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hile other instruments to pre-
vent the marginalisation of cer-
tain population groups – such as

gender or ethnic quotas – have been investi-
gated and discussed substantially in research
and politics in recent years, the concept of
“youth quotas” has not received any attention
of this kind in the literature so far. is is why
this journal will serve as a useful source of in-
formation for anyone who is interested in this
topic and who sees the currently insufficient
level of youth participation in parliaments,
business, academia, and other public institu-
tions, as a phenomenon that should be reme-
died, no matter to which generation one
belongs. Since “youth” is a far-reaching term
that might give rise to misunderstandings, it
is important to clarify that, in this journal, it
refers primarily to the 15−30 year olds among
the population. 
e contributions analyse in depth whether
youth quotas are an effective means to rem-
edy the underrepresentation of youth in par-
liaments, to create more “youth-friendly”
policies that focus on future trends and de-
velopments with which the next generations
will have to cope, and to counteract the
changes in age demographics that are already
visible today. e latter is particularly perti-
nent in the context of youth quotas, since ev-
idence suggests that in many Western
countries the percentage of young people
among the whole population is constantly de-
creasing. For instance, Eurostat figures for
population projections from 2011 indicate
such a development: while in 1960, in all 27
EU countries as well as in the four EFTA
countries the average percentage of the pop-
ulation aged over 65 was only around 9%,
this proportion will increase to more than
19% in 2020 and to over 29% by 2060. 
Some other key issues addressed in this jour-
nal pertain to the following questions. Can
the introduction of youth quotas be justified
in a democratic system? Would they really
bring about intergenerationally fairer out-
comes? Will young representatives necessar-
ily defend and respect the interests of the
youth? And are there more effective and jus-
tifiable instruments to enhance youth partic-
ipation in parliament or other institutions? 
In the opening article, Juliana Bidadanure
claims that the implementation of youth quo-

tas in parliaments would produce fairer out-
comes for the current young generation as
well as for future generations. She justifies this
thesis with two different possible effects of
youth quotas, namely substantive representa-
tion and symbolic representation. Substantive
representation refers to the belief that young
representatives in parliament may represent
the interests of youth better and therefore im-
plement more policies that have a long-term
view, e.g. with regard to the environment.
With the model of symbolic representation,
Bidadanure also suggests that youth quotas
might play a symbolic role when it comes to
promoting a community of equals with the
same political rights. Indirectly, this might
improve political participation of youth as a
whole.
In the subsequent article, Ivo Wallimann-
Helmer tries to find an answer to the ques-
tion of whether youth quotas will help to
avoid future disasters, for instance those re-
lated to public debt or the environment. Try-
ing to find a possible justification for youth
quotas, he draws four conclusions. First, quo-
tas are not a normative goal in themselves, but
only a means to avoid unjustified discrimina-
tion. Second, in a democracy quotas are used
to guarantee that the interests of different
population groups are effectively translated
into policy, hence they are most important for
the legislative assembly. ird, in the light of
recent demographic changes, youth quotas
can be justified to avoid the marginalisation
of young people’s interests. In this context,
Wallimann-Helmer also discusses which de-
sign of quotas would be appropriate to
achieve this goal. e last and most convinc-
ing argument for the implementation of
youth quotas, according to the author, is that
they might ensure better legitimacy of the
long-term impacts of policy decisions taken
today.
e third article, by Marcel Wissenburg,
brings the social justice perspective into the
discussion on whether or not to introduce
quotas for the young. According to Wis-
senburg, the social justice discourse retains
numerous questionable underlying assump-
tions, seven of which he addresses from a lib-
ertarian perspective. By adopting this
perspective, he concludes that the theory of
temporal justice makes clear that responsibil-

