ESF Exchange Grant – Final Report

During 13.05.2013 and 23.06.2013 I benefitted by an exchange grant at the Catholic University of Louvain, within the framework of the  "Rights to a Green Future, Uncertainty, Intergenerational Human Rights and Pathways to Realisation” research networking programme.
The purpose of my six-week visit at the Chaire Hoover d’Ethique Economique et Sociale of the Catholic University of Louvain was to work with Dr. Axel Gosseries on two topics of intergenerational justice related to the aims of the RNP.

More specifically, my research at the Chaire Hoover entailed exploring (i) the implications of equality of opportunity in education between generations and (ii) short-termism as a specific obstacle that developing countries face with regard to their duties towards future generations.
I will summarize below my research and the results obtained so far:

With reference to the idea of intergenerational equality of opportunity in education, my research comprised three stages: First, I identified a series of issues which are particular to the intergenerational dimension of education. For instance, the fact that, unlike at the intragenerational level, the argument of ‘legitimate partiality’ (Brighouse &Swift 2009, 2012) has very little relevance, due to the uncertainty conditions that affect our projection of the future. Also, the asymmetry of position we have towards future generations, as compared to the present generation in terms of influencing their preferences. One potential solution for sustainable consumption patterns over time is to gradually develop less resource-intensive preferences by education. Since this is bound to be a long process, the results of a sustainable and environmentally-friendly education would be visible in the consumption patterns of generations we do not overlap with and towards with we have no subjective motivations.
Secondly, I investigated to what extent it is possible to separate the quantitative and qualitative dimensions of equality of opportunity in education at intergenerational level. In other words, can we establish coherent duties towards future generations by answering the question of “how much education do we owe them?”, or is it rather impossible to eliminate the issue of “what kind of education/education for what purpose?” from the quantitative question. Although a focus on the quantitative dimension is better able to place equality of opportunity in education within a distributive theory of justice at intergenerational level, the second issue opens more promising perspectives of research: should we support equality of opportunity in order to maintain the current system, and the way it socially values competences and positions, or rather develop this principle to promote a more just society? In my future work, it is this second dimension that I intend to explore more.

The third research issue this visit has helped me clarify refers to the distinction between education as a right and education as a privilege. If most theories of justice would agree that a certain threshold of educational opportunities or achievements should be guaranteed to all members of present and future societies, free access (no tuition fees) for higher education raises a different problem. In this latter case, Van Parijs (2004) argues, the idea of a free university is absurd, both because it is morally untenable, and also inefficient with regard to ensuring equality of opportunity. 
I have, thanks to discussions with Dr. Axel Gosseries and Dr. Hervé Pourtois, who has published in the area of philosophy of education and had the kindness to support me in my work, clarified these three basic issues around which I intend to build my future research into educational equality of opportunity between generations.
A concrete step I intend to take in the near future is to visit the Chaire Hoover this autumn, in order to give a presentation of my research on equality of opportunity in education, that I continue to work on.
The second topic of the research I have carried out during this exchange visit refers to short-termism as a specific obstacle developing countries face in meeting their duties towards future generations. During my six week visit, I have worked to clarify the main arguments and improve the draft paper “Short-Termist or Long-Termist? An Intertemporal Dilemma of Developing Countries”. I presented this paper at the Developing Countries Workshop (ENRI Future), held at Louvain la Neuve between 20 and 21 June. 
The main question of my paper is whether, assuming that short-termism in policy making is generally detrimental to the interests of future generations, developing countries could be morally justified for being short termist. 

The distinction between the way in which developed and, respectively, developing countries should meet their duties towards future generations has a strong normative core: the simultaneous obligations of the poor and institutionally backward countries both towards the members of their current generation and the future people impose higher and sometimes different constraints as compared to developed countries. Moreover, under conditions of scarcity of resources and future uncertainty, the scope of both categories of obligations determines often divergent actions. 

One important factor in trade-offs between short-term and long-term policies is the social and institutional context of decision-making.

First of all, developing countries face more uncertainty with regard to their institutional environment and policy outcomes. A corollary is that developing countries also face more uncertainty when they have to make policy decisions that affect future people, since projecting the future requires them to consider many additional factors. These factors are fraught with uncertainty themselves and, moreover, they often must be balanced against development needs.

