner is a crucial pillar of the Hungarian le-
gal system. Still, based on the evidence of the past decade, he concludes that 
while there are no constitutional constraints on the ombudsman’s action, he 
or she cannot counterbalance other institutions of the Hungarian legal sys-
tem (Szabo, 2021).

Such national political institutions for future generations have the po-
tential to ensure proxy representation for our immediate descendants and 
people who have not yet been born. While some institutions have this as an 
explicitly formulated goal, others can indirectly provide for it. Through such 
institutional constraints, today’s generations commit to a form of indirect 
reciprocity with the people of the future. However, in general, studies of 
these institutions show that they address the problems of political present-
ism, but they have a weak influence on ensuring that measures for future 
generations are binding in practice (Knebel, 2023; Krajnyak, 2023; Szabo, 
2021;  Tiihonen, 2021; Wright & McKenzie, 2021).

 Institutions in Germany

Germany established its first national sustainable development strategy in 
2002, and since then the strategy has been revised every fourth year. With 
the plan for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in 2016, the SDGs 
were perceived as a follow-up of the German sustainable strategy, but the 
original catalogue of goals, subgoals and indicators was significantly altered 
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(Tremmel, 2014). In 2021, the federal government published a revised strat-
egy, which stated that Germany follows the guiding principle of sustainable 
development “(…) meeting the needs of today’s and future generations – in 
Germany and in all parts of the world – and allowing them fulfilled lives of 
dignity” (German Sustainable Development Strategy, 2021, p. 12).

The coordinating lead department for implementing the SDGs is the 
Federal Chancellery. Germany has established a State Secretaries’ Commit-
tee which in practice serves as the central coordinator and ensures that the 
guiding principle of sustainable development is applied to all policy areas 
(German Review to the HLPF, 2021). This committee reports on its activities 
annually to the Federal Cabinet (German Sustainable Development Strategy, 
2021). Hence, the governance of the sustainability strategy does not follow 
traditional ministerial hierarchies but is organised cross-sectorally.

Germany has established two institutions that attend the regular State Sec-
retary Committee meetings and produce position papers. One is the Parlia-
mentary Advisory Council on Sustainable Development, Parlamentarischer 
Beirat für nachhaltige Entwicklung (PBnE), as discussed in the following. 
The other is the German Council for Sustainable Development, Rat für 
Nachhaltige Entwicklung (RNE) established in 2000. The RNE has 15 mem-
bers, who are individuals from civil society, the business sector, the scientific 
community, and the political arena. They are appointed by the Chancellor 
for a (renewable) term of three years. The RNE’s task is twofold. One is to 
advise the government on its sustainable development policy, and the other is 
to foster public dialogue on the issue of sustainability. The RNE operates as 
an independent entity, and it has an office comprising 24 persons who carry 
out the day-to-day work (RNE, 2024).

The State Secretaries’ Committee, the Parliamentary Advisory Council, and 
the Council for Sustainable Development show that Germany has established 
institutions in all three political arenas: in parliament, in government, and as 
an independent council. They are connected in the State Secretary Committee 
meetings. However, they have weak political influence (Bachmann, 2021). 
The institutions serve mainly as a reminder of how contemporary decisions 
will have significant consequences for the future. They do not have a special 
mandate to provide for future generations, but this can be achieved indirectly 
as far as Germany implements the SDGs.

In addition, Germany has institutions that are particularly relevant for 
climate and environmental issues, and two important institutions should 
be mentioned. One is the German Advisory Council on Global Change, 
Wissenschaftlicher Beirat der Bundesregierung Globale Umweltveränderun-
gen (WBGU). In the period from 2020 to 2024, the advisory council consists 
of nine members appointed by the German government’s Federal Cabinet 
for a four-year term. The members have special knowledge and experience 
of the Advisory Board’s tasks. The WBGU is independent in its work and 
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is monitored and supported by State Secretary Committee. The office has a 
secretariat consisting of 12 employees. They contribute with scientific exper-
tise, coordinate processes, organise logistical workflows, and curate events 
(WBGU, 2024).

The other is the German Advisory Council on the Environment, Sachver-
standigenrat für Umweltfragen (SRU). The seven members of the SRU are 
appointed for four years by the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Na-
ture Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety after approval by the Federal 
Cabinet. It comprises experts from various disciplines with special scientific 
knowledge and experience in environmental issues. Further selection criteria 
are “excellence, representativeness, professional networking, breadth of ex-
pertise and advisory orientation.” The office has a secretariat consisting of 12 
scientific employees (Tremmel, 2018).

A study of the German implementation of the SDGs found that Germany 
has come further than most European countries in thinking about, and to 
some extent institutionalising, a coordinated and holistic approach to sus-
tainability (Schoyen et al., 2022). The German political conditions for devel-
oping a policy that combines the social, economic, and ecological dimensions 
of sustainable development should be rather good at the outset. Germany has 
a welfare state that builds on the historical tradition from Bismarck’s social 
insurance reforms, and the country has been a forerunner of energy transi-
tion. With the Energiewende Germany has made efforts to replace power 
production relying on nuclear and fossil energy sources with renewable ones 
(Leiren & Reimer, 2018).

However, Germany has major barriers to the simultaneous priority of so-
cial, economic, and ecological goals. These are seen as conflicting goals, and 
politicians, trade unions, employers’ organisations, and voluntary organisa-
tions prioritise them differently (Schoyen et al., 2022). Significantly, in terms 
of concrete results, Germany is struggling to meet the climate targets it has 
committed itself to at European and international levels.

This is evident in the country’s profile in the annual published UN’s Sus-
tainable Development Report (Sachs et al., 2023). As discussed in Chapter 5, 
this report is based on data from a mix of official and other sources such 
as databanks of international organisations and peer-reviewed journals. The 
main point in using this is that it is based on independent evaluations and not 
self-reporting like the voluntary national reports to the HLPF, as discussed 
earlier. In the 2023 report, Germany is in fourth place of the 193 UN member 
states, behind Finland, Sweden, and Denmark. The countries that top the list 
are all rich welfare states in northern Europe, with three Scandinavian coun-
tries which have low population densities at the top. The UN report has de-
veloped a ranking regarding how each country has achieved the SDGs which 
goes from top scores, medium challenges, and significant challenges to major 
challenges. Based on this ranking system, the report shows that Germany has 
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not achieved top scores on any of the SDGs. The country has medium chal-
lenges on ten SDGs, significant challenges on five goals and major challenges 
in achieving two goals.

The major challenges are in achieving the SDGs number 12 and 13. Num-
ber 12 is responsible consumption and production, and the problems are 
electronic waste, nitrogen emissions embodied in imports, and exports of 
plastic waste. The other is number 13, which is climate action. Germany has 
high CO2 emissions from fossil-fuel combustion and cement production, and 
from emissions embodied in imports (Sachs et al., 2023). As a typical highly 
developed and affluent country Germany’s ecological footprint far exceeds 
the planetary carrying capacity.

There is still a long way to go. According to the IEA World Energy Bal-
ances latest updated numbers from 2022, 78% of German energy consump-
tion came from fossil sources, while 19% came from renewable energy. The 
same year nuclear power counted 3%, but its nuclear power stations were 
closed in 2023. From fossil sources, coal counted 20%, natural gas 24%, and 
oil 33%. Regarding renewable energy, hydro power counted 1%, wind and 
solar energy 6%, and biofuels 12% (IEA World Energy Balances, 2024a). Ac-
cording to the country’s future development of greenhouse gas emissions, the 
progress is far from sufficient to reach the reduction targets for 2030.

Germany has not established an institution with a special mandate to rep-
resent future generations. The government has established a triangle of insti-
tutions to ensure the implementation of the SDGs, and in addition there are 
institutions that are particularly relevant for climate and environmental is-
sues. The establishment of these institutions involves commitments to future 
generations. However, these institutions have weak influence on whether the 
long-term policy becomes binding in practice. They have not been mandated 
to intervene in political decisions but instead have a role as reminders that 
today’s political decisions can have significant consequences in the future. 
They thereby contribute to and maintain a common language about the im-
portance of long-term thinking and acting. This common frame of reference 
is crucial for current decision-making, but it is far from enough as is also 
confirmed with the German major challenges regarding the environmental 
SDGs.

 Parliamentary Advisory Council in Germany

The UN Secretary-General’s Report (2013) referred to the German Parlia-
mentary Advisory Council on Sustainable Development, Parlamentarischer 
Beirat für nachhaltige Entwicklung (PBnE), as an example of an institution 
intended to serve as the advocate of long-term responsibility in the German 
political process. The PBnE was established in 2004, against a background 
of discussions about how the federal government’s sustainability policy could 
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be supported by the German Bundestag (Bundestag, 2022). The council has 
a central position in the German implementation of the SDGs by attend-
ing the regular State Secretary Committee meetings. It has a broad scope on 
sustainable development, and its activities will, therefore, indirectly include 
the concern for future generations. According to the council’s homepage in 
the Bundestag its guiding principle behind policymaking is geared towards 
sustainability, “making sure that life today is not at the expense of tomor-
row!” Moreover, the council presents itself as a “watchdog,” which “barks” 
when an initiative fails to consider the National Sustainability Strategy (PBnE 
German Bundestag, 2024). According to a study carried out by Kinski and 
Whiteside (2023), the members of the council see themselves as representa-
tives of future generations.

The PBnE is appointed by the Bundestag every electoral period. In the cur-
rent period from 2021 to 2025, it has 20 members from all political parties 
proportionate to the parties’ size in the Bundestag. In contrast to the standing 
committees in the Bundestag, which are directly assigned to a ministry, the 
council is interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral. Its mandate is to work with 
long-term tasks that go beyond day-to-day political disputes (PBnE German 
Bundestag, 2024). The council is assigned tasks when appointed, and each 
council thus has new tasks. There is therefore no reliable long-term basis for 
the council’s work (Reimer, 2021).

The council’s work programme for the 20th election period from 2021 to 
2025 emphasises that sustainability is understood as an “ethical principle” 
(Bundestag, 2022). This principle, it states, requires a holistic view of social 
challenges, implying that the people living today are responsible to future 
generations. Furthermore, it argues that sustainability is not limited to envi-
ronmental and nature conservation responsibility but also includes econom-
ics and social conditions. The current PBnE provides parliamentary support 
for the government’s sustainability policy at the European and UN levels. 
This includes activities and measures to implement the SDGs in the 2030 
Agenda. The Bundestag has also given the current council the task to submit 
proposals to the Bundestag on how the council’s work can be made more 
efficient and communicate more effectively to the public (Bundestag, 2022). 
An important goal for the PBnE, the work programme states, is to be inde-
pendent of changing majority ratios in the Bundestag and that it can thereby 
devote itself to its task with continuity across party lines (PBnE  German  
Bundestag, 2024). From these documents we can read that decisions are ex-
pected to be cross-political and based on consensus.

One of the council’s core tasks is to evaluate draft laws and regulations 
from the federal government. These evaluations take the form of hearings, 
briefings, motions for resolutions, statements, and position papers. The refer-
ence points for these evaluations are the indicators and goals of the German 
sustainability strategy. In the 19th legislative period from 2017 to 2021, the 
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council evaluated 512 federal government projects with a view to assess-
ing whether they had taken sustainable development into account (PBnE  
German Bundestag, 2021). The PBnE found that in 96% of cases, the federal 
government had considered sustainability and concluded that sustainability 
is an essential foundation for legislation (PBnE German Bundestag, 2021).

However, when the council checks whether the federal government has 
considered the draft laws’ compliance with the prevailing sustainability prin-
ciples, it does not make any qualitative assessments or judgements about 
whether the proposal meets the sustainability standards (Schoyen et al., 
2022). A more substantive qualitative assessment would be time-consuming 
and difficult to obtain (Reimer, 2021). It could lead to more controversies 
and challenge how the council has operated according to a consensus princi-
ple. As Kinski and Whiteside (2023) argue, this consensus orientation seems 
appropriate for matters affecting future generations. The required consensus 
can be an obstacle to gaining traction for a future-oriented policy, which 
implies a weak representation of future generations. Moreover, the opin-
ion of the council could be ignored as it has neither procedural nor sub-
stantive rights or competences towards the Bundestag and the committees 
 (Bachmann, 2021; Reimer, 2021).

The explicitly formulated rationale for setting up the PBnE is to ensure 
that Germany designs an innovative, forward-looking policy (Bundestag, 
2022). This means that its primary role is to maintain a common frame for 
moral evaluations and remind people of the importance of long-term poli-
cies. Studies of the council and debates in the Bundestag show that the coun-
cil has raised awareness of the need for a forward-looking policy (Kinski 
& Whiteside, 2023). This is important for commitments to the future but 
not enough to secure institutional constraints that bind political decisions to 
long-term goals.

 Lack of institutions in Norway

Like Germany, Norway adopted its first Sustainable Development Strategy in 
2002. Since 2008, the implementation of this strategy has been included in the 
national budget process as part of the government’s annual policy cycle. From 
2016, the government implemented the SDGs as a follow-up of this strategy, 
and from 2016 to 2019 the Ministry of Finance coordinated the implementa-
tion. In 2020, this coordinating role at the domestic level was transferred to 
the Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation, while the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs is responsible for contact with the UN and international bod-
ies. This is an example of how government departments are often working in 
silos (Schoyen & Takle, 2022). The same year, a State Secretaries’ committee 
for the SDGs was established, in which all ministries are represented (Norway’s 
Review to HLPF, 2021). This is similar to the committee in Germany.
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At the domestic level, the main responsibility for each of the SDGs lies 
with a single department. This means that the responsibility for the SDGs is 
divided between ministries and included in the daily political process. A chal-
lenge with this implementation is that the overall assessment and connection 
between the goals can be lost. This challenge is reinforced by the fact that 
Norway does not have an independent body responsible for implementing 
SDGs based on an overall assessment like the German Parliamentary Advi-
sory Council and the Council for Sustainable Development. In Norway, this 
task is assigned to the Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation 
(Norway’s Review to HLPF, 2021). This does, however, not create the same 
transparency around the processes as in Germany.

When the coordinating role for the domestic implementation of the SDGs 
was transferred to the Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation, 
it was simultaneously signalled that the SDGs should be anchored locally. 
Local anchoring is a central principle for the implementation of the SDGs at 
the UN level, and considerable effort to achieve the goals is made at the local 
level in Norway (Meld. St. 40, 2020–2021). This local focus can, however, 
mask the fact that Norway’s major challenges in achieving the SDGs are 
linked to fundamental features of the Norwegian economy as discussed in 
Chapter 1 and require major efforts at the national level.

A study of Norway’s implementation of the SDGs found that the country 
has struggled with a fundamental paradox for several decades, and there is 
still no convincing solution (Schoyen & Takle, 2022). Norway is well placed 
to achieve a coordinated implementation of the social, economic, and eco-
logic dimensions of sustainability.

Norway is a small and very wealthy country, characterized by strong 
public finances, a coordinated market economy, a digitally advanced and 
efficient bureaucracy, and a comprehensive welfare state. People and busi-
nesses are accustomed to a state that makes active use of instruments such 
as taxes, economic incentives, and regulations to steer behaviour. These 
factors have contributed to relatively low levels of social inequality and 
high levels of trust in government.

(Schoyen & Takle, 2022, p. 153)

Current and future prosperity can only be upheld as long as the economy 
relies on a highly profitable but carbon-intensive oil and gas sector. The coun-
try’s comprehensive welfare state is supported by enormous revenues from 
carbon-intensive oil and gas extraction and exports. There is still a politically 
mainstream frame “that Norway can carry on with its oil and gas produc-
tion, including the exploration and development of new fields, and nonethe-
less fulfil the commitments of the Paris Climate Agreement” (Schoyen & 
Takle, 2022, p. 170). This leads to obstacles for implementing the SDGs 
concerning the environment in Norwegian politics.
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Sachs et al. (2023) confirm this pattern. In the 2023 UN Sustainable De-
velopment Report, Norway is in seventh place out of the 193 UN member 
states, behind its Scandinavian neighbours, Germany, Austria, and France 
(Sachs et al., 2023). Based on the report’s ranking system from top scores, 
medium challenges, and significant challenges to major challenges regard-
ing how each country has achieved the SDGs, the Norwegian scores differ 
slightly from the German scores. Norway has top scores on five SDGs, which 
are related to welfare state arrangements. Norway has medium challenges on 
six SDGs and significant challenges on two goals.

Norway has major challenges on four SDGs. There are major challenges 
concerning goal number two which emphasises zero hunger, and this is due 
to the indicators of obesity, too little plant food in the diet, and too much 
nitrogen fertiliser. There are major challenges regarding goal number 12, re-
ferring to responsible consumption and production. Norway has poor waste 
management and excessive emissions of sulphur dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen 
through the import of consumer goods. There are major challenges regarding 
goal number 13, which is climate action. Norway has high CO2 emissions 
generated through oil and gas exports, from fossil energy in transport and 
cement production, and generated through the import of consumer goods. 
Finally, Norway has major challenges regarding fulfilling goal number 15, 
which is life on land. The country protects small areas and freshwater areas in 
its own country (Sachs et al., 2023). Like Germany, and many other countries, 
Norway’s ecological footprint far exceeds the planetary carrying capacity.

These results confirm that Norway has impressive results in terms of social 
and economic progress, but the country has a highly problematic position re-
garding the ecological dimension. To achieve its challenging SDGs, Norway 
tends to support initiatives outside the country, as discussed in terms of the 
Norwegian paradox (UN General Assembly, 2020). The Norwegian position 
has relied heavily on international emission trading. In simple terms, Nor-
way offsets domestic emissions by paying for cuts in other countries to reach 
its climate targets (Boasson & Lahn, 2017). The reason is not only that the 
country’s economy relies on oil and gas production.

According to the IEA World Energy Balances latest updated numbers from 
2022, Norway has a special energy mix. About 50% of Norwegian energy 
consumption came from fossil sources, while about 50% came from renew-
able energy. From fossil sources, coal counted 3%, natural gas 22%, and oil 
25%. Regarding renewable energy, hydro power counted 38%, wind and 
solar energy 5%, and biofuels 7% (IEA World Energy Balances, 2024b). The 
fact that Norway’s renewable sources cover a high share of domestic energy 
consumption makes it relatively costly to cut emissions at home. This is an-
other important reason why Norway offsets domestic emissions by paying 
for cuts in other countries to reach its climate targets.