ity cannot only be borne by the young or fu-
ture generations, but that is has to be shared
by the population as a whole. Even though
this conclusion provides him with a possible
justification for youth quotas, he draws the
attention to another instrument he considers
more appropriate to ensure youth participa-
tion: the concept of veto rights.
In our special section, entitled “Country Re-
port: Youth Quotas in Peru”, Christian Pardo
Reyes tells the story of how he successfully
started a campaign in Lima, Peru, to intro-
duce a quota system reflecting the need to in-
volve youth at all levels of government power.
His organisation became known as Interna-
cional Juvenil. In order to achieve its goals, it
established strong relationships with other
youth organisations, state agencies and influ-
ential political leaders. Today, its work con-
tinues in other countries of the world, such
as Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Dominican
Republic, El Salvador, Mexico and Spain,
where a “Youth Tithe” similar to the Peruvian
model is being promoted.
e topic of youth quotas raises political,
philosophical, legal, demographic, environ-
mental and sociological questions. Interdisci-
plinarity is central to this new topic, which
has been neglected so far by researchers in
these disciplines. We hope that this issue kicks
off the intensive debate that the theme de-
serves.

We wish you an insightful and rewarding
read.

Petter Haakenstad Godli (FRFG)
Antony Mason (IF)
Stefanie Kalla (FRFG)
Igor Dimitrijoski (FRFG)
Jörg Tremmel (University of Tübingen)
Markus Rutsche (University of Tübingen)

Editorial

W

39Intergenerational Justice Review
Issue 2/2015



Better Procedures for Fairer Outcomes: 
Youth Quotas in Parliaments
by Juliana Bidadanure

bstract: In this article, I put forward
an instrumental justification for the
introduction of youth quotas in par-

liaments on grounds of justice between co-
 existing generations. I provide a two-fold
argument drawing on the distinction between
“substantive representation” and “symbolic rep-
resentation”. I argue that these jointly provide
a good basis for a “politics of youth presence” in
parliaments. In the first section, I evaluate the
impact that youth quotas can have on enhanc-
ing the chances of fair youth policies (substan-
tive representation). In the second section, I
show that youth quotas can play an important
symbolic role in the promotion of a community
of political equals, with potential implications
for youth political participation (symbolic rep-
resentation). 

Introduction
e question of the political representation
of young people in parliaments is particu-
larly relevant to the topic of intergenera-
tional justice. As the ratio of young to
elderly people decreases in most wealthy
countries, some are concerned that young
people may get sidelined, and that our
democracies may become gerontocracies.1 In
European countries, very few MPs are under
40 years old and close to none are under 30
years old. In this context, the option of in-
troducing youth quotas in parliaments
seems appealing. And yet, there is very little
research available on the topic and politi-
cians have not yet acknowledged it as a rel-
evant reform to consider. How should we
explain this lack of critical engagement with
a policy that seems fairly relevant at first
sight? Whether we believe in representation
as the ideal of democracy or as the second
best option after participatory democracy, it
seems that the possibility of implementing
quotas in order to prevent some social
groups from being marginalised or excluded
is now broadly acknowledged. Gender and
ethnic quotas are studied, deliberated, tested
or implemented. Why aren’t age quotas, in
general, and youth quotas, in particular,

being discussed, too? 
One response to this question is: “because
age is special.”2 If women and ethnic mi-
norities are not represented in parliaments,
they will have been treated unequally in
comparison with other citizens. On the con-
trary, if you adopt a diachronic perspective,
if young people are not represented, they
will not have been treated unequally over
their complete lives, when compared with
other age groups who were young them-
selves at some point. Inequalities between
age groups can be considered as prima facie
less problematic than inequalities between
other social groups. As Axel Gosseries puts
it, “a society that heavily discriminates be-
tween people on grounds of age can still
treat people equally, if we consider their ac-
cess to given resources over their complete
lives. Everyone’s turn will come.”3 is speci-
ficity of age partly explains why the absence
of young people in parliaments is not seen as
an injustice like inequalities in representa-
tion between other social groups. As Anne
Philips argues in a brief paragraph on the
underrepresentation of young people in pol-
itics: “e situation of women looks more
obviously unfair [than that of young people]
in that women will be under-represented
throughout their entire lives.”4 

ere is another relevant distinction to be
made between the justification of gender or
ethnic quotas and the discussion on the need
for youth quotas. If women are not repre-
sented in parliament, then it is likely to
mean that they do not stand a fair chance in
the competition for these social positions.
e history of gender domination and ex-
clusion substantiates the suspicion.5 Gender
and ethnicity are not relevant grounds for
exclusion from such positions. On grounds
of fair equality of opportunity therefore, and