By ‘uncertainty’, I have referred to the fact that policy inputs (legal improvements, funds, control mechanisms) which should produce predictable and positive outputs generally fail to meet this condition. The uncertainty dimension lies in that (i) no single known cause can be attributed to this failure, but a combination of causes in various proportions and (ii) the outputs generate a chain of unpredictable consequences. 

The sources of this uncertainty are multiple, pervasive and often inter-related: political instability, institutional backwardness, international standards adapted in a piecemeal fashion, plus a series of deep-rooted social problems (high social inequalities, corruption, poverty, poor knowledge of rights). Unlike in developed countries, in the developing world these are not isolated factors, but rather the constant context of citizen-institution interactions and decision making.
It is not only that developing countries have a higher level of uncertainty, but, as a direct consequence of factors like the above, they also have a lower capacity to cope with uncertainty. As some recent literature on short-termism shows (Garri 2010; Jacobs and Matthews 2012; Salter 2012), one of the strongest determinants of short-termism is uncertainty. With high uncertainty about future policy outcomes and future commitments, and, at the same time, rife corruption, developing countries seem from the outset prone to short-termism. 
Therefore, given these particular conditions of developing countries, the real dilemma is whether their short termism is morally justified. The arguments I provided for a morally justified short termism are: 1) It allows better control of policies- citizens can check compliance, politicians can prove compliance and increase chances of being re-elected. Where mistrust is high, control is needed. 2) Short-termism has indirect positive effects, it improves the behaviour of the politicians. Short termism works like a signalling device, where chances of non-compliance are high – selection and disciplining effects. 3) Developing countries should give priority to the worse off in their generation, as compensation to the effects of ‘sacrifice policies’ (excess of long-termism. 4) Under conditions of increasing prosperity, future generations will be better equipped to pay the costs we would otherwise have to pay now, so it is justified to transfer these costs to them.
However, where the case against short-termism is strong, it is precisely because it does not serve the overall interest of developing countries, which is development. The compelling case for long-termism in developing countries originates in the idea that the poor should save precisely because they are poor, and, thus, more vulnerable, than the rich. Therefore, the intuitive argument goes, even if it is hard for them, they should sacrifice, save and thus be safer in the future. 

One specific justification for long-termism in developing countries is that these countries should be primarily concerned with remediating the problems at their core, that is, by consolidating just institutions. This entails costs and sacrifice now, but it would be beneficial for the future generations and, to some extent, beneficial for the current generation as well.
My presentation at the Developing Countries Workshop concluded that short termism is morally justified for developing countries only within a second-best mindset. That means that we should place the discussion about short-termism in the framework of developing strategies that help overcome sacrificing the present generation and think of initiatives for future generations that should work at the same time for the present generation too.

With regard to publications, this exchange visit has helped me improve the paper on short-termism, which will be published together with the other presentations of the Developing Countries Workshop, and for which the ESF will be acknowledged.

In addition, the visit allowed me to clarify some issues in the area of equality of opportunity, for which more work is needed in the future. Therefore, as discussed with Dr. Axel Gosseries and Dr. Hervé Pourtois, I intend to visit the Chaire Hoover this autumn for a few days, in order to give a preliminary presentation of my research results on this topic. 
To conclude, I would like to thank the ESF for giving me the opportunity to work at the Chaire Hoover. It is a very dynamic and stimulating working environment and, except for the research I carried out, I have also benefitted by presentations given by other colleagues or guests. 

More specifically, during this six - week visit, I attended a workshop on the topic of Discrimination, co-organized by Axel Gosseries and also took part in presentations on basic income (Diego Hernandez, PhD Student at the Chaire Hoover), workplace democracy (Iñigo Gonzalez Ricoy, visiting post-doctoral student), the entreprise and the Rawlsian basic structure (Sandrine Blanc, Lecturer on Business Ethics and fellow of the Chaire Hoover), the increase of university tuition fees in Québec (Réginald Grégoire, Educational Consultant) or the ethics of care (Naima Hamrouni, post-doctoral student, University of Montreal).
Apart from this diversity of topics and interesting discussions, my visit was also a pleasant interpersonal and intercultural experience, and I thank the ESF for making it possible.
Sincerely yours,

Ileana Dascǎlu

Bucharest, 9.07.2013

� I thank Professor Marcus Düwell for this comment. Special thanks to Iñigo Gonzalez Ricoy for his suggestions and support.
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