Chapter 2
What Is Most Important of All?

This chapter begins in an unusual way with sixutifa-provoking
exercises and questions. You may be interestedinking through your
own personal response to each of them before yaimey response. Then
you may find it interesting to compare your answersiine.

1. What is of supreme value? Of everything in tméverse (past,
present, and future), what do you treasure andevhkyond all
else? What would you not want the universe to sgive up for
the sake of anything else?

2. Think of something that seems to you especiailyortant. Then
ask yourself, “But what is even more important? aW/ls most
important of all?” Continue this process until fiaother responses
are possible because you have already reachedisvbaultimate
importance.

3. What is especially worth striving for? Whatosld we,
individually and together, pursue vigorously as ¢op goal or
priority.

4. Much of your meaning and purpose in life prdpatomes from
family, friends, love, work, vacations, enjoymelearning, nature,
personal growth, inner experiences, and other &spédaily life.
What additional sources in the universe, beyondeho your daily
activities, provide you with a great deal of megnamd purpose?

5. Imagine for a few moments that you are a supenbse and
intelligent being with supernatural capacities.gliRinow you are
contemplating the entire universe with its courstletars, planets,
asteroids, life forms, and civilizations. You aleo contemplating
the future of all this, a future that will stretcdver many eons.
From this vast perspective of space and time, \siu yaurself,
“What is most important of all?”
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6. Imagine that anonymously giving up your life theb somehow
guarantee one thing in return (except your own difier death or
your own reincarnation). Imagine that if you agre¢his, you will
die of apparently natural causes about two weelks. laYou can
choose the one thing that is guaranteed in retéor. example, it
could be the success or flourishing of any projectjanization,
cause, mission, or nation that you wish. It cdugdthe flourishing
of human civilization for centuries to come. Wouwldu agree to
give up your life for some such noble cause? Vithtte one thing
that you would ask for in return?

For me, all six of these exercises and questieasl lto the same
answer. What is most important of all ise continued existence and
flourishing of human civilization. The continuation of humanity, society,
and culture. The never-ending flow of people, éseand changes that
make up the total human mosaic. The continuingldiig of human
history in reasonably positive directions. No otheal, value, or priority is
more important.

My view certainly does not intend to downplay tineportance and
value of our civilizationtoday. On the contrary, my view emphasizes the
never-ending flow of human history and culture, tdoatinuous unfolding
of the human drama through countless scenes asdhattstretch from the
remote past to the distant future. The well-bekmpwledge, compassion,
and quality of life of people alive today are jast important as those of
people alive at any given time in the future-but more important.

Also, my view does not intend to downplay the imtance and value
of the planet earth, our fellow creatures on thangt, nor other portions of
our natural environment. On the contrary, thedeallibe emphasized in

chapter 6. My hiking has included mountains, forests, deserts, volcanoes, and deserted beaches in
various parts of the world. | treasure the survival and flourishing of a wide spectrum of nonhuman life
forms on this planet. These various plants, trees, animals, birds, and fish have very high value in
themselves (regardless of whether they are useful to humankind or not). We should certainly avoid
excessive interference in the nonhuman world, perhaps even reducing the size of the human population
in order to allow other life forms to flourish. Indeed, | could readily accept the continued existence and
flourishing of all life on earth (including human civilization, of course) as an appropriate answer to the six
guestions at the beginning of this chapter.

| do not agree with the view that each form of moman life is equal in
value and importance to human life. ~ For me, theeasing stream of
human culture and civilization is somewhat more ontgnt than any other
single species. Although I hope that we can liveéarmony with dolphins
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and elephants forever, | admit that | would chobamanity's flourishing
over theirs if | were forced to make a choice. iesall our flaws and
errors, we are the one species that has developasic,mart, high
intelligence, sophisticated languages, mathematm®smputers, print,
extensive written knowledge about the world, anderdul technological
capacities. If we were somehow faced with the eaghnt choice of letting
all of these achievements vanish or letting thelegecome extinct, how
many of us would really choose to let our own adtand species vanish
forever?