against unfair discriminations, one may sup-
port the introduction of quotas in parlia-
ment for these groups to restore equality of
opportunity. However, this argument is un-
likely to work for young people. Indeed, the
main explanation and justification for the
absence of young people in parliament is
likely to be their lack of experience. Experi-
ence, unlike gender or ethnicity, is a relevant
feature of the position of being an MP. In
other words, it is not the case that the ex-
clusionary criterion in the case of young
people is irrelevant to the position of being
an MP. 
For these two reasons at least, it is likely that
the best defences of youth quotas will rely
on an instrumental justification. Rather than
arguing, as for gender, that the inequality in
representation is prima facie unfair, one may
want to insist on both the negative conse-
quences that the absence of young people in
parliaments causes and the positive out-
comes that introducing youth quotas could
bring about. is article provides this in-
strumental justification and claims that
youth quotas, insofar as they can indeed
help in bringing about intergenerationally
fairer outcomes, deserve to be seriously con-
sidered. I will thus not consider more direct
justifications for quotas so as to exclusively
focus on instrumental justifications. 
In the literature on quotas, two kinds of
grounds for quotas are often emphasised: on
the one hand, the policy level or “substantive
representation” and, on the other hand, the
symbolic level or “symbolic representation”.6

e first is about the impact that quotas can
have for the policies that will be discussed
and implemented. e second is about the
impact that the implementation of quotas
could have, beyond the parliamentary room,
for social cohesion. In this paper, I put for-
ward two instrumental arguments for the in-
troduction of youth quotas and argue that
they jointly provide a good basis for a “poli-
tics of youth presence” in parliaments. 

A
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It is your own convictions which
compels you; that is, choice compels
choice. 
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vote, too. For instance, drawing on Andy
Furlong and Fred Cartmel’s research based
on the British Election Survey 2009/10, he
showed that “unemployment” was an issue
that concerned the members of Generation
Y (15−30 years old) substantially more than
members of the baby-boomers generation.
e topic of “health care” was seen as a pri-
ority over unemployment by both the baby-
boomers and the “silent generation”.14 One
simply needs to recognise that age groups,
because of their position in the lifespan and
their cohort membership, share a series of
common concerns, goals and experiences. I
will only appeal to this weak understanding
of youth interests in the remainder of this
section. 
Another important limitation of descriptive
representation as substantive representation
must be raised here. ere is a fundamental
distinction to be made between the under-
representation of young people on the elec-
tors’ side, on the one hand, and on the
representatives’ side, on the other. e pos-
sible correlation between age, cohort, and
voting power does not seem to provide evi-
dent reasons to consider modifying the com-
position of representative bodies. All Van
Parijs, Longman and Berry seem to claim is
that there is a correlation between “voting”
and age. e problem would then be the
ageing of the electorate, not the age of par-
liamentarians per se. Young MPs may find
themselves victim of the problem of having
to meet the short-term interests of their elec-
torates too, just like older MPs. If anything,
population ageing may give us reasons to
consider a number of voting reforms, but
not directly to bring more young people into
parliaments. is is an important limitation
to establishing what quotas alone can do if
the young remain relatively disenfranchised.
e aim of this section is precisely to estab-
lish the special significance and hopes of de-
scriptive representation itself, in isolation
from what voting can do.

Preventing the exclusion of youth interests from
the party packaging of political ideas
Regardless of the party young MPs may be
from, they may contribute in expanding the
party policy package available through push-
ing for a better inclusion of youth concerns
in political agendas. Anne Philips identifies
such party packaging as a fundamental ar-

essential trait, or nature, that binds every
member of a descriptive group together, giv-
ing them common interests that, in the most
extreme versions of the idea, transcend the
interests that divide them.”9 In the case of
young people, we may too quickly assume
that they have common substantive inter-
ests. We may also presuppose that older MPs
cannot represent young people’s interests ad-
equately. We may disregard more important
differences, such as those stemming from
class membership. 
Appealing to such an overly essentialist un-
derstanding of the category of young people
in order to justify quotas is likely to be far-
fetched. e impact of age on political ideas
is not prevalent. In the UK, in the 2010
General Election, for instance, young peo-
ple voted equally for the three dominant
parties: 30% of young people between 18
and 24 years old voted for the Conservative
Party, 31% Labour and 30% Lib Dem.10,11