Regarding the achievement of the SDGs, Norway can be said to be a 
leader abroad and a laggard at home (Schoyen & Takle, 2022). There is no 
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indication that the 2021 Voluntary National Review and the new Norwegian 
national action plan – taken together – will be capable of bringing about a 
turning point in the domestic implementation process (Norway’s Review to 
HLPF, 2021; Meld. St. 40 (2020–2021)).

This is reinforced by the fact that Norway has not established an inde-
pendent institution responsible for implementing the SDGs based on an 
overall assessment, as Germany has. This lack of independent institutions 
creates less transparency around the implementation of the commitments in 
the SDGs. In Norway, the coordinating task has been assigned to the Minis-
try of Local Government and Modernisation and the implementation of the 
SDGs is linked to the municipal level. The political challenges and tensions 
involved in implementing the environmental SDGs depend on national politi-
cal decisions. Regarding the high CO2 emissions generated through oil and 
gas exports, there is a lack of a long-term policy that considers both today’s 
young people and those who will be born in the future. This results in weak 
institutional bindings for future generations.

 Ombudsperson for children in Norway

The UN Secretary-General’s Report (2013) included the Ombudsperson for 
Children in Norway in the review of countries with institutions for future 
generations. This makes it interesting to take a closer look at how the om-
budsperson serves this task. The Ombudsperson for Children was appointed 
in 1981, as the first in the world. It is designed to promote and defend the 
interests of children independent of government institutions. In contrast to 
the German Parliamentary Advisory Council on Sustainable Development, 
the Ombudsperson for Children has no place in the landscape of institutions 
with a special responsibility for implementing the SDGs.

According to the Ombudsperson’s website, it has three duties. Firstly, to 
ensure that children and young people’s opinions are heard, and their rights 
are upheld. Secondly, to ensure that the authorities in Norway comply with 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which is enshrined in Norwegian 
law. Thirdly, the ombudsperson is an independent body, forming its own 
opinions and deciding what areas to focus on (Ombudsperson for Children 
in Norway, 2023). Furthermore, the ombudsperson describes its way of in-
fluencing the authorities as holding lectures and seminars, writing letters to 
the authorities, and making statements when laws are written or amended. 
The ombudsperson also ensures contact with the media and participates in 
meetings with ministers and members of parliament (Ombudsperson for 
Children in Norway, 2023).

Neither this self-presentation nor the ways it works suggest that the om-
budsperson is an institution for future generations. This is confirmed by an 
internet search on “future generations” on the ombudsperson’s website. 
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It results in only four hits. While three hits concern the strengthening of 
children’s participation in the work on climate challenges, one is related to 
children’s upbringing conditions (Ombudsperson for Children in Norway, 
2023).

There are not any reasons to believe that the Ombudsperson for Children 
is an institution designed to have a specific assignment for future generations. 
How can we understand that the UN Secretary-General’s Report (2013) in-
cluded this Ombudsperson in the review of countries with institutions for 
future generations? The answer to this question might be seen in the follow-
ing statement.

The welfare of future generations is in a large part determined by our 
treatment of children of current generations, which means that caring for 
future generations should have a special focus on investing in the human 
rights and development of the children of today. Concern for children 
in the context of intergenerational justice has surfaced in international 
human rights instruments, notably the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child.

(UN Secretary-General, 2013, p. 13)

This statement suggests that consideration for future generations’ welfare 
should focus on investing in the development of today’s children. This is also 
the point of departure for a study conducted by Fauchald and Gording Stang 
(2021). By analysing the Ombudsperson’s Act and the instructions for the 
ombudsperson, they contend that it is within the ombudsperson’s mandate 
to promote the interest of future generations (Fauchald & Gording Stang, 
2021). They argue that the ombudsperson has a duty to act in situations 
where environmental, social, and economic conditions are deteriorating so 
that children will suffer. The two authors believe this duty has been strength-
ened by the ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991 
and incorporating it into Norwegian law in 2003, and by the inclusion of en-
vironmental protection for the sake of future generations in the constitution 
in 1992 and the constitutional reform in 2014, as returned to in Chapter 7.

However, by analysing the practice of the ombudsperson from 1981 to 
2020, Fauchald and Gording Stang (2021) conclude it has only to a limited 
extent promoted the interest of future generations. Such promotion has been 
implicit, and occurred as a side effect of efforts to safeguard the interests of 
current generations. Moreover, the ombudsperson has primarily addressed 
economic and social conditions for future generations, while environmental 
conditions are rarely affected (Fauchald & Gording Stang, 2021). This pri-
ority is surprising in light of the youth’s preoccupation with environmental 
changes. In 2022, the ombudsperson stated that climate and environment 
should be a priority area from that year. This was the year after the study by 
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Fauchald and Gording Stang (2021) was published. How the ombudsperson 
has implemented this is unclear, as this priority is not followed up in the  
annual report from 2022 (Ombudsperson for Children in Norway, 2023).

Fauchald and Gording Stang (2021) have a very good point in their call 
for the ombudsperson to act more actively concerning future generations.

So far, public authorities, courts, parliamentary control mechanisms, and 
the Parliament itself have paid very limited attention to such provisions 
when proposing and adopting legislation, budgets, and policies. There is 
significant need for independent review of how these provisions are imple-
mented in the interest of future generations. The Ombudsman for Chil-
dren should see the constitutional reforms as an opportunity to strengthen 
its contribution to the living conditions of future generations of children.

(Fauchald & Gording Stang, 2021, p. 373)

There is significant room for action for the Ombudsperson to strengthen 
and make more explicit contributions to the welfare of future unborn genera-
tions. This room for action is also reinforced by the lack of an independent 
body responsible for implementing the SDGs in Norway. This is particularly 
problematic given the political tensions involved in implementing the SDGs’ 
environmental goals. Norway not only lacks institutions to ensure the imple-
mentation of binding long-term commitments towards future generations, 
but also has no national political institutions whose task is to raise awareness 
of the welfare of future generations.

 Suggestions for institutional constraints

As discussed in Chapter 5, current political and academic debates about 
global and national institutions for future generations are mainly remind-
ers of the future consequences of current decisions. Existing institutions are 
discussed as models to provide for long-term policies, and there are calls for 
actions to establish new institutions (Linehan & Lawrence, 2021, p. 11). 
While national institutions have the potential to ensure proxy representation 
for future generations, they are few and have only weak influence on if and 
how measures for future generations are binding in practice.

Due to the weaknesses regarding the links between commitments and 
binding institutional constraints in practice, theoretical proposals for how 
to design national institutional constraints for future generations have been 
instigated. As we shall see, academic literature suggests institutions within 
parliament, the government, and as independent bodies.

One proposal is to emphasise the principle of deliberation to encour-
age contemporary actors to consider and represent the interests of future 
generations. MacKenzie (2021) builds on a deliberative theory to discuss 
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future-oriented collective action. He argues that we need inclusive, delib-
erative, democratic processes to create our common future collectively and 
mutually accommodatingly. Moreover, he states that the future should not 
only be predicted, but also be shaped or created through our collective 
 future-making capacities. MacKenzie argues that deliberative practices such 
as reason giving, justification, and persuasion are needed to help coordinate 
the actions of the past, present, and future.

Regarding institutional design, he suggests that future-oriented democratic 
institutions will need to be “inclusive, deliberative and capable of acting in-
dependently from short term electoral dynamics and market imperatives” 
(MacKenzie, 2021, p. 25). Moreover, he emphasises that institutions must be 
able to deal with different types of temporally complex issues and the interde-
pendencies between them. With these ideas as criteria, he assesses several dif-
ferent institutional arrangements. According to MacKenzie, deliberation can 
help encourage contemporary actors to consider and represent the interests 
of future generations. “Deliberation is the only institutional mechanism that 
I am aware of that may plausibly play this role in public affairs” (MacKenzie, 
2021, p. 89).

Another proposal is to present a list of principles of institutional design 
that must be met to consider the long term and to safeguard the interests of 
future generations. Smith (2021) extracts five principles that underlie how 
we can promote long-term solutions and secure the interests of future gen-
erations. The first principle is to create independent institutions that are not 
subject to the pressure that, among others, elected politicians are exposed to. 
The second principle is diversity, which involves including the voices of all 
types of groups in democratic decisions, especially future generations. The 
third principle is deliberation, where Smith, like MacKenzie, emphasises the 
importance of justifying choices in public. The fourth principle is institu-
tionalisation, where Smith argues, that compliance with political decisions 
over time requires permanent bodies that promote long-term thinking. The 
fifth principle is empowerment. Smith highlights that institutions created to 
defend the interests of future generations must have decision-making power. 
They must at least have the opportunity to veto or postpone decisions that 
do not consider the consequences the decisions will have for people who have 
not yet been born (Smith, 2021).

A third proposal is to establish a fourth branch in addition to legislative, 
executive, and judicial power. Tremmel (2021) suggests a future branch as a 
general model that can be adapted to different countries’ historical traditions, 
as there is no single model that suits all countries. According to Tremmel 
(2021), this future branch might be called an ombudsperson, guardian, com-
missioner, committee, or something else. As a starting point, Tremmel sets up 
three conditions for the institution. It must have power, be able to intervene 
in legislative procedures, and be at the national level.
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His model is three dimensional. The first dimension is agency. Tremmel 
emphasises that a fourth branch must have the opportunity to start a legis-
lative process but not stop it by right to veto. The rationale is that a fourth 
branch should not be accused of representing an eco-dictatorship or a new 
veto player that could increase the possibilities of gridlock. The second di-
mension is the policy fields the branch should consider. While these might 
be all fields, environmental policy is seen as the most important. The third 
dimension is the composition of the members of the branch, and this is the 
diagonal dimension which crosses the first two dimensions. Tremmel suggests 
that the members should not be elected, but rather appointed by politicians, 
and a collective body is better shielded from criticism than one single person. 
Tremmel’s (2021) main point is to launch a model for a fourth branch respon-
sible for long-term thinking on behalf of future generations. The proposal is 
designed to be adapted to today’s democracies and simultaneously change 
them so that the new institution is perceived as democratically legitimate.

Like MacKenzie and Smith, Tremmel’s point of departure is that the 
current democracies require future-beneficial institutions. He draws on the 
history of ideas and refers to how one during the establishment of the democ-
racies in the eighteenth century considered the system of checks and balances 
to protect minorities against the “tyranny of the majority.” He compares this 
with how we today need an institutional design against the “tyranny of the 
present over the future” (Tremmel, 2021).

These authors highlight different principles in solving the problem of 
short-sightedness and thereby complement one another. The background for 
all three is that democracies fail to solve the challenges of the future, and 
they refer to democratic myopia or the tendency towards short-term thinking 
in democracies. Moreover, the scholars argue against the idea that to solve 
long-term problems we need other types of political systems that are less 
democratic or even authoritarian. In contrast, they emphasise that democra-
cies need to be better adapted to the current situation in which decisions in 
the present can influence future people far more than in former times. As we 
have seen in these three theoretical suggestions, all authors emphasise the 
importance of formal institutional constraints to safeguard that future gen-
erations are considered.

 Weak institutional bindings

National political institutions that consider long-term policies important for 
future generations can be of two types. One type ensures a country’s im-
plementation of the broad spectrum of SDGs, while the other has a specific 
mission for future generations. These two types of political institutions often 
overlap in practice as both are concerned with long-term policy as opposed 
to democratic myopia.



National Political Institutions for Future Generations 97

By establishing such institutions, countries commit themselves to imple-
menting long-term policy important for future generations. Today’s genera-
tions thereby commit to a form of indirect reciprocity with the people of the 
future. As we have seen, institutions for future generations can be institutions 
linked to the parliament or the government apparatus, and state institutions 
that are more or less independent. Many scholars who have studied such 
institutions conclude that the institutions have the potential to ensure proxy 
representation for future generations by addressing the problems of political 
presentism. Still, they conclude the institutions have a weak influence on en-
suring that measures for future generations are binding in practice.

This analysis of the German and Norwegian cases shows similar patterns. 
Neither of the two countries has an institution with a special mandate to rep-
resent future generations. Both countries’ measures to implement the SDGs 
are ways of ensuring a long-term policy that can impact future people.

Germany has more institutions than Norway. The country has a triangle of 
institutions provided with the tasks to ensure the implementation of the SDGs 
in parliament, in government, and as an independent state institution. These 
institutions involve commitments to future generations, but they act in an in-
direct way by participating in the implementing of the SDGs. As we have seen, 
they have a weak influence on making the long-term policy binding in practice.

One example is the German Parliamentary Advisory Council on Sustain-
able Development, which has not been mandated to intervene in political 
decisions and has no competences in relation to the Bundestag. The council 
has the mandate to check if the federal government has considered whether 
the draft laws comply with the sustainability principles, but it does not make 
any qualitative assessments. A more substantive qualitative assessment could 
lead to tensions and challenge the council’s legitimacy, which is based on a 
consensus principle.

The council needs to achieve political consensus to gain political influence. 
This can be necessary to ensure legitimacy and stability in the support of 
long-term policy, but it can also be an obstacle for a future-oriented policy, 
leading to a weak representation of future generations. The council’s role is 
to remind politicians of the importance of long-term policies. It can ensure 
that this is framed in a way that calls attention to future consequences of cur-
rent decisions. This strengthens the commitments to the future, but it is not 
enough to establish institutional constraints that bind political decisions to 
long-term goals. Nevertheless, Germany has established far more institutions 
for future generations than Norway has done.

Norway has established neither political institutions with a special man-
date to represent unborn future generations nor institutions to ensure the 
implementation of the SDGs. The Ombudsperson for Children in Nor-
way is often mentioned in reviews of countries with institutions for future 
generations (UN Secretary-General, 2013). Neither the ombudsperson’s 
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self-presentation nor the ways it works suggests that it is an institution for 
people who have not yet been born. It is an institution for children and young 
people living today.

The implementation of the SDGs is assigned to the Ministry of Local Gov-
ernment and Modernisation and linked to the local level. This leads to less 
transparency in the implementation of the SDGs in Norway than in  Germany. 
Moreover, the tensions involved in implementing the environmental SDGs  
cannot be solved at the local level. They are dependent on national political 
decisions influenced by the Norwegian paradox.

Both in Germany and Norway, there are tensions between the production 
and use of energy from fossil fuels and the consideration of long-term envi-
ronmental challenges. The weak institutions for future generations can be 
linked to these political tensions.

 Summary

• There are two types of national political institutions for future genera-
tions, which often overlap in practice because both consider long-term 
policies.

• While one type of political institution ensures a country’s implementation 
of the broad spectrum of SDGs, the other type has a specific mission for 
future generations.

• By establishing such institutions, countries commit themselves to long-
term policies important for future generations, but the institutions have 
weak political influence in ensuring that measures for future generations 
are binding in practice.

• Germany has established a triangle of the State Secretaries’ Committee, 
the Parliamentary Advisory Council, and the Council for Sustainable 
Development.

• This triangle has a weak political influence on German politics, but serves 
as an important reminder of the importance of today’s decisions for future 
people.

• The German Parliamentary Advisory Council operates on the basis of 
consensus and depends on the absence of significant political tensions 
to gain political influence, which means a weak representation of future 
generations.

• Norway does not have an independent institution responsible for imple-
menting the SDGs based on an overall assessment. This task is assigned to 
the Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and does not create 
the same transparency as in Germany.

• The Ombudsperson for Children in Norway only promotes the welfare 
of children and young people living today and cannot be said to provide 
proxy representation for people who have not yet been born.
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• Weak institutions for future generations can be linked to political tensions, 
and in Germany and Norway, there are tensions between the production 
and use of energy from fossil fuels and consideration of long-term envi-
ronmental challenges.

• Political institutions for future generations take shape as reminders of the 
future consequences of today’s decisions and have a function in maintain-
ing a common frame of commitments to future people.
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7
CONSTITUTIONS, PROTECTION 
CLAUSES, AND CLIMATE LAWSUITS

 Introduction

National constitutions stand above all other laws, and no other law within the 
nation states can contradict them. Most constitutions are difficult to change, 
and they set a framework for day-to-day political decisions. Constitutions 
are self-imposed political and legal bindings for current and future genera-
tions, and they are the modern states’ most important intergenerational con-
tracts (Gosseries, 2008; 2014; Häberle, 2006). Some countries have included 
protection clauses for future generations in their constitutions. They have 
thereby committed themselves to binding decisions which are important for 
the future. These protection clauses are put to the test through climate law-
suits. This chapter discusses whether and how protection clauses in constitu-
tions can ensure that future generations are included in current policy, and 
how binding they are in practice.

This chapter raises three questions that are extracted from the concept 
of solidarity with future generations, corresponding to the other empirical 
chapters, as discussed in Chapter 4. (i) What do the commitments by in-
cluding protection clauses for future generations in national constitutions 
involve? (ii) How binding are these protection clauses for practical policy?  
(iii) What other societal concerns are in tension with the institutional con-
straint followed by the protection clauses for future generations?

Germany and Norway are analysed as examples of countries that have in-
cluded a protection clause for future generations in their constitutions, which 
have been followed by climate lawsuits. The purpose is to conduct political 
analyses of the arguments concerning future generations used by the four 
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types of participants in the climate lawsuits: complainants, parliaments, gov-
ernments, and judges in the courts.

The first section of this chapter clarifies what protection clauses are and 
the differences between the legal processes in Germany and Norway and 
sources used for the analyses of each country case. The second section pre-
sents an overview of legal climate conflicts concerning children and young 
people worldwide. Most documents used in this overview are retrieved from 
the Sabin Center’s Global Climate Litigation Databases. There are also docu-
ments from organisations such as the Urgenda Foundation, Global Legal Ac-
tion Network, Our Children’s Trust, and European Network of National 
Human Rights Institutions. Most documents are unofficial translations into 
English, published by the participating actors. The third and fourth sections 
analyse the German protection clause and the climate lawsuit, while the fifth 
and sixth sections examine the Norwegian case. The seventh section discusses 
how these climate lawsuits have shaped new political spaces and frames.