Facing such choices in our imagination can helglasfy our values.
Fortunately, with sufficient effort and caring, wkould never have to face
such unpleasant choices in real life. The idedbisiew ourselves as an
integral part of life on earth, not as separateasosomehow “above it all,”
and to live harmoniously with whales, dolphinsdsirfish, apes, elephants,
and other animals. It is certainly appropriatéoice and even revere nature
and natural processes. We can treasure naturedeetaprovides us with
beauty and inspiration as well as practical besefiVe can value nature as
an end in itself; we can feel piety and respecttalall life forms.

A remarkable diversity of intelligent beings andilzations may be
flourishing in other parts of our Milky Way galaxand in other galaxies
throughout the universe. Their continuing exiseeaod development are
presumably as important as our own civilization, laast from the
perspective of a being who is contemplating therentniverse. If they
communicate with one another, the resulting starsboof cumulative
knowledge could also be of extraordinary importanéé¢ present, though,
we have no firm evidence that such civilizationssexor that they have
had any sort of contact with anyone on earth. d&bpractical purposes,
then, the flourishing of humanity and our own plkaisemost important of
all, at least until contact is established with soather civilization in the
galaxy.

A brief summary. From the most comprehensivepgeatve of all, the
development and flourishing of good, wise, intahd; insightful,
compassionate, advanced life (and culture and keabye) throughout the
universe is of supreme value. From our own stami@ present, as one
instance of such life, the continued flourishing ofir own human
civilization is of supreme importance.
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Why Should We Care About the Next 40 Years,
Not Just the Next Few Months?

It is very important for our civilization to contie dealing effectively
with immediate problems and opportunities. During next few days and
weeks, we have to continue taking appropriate astim contain armed
violence in various parts of the world, to feed thengry, to care for the
sick and wounded, to protect our environment, amdotster the most
promising ventures and directions.

It is also very important, though, to adopt a lengme horizon than
just a few months or years. When we talk about ‘tbhntinued existence
and flourishing of human civilization” we mean fisurishing not only
during the next few months but also 30 or 40 ydapsn now, even
centuries from now. If we truly care about humgsitcontinuing
flourishing, we will care about how well things peed and unfold over the
next few decades and beyond. We will act now irysvthat enhance
humanity's well-being over the next four months #menext four decades.
Both time horizons are important.

During the next few months, should we temporasdiyeliorate the
worst poverty and hunger in a given area or groudgternatively, should
our efforts and resources be devoted to changirtgingoot causes so that
the same area or group will experience much leserpp and hunger 30
years from now? The most sensible balance of dfarte will pay
attention to both of these time horizons, neglectieither the immediate-
future needs of today's populations nor the lortgem needs of those same
people and their children.

Why should our civilization care today abth# next 40 years, not just
the next few months? Why should those of us wieoadive today bother
making efforts and sacrifices for the sake of thepgte who will be alive 40
years from now? In addition to the earlier exeasiand discussion in this
chapter, several other perspectives and reasons goithe importance of
caring about the next 40 years and even beyondre Hee 13 of these
perspectives.

1. Many of us alive today will still be alive 4@grs from now. This
includes some of today's friends and neighborsato nothing of
our children and grandchildren. So we are tallkabgut our own
world 40 years from now, and the world of severalividuals
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whom we care about today, not just some abstracicem
unconnected with today's reality.

Within the broader perspective of our entirgliziation, too, the
future is very real rather than merely an abstcactcept. Forty
years from now, several billion real people will &lése, pursuing
their lives and loves, eating and sleeping, legrrand thinking,
reflecting and wondering, experiencing and feeliwgyrking and
playing. Like us, they will have favorite placefscinating
conversations, meaningful rituals, significant igions, and
creative arts. Some of them will study our patacyeriod of
history with great devotion and interest, specataton why we
followed the paths we did, asking themselves whymweagle certain
wise choices and certain foolish ones, admirinfousome of our
insights and initiatives.

If we could ask the people alive 40 or even $6@rs from now
what they consider most important of all, they vebylrobably
support the answer given earlier in this chaptérseems likely
that this answer is an enduring value.

If our future is highly negative, then mostatlvalues and goals
will lose their point. No other goals are more orpnt than
humanity's survival at a satisfactory level. Thisra terrible irony
here. If most of us pursue priorities other thamhnity's survival,
we may end up losing these personal priorities glavith
everything else. If humanity goes out of existencdack to the
caves, then our personal efforts and achievemdsiwsdisappear.
Career success, national prestige, battlefieldoxsies, business as
usual, books, paintings, and children will not pdavany of us
with long-lasting benefits if human civilization steoys itself.

