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PROJECT TITLE AND SHORT DESCRIPTION 
 
Present Democracy for Future Generations 

Future generations will most likely outnumber us by millions to one. Of all the people who we might harm with 
our actions, the majority are yet to come. Contemporary democracies’ power to affect the future is so high that it 
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may impact on communities and unborn persons to the point of carrying existential risk. The challenge they face 
is enormous: they rely on time-sensitive criteria of legitimacy (e.g. elections) that offer strong incentives for short-
term governance while also facing ‘the urgency of the long-term view’. Are they up to the challenge, or is short-
termism so embedded in them that favouring the long term puts them at risk? The two usual answers are 
inadequate: the first hints that democracy should be replaced with authoritarian eco-friendlier regimes (e.g. 
‘future’ China); the second, which derives from intergenerational justice studies, includes future persons in 
current democratic procedures, generating legitimacy and accountability problems. Neither provides a valuable 
argument from democratic long-term governance.  

This projects aims to determine whether democratic decision-making favouring explicitly the far-off future is 
prevented by systemic short-termism or can be facilitated by conceptual and institutional tools compatible with 
democracy. It breaks new ground by striking a balance between conceptions of democracy that are primarily 
legitimate in light of their accountability towards present individuals and the need to develop normative arguments 
and political incentives to counter short-termism. It involves theoretical work (an original confluence of democratic 
theory with intergenerational studies), empirical analysis (a comparison of long-term policies between democracies 
that fare differently on the Democracy Index, with a particular focus on Europe), and a pragmatic component 
intended at informing long-term decision-making in democratic environments without losing sight of accountability 
issues. 
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