 Constitutions and the role of climate lawsuits

In a study of sustainability and law in the Anthropocene, Sjåfjell (2023) ar-
gues law is a social construction, which can be seen as a society’s most power-
ful tool to secure social foundation for all contemporary people and for the 
future, but this requires them to be followed up in practice. The protection 
clauses in constitutions are based on an underlying social norm that the is-
sues they cover are so essential to consider that they must have a special sta-
tus in the constitutional democracy. Protection clauses can ensure the rights 
of future generations, but this varies, as we shall see, between countries and 
the interpretations of the clauses.

According to Tremmel (2006), around 30 countries have included ecologi-
cal protection clauses for future generations in their constitutions. A study 
by Dirth (2018) shows that 120 countries have clauses referring to the envi-
ronment and sustainability, and 37 explicitly point to future generations. By 
including protection clauses, the current generations have committed them-
selves to considering future people in contemporary decision-making. We can 
distinguish between three types of protection clauses. (i) General clauses refer 
to general considerations of future conditions of prosperity but not specifi-
cally to future generations. (ii) Financial clauses mean one should not transfer 
debt to future generations. (iii) Ecological clauses point directly to ensuring 
ecological conditions for those who come after us (Tremmel, 2006).

Germany and Norway have introduced ecological protection clauses. The 
two countries’ constitutions, courts, and lawsuits differ in terms of legal pro-
cesses, themes, and the issues of the complaints. Despite these differences, 
they are interesting to compare because both countries have climate lawsuits 
in which children and young people take their governments to court. One 
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lawsuit in each country is selected where the complainants are children and 
young people who are concerned for future generations. This is neither meant 
to be a legal analysis nor a complete evaluation of climate lawsuits. Several le-
gal aspects of the lawsuits are not included in the following analysis, and this 
applies in particular to discussions of procedures for case management. The 
focus is on how the subject of future generations is treated in climate lawsuits.

The German case is a political analysis of how the arguments for future 
generations are included in the climate lawsuit: Neubauer et al. v. Germany. 
The study covers the constitutional complaint by teenagers and young adults 
(Neubauer et al. Constitutional complaint, 2020) and the judgement made 
by the German Federal Constitutional Court (2021). The arguments from the 
German Government and Parliament (Bundestag) are included in the deci-
sions made by the Federal Constitutional Court, and the analysis of the argu-
ments used by the politicians is based on the court’s rendering (Constitutional 
Court, 2021, Para. 67–69).

The political analysis of the Norwegian case concentrates on how the ar-
guments for future generations are included in the climate lawsuit: Green-
peace Nordic and Nature and Youth Norway v. Ministry of Petroleum and 
Energy. In contrast to the German case, the Supreme Court of Norway is not 
a constitutional court. The Norwegian complainants presented their com-
plaint first in the Oslo District Court (2018) and then in the Borgarting Court 
of Appeal (2020). The environmental organisations were unsuccessful in 
these courts, and the case was filed with the Supreme Court of Norway. The 
following analysis of the lawsuit is based on previous studies of the theme 
(Takle, 2021; 2023), which include main documents from the complainants 
in the environmental organisations represented by Greenpeace Norden Asso-
ciation (Greenpeace Nordic) and Nature and Youth Norway, the government 
representation in court by the Office of the Attorney General of Norway, the 
Oslo District Court, the Borgarting Court of Appeal, and the Supreme Court.

 Global trend of climate litigations

There is a global trend of increasing numbers of climate litigations. Accord-
ing to Setzer and Higham (2022; 2023) from the 1980s to 2023 a total of 
2,341 climate litigations were registered worldwide. Around two-thirds of 
the cases have been filed since 2015, which was the year of the Paris Agree-
ment. While they find that the growth rate in cases appears to be slowing, the 
diversity in cases is still expanding.

This high number of litigations encompasses a broad range of legal pro-
cedures and strategies, including lawsuits. While lawsuits refer to the actual 
dispute between the parties, litigations refer to the procedure of handling a 
lawsuit. This can involve alternative dispute resolution methods such as me-
diation and arbitration pretrial motions, evidentiary hearings, and appeals.
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Most litigations have occurred in the United States of America (USA) 
where 1,522 cases are registered. In all other countries outside the USA, 
658 cases have been registered in 65 different jurisdictions (Burger & Tigre, 
2023). The cases in the Global North represent 89% of the total number of 
climate litigation cases, including the USA, while cases in the Global South 
amount to 5.2%. International and regional cases such as the European 
Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) amount to 5.8% of the climate litigation 
cases worldwide (Burger & Tigre, 2023).

Climate litigations are ways to force authorities and corporate actors to pur-
sue more ambitious measures to reduce environmental damage. As the meas-
ures taken are still insufficient to achieve the purposes of the Paris Agreement, 
actors in civil society have turned to various judicial bodies. As Burger and 
Tigre formulate, “Climate change litigation provides civil society, individuals 
and others with one possible avenue to address inadequate responses by govern-
ments and the private sector to the climate crisis” (Burger & Tigre, 2023, p. 7).

Setzer and Higham (2023) conclude that more than 50% of climate cases 
have direct judicial outcomes that can be understood as favourable to climate 
action. Moreover, they suggest that climate cases have significant indirect 
impacts on decision-making beyond the courtroom. An increasing number of 
cases involve complainants aiming to bring about a more comprehensive so-
cial change, such as promoting a new climate policy, creating public aware-
ness, or changing the behaviour of authorities or industrial actors (Setzer & 
Higham, 2022; 2023).

According to Setzer and Higham (2023) the Urgenda Foundation v. State of 
the Netherlands from 2019 is the first case in the world where citizens established 
that their government had a legal duty to prevent dangerous climate change. In 
2015, the District Court of The Hague ruled that the government must cut 
its greenhouse gas emissions by at least 25% by the end of 2020, compared 
to 1990 levels. On 20 December 2019, the Dutch Supreme Court, the highest 
court in the Netherlands, upheld this decision. The ruling required the govern-
ment to reduce emissions in line with its human rights obligations. As a result, 
the Dutch government closed a power plant four years earlier than planned and 
introduced a new climate plan in 2019 (Urgenda Foundation, 2023).

Climate lawsuits have become an instrument used by children and youths 
against governments. In these cases, domestic constitutional protections for 
the right to a healthy environment play a critical role along with domestic 
climate legislation (Setzer & Higham, 2023).

Cases where children and young people sue their governments for not ad-
hering to laws laid down in constitutions and in climate and environmental 
laws and policy are relevant in our context. By the end of 2022, the Sabin 
Centre databases had registered 34 cases that had been brought by and on 
behalf of children and young people, defined as people below 25 years of age 
(Burger & Tigre, 2023).
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Children and young people sue their governments for failing to protect 
their and future generations’ lives and health. The cases have an emphasis 
on the role of human rights. These cases rely on young peoples’ particular 
vulnerability to climate change and the principle of intergenerational equity. 
This vulnerability is confirmed by Hickman et al. (2021). They found that cli-
mate anxiety is widespread among children and young people worldwide and 
affects their daily functioning. The study was based on a survey of 10,000 
children and young people aged 16–25 in 10 countries worldwide in 2021. 
The authors found that dissatisfaction with government responses to climate 
change was associated with increased distress. They conclude that climate 
change has important implications for the health and future of children and 
young people. Since children and young people have little economic and po-
litical power to limit the damage, Hickman et al. (2021) argue this makes 
them extra vulnerable to climate anxiety.

In the USA, the association Our Children’s Trust plays an important role. 
This is a not-for-profit law firm representing young people and their legal 
right to a healthy atmosphere and a safe climate. While this association has 
represented children and young people in many lawsuits, one of the most im-
portant lawsuits is Held v. State in Montana. On 14 August 2023,  Montana 
Trial Court ruled that the state of Montana violates its citizens’ rights to a 
clean and healthful environment when it grants permits to the fossil-fuel 
industry. According to Our Children’s Trust (2023) this was the first time 
in US history a court ruled on the merits of a case that the government vio-
lated the constitutional rights of children – through laws and actions that 
promote fossil fuels, ignore climate change, and disproportionately imperil 
young people. Sixteen young people aged 5–22 were behind the lawsuit. In 
Montana, the coal industry brings in millions of dollars of revenue every 
year, and the lawsuit has proved especially contentious among the many 
people who work in the coal industry. The state is currently appealing the 
ruling (Held v. State, 2023).

 European Court of Human Rights

International and regional courts play an increasing role in the development 
of jurisprudence. The relationship between harmful climate change and hu-
man rights is central (Sandvig, 2021). In 2023, the ECtHR considered four 
cases as “impact cases” which are deemed a priority for hearing. These are 
KlimaSeniorinnen v. Switzerland, Careme v. France, Duarte Agostinho et al. 
v. Portugal and 32 Others, and Greenpeace Nordic and Others v. Norway. 
This development underlines the high profile the court is giving these cases. 
On 9 April 2024, the ECtHR delivered Grand Chamber rulings in the three 
first climate change cases (ECtHR, 2024). As of April 2024, the Norwegian 
case is pending.
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In the first case, Verein KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz and Others v. Switzer-
land, four women and a Swiss association were the complainants. They were 
concerned about the consequences of global warming on their living condi-
tions and health and argued that the Swiss authorities are not taking suffi-
cient action. The court found that Article 8 of the Convention encompasses a 
right to effective protection by the State authorities. It concludes that anthro-
pogenic climate change exists, and that it poses a serious current and future 
threat to the enjoyment of human rights guaranteed under the Convention.

It noted that current global mitigation efforts are not sufficient to meet that 
target. It also noted that, while the legal obligations arising for States under 
the Convention extend to those individuals currently alive who, at a given 
time, fall within the jurisdiction of a given Contracting Party, it is clear that 
future generations are likely to bear an increasingly severe burden of the 
consequences of present failures and omissions to combat climate change.

(ECtHR 087, 2024, p. 4)

The court concluded that the Swiss Confederation had failed to comply 
with its duties under the Convention concerning climate change. It argued 
that states have a responsibility to protect people from harmful climate 
change and that they must have good frameworks to ensure emission cuts 
and concrete plans to implement these goals. The court balances the relation-
ship between law and politics by emphasising that it is up to the politicians 
to decide which concrete measures should be taken to cut emissions. This will 
have consequences for how the ECtHR judges future climate lawsuits, such 
as the Norwegian case.

In the second case, Carême v. France, the complainant is a French mayor 
who claims that his state is not doing enough to protect his right to life, 
privacy, and property in the face of the risk of a sea level rise in the French 
coastal town of Grande-Synthe. The ECtHR rejected the application.

In the third case, Duarte Agostinho et al. v. Portugal and 32 Others, six 
young Portuguese, aged 11–24, filed a lawsuit against 32 governments, in-
cluding 27 EU member states, Norway, Russia, Switzerland, Turkey, and 
the United Kingdom. The youths filed the case directly with ECtHR without 
exhausting domestic remedies. They claimed that their fundamental human 
rights are being violated because of governments’ reluctance to fight climate 
change. The youths were represented by a British law firm, as well as the Irish 
Legal Activist Organisation, Global Legal Action Network (GLAN, 2023). 
The ECtHR rejected the application. One reason was that the complainants 
had not pursued any legal avenue in Portugal concerning their complaints. 
Another reason was as follows:

As concerned the extraterritorial jurisdiction of the respondent States 
other than Portugal, the Court found that there were no grounds in the 
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Convention for the extension, by way of judicial interpretation, of their 
extraterritorial jurisdiction in the manner requested by the applicants.

(ECtHR, 2024, p. 1)

This was in line with the respondent states submission to the Grand Cham-
ber ECtHR. Thirty-one of them submitted a joint submission to the Grand 
Chamber ECtHR in which they argued that climate policy is outside the 
ECtHR’s jurisdiction. “The applicants’ approach not only goes far beyond 
the intended role of the court under the Convention system but is also in-
consistent with the internationally agreed framework for combatting climate 
change which is binding on all of the respondent States” (Respondent States 
submission to the Grand Chamber ECtHR, 2023, p. 3).

Both the ECtHR and the respondent states defend a global order where 
sovereign nation states are responsible for climate measures regulated by in-
ternational climate and environmental agreements. The Portuguese youths 
argued that indirect reciprocity with people across national borders would 
lead to cosmopolitan institutional bindings, but this was rejected.

 Protection clause in the German Basic Law

The Basic Law (Grundgesetz) was established in West Germany in 1949 and 
has applied to the Federal Republic of Germany since the reunification of 
1990. The first 19 articles of the Basic Law contain fundamental rights. In 
Article 20, the principles of democracy, republicanism, social responsibility, 
federalism, and the rule of law are laid down in the Basic Law.

The Basic Law can be amended by a two-thirds majority of the German 
parliament (Bundestag) and the Federal Council (Bundesrat). Such changes 
are not allowed to remove any of the principles underlying Articles 1 and 
20 as defined by the eternity clause (Ewigkeitsklausel) in Article 79 (3). 
There may be changes to clarify, extend, or refine the fundamental rights in 
Articles 1–19. However, Articles 1–20 have been amended over time. The 
eternity clause does not protect any additional words and phrases, as they 
may be further amended or removed through the normal constitutional 
process.

In October 1994, Article 20a was added with precise wording about re-
sponsibility for future generations. In 2002, the protection of animals was 
added after discussions regarding the prohibition of ritual slaughter (dejure.
org, 2023). Article 20a of the German Basic Law states:

Mindful also of its responsibility toward future generations, the state shall 
protect the natural foundations of life and animals by legislation and, 
in accordance with law and justice, by executive and judicial action, all 
within the framework of the constitutional order.

(Ministry of Justice, 2023)
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The fact that the article came close to Articles 1–19 underlines its rel-
evance to fundamental rights. However, the introduction as a policy objective 
of the state implies a different quality (Tremmel, 2022; Weiss, 2021).

 German climate lawsuit

In February 2020, a group of nine German youths and young adults, aged 
15–33 years, filed a case to the Federal Constitutional Court (Neubauer et al. 
v. Germany, 2021). This was filed at the same time as three other groups of 
claimants who were all targeting the government’s climate protection meas-
ures. (i) Friends of the Earth Germany (BUND) and the Association of Solar 
Supporters and Others in November 2018; (ii) Yi Yi Prue and other individu-
als from Bangladesh and Nepal in January 2020; (iii) Steinmetz and other 
individual German youths in January 2020. The following analysis concen-
trates on the arguments concerning future generations in Neubauer et al.  
v. Germany.

The youths and young adults claimed that the provisions of the Federal 
Climate Change Act (Bundesklimaschutzgesetz) were insufficient, and that 
the legislator therefore had violated their human rights as protected by the 
Basic Law. With this act the federal government committed itself to achieving 
a greenhouse gas reduction of 55% by 2030 and then extensive decarbonisa-
tion by 2050. This target, the youths argued, does not consider the findings of 
science and the reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), and it does not consider Germany’s and the EU’s obligation under 
the Paris Agreement to limit global temperature increase to well below 2°C 
and, if possible, to 1.5°C compared to pre-industrial levels. Moreover, the 
Climate Change Act does not have a reduction path after 2030 (Neubauer 
et al. Constitutional complaint, 2020).

The young peoples’ claims were that the targets of the Federal Climate 
Change Act have led to violations of their fundamental right to a future con-
sistent with human dignity and their basic right to life and physical integrity, 
as enshrined in Articles 1 and 2 of the Basic Law, and in conjunction with 
Article 20a of the Basic Law. Moreover, they argued that “State action or 
omissions must not destroy the foundations of the self-development of oth-
ers and the preservation of the conditions of existence of future generations” 
(Neubauer et al. Constitutional complaint, 2020, p. 7). Some of the youths 
also claimed to be violated in their freedom of occupation and under their 
freedom of ownership.

The complainants presented themselves as young people who do not reach 
through the democratic channel and, thereby, feel helpless.

The complainants are between 15 and 32 years old and are hence expected 
to experience all the predicted effects of climate change by the turn of 
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the century. They are already affected by the noticeable effects of climate 
change in Germany (e.g. extreme weather conditions, heat waves), but 
cannot protect themselves through their democratic rights, especially not 
through voting. They feel helplessly exposed to the economic and political 
“business as usual” and are under considerable stress with regard to their 
own future.

(Neubauer et al. Constitutional complaint, 2020, pp. 11–12)

The youths asked the Federal Constitutional Court to declare that the 
 German legislature violated their rights in the Basic Law by the low reduction 
of greenhouse gas by 2030 in the Federal Climate Change Act. Moreover, 
they asked the court to declare that the legislature was required to issue new 
reduction quotas to ensure that Germany’s emissions are kept as low as pos-
sible, taking into account the principle of proportionality. Finally, the young 
people asked the court to declare that Germany is prohibited from transfer-
ring emissions allocations to neighbouring European states. The latter ap-
plies as long as the common European climate protection legislation does 
not provide a level of protection sufficient for fundamental rights (Neubauer 
et al. Constitutional complaint, 2020).

In contrast, the Bundestag and the federal government argued that the 
constitutional complaints were inadmissible and unfounded (Constitutional 
Court, 2021, Para. 67–69). The Bundestag argued that the alignment with 
the remaining CO2 budget results from an evaluation of democratic processes 
and cannot be derived from fundamental rights (Constitutional Court, 2021, 
Para. 67–68). The federal government considered that it does not appear that 
the complainants’ fundamental rights were violated by the government’s al-
leged omission. Moreover, it argued that the principle of human dignity in 
conjunction with Article 20a of the Basic Law implies an obligation for the 
state to guarantee living conditions that already exist today, and this cannot 
be carried forward into the future. The government believed that this was 
foreign to German constitutional law (Constitutional Court, 2021, Para. 69).

 German Federal Constitutional Court’s decision

The complainants filed their challenge directly to the German Federal Consti-
tutional Court (Bundesverfassungsgericht). The Constitutional Court is the 
guardian of the Basic Law. It is an independent constitutional organ which 
monitors and assures compliance with the Basic Law, and it only hears con-
stitutional cases.