Caring about our next 20-40 years is no longeusual for
individuals or even governments. Although it idl gar from
complete, scientific knowledge about populationvgioand long-
term environmental changes has recently increasadly. More
and more citizens and politicians are becoming awair that
scientific knowledge and the array of potentialifes open to us.
More and more people are becoming concerned wiHuture of
our planet and civilization, or at least of thewrocountry. Many
people now realize that what people do in the mewtyears will
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greatly affect the world (and the happiness andl-bethg of
people) 40 years from now, for better or worse.

Caring about the future of human civilizatioanchelp us avoid
catastrophic consequences. Such consequencesammuid if we

ignore the future, fail to make the necessary charand efforts
and sacrifices, and simply let things turn outres/twill. There is
a serious possibility that human civilization migittually cease to
exist.

Our links with the past can sharpen and reaftur links with the
potential future. When | walk around the buildirgsd sites of
2000-year-old civilizations, listen to 200-year-aofaisic, or look at
my grandfather's paintings on my walls, | am rerathdf the
persistent flow of human history. The future seemasl,
important, and hopeful. We need not feel thatetgcand culture
40 years from now are unduly remote, incomprehdésnsidr unreal.

Our civilization has been built up graduallyeowa very long period
of time. Human culture has been transmitted frora generation
to the next for at least 300 generations. Consgrand adding to
this treasured legacy is of supreme importanceskifRy its loss is
unfair to past, present, and future generations.

The universe is roughly 15,000,000,000 years ahd will be
capable of sustaining life for at least that mamarg into the
future. Within this perspective, it would be tragf human
civilization lasted for only a few thousand yeansl dhen perished
or regressed. It has the capacity to flourishtha next million
years or longer. In our galactic corner of thevarse, humanity is
too precious, too young, too full of potential te lkllowed to
languish at this stage in its development.

Some people gain significant meaning from ifgelpart of
humanity's enduring drama. This unfolding dramaoempasses
all cultures spread over the entire planet. It epgefrom the
distant past through the present and onwards tonown future.
Being alive at a particularly exciting and critiga¢riod in human
history can enhance the meaning that we gain fremgbinvolved
in this great adventure. Humanity's future is afolding aspect of
reality. Although the long-term future cannot bewn at present,
we do know that some sort of future will occur. \3&n picture
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various possibilities, ranging from a nuclear halast to a joyful
utopia. The hopes, fears, and other emotionsileaexperience
when we contemplate these potential future realitien provide
highly significant meaning and purpose for us. 8qraople feel a
great love for all humanity, feel strongly connekte it, and care
deeply about its ultimate destination.

11. In addition, some people gain meaning and qeepfrom their
efforts tocontribute to the future development of humankind. Not
content merely to be swept along as spectatorg, #duotively
participate in building a positive future for ats one portion of
humanity. They oppose destructive, harmful, ewilcés. They
align themselves with the ideas, movements, andefothat are
especially likely to lead to a reasonably posifivieire.

12. 1 find that the flourishing of human civilizah over the next 40
years holds a significant place in both my reaswhray passions.
My head and my heart agree on this priority. | sometimes
deeply moved and joyful when loving behavior, efifex projects,
recent progress, or triumphant music gives me aesehjust how
positive our future could be. Asked one day whatviges
meaning and purpose in life for me, | wrote, “To fmet of the
never-ending unfolding of human and cosmic histaapd to
contribute to it constructively.” Working towardpasitive human
future can be a supremely challenging and exhitagatdventure.

13. At times, when | fully experience just howrgrour future might
be, | feel appalled, sad, scared, despairing, edtagn places as
far apart as Greece, Nepal, China, California, rsrthern Ontario,
| sense how easily we can spoil that which is badut
harmonious, and beneficial. During experiencesdagrse as
reading the gloomiest futures literature and nogcindividual
hurtful behavior, | catch vivid glimpses of whatght happen to
human civilization. It then seems obvious to mat ttve must
increase tenfold our efforts to avoid such a fate.