On 29 April 2021, the Federal Constitutional Court published its deci-
sion on the case. The court decided jointly on this complaint along with the 
three other groups of claimants who were targeting the government’s climate 
protection measures, as mentioned earlier (Constitutional Court, 2021). 
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The  following analysis concentrates on the court’s arguments concerning 
future generations in the case Neubauer et al. v. Germany, although some 
arguments overlap. The Constitutional Court’s decision on this case was 
announced as a partial success for the complainants. The court concluded 
that the provisions of the Federal Climate Change Act are incompatible with 
fundamental rights. The main reason is that the act lacks specifications for 
further emission reductions from 2031 onwards. The other parts of the com-
plaints were rejected.

Two aspects of the court’s reasoning are of particular importance regarding 
social solidarity with future generations. Firstly, the court had an intergen-
erational approach including future generations. It argued that the Climate 
Change Act irreversibly leaves significant emission reduction burdens to pe-
riods after 2030. These burdens will, the court stated, expose the young and 
subsequent generations to comprehensive losses of freedom in the future.

When Art. 20a GG obliges the state to protect the natural foundations of 
life – partly out of responsibility towards future generations – it is aimed 
first and foremost at preserving the natural foundations of life for future 
generations. But at the same time, it also concerns how environmental 
burdens are spread between different generations.

(Constitutional Court, Para. 193)

The Constitutional Court argued that Article 20a of the Basic Law not 
only obliges the legislature to protect the climate and aim towards achieving 
climate neutrality but also concerns how environmental burdens are spread 
out between different generations. It described the fundamental rights as  
intertemporal guarantees of freedom,

(…) one generation must not be allowed to consume large portions of the 
CO2 budget while bearing a relatively minor share of the reduction effort, 
if this would involve leaving subsequent generations with a drastic reduc-
tion burden and expose their lives to serious losses of freedom.

(Constitutional Court, Press Release No. 31/2021)

It emphasised that the consequences of today’s actions lie in the future 
and that this fact must have consequences for current legal practice and 
politics. Formulated the opposite way, individuals’ fundamental rights to 
freedom in the future lie in the present. With these arguments, the court ap-
plies indirect reciprocity with future generations. It not only draws attention 
to future generations in today’s politics but also includes them in the politi-
cal community as equal parties who should enjoy the same basic freedoms 
as today’s generations. This means that Article 20a in the Basic Law entails 
a specific duty of care in relation to future generations (Kirchmair, 2023; 
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Tremmel, 2022). Accordingly, Colombo (2023) uses this case as an example 
to show how courts can offer practical ways to increase the political space 
for future freedoms (Colombo, 2023).

Secondly, the court stated that the fact that no state can resolve the prob-
lems of climate change on its own does not invalidate the national obligation 
to take climate action. It argued that Article 20a makes it obligatory to take 
national climate action in cases where international cooperation does not 
lead to legally formalised agreements.

It is true that Germany would not be capable of preventing climate 
change on its own. Its isolated activity is clearly not the only causal fac-
tor determining the progression of climate change and the effectiveness 
of climate action. Climate change can only be stopped if climate neutral-
ity is achieved worldwide. In view of the global reduction requirements, 
 Germany’s 2% share of worldwide CO2 emissions (…) is only a small 
factor. Still, if  Germany’s climate action measures are embedded within 
global efforts, they are capable of playing a part in the overall drive to 
bring climate change to a halt.

(Constitutional Court, 2021, Para. 202)

According to the court, dependence on the international community gives 
rise to a constitutional necessity for a state to carry out its climate measures 
at the national level. By requiring the natural basis of life to be protected 
for future generations, the court argued that the protection clause makes it 
obligatory to pursue a goal that can only be achieved through supranational 
and international cooperation.

Moreover, the court emphasised that precisely because of the state’s de-
pendencies on international cooperation to effectively carry out its obligation 
to take climate action according to Article 20a in the Basic Law, the state 
must avoid creating incentives for other states to undermine this cooperation: 
“In practice, resolving the global climate problem is thus largely dependent 
on the existence of mutual trust that others will also strive to achieve the 
targets” (Constitutional Court, 2021, Para. 203). The aim for the court is to 
prevent other states from undermining this cooperation. Although the court 
emphasises that each country must take responsibility for its emissions, this 
is seen globally, where the countries depend on cooperation.

The Constitutional Court concluded that the legislators had to adopt pro-
visions by 31 December 2022. This involved a specification of the provi-
sions for reduction targets from 2031 onwards. This ruling is binding on 
German policymakers. In response, federal policymakers passed a law that 
immediately steps up the goals of a 65% reduction in greenhouse gases from 
1990 levels by 2030 and redefined the sector-specific annual emission levels 
for 2023–2030 and the yearly cross-sector reduction targets for 2031–2040. 
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It has been in effect since August 2021 (Bundestag, 2021). This places greater 
efforts on people living today.

The Constitutional Court provides rights to future generations in a way 
that binds today’s actions. Its arguments can be interpreted in terms of in-
direct reciprocity combined with cosmopolitan solidarity, placing great em-
phasis on supranational cooperation. Germany must act to not undermine 
international and supranational cooperation. This shows a gradual shift in 
the argument towards increased solidarity with future generations.

 Protection clause in the Norwegian Constitution

The Norwegian Constitution (Grunnlov) of 1814 is the second oldest con-
stitution which is still in force. An amendment to the Constitution requires 
a two-thirds majority in the Norwegian parliament (Storting) and changes 
can only be adopted after a new election. Many of the provisions of the 
Norwegian Constitution are relatively short and aim to specify general rules 
(Fauchald & Smith, 2019). This also applies to the environmental protection 
clause, Article 112 of the Norwegian Constitution, which states:

Every person has the right to an environment that is conducive to health 
and to a natural environment whose productivity and diversity are main-
tained. Natural resources shall be managed on the basis of comprehensive 
long-term considerations which will safeguard this right for future genera-
tions as well.

In order to safeguard their right in accordance with the foregoing para-
graph, citizens are entitled to information on the state of the natural envi-
ronment and on the effects of any encroachment on nature that is planned 
or carried out.

The authorities of the state shall take measures for the implementation 
of these principles.

(Stortinget, 2018)

In 1992, the first version of the protection clause, Article 110b, was in-
cluded in the constitution. In 2014, Article 110b was revised and moved 
to Article 112 and simultaneously included in a new human rights chapter 
in the constitution. These changes were a part of a larger revision of the 
Norwegian Constitution with the Constitution’s 200th anniversary in 2014 
(Fauchald & Smith, 2019). To prepare this revision, the Storting appointed 
a commission. Regarding the environmental provision, this commission 
proposed to keep paragraphs 1 and 2 of Article 112 as they were, while 
sharpening the wording in paragraph three (Dokument 16 (2011–2012)). 
This sharpening implied changes from the State authorities, ranging from 
“shall issue further provisions” to “it is incumbent on the state authori-
ties to take measures.” The purpose of this change was to clarify that the 



Constitutions, Protection Clauses, and Climate Lawsuits 115

authorities have an active duty to safeguard a healthy environment for cur-
rent and future generations through various forms of measures (Dokument 
16 (2011–2012), pp. 244–246). In 2014, the Storting decided to follow these 
recommendations almost without debate (Innst. 187 S (2013–2014)).

 Norwegian climate lawsuit

In October 2016, Greenpeace Nordic and Nature and Youth Norway  (Natur 
og Ungdom) took legal action against the Norwegian Government for vio-
lating the Constitution’s Article 112 (Greenpeace Nordic and Nature and 
Youth Norway v. Ministry of Petroleum and Energy (People v Arctic Oil), 
2016). The central issue was the Norwegian government’s decision from 10 
June 2016 on awarding licences to search for petroleum in the Barents Sea. 
Due to climate change and the vulnerability of areas in the High North, en-
vironmental organisations contended the country should not search for more 
petroleum in these areas and should also phase out petroleum production 
(Greenpeace Nordic and Nature and Youth Norway, 2020).

The environmental organisations perceived Article 112 as a rights provi-
sion. In terms of rights, they also argued that the decision on awarding pro-
duction licences is contrary to the European Convention on Human Rights. 
Moreover, they argued that the threshold should be low when the courts are 
to set limits for democratic decisions, and in this case, they claimed it was 
already exceeded. An overall assessment of environmental harm must, ac-
cording to the environmental organisations, include risks involved in an envi-
ronmentally valuable area connected to the polar front and the ice edge, and 
the emission of greenhouse gases in connection with production and combus-
tion. They referred to the established knowledge of how serious the climate 
crisis already is and argued that future generations’ access to a healthy en-
vironment is decisive for defining a low threshold (Greenpeace Nordic and 
Nature and Youth Norway, 2016, 2018, 2019, 2020).

Moreover, the environmental organisations contended that the Norwegian 
Storting’s discretion is strictly limited due to both legal and factual circum-
stances, and the concern for future generations is crucial.

Because future generations lack the opportunity to safeguard their own 
need for a liveable environment, Article 112 of the Norwegian Constitu-
tion protects precisely these “future generations.” This is essential when 
determining the discretion, which must be narrowed if the concern for 
“future generations” requires it.

(Greenpeace Nordic and Nature and Youth Norway, 2020, p. 6)

The organisations’ arguments can be understood in terms of indirect reci-
procity with future generations. They argued that today’s generations must 
act in a way that makes it possible for the people of the future to develop 
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their capabilities. Their central concern was that there is no room for more 
fossil-fuel resources if future generations should have access to a healthy en-
vironment to be able to enhance their capabilities. The decision to search for 
petroleum will have a serious environmental impact, which cannot be justi-
fied on the basis of economic considerations (Greenpeace Nordic and Nature 
and Youth Norway, 2020).

According to the environmental organisations one should not only assess 
the environmental damage associated with oil and gas production in Nor-
way. The assessments should also include greenhouse gas emissions related 
to combustion outside Norway from oil and gas produced in Norway. The 
argument was that in a situation of catastrophic global warming, Norway 
has a global responsibility that must be assessed because the country is a 
significant oil exporter (Greenpeace Nordic and Nature and Youth Norway, 
2020). By emphasising the Norwegian responsibility for the future world-
wide, the organisations included aspects of cosmopolitan solidarity. This is in 
the form that every nation state is responsible for the territorial harm caused 
by the combustion of emissions from fossil fuels extracted from its territory, 
as discussed earlier.

In contrast, none of the main documents from the government has refer-
ences to future generations (Attorney General of Norway, 2016; 2018; 2020). 
The government’s point of departure was that this article does not provide 
substantive rights for individuals which can be reviewed before the courts. It 
meant that decisions on awarding production licences involve political deci-
sions that should be made by elected representatives in the Norwegian Stort-
ing and not by the courts. Moreover, the government argued politically that 
the protection clause is neither suited to, nor intended for, any regulation 
of greenhouse gas emissions and it cannot be understood to set limits for 
 Norwegian petroleum exports (Attorney General of Norway, 2016).

Moreover, the government argued that emissions from the combustion 
of Norwegian petroleum outside Norwegian jurisdiction are not covered by 
Article 112. It stated that the constitution does not provide global rights 
and has a limited scope of application and jurisdiction in terms of persons 
and territory. The government referred to the fact that international and na-
tional climate policies are based on each state being responsible for its na-
tional emissions, and Norway has committed itself to reducing its emissions 
through international agreements such as the Paris Agreement (Attorney 
General of Norway, 2020). It contended the emissions from the new fields 
in the Barents Sea are uncertain and will be marginal in a global perspective. 
With this, it argued the opposite of the German Constitutional Court, which 
claimed that no state can evade its responsibility, no matter how little it con-
tributes to climate change.

The conflict between the environmental organisations and the government 
should be seen in light of what Chapters 1 and 6 discussed as the Norwegian 
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paradox. In this climate lawsuit, petroleum activities, the country’s most 
profitable industry, are set against climate change, which is one of the most 
critical environmental challenges the world is facing (Ytterstad et al., 2022). 
The Norwegian welfare state is dependent on income from its large petro-
leum industry. Therefore, this climate lawsuit reveals how long-term concern 
for protecting the environment for future generations is in tension with chal-
lenges to today’s welfare state.

 Supreme Court of Norway’s decision

The Supreme Court rejected the appeal in December 2020. Most of the 
judges voted in favour of the Norwegian state. Four of the 15 judges argued 
the decision on awarding licences was invalid due to procedural errors, and 
they believed further processing of the case in relation to future global emis-
sions of greenhouse gases was necessary. Regarding future generations, one 
central conclusion was that Article 112 only allows for judicial review under 
limited circumstances, and these were not fulfilled in this case. The wording 
in Article 112 reflects an intermediate solution between a substantive right 
and a declaration of principle (Supreme Court, 2020). This implies, the court 
concluded, there is a substantive right to limit governmental actions, but 
only when the Storting has not taken a position on an environmental prob-
lem. The court held that the threshold must be high for when the court is to 
set limits for democratic decisions. It called Article 112 a “safety valve” for 
circumstances where the Storting has neither considered environmental prob-
lems nor implemented measures (Supreme Court, 2020, Para. 142).

The Supreme Court did not define any criteria for where to place the 
threshold but described Article 112 as providing a guidance to lawmakers 
and administrative decision-making. By referring to the balance between the 
rule of law and democracy, the court concluded in line with the government 
that environmental issues include broad assessments, and such decisions 
should be made by elected bodies and not by the courts (Supreme Court, 
2020). While the court recognised the severity of climate change and the 
legal importance of the Paris Agreement, none of these considerations seems 
to have relevance for how it interpreted Article 112 (Voigt, 2021). Moreo-
ver, the court held that the link between the decision to grant oil production 
licences in the Barents Sea and an increase in climate gas emissions is too 
uncertain to violate the human rights in line with the European Convention 
of Human Rights Articles 2 and 8.

Like the government, the Supreme Court concluded that Norwegian cli-
mate policy is based on the division of responsibility between nation states 
which comply with international agreements. The court rejected the envi-
ronmental organisations’ claim that Article 112 provides protection outside 
Norway associated with combustion of oil and gas produced in Norway. 
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The tension illuminated in this lawsuit is evident in the Supreme Court’s ar-
gument that the environmental organisations’ position would imply that cen-
tral parts of Norwegian petroleum policy, including extraction and export, 
were put to the test. Moreover, it argued that the organisations’ position 
would affect later licensing rounds and thereby involve a controlled phasing 
out of Norwegian petroleum activities. According to the Supreme Court this 
is outside the scope of what the court could rule on (Supreme Court, 2020).

Based on this case, we can conclude that the protection clause in the con-
stitution has a weak binding on today’s political decision-makers to consider 
future generations. As Voigt (2021) argues, the court failed to fulfil its man-
date to hold the government accountable to its constitutional responsibilities. 
It is thereby up to the elected politicians in the Storting to decide what today’s 
generations should do with petroleum production. So far, there is a broad 
political consensus in favour of increased production of oil and gas.

 Follow-up of the climate lawsuit in Norway

In December 2021, the two organisations together with six young Norwe-
gians appealed the climate lawsuit by bringing the case before the ECtHR 
(Greenpeace Nordic and Others v. Norway, 2021). They claimed that the 
Norwegian state violates their fundamental human rights, under Articles 2 
(right to life) and 8 (right to respect for private life and family life and home) 
of the European Convention on Human Rights, by issuing new oil-drilling 
licences in the Arctic.

The ECtHR has characterised the case as a potential “impact case” and 
requested the Norwegian Government to respond to the application. In April 
2022, the Norwegian state asked the ECtHR to dismiss the case or to find 
that there had been no violation. In its reply, the state argued that the  Russian 
invasion of Ukraine justifies the search for more oil and gas today, thus in-
creasing greenhouse gas emissions for another 30 years or more (Greenpeace 
Nordic and Others v. Norway, 2021). As of March 2024, the case has the 
status of pending.

The case has also been followed up by the Norwegian Human Rights Insti-
tution (NIM), which is an independent institution established to strengthen 
the implementation of human rights in Norway by the Constitution, the 
 Human Rights Act and international human rights law. In 2022, NIM sent 
a report to the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy, in which it referred to 
the Supreme Court’s decision from 2020 (NIM, 2022). According to NIM 
the court argued that the state has a duty under Article 112 to refuse to ap-
prove a Plan for Development and Operation (POD) of a petroleum deposit 
when consideration of the climate and the environment otherwise dictates 
it. Such assessments should include both national and exported combustion 
emissions. NIM argued that the state has a duty to refuse to approve such 
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plans when approval gives rise to combustion which is incompatible with 
limiting global warming to 1.5°C. Correspondingly, NIM (2022) argued that 
future generations’ right to a liveable climate must be integrated into the 
ministry’s assessments.

In a new lawsuit in 2023, the environmental organisations Greenpeace 
Nordic and Nature and Youth Norway (Natur og Ungdom) challenged the 
validity of the government’s approvals of plans for the development and op-
eration of the oil and gas fields of Breidablikk, Yggdrasil, and Tyrving in the 
North Sea. The lawsuit was based on several legal sources, and Article 112 
was central (Greenpeace Nordic and Nature and Youth v. Energy Ministry, 
2023).

In January 2024, the Oslo District Court (2024) decided that the environ-
mental organisations were right on all points. This means that the develop-
ment of the three new oil and gas fields is invalid and that the development 
of two of them must cease immediately (Greenpeace Nordic and Nature & 
Youth v. Energy Ministry, 2023). One of the central disagreements between 
the environmental organisations and the government concerned how to in-
terpret the Supreme Court’s 2020 assessments about when and how to inter-
pret a plan for the development and operation of a POD when consideration 
of the climate and the environment requires it. Crucial was the question of 
whether to include the combustion abroad of Norwegian-produced oil and 
gas in such considerations. The environmental organisations lost in the previ-
ous climate lawsuit from 2020 but used the Supreme Court’s interpretation 
of 112 in this case. This was also in line with NIM’s assessments as discussed 
earlier.

Oslo District Court (2024) argued in line with the environmental organisa-
tions that before approving oil and gas fields, the state must assess the impact 
of greenhouse gas emissions resulting from the development and operation 
of petroleum deposits. This was also NIM’s standpoint of how to interpret 
the Supreme Court’s decision. However, the Oslo District Court had no refer-
ences to future generations. While the environmental organisations claimed 
that consideration of the best interests of children living today should have 
been investigated and assessed, the court rejected this. Oslo District Court 
(2024) concluded that there is no legal obligation to consider children’s best 
interests in connection with each decision on a plan for developing and op-
erating petroleum activities. At the end of January 2024, the state appealed 
the case.

 New political spaces and frames

The German and Norwegian cases are examples of a global trend of an in-
creasing number of climate litigations worldwide. Particularly children and 
youths are anxious about climate and ecological changes. As they do gain 
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influence through political channels, they try to reach out to change climate 
and environmental policy through legal systems. As Colombo (2023) argues, 
legal mobilisations through the courts can constitute a proxy for youth par-
ticipation as litigations provide a political space where future generations are 
seen and heard.

By including protection clauses in their constitutions, Germany and 
 Norway have committed the state to consider future generations. These com-
mitments enable children and young people to bring their governments to 
court, and so they have done. They have used the courtroom to argue that 
more consideration should be given to future generations.

In both countries, the young claimants referred to the established knowl-
edge of how serious the climate crisis already is, and the importance of future 
generations’ access to a healthy environment. They appealed to intergenera-
tional solidarity based on an equal access to a healthy environment for young 
people living today and future unborn generations. The German claimants 
framed themselves as young people who do not reach through the demo-
cratic channel, and thereby, feel helpless regarding their own future. The 
Norwegian claimants argued that future generations lack the opportunity to 
safeguard their own need for a liveable environment and, therefore, the pro-
tection clause in the constitution should protect them. In both countries the 
claimants’ ideas mean that current generations are open to identify with fu-
ture people and impose institutional constraints on themselves. This implies 
indirect reciprocity, which has aspects of cosmopolitan ideas.

Conversely, the governments in both countries rejected the legal complaints 
by pointing out that this is a matter for political institutions. They considered 
the complaints unacceptable and groundless. None of them saw any reason 
why the complainants’ arguments should lead to changes in policy.

The rulings from the countries’ highest courts are decisive for how binding 
these protection clauses in the countries’ constitutions are in practice. The 
German Federal Constitutional Court’s rulings entailed far stronger restric-
tions on German politics than the Norwegian Supreme Court’s judgement 
had on Norwegian politics.

The German Constitutional Court concluded that the provisions of the 
Federal Climate Change Act are incompatible with fundamental rights and 
that the legislators had to change this act. In response, federal policymakers 
have passed an act that immediately steps up the goals of the current reduc-
tion in greenhouse gases. More significant efforts are placed on people living 
today. From this we can conclude that the protection clause in the German 
Basic Law has introduced significant institutional bindings.

In contrast, the Supreme Court of Norway called the protection clause in 
the Norwegian Constitution a “safety valve” for circumstances where the 
Storting has neither considered environmental problems nor implemented 
measures. Since the court did not apply the safety valve in this case, the 
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protection clause has introduced weak institutional bindings to ensure a 
healthy environment for future generations.

Both cases reveal a shift in arguments over time. New frames for problem 
definition and moral evaluations were introduced by the German Federal 
Constitutional Court. It described the fundamental rights as intertemporal 
guarantees of freedom and emphasised that the consequences of today’s ac-
tions lie in the future. According to the court, this fact must have conse-
quences for current legal practice and politics. Moreover, the court stated 
that dependence on the international community makes it necessary for a 
state to carry out its national climate measures. Although no state can resolve 
the problems of climate change on its own, the court argued, this does not in-
validate the national obligation to take climate action. With these arguments, 
we can conclude that the Constitutional Court refers to indirect reciprocity, 
and its decision is crucial for the implementation of institutional constraints.

In Norway, the introduction of new frames through the lawsuits is slow 
and more vulnerable. New frames can be revealed in how the Oslo District 
Court in 2024 interpreted the Supreme Court’s 2020 assessments. The Oslo 
District Court argued in line with the environmental organisations that before 
approving oil and gas fields, the state must assess the impact of greenhouse 
gas emissions resulting from the development and operation of petroleum de-
posits. This also includes the combustion abroad of Norwegian-produced oil 
and gas in such considerations. However, the judgement from the Oslo Dis-
trict Court made no explicit references to future generations, and there are 
no indications of new frames that include them. In practice, the ruling could 
still have consequences for future generations, but the state has appealed the 
ruling, and the outcome is uncertain.

Regarding tensions, there was far more at stake in the Norwegian climate 
lawsuit than in the German one. The Supreme Court of Norway confirmed 
this by stating that the environmental organisations’ position would imply 
that central parts of Norwegian petroleum policy, including extraction and 
export, were put to the test. The claimants’ position would affect later li-
censing rounds and thereby involve a controlled phasing out of Norwegian 
petroleum activities, the country’s most important source of income. In con-
trast, the tensions in the German climate lawsuit involved questions about 
intergenerational burden distribution concerning greenhouse gas emissions. 
The changes in the Climate Change Act had minor consequences for German 
politics.

The German and Norwegian lawsuits show that the institutional bindings 
provided by the protection clauses in constitutions are weak. Still, they have 
contributed to a gradual shift in the framing of the state’s responsibility for 
future generations. Environmental activists have used the protection clauses 
to promote new problem definitions, moral evaluations, and measures in the 
courtroom.
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 Summary

• There are increasing numbers of climate litigations worldwide, in which 
children and youths try to reach out to change climate and environmental 
policy through legal systems.

• The claimants in Germany and Norway refer both to the established knowl-
edge of how serious the climate crisis is and to the commitments in the pro-
tection clauses to give future generations access to a healthy environment.

• While the German claimants present themselves as young people who 
do not reach through the democratic channel, Norwegian environmental 
organisations argue that the protection clause in the constitution should 
protect future generations.

• The governments in Germany and Norway rejected the legal complaints by 
pointing to the fact that these issues involve political decisions that should 
be made by elected representatives in the parliament and not by the courts.

• The German Federal Constitutional Court concluded that the legislators 
had to specify the provisions for reduction targets from 2031 onwards, 
and German policymakers have changed the Climate Change Act.

• The way the German Constitutional Court argued for fundamental rights 
for future generations and intergenerational sharing of efforts can be in-
terpreted as indirect reciprocity with future generations, which leads to 
institutional constraints.

• The Supreme Court of Norway called Article 112 a “safety valve” for 
circumstances where the Storting has neither considered environmental 
problems nor implemented measures, and this was not applied in this case.

• The tensions in the German climate lawsuit concern which generation will 
carry the efforts of necessary reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.

• The tensions in the Norwegian climate lawsuit are between the petroleum 
industry as the country’s most important industry, and climate change, 
which is important for protecting the environment for future generations 
worldwide.

• In both cases, the complainants and the courts have introduced new frames 
of moral evaluations and problem-solving regarding future generations in 
the courtrooms and thereby in the public debates.
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8
ECONOMIC DEBT AND SAVINGS 
FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS

 Introduction

Fiscal rules are one of the most binding forms of institutional constraints, 
justified by the need to consider future generations. This makes them suitable 
for examining the strengths and weaknesses of such bindings in practical pol-
itics. An increasing number of countries worldwide have adopted rules-based 
fiscal frameworks over the past two decades. There are different types of fis-
cal rules, but they aim to set rules for budget balance and limit expenses that 
affect public expenditure and debt. Countries introducing fiscal rules mostly 
do so for economic reasons, but there is also often an underlying social norm 
to prevent the transfer of debt to future generations or to ensure savings.

Like the other empirical chapters, this chapter raises three questions de-
rived from the concept of solidarity with future generations, as discussed in 
Chapter 4. (i) What do the commitments by including financial constraints for 
future generations involve? (ii) How binding are these financial constraints 
for practical policy? (iii) What other societal concerns are in tension with the 
financial constraints followed by the fiscal rules for future generations?

Germany and Norway are analysed as examples of countries that have 
adopted fiscal rules and justified them with references to a concern for future 
generations. These countries are similar regarding the underlying social norm 
of considering future generations financially. Still, there are crucial differ-
ences between them. Germany has established a national fiscal debt brake 
in its Basic Law, imposing restrictions on how much money the country can 
borrow at both the federal and regional (Länder) levels. Norway has estab-
lished a fiscal guideline defining the percentage the state can use as national 
budget expenditures of the Government Pension Fund Global, hereafter the 
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Petroleum Fund. This was the name of the fund until 2006 and is still com-
monly used as the name of the fund.

The first section of this chapter presents an overview of the trend of coun-
tries that have adopted fiscal rules worldwide. Most documents used in this 
overview are retrieved from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) global 
debt database, which provides information on 190 countries categorised as 
advanced economies, emerging market economies, and low-income countries, 
dating back to 1950. Documents from the European Commission are also 
included. The second section analyses the German debt brake. The  Germany 
study is based on the German Basic Law and documents from German Fed-
eral Constitutional Court, German Bundestag, German Federal Ministry of 
Finance and reports from the German Council of Economic Experts (Sach-
verständigenrat). The third section examines the Norwegian fiscal guideline 
within the framework of the Petroleum Fund. The Norwegian study includes 
Norwegian reports from government-appointed commissions, government 
white papers presented to parliament, and Acts the government presents to 
the parliament. The fourth section elaborates on what kinds of resources are 
passed on to future generations. Finally, the last section discusses how the 
financial constraints represent one-dimensional institutional constraints in a 
world threatened by environmental damages, where today’s generations pass 
on serious problems to their descendants.

 National fiscal rules

A fiscal rule is a long-standing constraint on fiscal policy through numerical 
limitations on a country’s budget. Fiscal rules typically aim to correct dis-
torted incentives and resist pressures for overspending, particularly in good 
times (IMF, 2022). A growing number of countries worldwide have adopted 
rules-based fiscal frameworks over the past two decades, and the increase has 
been particularly pronounced in Europe (Davoodi et al., 2022). While only 
around 10 countries had fiscal rules in the early 1990s, 105 countries had 
fiscal rules at the end of 2021 (IMF, 2022). While there are different types of 
fiscal rules, a typical trait is that they set an explicit ceiling for public debt, of-
ten expressed as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP). The aim is to 
set rules for budget balance and limit expenses that affect public expenditure 
and debt. An increasing number of countries have improved the legal basis 
of their national fiscal rules, and many have also put formal enforcement 
mechanisms in place (Davoodi et al., 2022).

While advanced economies have been frontrunners in adopting fiscal rules, 
such rules have been increasingly common among emerging markets and de-
veloping economies since the late 2000s. By the end of 2021, there were 
more than twice as many emerging markets and developing economies with 
fiscal rules than advanced economies (IMF, 2022). This increase has been 
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primarily driven by the adoption of rules in the aftermath of large shocks like 
financial crises. Emerging markets and developing economies are the groups 
of countries with the highest debt in the world. Over the past decades, fiscal 
deficits, and public debt ratios have increased enormously in many countries 
(IMF, 2022). The public debt ratio is the ratio of a country’s public debt to 
GDP. The debt-to-GDP ratio reliably indicates a country’s ability to pay back 
its debts.

Rules-based fiscal frameworks are vulnerable when countries are under 
pressure, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many of the 105 coun-
tries in the IMF databases modified their fiscal rules in response to this crisis. 
While some countries activated an escape clause, others suspended the fiscal 
rules temporarily or modified the fiscal rule limits (Davoodi et al., 2022). 
These modifications show how fiscal rules can have considerable flexibility, 
and the COVID-19 pandemic led to a sharp rise in deficits and debt. About 
90% of the 105 countries had deficits larger than their rule limits in 2020. 
Fiscal rules have not prevented a large and persistent debt build-up over time. 
On average, countries exceeded the deficit and debt limits during about 50% 
of the time during 2004–2021 (Davoodi et al., 2022).

In Europe, signing the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 led several countries to 
introduce fiscal rules. This was part of the establishment of the European 
Economic and Monetary Union. At the end of the 1990s, the member states 
agreed to lay down rules for budget monitoring under the EU’s Stability and 
Growth Pact. These specified that the public deficit must be at most 3% of 
GDP, and public debt must not exceed 60% of GDP. In 2005, the criteria 
were maintained, but the decision to declare a country with an excessive 
deficit was based on additional parameters (European Commission, 2005).

As a result of the financial crisis of 2008, the member states signed a Fis-
cal Compact in 2012, stipulating that a structural deficit limit be adopted in 
national legislation as of 2013 (Bom, 2019). In Europe, new pressures on 
upholding fiscal rules came with the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine (European Commission, 2022). In most EU member states, 
the rules were suspended in 2020 but are planned to be reinstated in 2024. 
However, this raises a dilemma. While many European governments far  
exceed their deficit and debt limits, they must invest to combat climate 
change, and for this, most EU member states need to borrow money.

 German debt brake rule

Germany has restrictions on how much money the country can borrow at 
both the federal and Länder levels. The consideration of future generations 
is crucial in the justification for these restrictions. The principle of balanced 
budgets is anchored in Article 109 of the Basic Law which states “The budg-
ets of the Federation and the Länder shall, in principle, be balanced without 
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revenue from credits” (Basic Law, Art. 109(3)). This article formulates the 
principle of the Schuldenbremse, or debt brake rule, adopted under a reform 
of the German federal system in 2009.

In addition, Article 115 of the Basic Law stipulates the basic structure of 
the debt brake and the method for calculating permissible net borrowing 
for the federal government. This limits Germany’s structural net borrowing 
to 0.35% of GDP for new loans and thereby allows for adjustments that 
take cyclical factors into consideration, that means they allow for adjust-
ments that take account of fluctuations in the economy. Such a “cyclical 
component” at the federal level implies that the debt brake provides for 
increased borrowing when economic development deviates from normal 
conditions.

The combination of these two articles in the Basic Law authorises the ma-
jority in the Bundestag to issue decisions allowing the federal government to 
suspend the debt brake in the event of natural catastrophes or unusual emer-
gency situations that are beyond governmental control and are substantially 
harmful to the state’s financial capacity (Basic Law, Art. 109(3); Art. 115(2)). 
We return to these options for exemptions for the federal government in the 
following, but first, we discuss how budget restraints have historically been 
included in German policy.

Fiscal rules with constitutional status have been restricting fiscal policy 
in Germany since long before the introduction of the debt brake. Both the 
1871 constitution of the German Reich and the Weimar Constitution of 1919 
restricted public borrowing (Burret et al., 2013). Also, the 1949 version of 
the Basic Law included a balanced budget rule. At that time, borrowing was 
excluded in principle and allowed only for exceptional needs and special 
purposes, but the exceptions were based on vague criteria for when and how 
this could be done (Burret, 2013).

A 1969 reform provided for a revised balanced budget rule. This reform 
introduced what is frequently called the “golden rule of fiscal policy.” Ac-
cording to the German Federal Ministry of Finance (2022), the golden rule 
stated that the government may only increase new borrowing if, at the same 
time, its net assets increase by at least the same amount.

The argument justifying this approach is that net government investment 
(= gross investment minus depreciation) is accompanied by asset forma-
tion on the government side, and that this benefits future generations, 
which means that it is fair for future generations to bear a share of the 
financing. Behind this lies the idea that productive public investments in 
themselves increase future potential GDP per inhabitant. The golden rule 
is designed to prevent the current generation from spending at the expense 
of future generations.

(Ministry of Finance, 2022, p. 21)
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Furthermore, the ministry states that the reform from 1969 was geared 
towards this golden rule, and exceptions were only allowed to avert a “dis-
turbance of the general economic equilibrium.” However, the government 
notes, the interpretation of the Basic Law diverged from the golden rule on 
critical points. Even grants and subsidies, which did not constitute assets for 
the government entity itself, were counted as gross investments (Ministry of 
Finance, 2022). This led to discussions about how to define investment and 
called for reforms to ensure restrictions on debt (Grohmann, 2013).

 The German law reform in 2009

In 2009, there were reforms of the constitutional rules for budget restrictions, 
which led to what was referred to earlier as the debt brake. These changes 
received the required two-thirds majority in the Bundestag and Bundesrat 
(Bundestag, 2009). Generally, there were three reasons why such reforms 
were perceived as necessary.

Firstly, the institutional and economic prerequisites for fiscal and eco-
nomic policy changed significantly when the EU established the Economic and  
Monetary Union in 2002, as discussed earlier. We should add that  Germany 
has been a driving force in establishing these European framework condi-
tions, and, in this context, Germany’s economic strength matters.  German 
fiscal choices set the tone for euro area as a whole, as the country accounts 
for almost 30% of the euro area economy (Vallee et al., 2021).

Secondly, since the 1970s, there has been a trend in Germany for increas-
ing public debt as a percentage of GDP. Some reasons for this increase were 
exceptional events such as the oil price crises in the 1970s and German reuni-
fication in 1990. There was a particularly sharp rise following the 2008/2009 
financial crisis, and the debt reached a peak of 82.0% of GDP in 2010 (Min-
istry of Finance, 2022). Since 2010, the public debt has only partially been 
reduced (German Council of Economic Experts, 2019).

Thirdly, the federal and Länder governments are autonomous and inde-
pendent of one another in the management of their respective budgets. Sev-
eral of the Länder had borrowed in large amounts, and there was a need for 
coordination (Grohmann, 2013). The changes were adopted under a reform 
of the German federal system and applied both to the federation and the 
Länder. The reform entailed stricter conditions for borrowing for the Länder 
than for the federal government. A transition period initially applied for the 
federal government between 2011 and 2016, during which the rules were 
gradually tightened, and the transition period for the Länder remained in 
force until 2020.

The government’s legislative proposal, which was passed, highlighted the 
importance of concern for future generations (Bundestag, 2009). Accord-
ing to the government an adjustment of the intergenerational distribution of 
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burden was necessary. The reason was the country’s high level of national 
debt. The previous legislation had allowed for credit financing of (gross)  
investments and would therefore be replaced.

With a view to intergenerational equity, structural debt should be possible 
to a very limited extent within the framework of the new principle. The 
budgetary legislature’s leeway will be expanded, particularly for measures 
that will benefit future generations by permanently strengthening growth 
and sustainable development. By granting a very limited structural scope 
for debt, there is by no means an automatic intention that this should  
always be exploited in ongoing budget planning.