Support from Other Writers

Many writers, in various ways, support the impoca of human
civilization continuing to exist and flourish forany more decades. Let us
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turn now to several of these writers. First, hogrevhis is a good time to
apologize for the fact that a few of the quotatimm®sen for this book
contain sexist language. | find such languagepnagriate and distasteful.
After much thought, however, | have decided thad better to include the
guotations as they were originally written rathieaut to tamper with them
or reject them.

Probably the most eloquent and passionate pletakorg the future of
human civilization seriously is a book by Jonattaechell (1982). He
points out that our civilization, built up over tleands of years, can be
eliminated within a few minutes by the nuclear waapthat are already in
place, poised on a hair trigger. “That so muchushde balanced on so
fine a point-that the fruit of four and a half ol years can be undone in a
careless moment-is a fact against which belieflseb&nd there is another,
even vaster measure of the loss, for stretchingdfi®m our present are
more billions of years of life on earth, all of whican be filled not only
with human life but with human civilization. Thegeession of generations
that extends onwards from our present leads fahdgond the line of our
sight, and, compared with these stretches of humas which exceed the
whole history of the earth up to now, our briefikeed moment is almost
infinitesimal. And yet we threaten, in the nameoaf transient aims and
fallible convictions, to foreclose it all” (pp. 18182). Several other
portions of Schell's powerful book also support ittn@ortance of making
deep changes today in order to enhance our prasgectcontinued
flourishing. Incidentally, we certainly have notty eliminated the
extraordinary risk of nuclear warfare, as we waélésn chapter 6.

Roger Sperry (1986, pp. 420-421) has written abf@utreverent
respect” for “the creative forces of evolving natumcluding, of course,
human nature in its cultural as well as biologiesbects.” When we
combine appropriate values with this scientific dga&he kind of moral
code that emerges would make it not merely unwigebhsically immoral,
even sacrilegious, to plan and build for nuclearilafation, to pollute, to
deplete irreplaceable resources, to thoughtlesalyi@ate other species, and
SO on, or in any way to mindlessly despoil the fquaif the biosphere for
future generations. A strong moral basis emergepdpulation controls,
for environmental protection, and for other measuamd policies that
would serve to ensure and enhance the long-ternityqud this-world
experience.” When conflict arises, “then a high&andard for resolving
right and wrong is needed and becomes the qualityexistence as
perceived in a broad long-term evolutionary...pectipe.”
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A book on environmental justice compares our gt to the
trustees of an estate. “We are all in a positmbd helpful (or harmful) to
members of future generations, because we currafithct the earth on
which they will depend for their survival. Throughb fault of our own, and
whether we like it or not, our relationship to thesnanalogous to what
lawyers call a fiduciary relationship. We can camg the earth's
resources, and develop and use technologies ths¢nqe natural balances,
or we can do otherwise and leave them in ruin. aféelike trustees of an
estate that they will inherit (if we do not prevethiem from existing
altogether). Their unescapable dependence upois tlee basis of our
obligations concerning them” (Wenz, 1988, p. 333).

The psychological and emotional importance of huitya future can
be forcefully brought home to us by a simple thdugxperiment
(Partridge, 1981, p. 205). Suppose we knew wittaggy that all human
life and traces will be obliterated 200 years froow by our sun becoming
a supernova. This knowledge would profoundly affeer feelings and
behavior even though no one whom we know and loveur lifetime
would die in the explosion. “We might asthy this obliteration is so
dreadful to contemplate. Wheed not care personally, and yet we care.
We are not indifferent to the fate of future pesoanknown and
unknowable to us, or to the future career of ingtns, species, places, and
objects that precede and survive our brief acqaaod thereof.... We wish
to perceive ourselves in the stream of history exdy as recipients of a
culture and tradition but also as builders of tineife.”

Speaking to the World Congress of Philosophy i889Sir Karl
Popper rejected the notion that causes are dfldrpast and that the past is
“driving us with kicks into the future.” The opduature is actively present
at every moment “almost as a promise, as a teroptatis a lure.” He
concluded that “it is not the kicks from the bafiom the past, thaimpel
us, but the attraction, the lure of the future #sdattractive possibilities,
thatentice us: that is what keeps life-and, indeed, the evarifolding.”