(Bundestag, 2009, p. 6, my translation)

The idea of considering future generations in the form of indirect reci-
procity is fundamental for the debt brake. Refraining from handing over 
debt to coming generations is a fundamental premise and commitment in 
German political discussion. There is, however, no consensus on this idea. 
In 2009, the Green Party and the Left Party voted against, while the Liberal 
Party abstained from voting. With the support of the Social Democrats and 
the Conservatives, the agreement achieved the required two-thirds majority 
in the Bundestag and Bundesrat. A decisive question, however, is to what 
extent and how these commitments enshrined in the Basic Law are binding 
in practice.

 Exceptions from the German debt brake

Main reforms of the debt brake imply a constitutional reform, and this re-
quires a two-thirds majority in the Bundestag and Bundesrat. This implies 
strong institutional constraints. However, the debt brake can be circumvented 
in other ways; as we have seen earlier, the debt brake allows for exceptions. 
The exceptions apply in the case of natural disasters and unusual emergency 
situations that are beyond the authorities’ control and have a major negative 
impact on public finances (Basic Law, Art. 109(3); Art. 115(2)). A simple 
majority in the Bundestag is required to meet such exceptional situations 
with increased credits.

The COVID-19 pandemic was such an exceptional situation, and the excep-
tion rule was applied for the 2020 and 2021 federal budgets. Special- purpose 
funds (Sondervermögen) were established, and an individual repayment plan 
was prepared for each of the years with budget overruns. Accordingly, the 
amounts borrowed in 2020 and 2021 must be repaid according to a repayment 
plan (Bundestag, 2020; 2022a).

As a direct response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the government 
established a 100-billion-euro Defence Fund in 2022, to strengthen the 
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alliance and German defence capability (Bundestag, 2022b). This fund was 
created as a special-purpose fund, which lies alongside and in addition to the 
ordinary defence budget. Although the fund was created as an exception to 
the ordinary budget, it was not implemented within the framework of the 
debt brake in line with the exception rules applied for the COVID-19 funds.

Instead, new exemption legislation was introduced. The required two-
thirds majority in the Bundestag amended Article 87a of the constitution 
in which the new paragraph 1a states “For the purpose of strengthening its 
ability to honour its alliance obligations and its defence capability, the Fed-
eration may establish a special trust with its own credit authorisation for a 
single amount of up to 100 billion euros…” (Basic Law, 2022). This shows 
that a severe security policy situation leads to new exceptions.

Germany has several special-purpose funds, which represent an additional 
budget for financing specific, defined tasks. The revenues for a special-purpose  
fund come from the regular federal budget or legally specified exceptions 
from the debt brake as the COVID-19 fund or by establishing a new special- 
purpose fund like the defence fund. As of 2023, the federal government has 
a total of 29 special-purpose funds, and the importance of such funds has  
increased in recent years (German Council of Economic Experts, 2023).

In 2022, the German Bundestag allocated 200 billion euros to a Climate 
and Transformation Fund to finance measures to achieve the federal gov-
ernment’s climate protection goals, particularly to decarbonise the economy 
and international climate protection. This fund has revenues from various 
sources. Interesting in this regard is that the Bundestag passed a law that pro-
vided for transferring 60 billion euros borrowed as a part of the COVID-19 
fund from 2021 (Bundestag, 2022a). The COVID-19 fund was created as an 
exception to the debt brake, but these euros had not been used in response 
to the pandemic. The government, therefore, wanted to use them as a part 
of the Climate and Transformation Fund in subsequent financial years. The 
transfer was carried out retroactively in 2022 for the then-ended budget year 
2021 (Bundestag, 2022a).

Members of the CDU/CSU Bundestag parliamentary group who voted 
against the law, appealed the case to the German Federal Constitutional 
Court. The court concluded that this act is incompatible with the Basic 
Law and is void (Constitutional Court, 2023). It argued that the law does 
not satisfy the constitutional requirements for emergency borrowing. The 
reason was that the Bundestag had not sufficiently demonstrated the neces-
sary factual connection between the emergency and the crisis management 
measures taken in response. They had neither followed the principle of an-
nual budgeting nor the rule that the budget must be determined in advance 
 (Constitutional Court, 2023). The court’s decision meant that the Climate 
and Transformation Fund must be reduced by 60 billion euros and the gov-
ernment had to find other financial sources.
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This Constitutional Court’s decision shows that the debt brake involves 
strict, binding restrictions on the German budget discipline. Like the court’s 
previous decision in the climate lawsuit, it protects future generations. Both 
judgements apply the principle that current generations should not live at the 
expense of the future. As far as the debt brake is concerned, applying such a 
principle presupposes that saving does not come at the expense of necessary 
investments today to secure future infrastructure.

However, the exceptions with the COVID-19 funds and the Defence Fund 
reveal that it is possible to circumvent the restrictions. This means that the 
debt brake only involves binding budgetary discipline until something out of 
the ordinary happens, and the Bundestag allows exceptions for borrowing 
new expenses beyond the ordinary budgets. The prerequisites are that the 
reasons must have substance and be in line with the Basic Law. COVID-19 
was defined as such an exception from the debt brake, while the Russian  
invasion of Ukraine led to new amendments of the Basic Law.

However, the majority in the Bundestag emphasised that even if Germany 
borrowed to create special funds, the country would stick to the debt brake 
for the sake of future generations. In connection with the Defence Fund, the 
majority, for example, acknowledged: “It remains the case that the federal 
government’s debt must be kept within the limits set by the Basic Law in the 
interest of intergenerational equity” (Bundestag, 2022b, p. 8, my translation).

 Tensions between debts and investments in Germany

Maintaining binding fiscal policy rules for future generations is in tension 
with loan-financed investments. The idea that today’s generations should not 
pass financial burdens onto their descendants must be weighed against the 
fact that debt-based investments may be necessary to hand over a sustainable 
society to the people of the future. A fiscal policy that is too tight could pre-
vent investments that are necessary to maintain societal structures. Moreover, 
by not allowing for debt-financed investments in material infrastructure the 
costs of permanent public investment fall exclusively on current generations, 
while future generations also receive the benefits (Bom, 2019).

With the aim to find solutions to these tensions between debt and in-
vestments, the idea of a “golden rule of fiscal policy” has been discussed 
at European level (European Commission, 2022). The golden rule allows 
for loan-based financing of material investments that benefit future genera-
tions, while the fiscal rule applies to all other types of public spending (Bom, 
2019). This is a way of distributing the costs of material investments between 
generations and, at the same time, ensuring that current generations do not 
consume and transfer the costs to their descendants (European Commission, 
2022). The golden rule of fiscal policy aims to even out wealth across time 
and generations.
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In Germany, we have seen that these trade-offs were historically regulated 
by the golden rule of fiscal policy, but that this led to discussions about how 
to define investment (Grohmann, 2013; Ministry of Finance, 2022). The re-
vised version of the debt brake from 2009 took this partly into account. 
While it has not defined what investments mean, the cyclical component and 
the exceptions rules give fiscal policy a certain degree of flexibility in terms of 
investments (Feld et al., 2020).

New investments in Germany are required. This was the main conclu-
sion in the annual report for 2023/2024 from the German Council of Eco-
nomic Experts. This Council is an independent academic body set up by law 
and mandated to provide an impartial expert view on periodic assessments 
of macroeconomic developments in Germany. It argued that Germany’s 
medium-term growth prospects are at a historic low. According to the me-
dium-term projection of the Council, “potential output will only grow by 
an average of 0.4 per cent per year until 2028 if current dynamics continue 
unchanged” (German Council of Economic Experts, 2023).

There are voices in Germany, but also outside the country, calling for 
higher borrowing in Germany and reform or the abolition of the debt brake. 
The most straightforward argument is that the debt brake has considerably 
weakened the country’s ability to act in the face of crisis, modernise its econ-
omy, and allow for an effective climate and energy transition (Fratzscher, 
2023; Vallee et al., 2021). Debt provides opportunities for new investments, 
which can increase the incomes of future generations, and prevent conflicts 
and disasters when, among other things, infrastructure is not maintained. 
Accordingly, the debt brake in its current form does not reflect the interests 
of the future generation (Breuer, 2021).

Another more fundamental argument is that fiscal policy should be subor-
dinated to other societal objectives. Consequently, the main problem with the 
debt brake is the current focus on stabilising the debt-to-GDP ratio rather than 
solving the country’s main challenges. To handle challenges like decarboni-
sation, demographic change, and the long-term stabilisation of the external 
balance with other countries, “deficit and debt would be the dependent, subor-
dinated variables that would have to adjust” (Sigl-Glöckner et al., 2021, p. 27).

Both types of arguments show that a broader discussion beyond the purely 
economic framework regarding commitments for future generations is neces-
sary. In a world threatened by environmental damage and where there is a 
great need to invest in environmental measures, it is appropriate to discuss 
which resources are transferred between generations.

 Norwegian Petroleum Fund and fiscal guideline

Like Germany, Norway has binding budget restrictions, which are justified 
by considering future generations. In contrast to Germany, these are not 
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restrictions on how much debt the country may have. They are restrictions 
on the percentage of the country’s Petroleum Fund the state can use as na-
tional budget expenditures. Since 2006, the fund’s formal name is Govern-
ment Pension Fund Global, but it is commonly called Oljefondet, i.e. the 
Petroleum Fund.

In 1990, the government established the state-owned Petroleum Fund of 
Norway and has regularly transferred capital from oil revenues to this fund. 
In March 2024, the fund’s market value is NOK 17,448 billion, equivalent to 
more than 1.6 billion US dollars (NBIM, 2024a). Decisive for the  Norwegian 
budget restrictions is that parts of the Petroleum Fund are used to cover 
expenditures in the national budget. In 2024, Fund spending covers more 
than 20% of fiscal budget expenditure, and this share has doubled since 
2012 (Meld. St. 1 (2023–2024)). These revenues are of great importance for 
 Norwegian welfare and give reasons to consider the petroleum fund a politi-
cal success (Øvald et al., 2019).

The budget restrictions are laid down in the fiscal guideline (handling-
sregelen), which was introduced in 2001 (St. Meld. 29 (2000–2001)). It says 
that the use of the Petroleum Fund for national budget expenses must, over 
time, be in line with the expected real return on the fund. This was estimated 
at 4% of the fund until 2017, when it was reduced to 3%. The argument for 
introducing this guideline was to separate the revenues from petroleum pro-
duction from welfare provisions (St. Meld. 29 (2000–2001)). The aim was 
to prevent an overheated economy by phasing petroleum revenues gradually 
into the Norwegian economy and redistributing the capital over several years 
(St. Meld. 29 (2000–2001)). As the average return has been higher than 3% 
and the Norwegian state has transferred income to the fund each year, it has 
gradually increased in value.

As the income from petroleum production increased, the pressure to in-
crease the use of funds for welfare provisions became stronger. As Lie (2015) 
argues, with the fiscal guideline, the politicians presented savings for future 
generations as a good purpose that could contend with all other good pur-
poses competing for attention and support. Lie (2015) sees this as a moral 
appeal that is understandable and is also in harmony with challenges and 
discussions about other long-term societal challenges (Lie, 2015, p. 235). 
By introducing the fiscal guideline, petroleum production would not lead 
to increased spending in the state budget, and thereby lead to instability in 
the Norwegian economy. The fiscal guideline had a simplicity and a moral 
anchor linked to the concerns for future generations.

This is confirmed in a government white paper published two decades 
after introducing the fiscal guideline. It states that during the two decades 
the fiscal guideline has been in effect, it has proposed that the fund’s capital 
be used to provide a fair distribution between generations and facilitate a 
stable development in the Norwegian economy (Meld. St. 1 (2023–2024)).
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The reasons for implementing the fiscal guideline show commitment to fu-
ture generations. The idea is that the nation’s wealth should be shared fairly 
between generations. This is equivalent to an idea of indirect reciprocity. 
Examining the establishment of the Petroleum Fund is necessary to discuss in 
more detail what these commitments involve. It is important to see the fund 
and the fiscal guideline in the context of which activities generate income for 
the fund and what significance this will have for future people.

 The establishment of the Norwegian Petroleum Fund

Since Phillips Petroleum first found oil in the Norwegian sector of the North 
Sea in 1969, Norwegian politicians have ensured the state gathers a large 
part of the income from petroleum production. At the turn of the 1970s, 
when Norwegian oil production was beginning, Norway was economically 
an average country in the industrialised world in terms of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) measures (Schiefloe, 
2016). The politicians’ aim of keeping national control over petroleum pro-
duction was based on the idea that natural resources belong to the people 
(Lie, 2012, pp. 143–146).

A parliamentary report from 1974 that laid the foundation for Norwe-
gian petroleum production repeated this position on common property rights 
several times (St. Meld. 25 (1973–1974)). In the 1970s, there was a political 
consensus that Norway should adhere to a moderate pace of extraction of 
petroleum resources (Lie et al., 2016). There were no explicit references to 
sustainable development, but the entire report was characterised by a per-
spective that emphasised the need to take environmental considerations into 
account when oil extraction was discussed.

In 1984, a parliamentary report introduced a national wealth model to 
evaluate the use of petroleum resources (St. Meld. 32 (1984–1985)). The 
report operationalised this wealth in terms of four forms of capital: natu-
ral capital, human capital, fixed real capital, and financial capital. All these 
four forms of capital could be converted into a monetary equivalent, and the 
model assumes substitutability between different forms of capital (St. Meld. 
32 (1984–1985)).

By applying the national wealth model, politicians introduced simulta-
neously an understanding of petroleum reserves that can best be described 
in terms of weak sustainability. This means that natural capital and other 
types of capital (in this case mainly human-made capital) are substitutable. 
This requires all forms of capital to be converted into an equivalent value, 
with money serving as a universal measure for valuation. A common unit 
of measurement is seen as useful to gauge the relative importance of natural 
resources in relation to other goods and services (O’Neill, 2017). Sustain-
able development (in the weak meaning) is achieved when the total value of 
the aggregate stock of capital is maintained, or ideally increased, for future 
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generations. Accordingly, the politicians used the metaphorical conversion of 
non-renewable resources to financial wealth.

If annual consumption of petroleum revenues is lower than annual in-
come, some of the revenues may be invested in other property assets. One 
will then over time build up other forms of wealth. This wealth could be 
regarded as a conversion of the petroleum wealth. Such a wealth will, 
when the period of oil extraction is over, provide a basis for taking advan-
tage of petroleum revenues in the future.

(St. Meld. 32 (1984–1985), p. 74, my own translation)

The national wealth model made it possible to measure how one could 
offset a decrease in natural resources by an adequate increase in financial 
capital. The current generation’s responsibility towards future generations 
consists of providing that the following generations have at least as much 
natural or human-made capital at its disposal as itself.

This weak sustainability should be seen in contrast to strong sustainabil-
ity, which is based on the idea that there is a qualitative difference between 
natural capital and human-made capital and substitutability is strictly lim-
ited. The consumption of non-renewable natural capital is irreversible, and 
one cannot be sure of the effects for future generations due to destruction 
of the environment (Habib, 2013). Moreover, human-made capital requires 
natural capital for its production and can thus never be a complete substitute 
for natural capital (Gough, 2017). Strong sustainability implies that what 
constitutes the current generation’s responsibility towards future generations 
is to conserve the irreplaceable stocks of critical natural capital. Accordingly, 
the policy would include that it might be crucial for future generations to 
have access to non-renewable petroleum wealth.

When the government established the Petroleum Fund in 1990, it applied 
the national wealth model based on weak sustainability. The argument was 
that the transfer of revenues from petroleum production to a petroleum 
fund would prevent the decline of petroleum reserves reducing  Norwegians’ 
common national wealth (Ot. Prp. 29 (1989–1990)). The Norwegian Gov-
ernment Petroleum Fund Act formulated the purpose of the fund as pur-
suing long-term considerations by using petroleum revenues. Balancing 
current spending with long-term interests was based on an institutionalis-
ing of self-restraints (Øvald et al., 2019). The financial capital in the fund 
could not be used for consumption without a decision in parliament. This 
was specified through the fiscal guideline in 2001, as introduced earlier. 
The arguments were formulated in economic terms and a concept of weak 
sustainability.

The Petroleum Fund is based on extraction and sale of a non-renewable 
natural resource. Through the Petroleum Fund it is possible to build up an 
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alternative wealth that can provide a return over a longer period, and from 
which future generations can benefit.

(St. Meld. 29 (2000–2001), p. 4, my translation)

This long-term idea for the Petroleum Fund is expressed, among other 
things, by how the Storting renamed the fund in 2006 to the Government 
Pension Fund Global (Ot. Prp. 2 (2005–2006)). There were no political deci-
sions concerning whether and when the fund should be used to cover future 
pension costs (Innst. S. 195 (2004–2005)). The politicians’ idea behind the 
renaming seems rather to have been to send a message to the population that 
they had long-term goals for the use of petroleum revenues.

In the government’s reports to the Storting, we can read that oil rev-
enues represent a non-renewable natural resource, and savings in the fund 
aim to distribute this resource across time and generations (Meld. St. 26 
(2016–2017), p. 113). The Norwegian Bank Investment Management 
(NBIM), which has been responsible for the management of the fund since 
the late 1990s, describes the fund’s aim on its webpage “to ensure respon-
sible and long-term management of revenue from Norway’s oil and gas 
resources, so that this wealth benefits both current and future generations” 
(NBIM, 2024a).

Both the Petroleum Fund and the fiscal guideline are justified based on 
consideration for future generations. These commitments involve the state 
extracting oil and gas, selling it abroad, and depositing the income in the 
fund. At the same time, the state established a fiscal guideline to ensure that 
the current generation does not empty the North Sea of oil and gas and 
use all the proceeds from the sale without transferring anything to future 
 Norwegian generations.

From a national perspective, Norway shows an admirable ability to 
 administer a common good so that natural resources benefit the entire 
Norwegian population. This is shown by comparing how Norway and the 
United Kingdom have had different approaches to managing offshore hydro-
carbon resources in the North Sea. While both countries produced similar 
amounts of hydrocarbons, the Norwegian state earned almost two and a half 
times more revenues than the United Kingdom from 1971 to 2011 (Jamasb 
& Sen, 2022). While both countries derived their revenue from taxes and 
fees, Norway also had revenues from the State’s Direct Financial Interests, 
and dividends from the participation of state-owned petroleum companies 
 (Jamasb & Sen, 2022).

From a cosmopolitan perspective, this is a narrow and nation-oriented 
policy. Seen from this perspective the surplus should be distributed to the 
world’s poorest people today, and not future rich Norwegians, or alterna-
tively, natural resources should be preserved to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions worldwide (Finneron-Burns, forthcoming; Wilson & Hessen, 2014).
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 Petroleum Fund’s role in the current Norwegian economy

Macroeconomic indicators for the petroleum sector show that this sector 
contributes 26% of the Norwegian GDP, 42% of the State’s revenues, 17% of 
the country’s total investments and 54% of the total exports. In these figures, 
the service and supplier industry are not included (Norwegian  Petroleum, 
2023). As mentioned in Chapter 1, Norway’s oil production covers about 
2% of the global demand, and its natural gas production covers approxi-
mately 3%. Norway supplies between 20% and 25% of the EU and United 
Kingdom’s gas demand (Norwegian Petroleum, 2024). These figures show 
that the petroleum sector is of considerable importance to the  Norwegian 
economy.

The Norwegian Petroleum Fund consists of four types of revenues the 
state receives from petroleum production. Firstly, this income includes tax 
from the oil companies, which is composed of an ordinary company taxa-
tion of 24% plus a special tax of 54%. Secondly, there is an income from 
the State’s Direct Financial Interest, known as Petoro since 2001, which is 
a system under which the state owns holdings in several oil and gas fields, 
pipelines, and onshore facilities. Thirdly, there are revenues from direct state 
ownership in Statoil, known as Equinor since May 2018, in which the state 
owns 67% of shares. Finally, there are area fees and environmental taxes 
(Norwegian Petroleum, 2023).

The Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute (2023a) ranks the Norwegian 
 Petroleum Fund as the world’s largest wealth fund, followed by similar 
funds in China, Abu Dhabi, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia. The distinctive as-
pect of sovereign wealth funds that sets them apart from other vehicles of 
investment is their state ownership. This means they have a longer-term 
horizon for their investments than other investors, and they have broader 
social welfare objectives, rather than solely maximisation of financial re-
turns (Bolton et al., 2012; Lansley, 2016). As mentioned in Chapter 1, the 
Norwegian fund is the largest single owner in the world’s stock markets, 
owning almost 1.5% of all shares in the world’s listed companies (NBIM, 
2024b). According to the Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute (2023b), around 
40 sovereign wealth funds have been created since 2005. Most countries 
with sovereign wealth funds are resource-rich countries with mainly oil as 
their natural resource.

In contrast to how the German debt brake is anchored in the Basic Law, 
the Norwegian fiscal guideline is implemented in the Norwegian Government 
Petroleum Fund Act. Only a simple majority decision in the Storting is re-
quired to change it. In other words, the guideline is not strikingly binding on 
Norwegian politicians. However, the fiscal guideline was very soon accepted 
by all political parties and the Norwegian public (Lie, 2015). This is probably 
decisive for budget restrictions to have proven binding in practice. Since the 
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fiscal guideline was established, all Norwegian national budgets have stayed 
within its framework. The national budget for 2024 emphasised:

The fiscal guideline calls for the fund capital to be spent to provide a fair 
distribution between generations and facilitate stable development in the 
Norwegian economy. These considerations need to be weighed against 
one another when assessing fund spending.

(Meld. St. 1 (2023–2024), p. 52, my translation)

As we have seen, the fund’s market value has increased considerably over 
the past 20 years, from around NOK 2,000 billion in 2007 to around NOK 
17,448 billion 2024, equivalent to more than 1.6 billion US dollars in March 
2024 (NBIM, 2024a). Simultaneously, the fund’s share of fiscal budget ex-
penditure has doubled from 2012 to 2024, and in 2024 this share covers 
more than 20% (Meld. St. 1 (2023–2024)). This means that even using a 
tiny share of 3% of the fund, which is the fund’s expected real return, implies 
crucial national dependence on the fund. Still, the Norwegian budget restric-
tions require that the country continues to produce oil and gas even though 
as of 2016, the return from the Petroleum Fund exceeded current petroleum 
revenues for the first time (NOU 2017: 13, p. 93).

 Ethical guidelines for Norwegian investments

There are tensions in Norway regarding whether investments in environmen-
tally friendly projects can compensate for the environmental degradation 
caused by petroleum activity. The Storting decided on ethical guidelines for 
the management of the fund in 2004 (St. Meld. 2 (2003–2004). Accord-
ingly, the fund should not make investments which result in unethical acts 
or omissions such as violations of basic humanitarian principles, gross hu-
man rights violations, gross corruption, or serious environmental degrada-
tion. With these ethical guidelines, investments should take environmental, 
economic, and social considerations into account (St. Meld. 2 (2003–2004)). 
In addition, a Council on Ethics for the fund has been established to evaluate 
whether the fund’s investment in specified companies is inconsistent with its 
Ethical Guidelines (Norwegian Council on Ethics for GPFG, 2023).

In line with recommendations provided by the Ministry of Finance and 
the Council on Ethics appointed by the ministry, the Norwegian Bank In-
vestment Management (NBIM) is responsible for the investments. NBIM 
defines its mission as “to safeguard and build financial wealth for future 
generations” (NBIM, 2024a). Moreover, it is a global investor with minor-
ity ownership in more than 9,000 companies in 73 countries. NBIM per-
forms annual assessments in which it gathers information and analysis in 
three focus areas: children’s rights, climate change, and water management 
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(NBIM, 2024a). With the aim of making the government’s wealth less vul-
nerable to a permanent drop in oil and gas prices, NBIM (2017) recom-
mended the removal of oil stocks from the benchmark index of the fund in 
2017. In March 2019, the government followed this advice.

However, it is important to note that the ethical guidelines are applied 
after petroleum production is fulfilled. The question is thereby not whether 
to extract the petroleum, but rather how to invest the income from petroleum 
activity (Graver, 2004). The ethical investments can never fully compensate 
for the environmental consequences of the extraction of oil and gas. Ac-
cordingly, financial compensation cannot compensate for the environmental 
damages that are passed on to future generations by the combustion of oil 
and gas. While financial savings are made on grounds of indirect reciprocity 
with future generations, environmental damages cannot be compensated in 
the form of capital investments.

 Financial savings and conservation of Norwegian nature

There is a more fundamental tension between financial savings and nature 
conservation. This tension is hardly expressed in connection with the Petro-
leum Fund. The opposition to oil and gas production is expressed in connec-
tion with the climate lawsuit, which we have seen in Chapter 7.

We have seen that in Norway, the idea that the current generation should 
not empty the North Sea of oil and gas without saving something for future 
generations has been a politically established norm since the 1970s. This 
responsibility is constituted by the idea that natural resources belong to the 
people, both current and future Norwegians. Over time, the understanding 
of how to save has changed. The idea of weak sustainability has increasingly 
come to dominate the argumentation in public documents dealing with the 
Petroleum Fund. This has helped to create a distinction between oil and gas 
production on the one hand and the use of the income on the other.

In 2016, the government devoted an entire chapter in a parliamentary 
report to explaining how the national wealth model is applied to investments 
in the fund (Meld. St. 26 (2016–2017)). According to the government, na-
tional wealth can be calculated in different ways, but it is generally defined 
as the net present value of the future consumption opportunities it provides. 
The government includes calculations for four components. Firstly, human 
capital is estimated as the net present value of future labour input. Secondly, 
natural resources are petroleum wealth, which is calculated as the net present 
value of future economic profit in the petroleum sector. As a simplification, 
the government notes that other natural resources are disregarded. Thirdly, 
fixed assets are the estimated value calculated at the replacement cost of such 
assets. Fourthly, financial wealth is the country’s net financial wealth abroad 
(Meld. St. 26 (2016–2017)).
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This national wealth model has over time become important for under-
standing the Petroleum Fund as savings for future generations. According to 
this model, oil and gas are natural capital that can be converted into other 
types of capital, in this case financial wealth.

The inflow of capital to the GPFG is largely a conversion of oil and gas 
resources on the Norwegian continental shelf into foreign financial as-
sets. This conversion separates the net petroleum revenues from the state’s 
other income.

(Meld. St. 26 (2016–2017), p. 18)

The idea is that the Norwegian state’s use of non-renewable natural capi-
tal is sustainable as long as the financial assets abroad are augmented ac-
cordingly. When politicians present the Petroleum Fund as savings for future 
generations, it is framed as a moral act of extracting oil and gas in the North 
Sea to save financial investments abroad for future generations. In this frame, 
the reduction of non-renewable fossil fuels is described as something good 
as it is seen as a way of raising future welfare. While there are some vague 
speculations of what future generations will prefer, there is no discussion of 
their need for functional ecological systems. Saving of financial capital is seen 
as a compensation for the depletion of non-renewable fossil fuels, rather than 
defining specific characteristics required of an intergenerational compensa-
tion (Spash, 2002).

Although the government has a long-term perspective for the petroleum 
fund, there is no guarantee that the fund will ensure future welfare. This ap-
proach to sustainability leaves out important discussions about compensation 
for harm to the environment caused by the use of fossil fuels (Spash, 2002). 
Furthermore, it overlooks what is emphasised in terms of strong sustain-
ability that a minimum compensation for depletion of fossil fuels or damages 
made to the environment would require ecological systems to be maintained 
in such a way that future generations can meet their needs (Gough, 2017). In 
this perspective, it is possible that future Norwegian generations will prefer 
to have oil and gas on the seabed rather than a financial Petroleum Fund to 
cover payment of pensions.

 What resources are passed on to future generations?

Germany and Norway are examples of a growing number of countries 
worldwide that have adopted rules-based fiscal frameworks over the past 
two decades. Germany has established a national fiscal debt brake in its Basic 
Law, which implies restrictions on how much money the country can borrow 
at both the federal and Länder levels. Norway has established a fiscal guide-
line defining the percentage the state can use as national budget expenditures 
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of the Petroleum Fund. There are many financial reasons to introduce fiscal 
rules, and in addition to these Germany and Norway have justified their fiscal 
rules with references to future generations.

These two examples show the goals of preventing countries from trans-
ferring debt and ensuring savings for future generations. The commitments 
to such goals and the implementation of them can be analysed in terms of 
Rawls’ (1971; 2001) proposal for a principle of “just savings.” As discussed 
in Chapter 4, Rawls proposed a threshold to define current generations’ ob-
ligations towards future generations. He argued that justice does not require 
people to save for future people. His main point was that current genera-
tions should do what is necessary to allow future people to live under just 
institutions (Rawls, 2001). However, as also discussed in Chapter 4, many 
later discussions have been reactions to Rawls’ contribution, and the most 
fundamental criticism is that he was concerned with how much a genera-
tion should save and overlooked the question of what to save (Caney, 2018; 
Tremmel, 2009).

A one-dimensional approach to financial considerations has important 
weaknesses. It loses sight of other societal concerns, which are unsustainable 
in a world threatened by climate crises and reduced biodiversity. With to-
day’s environmental destruction, it is necessary to include a broader analysis 
of what resources are transferred from current to future generations, not just 
how much. It is essential to analyse which resources are transferred to future 
generations: financial debt, savings, or natural resources.

Graeber (2011) has studied the history of debt to ask the question of what 
human beings and human society actually owe one another. He discusses the 
relationship between moral obligations and debts and argues that these are 
often interwoven, and both are based on a language shaped by financial mar-
kets. On one level, Graeber argues, the difference between them is obvious.

A debt is the obligation to pay a certain sum of money. As a result, a debt, 
unlike any other form of obligation can be precisely quantified. This al-
lows debts to become simple, cold, and impersonal – which in turn, allows 
them to be transferable.

(Graeber, 2011, p. 13)

Graeber distinguishes the obligation to pay a certain sum of money from 
owing a person a favour, which is owed to a person specifically and cannot 
easily be transferred. He has an anthropological approach where he empha-
sises the close connection between social ties and the transmission of values. 
Regarding money, Graeber argues, one only needs to calculate principal, bal-
ances, and rates of interest.

Accordingly, when the relationship between generations is turned into 
fiscal rules calculated in money, the relationships become impersonal, can 



144 Solidarity in Practice

be calculated, and they can be exchanged. If we are to examine fiscal rules 
from the perspective of intergenerational social solidarity, we need a broader 
approach where we also include social norms. In Germany and Norway, 
the justifications of the budget restrictions are based on ideas of indirect 
reciprocity in which future generations are framed as part of a community 
where they get their share of financial capital. This framing is based on a 
one-dimensional economic understanding that overlooks the consequences 
for nature.

Market-based instrumental nature values form the basis for today’s poli-
cymaking. This is a crucial conclusion from the Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). In the 
Assessment Report on the Diverse Values and Valuation of Nature, IPBES 
show that there is a dominant global focus on short-term profits and eco-
nomic growth. This often excludes the consideration of multiple values of 
nature in policy decisions (IPBES, 2022). Moreover, it concludes:

The way nature is valued in political and economic decisions is both a key 
driver of the global biodiversity crisis and a vital opportunity to address 
it, according to a four-year methodological assessment by 82 top scientists 
and experts from every region of the world.

(IPBES, 2022)

This report, approved by representatives of the 139 member states, finds 
that economic and political decisions have predominantly prioritised certain 
values of nature, particularly market-based instrumental values of nature. 
Moreover, it argues that these market values, often privileged in policymak-
ing, do not adequately reflect how changes in nature affect people’s quality of 
life. One of the key messages to policy makers is:

Despite the diversity of nature’s values, most policymaking approaches 
have prioritized a narrow set of values at the expense of both nature and 
society, as well as of future generations, and have often ignored values 
associated with indigenous peoples’ and local communities’ world-views.

(IPBES, 2022, p. 10)

By applying this evidence, Pascual et al. (2023) published an article in 
 Nature in which they argue that a better understanding of how and why 
nature is undervalued is more urgent than ever. The authors propose a com-
bination of values-centred approaches to improve valuation. They propose 
changes towards fairer treatment of people and nature, including intergen-
erational equity and sustainable futures. Such considerations are essential 
to decide what today’s generations should pass on to their descendants and 
what opportunities future generations should have to shape their own lives.
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 One-dimensional institutional constraints

While the German goal is to prevent the state from leaving financial debt 
to future generations, the Norwegian goal is to ensure financial savings for 
future generations. Both country cases involve commitments with consider-
able institutional constraints on state budgets. These constraints are more 
comprehensive and binding in practice than the political and legal bindings 
discussed in previous chapters. This shows the strength of implementing fi-
nancial commitments in practical politics. Moreover, it shows that substan-
tial institutional bindings are possible.

In both countries, we find ideas that can be interpreted as indirect reci-
procity between generations. In the German Bundestag, the debt brake is pre-
sented as commitments that will benefit future generations by permanently 
strengthening growth and sustainable development. In the Norwegian Stort-
ing, the Petroleum Fund and the fiscal guideline are presented as savings for 
future generations. The Norwegian commitments require the state to extract 
oil and gas, deposit the income in the fund, and establish a fiscal guideline 
to ensure that the current generation transfers part of the income to future 
Norwegians.

The fiscal rules involve not only commitments but also significant institu-
tional constraints in both countries. The German budget restrictions can only 
be changed through a constitutional reform. The judgement from the German 
Federal Constitutional Court in 2023 confirmed this strict  German budget 
discipline. However, the debt brake can be circumvented. This possibility has 
been used in recent years, such as with COVID-19 and with  Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. These exceptions show crises in the present which create obsta-
cles for a long-term policy. Today’s concern for future people seems most 
manageable in good times.

The Norwegian budget restrictions are designed as guidelines with weak 
formal bindings. A simple majority decision in the Storting is required to 
change them. Nevertheless, the budget restrictions have proved binding in 
practice. One reason is that the fund’s market value has increased signifi-
cantly over the past 20 years, and using a small share of 3% of the fund has 
few consequences for the fund. At the same time, this use of the fund in the 
national budget means that around 20% of the expenditure comes from the 
Petroleum Fund.

The German debt brake and the Norwegian fiscal guideline involve spe-
cific goals which can be measured. These precise measurements make it pos-
sible to check whether the restrictions are complied with. The target for the 
German debt brake is precisely measured in the debt-to-GDP ratio every year. 
In Norway, the fiscal guideline is a precise target measured in a percentage 
of the fund size. However, the budget restrictions are one dimensional. In a 
world where today’s generations pass on serious environmental problems to 
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their descendants, the arguments about preventing debt or securing savings 
for future generations should be seen in a larger context of what resources 
are transferred to future generations.

In Germany and Norway, the budget restrictions lead to tensions with 
other societal concerns. Both have committed to an active environmental 
and resource policy and justified central policies by referring to a concern 
for future generations. They differ in the political context in which these 
policies are justified, and the economy is an important underlying factor. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, the German dilemma between the urgent need to con-
sider secure alternative energy supplies since the Russian invasion in Ukraine 
in February 2022, and the need for long-term thinking to safeguard a healthy 
environment for future generations. The Norwegian paradox is that the 
country is taking a global lead in solving environmental challenges, while 
it simultaneously has large parts of its income from its petroleum activities.

In Germany, there are tensions between strict budget discipline and the 
need to borrow money for new investments. One argument against the debt 
brake is that budgets which are too tight prevent investments necessary to 
maintain societal structures. Debt provides opportunities for new invest-
ments, which can increase income for future generations. Another argument 
is that fiscal policy should be subordinated to other societal objectives. Ac-
cordingly, the main problem with the debt brake is that the current focus is 
on stabilising the debt-to-GDP ratio rather than solving the country’s main 
challenge, which is to ensure the transition to renewable energy.