The immediate significance of the future, and af onages of the
future, has been expressed by Kenneth Boulding6196 11). “It is
always a little hard to find a convincing answethe man who says, "What
has posterity ever done for me?... Why should we maximize the
welfare of this generation at the cost of post&rity The only answer to
this, as far as | can see, is to point out thatwie#dare of the individual
depends on the extent to which he can identify aitnwgith others, and that
the most satisfactory individual identity is thahish identifies not only
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with a community in space but also with a commumityending over time
from the past into the future.... This whole pesblis linked up with the
much larger one of the determinants of the motatgtimacy, and "nerve'
of a society, and there is a great deal of hissbewidence to suggest that a
society which loses its identity with posterity awtlich loses its positive
image of the future loses also its capacity to degh present problems,
and soon falls apart.”

Partridge (191, pp. 204, 217, 218) has pointedtioat healthy well-
functioning human beings have a basic and pervasaesl to transcend
themselves; that is, to identify themselves as patarger, ongoing, and
enduring processes, projects, institutions, andlsde This need for self-
transcendence leads people to further the wellghepmmeservation, and
endurance of communities, locations, causes, eaitifaorganizations, and
ideals that are outside themselves and that thpg all flourish beyond
their own lifetimes. Also, it is no small ingrediein the production of
great works of art and literature-and in the choiecareers in public
service, education, and scientific research. ‘@dgtmay extend profound
favors for the living. For posterity exists asidaa, a potentiality, and a
valid object of transpersonal devotion, concernyppgse, commitment.
Without this idea and potentiality, our lives woubg confined, empty,
bleak, pointless, and morally impoverished. Inracfor posterity's good
we act for our own as well.”

Posterity's importance in our own life is also é&agized in these
sentences from MacLean's chapter in MacLean andiBd983, p. 193):
“If we were to learn that the world would end witlhr death, this would
have the profoundest effect on our lives and oluwediprojects. Posterity
Is important for giving meaning to our lives. latters simply because the
world matters. If we fail to take this interestieasly, we erode the value
of many of our extra-phenomenal outward-directe@anmng-producing
values. These values now play an important pamaost normal lives. To
reduce that role would be to reduce the meaningfdof human life.”

A historian of the idea of progress concluded thalief in human
civilization's progress has, for the most part,€fbea benign intellectual
influence-inseparable, as | have come to believemf the crucial
motivations, impulses, desires, and incentives wihiave been behind the
extraordinary accomplishments of Western civiliaati.. The history of all
that is greatest in the West-religion, sciencesaaa freedom, equality,
justice, philosophy, the arts, and so on-is grodmdigeply in the belief that
what one does in one's own time is at once tribotéhe greatness and
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indispensability of the past, and confidence irea@er more golden future....
| remain convinced that this idea of progress hasedmore good over a
twenty-five hundred-year period, led to more creaiess in more spheres,
and given more strength to human hope and to iddali desire for
improvement than any other single idea in Westéstoty” (Nisbet, 1980,

p. 8).

We can feel an almost tangible link to the futtme®ugh our children,
and through their children and grandchildren, foleast three generations.
Some human cultures have traditionally thought dheathe next seven
unborn generations. For instance, a monthly nevegjazine called
Daybreak, edited by North American Indians, is dedicatedthe® seventh
generation yet unborn” (Lyons, 1988).

We might also feel a tangible link to the futuheough our enduring
creations (such as a garden, sapling, book, ortipg)nand surroundings
(such as a neighborhood, forest, or glacier). “@amot reasonably rejoice
in the prospect that future generations will presesur writings in their
libraries, perform our plays on their stages, arldil®t our art works in
their museums? In other words, the foreseen &iesvof future generations
relative to us and our interests may be seen touatnim a considerable
benefit to us now” (E. J. Walsh, 1986, p. 106).

How Much Responsibility Do We Have To Future
Generations?

In this chapter we have already noted severabreafor caring about
humanity's well-being not only during the next femonths, but also 40
years from now. If we accept the overarching ingoace of the continued
flourishing of human civilization, we will behaveday in ways that foster
this flourishing for the next few decades and eveyond.

We come now to a conceptually precise questionst how much
responsibility do we have to the next few generst®o Should we aim to
give them opportunities and advantages that faeekour own? Can we
legitimately bequeath them a society and a plamat provide them with
much less than our generation inherited? Or isesonadle road the most
appropriate?
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For me, the key concept égual opportunity for all generations. Each
future generation should have resources and oppbes that are
approximately equal to those of our generation.