In Norway, there are tensions regarding which ethical considerations the 
Petroleum Fund takes in its investments. Another more fundamental tension 
concerns the large oil and gas sector, on which the petroleum fund’s income is 
based. In public documents from the government and the Storting, the Petro-
leum Fund is framed in terms of weak sustainability. This implies that oil and 
gas as natural capital are converted into other types of capital, as in this case, 
financial investments. From this perspective, the current generation’s respon-
sibility towards future generations is to ensure that future generations have at 
least as much natural or human-made capital at their disposal as itself. This 
conversion of natural resources to money makes budget restrictions important. 
There are no considerations about whether future Norwegian generations 
might prefer oil and gas under the seabed rather than financial investments.

 Summary

• A growing number of countries worldwide have adopted rules-based fiscal 
frameworks over the past two decades, and 105 countries had fiscal rules 
at the beginning of the 2020s.

• Germany and Norway have adopted fiscal rules and also justified them 
with references to a concern for future generations. The German case is 
about preventing debt, and the Norwegian case is about financial savings.
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• Germany has established a national fiscal debt brake in its Basic Law, 
which establishes restrictions on how much money the country can bor-
row at both the federal and Länder levels.

• The German budget restrictions aim to ensure that current generations do 
not transfer debt to their descendants, and this can be interpreted in terms 
of an idea of indirect reciprocity.

• Norway has established a fiscal guideline defining the percentage the state 
can use as national budget expenditures of the Petroleum Fund.

• The fiscal guideline and the Petroleum Fund mean the state extracts oil 
and gas, deposits the income in the fund, and establishes a fiscal guideline 
to ensure that the current generation transfers part of the income to future 
Norwegians.

• German budget restrictions are binding as they can only be changed 
through a constitutional reform, but these bindings can be circumvented 
as the debt brake allows for exceptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic 
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

• Norwegian budget restrictions are designed as guidelines with weak bind-
ings on the finances, but they have proved to be binding in practice due to 
the size of the Petroleum Fund.

• The analysis shows that substantial institutional bindings are possible.
• In Germany, there are tensions between strict budget discipline and the 

need to borrow money for new investments, particularly to ensure the 
transition to renewable energy.

• In Norway, there are tensions about which ethical considerations the fund 
includes in its investments, but the more fundamental tension is about the 
large oil and gas sector, on which the petroleum fund’s income is based.

• In the contemporary world, where today’s generations pass on a partially 
destroyed planet to their descendants, the arguments about preventing 
debt or securing savings for future generations should be discussed in the 
context of which resources are transferred to future generations.
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CONCLUSION

 Introduction

This book is written against the backdrop that current generations can influ-
ence the welfare of future people more than any previous generation. This 
gives today’s generations a responsibility, which is increased by the fact that 
future generations do not have the opportunity to influence current politics. 
This knowledge is widespread, and it has led to a multitude of commitments 
to include future generations in political, legal, and economic measures both 
globally and nationally. However, these normative commitments are scarcely 
reflected in practical politics.

Four policy areas are analysed with explicitly formulated normative com-
mitments to take concerns about future generations into account in current 
political decisions and examined whether and how they are combined with 
politically and legally binding actions. The UN 2030 Agenda is at the global 
level. The remaining three are at the national level concerning political insti-
tutions, protection clauses in institutions, and financial constraints. Germany 
and Norway have been selected as examples of countries that have commit-
ted their states to take future generations’ concerns into account and, to vari-
ous degrees, introduced self-imposed institutional constraints.

Two overarching questions are analysed. Firstly, when and how the com-
mitments to future generations are followed up in practice, and what charac-
terises situations where they are not followed up? Secondly, to what extent 
and how are there differences between the two countries and the four policy 
areas, and what can we learn from comparing them?

The scholarly debate about if and how today’s generations have a respon-
sibility towards those who come after us has been dominated by discussions 
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of intergenerational justice. However, these studies suggest abstract princi-
ples do not capture the social and contextual aspects of how future gen-
erations might be included in today’s decisions. The few studies that have 
discussed what intergenerational solidarity might imply are theoretical and 
philosophical, and challenging to apply to empirical studies. With this book, 
I attempt to contribute to these debates by suggesting a concept of solidarity 
that is more useful to analyse what is practically possible.

Central political notions such as nation and state sovereignty are chal-
lenged when the concept of solidarity is extended to include future gener-
ations. Modern political communities are built on a concept of time that 
grounds today’s community with events in the past. This has created the 
dominant political frames of our time. When future generations are con-
sidered as a central political premise, this changes our relationship to time 
and means that our established political frames must be held up for critical 
assessment. Measures that consider future generations do not just break the 
boundaries of time, they also break national boundaries and show the neces-
sity of establishing cosmopolitan political structures, which we have seen is 
challenging.

 Two-dimensional solidarity concept

I have developed a political and normative concept of solidarity with fu-
ture generations consisting of two dimensions. The first dimension comprises 
ideas of indirect reciprocity with future generations. This means giving some-
thing to a person, but it is not necessarily the same person who gives some-
thing in return. The second dimension concerns the willingness to establish 
self-imposed institutional bindings to ensure that governments endorse and 
sustain measures to safeguard future oriented goals for the sake of future 
generations. The core of the concept is that both dimensions must be fulfilled 
to show social solidarity with future generations.

Combinations of commitments to future generations based on indirect 
reciprocity and the establishment of institutional bindings vary in different 
policy areas and between the countries. These combinations are analysed by 
studying, firstly, what the commitments to future generations involve in each 
policy area and country, and secondly, by analysing how the commitments 
are followed up by binding institutional constraints. The empirical stud-
ies show that various societal concerns are in tension with the institutional 
 constraints in the different policy areas and countries.

 Substantial financial constraints

The financial constraints are more comprehensive and binding in practice 
than the political and legal bindings in the other policy areas. Germany and 
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Norway are examples of how several countries have recently introduced fis-
cal rules for financial reasons. While the German goal is to prevent financial 
debt, the Norwegian aim is to ensure financial savings. Both countries justify 
this by referring to future generations. This can be interpreted as ideas of 
indirect reciprocity.

The strength of the constraints is different in the two countries. The 
 German debt brake can only be changed through a constitutional reform, 
but it can be circumvented when political crises occur such as COVID-19 and 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Such exceptions show how contemporary crises 
create obstacles for a long-term policy. The Norwegian budget restrictions 
can be changed by a simple majority decision in the Storting. Although the 
restrictions are designed as guidelines with weak formal bindings, they have 
proved binding in practice. The background is the fund’s market value, which 
has increased significantly over the past 20 years.

The target for the German debt brake is precisely measured in the debt-
to-GDP ratio every year. In Norway, the fiscal guideline is a precise target 
measured as a percentage of the fund size. The precise measurement strength-
ens the financial constraints but reveals the one-dimensional character of the 
restrictions.

In both countries, the fiscal rules are in tension with other societal con-
cerns. In Germany, there are tensions between strict budget discipline and 
the need to borrow money for new investments. Seen from the perspective 
of preventing ecological damage for future generations, it might be better 
for future people if the current focus on stabilising the debt-to-GDP ratio 
was replaced by solving the country’s main challenge, which is to ensure the 
transition to renewable energy. The tension in Norway concerns the large 
oil and gas sector, on which the petroleum fund’s income is based. From the 
perspective of the government and the Storting, oil and gas as natural capital 
are converted into financial capital. Seen from the perspective of prevent-
ing ecological damage for future generations, future Norwegian generations 
might prefer oil and gas under the seabed rather than financial investments.

While financial constraints are the most substantial form of institutional 
bindings, they represent a one-dimensional transfer of values between gen-
erations. By justifying these constraints by referring to a concern for future 
generations, I would argue that these concerns should include caring for na-
ture. We therefore need a broader understanding of how to spend or preserve 
different types of resources in solidarity with future generations.

Financial restrictions show that it is possible to introduce and practise 
substantial institutional constraints if there is political will. As we have seen, 
it is necessary to strengthen the institutional ties in the different policy areas 
to show solidarity with future generations. It may be possible to learn from 
how fiscal restrictions are practised to find examples from practice. How-
ever, fiscal restrictions are problematic as a role model. Fiscal restrictions are 
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justified based on both economic considerations and a concern for future 
generations. As long as states justify the restrictions based on consideration 
of future generations, we need a broader approach to spending or preserving 
various types of resources in solidarity with future generations.

 From the public sphere to the courtroom

The most significant changes are in the legal area. The German and  Norwegian 
cases are examples of a global trend of children and youths trying to change 
climate and environmental policy through legal systems. Even though several 
lawsuits have been dismissed, the move from the public sphere to legal mo-
bilisations through the courts provides a political space where future genera-
tions are seen and heard. Both countries have facilitated these legal means 
by including protection clauses for future generations in their constitutions.

The two climate lawsuits analysed in this book show how the claimants 
in both countries appealed to intergenerational solidarity based on an equal 
distribution of efforts to prevent climate and environmental destruction. I 
interpret the claimants’ ideas in terms of indirect reciprocity, which is not 
only limited to national solidarity but also includes aspects of cosmopolitan 
solidarity.

We have seen that the governments of both countries reject the legal com-
plaints by pointing out this is a matter for political institutions. The deci-
sions from the countries’ highest courts reveal more complex arguments. The 
 German Federal Constitutional Court’s rulings entailed far stronger restric-
tions on German politics than the Norwegian Supreme Court’s judgment on 
Norwegian politics.

The German Constitutional Court judgement was that the legislators had 
to change the Federal Climate Change Act. In response, federal policymakers 
passed a law that immediately steps up the goals of the current reduction in 
greenhouse gases. This shows that the protection clause has introduced con-
siderable institutional bindings. In contrast, the Supreme Court of Norway 
called the protection clause a “safety valve.” The court did not apply the 
safety valve in this lawsuit, which means the protection clause in the Norwe-
gian constitution has weak institutional bindings.

There was far more at stake in the Norwegian climate lawsuit than in the 
German one. The tensions in the Norwegian lawsuit concerned central parts 
of Norwegian petroleum policy, the country’s most important source of in-
come. The tensions in the German climate lawsuit involved questions about 
distribution of effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions between generations 
and had minor consequences for German politics.

I find it noteworthy how the claimants in the lawsuits in both countries 
introduced alternative frames for problem definition and moral evaluations. 
The German Constitutional Court supported these frames when it described 
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how individuals’ fundamental rights to freedom in the future lie in the pre-
sent and emphasised that this must have consequences for current policies. In 
Norway, we can see a weak and vulnerable development of new frames in the 
courts. This is shown in how the Oslo District Court in 2024 interpreted the 
Supreme Court’s 2020 assessments in a new lawsuit. In support of the claim-
ants from the environmental organisations, the District Court concluded 
that before approving oil and gas fields, the state must assess the impact of 
greenhouse gas emissions including the combustion abroad of Norwegian-
produced oil and gas. The state has appealed the ruling.

With these lawsuits some children and youths have moved their activities 
from protests and demonstrations in the public sphere to the use of protec-
tion clauses to promote new problem definitions and moral evaluations in the 
courtroom. They have thereby contributed to a slow shift in the framing of if 
and how the state is responsible for social solidarity with future generations.

In the Norwegian climate lawsuit, the environmental organisations argued 
that Norway has a global responsibility that must be assessed because the 
country is a significant oil and gas exporter. This contradicts the current in-
ternational order where each state is responsible for its national emissions. 
The complainants lost the case.

The German ruling shows that the Federal Constitutional Court had a 
more complex argument. The court stated that dependence on the interna-
tional community makes it necessary for a state to carry out its national cli-
mate measures. Although no state can resolve the problems of climate change 
on its own, the court argued, this does not invalidate the national obligation 
to take climate action. The decision made by the German court is binding on 
German policy. It shows how international agreements have national conse-
quences and include aspects of cosmopolitan solidarity.

As the analysis of the climate lawsuits shows, national protection clauses for 
future generations in national constitutions can be appealed to the   European 
Court of Human Rights(ECtHR). As a supranational body, the conclu-
sions from the ECtHR are binding on the nation states. This is the case in  
the four cases ECtHR has deemed a priority for hearing. In one of the cases, 
KlimaSeniorinnen v. Switzerland, the Court concluded that the Swiss Con-
federation had failed to comply with its duties under the Convention con-
cerning climate change. This will have consequences for how the ECtHR 
judges in future climate lawsuits, such as the Norwegian case which is still 
pending as of April 2024.

 Weak political institutions

By establishing political institutions for future generations, states have com-
mitted themselves to implementing long-term policies important for fu-
ture generations. These commitments are interpreted as a form of indirect 
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reciprocity. The institutions have the potential to ensure proxy representa-
tion for future generations. Still, they have a weak influence in practice.

Neither Germany nor Norway has institutions with a special mandate to 
represent future generations. I have examined both countries’ measures to 
implement the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and analysed to what 
extent and how these can be seen as ways to ensure a long-term policy that 
can impact future people.

Germany has a triangle of institutions provided with the tasks to ensure 
the implementation of the SDGs in parliament, in government, and one as an 
independent state institution. The country has also established two institutions 
that are particularly relevant for climate and environmental issues. In general, 
they have weak influence on whether the long-term policy becomes binding 
in practice. As an example, the German Parliamentary Advisory Council on 
Sustainable Development operates according to a consensus principle. The 
Council’s role is to call attention to future consequences of current decisions. 
This might strengthen the commitments to the future, but this is not enough to 
secure institutional constraints that bind political decisions to long-term goals.

In Norway, the Ombudsperson for Children is often mentioned in reviews 
of countries with institutions for future generations, but it does not function 
as such. Norway lacks institutions to ensure the implementation of the SDGs. 
The implementation of the SDGs is assigned to the Ministry of Local Govern-
ment and Modernisation. This means that the main efforts are made at the 
local level, while the tensions involved in implementing the environmental 
SDGs are national and cannot be solved locally. The implementation is less 
transparent than in Germany.

In Germany and Norway, there are tensions between long-term environ-
mental considerations and the production and use of energy from fossil fuels. 
The weakness of institutions for future generations can be linked to these 
political tensions. The weaknesses of these institutions are examples of a 
larger pattern. Institutions that have the task of ensuring that consideration 
is given to future generations play a role as reminders. They can be impor-
tant because they remind political actors and the public in general of the im-
portance of considering future generations. Awareness raising is essential to 
show solidarity with future generations, but it is unclear and for the time be-
ing doubtful that these institutions will have a decisive influence on how cur-
rent generations act. The weakness of these institutions shows a gap between 
commitments to future generations and their implementation in practice. The 
institutions must be strengthened to show solidarity with future generations.

 Global commitments and national restraints

The global consensus in the UN 2030 Agenda is an essential driving force for 
increasing global commitments for future generations. The extremely ambi-
tious programme of the 2030 Agenda is the culmination of a long process 
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from 1972 to 2015. The agenda was presented as a charter to change the 
world in the twenty-first century, but such a programme is challenging to 
implement in the nation states.

Nevertheless, these commitments have some influence on national politi-
cal implementation by the way they represent a common frame to categorise 
and describe the world’s challenges and solutions. The way bodies within 
the UN system monitor the countries’ achievement of the SDGs and publish 
them in open global databases create institutional constraints on the UN 
member states. The combination of the common frames and the monitoring 
of the member states’ achievements make the commitments morally binding. 
However, these bindings are weak, and all SDGs are seriously off track. The 
most essential form of sanction is shame, which has proven to be a meagre 
means of power in international politics.

The 2030 Agenda is an example of the ambiguous relationship between na-
tional and cosmopolitan solidarity with future generations. The discrepancy 
between the global commitments to future generations in the 2030 Agenda 
and the nation states’ restraints from implementation in practice stems from 
the tensions between the nation states’ sovereignty and global commitments 
to future generations. Nation states do not follow through on implementing 
what they have agreed on globally, and no global institution has the authority 
to put pressure on countries to implement the 2030 Agenda with the SDGs.

The transition from international agreements to nation states is the criti-
cal point. The challenges arise when cosmopolitan ideas of intergenerational 
indirect reciprocity are to be implemented in practice at the national level. 
National political institutions for future generations reflect this challenge. 
Institutional arrangements to ensure the implementation of sustainable de-
velopment goals are based on a cosmopolitan framing, but they have weak 
institutional constraints on national policy.

There is thus a call from the UN system for future-focused global institu-
tions that can incorporate the concern for future generations. This has culmi-
nated in recent years, and the proposals have been presented as the step from 
commitment to reality, which implies a call for action. However, I would not 
interpret this as a call for cosmopolitan solidarity with future generations. 
None of these proposals from the UN Secretary-General involves a transfer 
of sovereignty to a global organisation. This means that the tensions between 
the sovereignty of nation states and global obligations towards future genera-
tions are maintained. As various agreements are made piecemeal globally and 
are expected to be implemented in the nation states, it becomes challenging 
to implement global institutional bindings in practice.

 Showing social solidarity with future generations

This book shows differences in how commitments to future generations 
are followed up in practice between countries and among policy areas. The 
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differences between the countries can be understood from the countries’ 
political and economic context. In this book, these differences are analysed 
within the framework of the German dilemma and the Norwegian paradox.

The institutional bindings are weak in all policy areas, but this book re-
veals variations among them. The financial restrictions represent the most 
substantial institutional constraints. They are one-dimensional and require a 
discussion about which resources should be passed on to future generations.

The legal area shows the most significant changes. The legal mobilisations 
through the courts provide a political space where new frames for moral 
evaluations and problem-solving are presented. This has had varying degrees 
of success in practice, and it remains uncertain what the consequences will 
be in the long term.

The political institutions are generally weak. They function as reminders 
for political actors and the public of the importance of considering future gen-
erations. To gain substantial political influence, they must be strengthened.

The 2030 Agenda is an essential driving force for increasing global com-
mitments for future generations. There is a gap between global commitments 
to future generations and national implementation in practice, and there are 
few indications that this gap will be closed.

To analyse the political processes between commitments and implementa-
tion in practice, we need a fine-grained theoretical analytical tool. The con-
cept of solidarity with future generations developed and applied in this book 
has proved to be useful to reveal the variations. By applying this concept to 
empirical studies, we can conclude that it is possible to establish self-imposed 
institutional constraints with the aim to ensure that future generations have 
access to basic resources and the opportunity to shape their own lives. The 
complexity of the policy areas means it is valuable to show where the weak-
nesses and strengths can be found. Institutional bindings must be strength-
ened to show social solidarity with future generations.
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