In some ways we will inevitably leave future geatems worse off
than we are. We will use up certain irreplaceabbources, leave certain
toxic and radioactive wastes for them to cope wdihg bequeath to them
some problems and debts worse than our own. Totedwalance these, we
must also leave future generations better off mage other ways, such as
fresh goals and solutions, flourishing institutipaehanced knowledge and
technology, more efficient agriculture, better wapfsmaking global and
regional decisions, reduced prejudice and discabom, and reduced
emphasis on the military and on armed violencest tiuselect a few more
examples from the multitude of possibilities, weuldbaim for a world in
which solar power and sustainable organic farmimg widespread,
population growth has virtually ceased, food angharfunity are much
more equally distributed than now, war is considerabsolutely
unacceptable regardless of the provocation (exteptue self-defense),
and virtually no nuclear or biological weapons rema existence. The net
inheritance, taking into account all the positivel amnegative things that we
leave for future generations, must be at least leguahat our generation
inherited from our forebears. We must play faithmMuture generations,
not shortchange them.

In discussing justice between generations, BriamB(1978, p. 243)
has stated that “equality of opportunity has tdden in sufficiently broad
terms. What justice requires, | suggest, is theg overall range of
opportunities open to successor generations shooeddoe narrowed. |If
some openings are closed off by depletion or oitlheversible damage to
the environment, others should be created (if reegcgsat the cost of some
sacrifice) to make up.” Although it may be difficto apply the concept of
equal opportunity precisely in all situations, iayrbe quite easy to identify
certain cases (past or future) in which the coneglearly violated.

It is clear that certain things we do today cagat]y affect the next few
generations, for better or worse. We should enipbagetting safely
through the next few decades without unduly hurtrg chances for the
decades beyond that. We should not build up ldegeetions or debts that
will unduly harm the opportunities of the next feyenerations, and we
should reduce those that have already occurred.alWow that if we do
not fix a leaky roof or keep our financial debtslime with our personal
income, we eventually pay a high price. Our welidg is based on
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resources, knowledge, and institutions left fobygast generations: it is
only fair that we in turn bequeath an adequate tafgure generations.

We would be wise to handle all of today's needs pioblems within
the overriding principle that we should not mortgag discount the future,
we should not give future generations fewer oppuoties and resources
than we have had. The principle of equal oppotyuapplies to future
generations as well as across humanity today. ifgptwday's problems
and wants by stealing from future generations isligb, unfair, and
unacceptable. No short-term goal of ours shoubgpgedize their chances
of having an adequate level of happiness and vesfigh Their well-being
IS just as important as ours. A society, like adividual, must resist the
urge to live only for the moment and to consumerghéng in sight
regardless of future consequences.

The idea of equal opportunity for future genemadibas been supported
in two ways by Edward Joseph Walsh (1986). Fimstexamined the
principles of justice generally accepted in theeca$ coexisting groups.
“In dealing with such coexisting groups, the preption of equality seems
more and more recognized in recent decades. gsich considerations as
race, sex, and religion are now seen as poor exdaseinequal treatment,
temporal location will more and more be seen as@ pxcuse for unequal
treatment of various generations” (p. 30).

Walsh also developed a community view of our respulities to
future generations. He pointed out the existen€eaocontinuing
intergenerational community embracing the membefsthe present
generation, the members of future generationspasdibly the members of
past generations. What we owe to people who wllabve in the long-
term future flows from our membership in this img@nerational
community. Accepting this responsibility is in oself-interest since it is
through future generations that we achieve a kinginonortality: egoism
and altruism converge (p. 101). Walsh ends hieraddd discussion with
the hope that “perhaps we may live to see the dagnva proponent of our
community view may sit in the President's cabimet Washington as
Secretary for Future Generations!” (p. 195).

A concept of community was also elaborated by Ga@87). He
described the concept with several different plgas@) a community of
persons who may be at any temporal or social locatand who
nevertheless construe themselves as being indgetther or sharing fate;
(b) a sense of belonging to an unbounded commuhityuman beings; (c)
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extended and unbounded shared-fate motivationa(d¢gnse of common
humanity because human beings belong together eorimalife together
irrespective of differences in time and locationoaigy them; (e) a sense of
common humanity because of the fact that fupersons may be hurt by
what we do now.

The importance of equal opportunity for future gettions was also
supported byOur Common Future, the report of The World Commission
on Environment and Development. Sustainable deweémt is the report's
central concept. In her foreword, Brundtland (1,987 x) described the
challenge that faced her in chairing this commissid'the challenge of
facing the future, and of safeguarding the interescoming generations.”

We should strongly support equal opportunity faiufe generations as
theminimum level of responsibility for which we should strivén addition,
it would be nice to make future generations ebetter off than we are if
we could manage to do so. It would be nice if thmyuld have
opportunities and resourcegperior to those of our generation: this is a
worthy goal for which many of us strive or hopendeéed, many people
over the centuries have proposed or assumed sucjiegs as a goal for
human civilization (although the idea of inevitalpjeogress now seems
naively optimistic to many of us). In a sweepingtbry of the idea of
progress, for instance, Nisbet (1980) found that tlevelopment of
civilization toward superior stages has usuallyrbesarded as natural and
inexorable. He claimed that the idea of progresast be thought a part of
the very scheme of things in universe and sociatywance from inferior to
superior must seem as real and certain as anyihitng laws of nature” (p.
5).

Kant expressed a similar idea: “It will require leng, perhaps
incalculable series of generations, each passinigsa@nlightenment to the
next, before the germs implanted by nature in pecies can be developed
to that degree which corresponds to nature's @igimention. And the
point of time at which this degree of developmentdached must be the
goal of man's aspirations (at least as an ideasimind), or else his natural
capacities would necessarily appear by and largbetpurposeless and
wasted” (1970 translation, pp. 42-43).

In the past few years, however, the notion of itadNe progress has
been viewed much less favorably. Many of us hakitesl toward
believing that holding our own may be about thet iest we can hope for
and realistically strive for. Hunger, local wargyerilla and terrorist
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attacks, crime, acid rain, population growth, pidio, toxic and nuclear
wastes, and environmental degradation have turnédta be tougher
problems than we anticipated. In many of theseggles, we seem to be
slipping backwards rather than gaining ground. irigpevhat has actually
occurred in the past few years has made many ddither sober, realistic,
and even pessimistic about our ideal of bequeattonthe next three or
four generations a better world that we ourselweeiited. After reading
comprehensive assessments of the state of the wsutth as Brown and
other (1989), it is hard to feel much enthusiasm dor chances of
achieving a bold new age or brave new world for tiext unborn
generation. Instead, it seems to me that we shautidnuch of our effort
into avoiding the worst catastrophes and into gvithe next few
generations an opportuniegual to ours. Our goal is to bequeath to them a
civilization and a planet that are better than nowsome ways while
unfortunately worse in other ways. Justice regqutteat we not make our
successors worse off, as Barry (1978, p. 244) btsdnwhereas “making
successors better off...is a nice thing to do kit required by justice.”
Overall, let us hope that both our civilization amd planet several decades
from now are at least equal to today.

An even longer-term view may be more optimisti€.we vigorously
and successfully cope with some of the most segkigal problems and
risks during the next two or three decades, we mely bequeath a much
better world than today to the seventh generateinuypborn. Achieving
this for the first or second unborn generation, &osy, seems less
probable. We will return to the question of probaés in chapter 4.

Both of the stances just described (equal oppiytufor future
generations or something even better) are undarseattack from a third
stance. This third stance is very widespread:ndeulies much human
behavior and even many statements. This thirdcetamply ignores or
rejects most responsibilities to future generatiotisputs today's “urgent
needs” ahead of the needs and well-being of albumigenerations. We
will spell out this stance in more detail in thexnehapter. Extended
philosophical discussions of the whole questioroof responsibilities to
future generations can be found in MacLean and Br{®83), Partridge
(1981), Sikora and Barry (1978), and Walsh (1986).

Two additional stances toward future generaticagehoeen delineated
by Bayles (1978). One stance is mere survivalr amly responsibility is
to ensure that future generations survive and goatthe species. Another
stance, analogous to a welfare floor for individuaive today, is to aim for
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aminimum level of well-being or quality of life for futurgenerations. This
minimum level could theoretically be well below thetual level of today's
population. These two stances are worth notingrder to have a more
complete picture of our options, but my own viewhat they fall short of
the level at which we should aim with vigorous ef$ethe level ofequal
opportunity for future generations.
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