As attested by the solidarity demonstrations
in France in 2010, young people often sup-
port the pension claims of the elderly.12 Pro-
moting an essentialist conception of age
groups is also potentially counterproductive
because, given that society is ageing anyway,
the last thing we want is for institutions to
reinforce the view that one should only vote
for what is best for one’s own age group. is
would in fact ensure that institutions would
be age-biased because the majority age group
would be encouraged to shape institutions
in a way that meets their own temporal in-
terests as they age. 
However, one does not have to be in the
grips of an overly essentialist view of age to
make a successful argument for youth quo-
tas. One merely has to assume that there are
some age or cohort-related interests, concerns
or goals that have some impact on people’s
voting behaviours. Age seems to have at least
some impact on people’s views on which
policies should be implemented: “voting at
referenda on long-term ecological issues
such as whether or not a country should
abandon nuclear energy has been shown to
be strongly related to age.”13 For instance,
Van Parijs uses the example of a 1990 refer-
endum in Switzerland organised for a phase-
out on nuclear energy: 64% of the 18−29
age range and 57% of the 30−39s supported
the proposal, but it was rejected since only
47% of the overall population supported it
– the favorable votes of the youngest were
outweighed by the negative votes of older
voters. More recently, Craig Berry showed
that age has some impact on how people

Substantive representation: What can
youth quotas do for deliberations?
Jane Mansbridge argues that one key ground
for supporting the introduction of “descrip-
tive representatives” – that is, representatives
from selected marginalised groups – is that it
enhances “the substantive representation of
the group’s interests by improving the qual-
ity of deliberation.”7 In this section, I evalu-
ate the kind of impact the introduction of
youth quotas can have on parliamentary de-
liberations − that is, on the ideas discussed
and ultimately on the policies implemented.
I argue that a correlation between a youth
presence in parliament and fairer intergen-
erational outcomes is likely. 

In e Politics of Presence, Anne Philips puts
forward a justification for gender and ethnic
quotas based on “the need to tackle those ex-
clusions inherent in the party packaging of
political ideas, the need for more vigorous
advocacy on behalf of disadvantaged groups,
and the importance of a politics of transfor-
mation in opening up a fuller range of pol-
icy options.”8 My defence of youth quotas
formulates two arguments which draw on
Philips’ first two arguments. Mitigating the
underrepresentation of young people, I
argue, is desirable: to prevent the exclusion
of some age-related concerns from “the party
packaging of political ideas” – for instance
concerns related to affordable housing and
education, and unemployment; and to in-
crease the chance of “more vigorous advo-
cacy” on behalf of the young – for instance
through speaking out against misrepresenta-
tions of the young as lazy and self-deserving
(both will be discussed in the following sec-
tions). But I will briefly start with two im-
portant limitations of the substantive
argument for quotas.

Narrowing the scope of the substantive repre-
sentation argument
e idea of “substantive representation” pre-
supposes that there are such things as “group
interests”, such as “women interests”. In my
case, assessing the potential impact of youth
quotas on the substantive representation of
“youth interests” presupposes such a group-
based conception of interests. However, this
approach risks unduly essentialising groups:
“Essentialism involves assuming a single or
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The Youth of a Nation are the 
trustees of posterity. 
/ Benjamin Disraeli /

Knowledge which is divorced from 
justice, may be called cunning rather
than wisdom. 
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middle-aged. ere is not a single MP who
has paid tuition fees. We have a large part of
the population with debts from these or who
face working well into old age because of
pension changes, but there is no person in
Parliament who shares, or will share, their
experience.”18

e absence of age diversity, Swinson sug-
gested, has an impact on the kinds of social
experiences represented. One may thus hope
that a more age-diverse parliament could
better account for the age and cohort-related
plurality of experiences. e virtue of shared
experience thus offers an important ground
for descriptive representation, as Mans-
bridge argues. One first argument for youth
quotas, therefore, is that more age-diverse
parliaments will be better able to represent
the range of concerns that constituents may
have. Youth quotas would introduce more
experiential diversity into deliberations.

Increasing the chance of more vigorous advo-
cacy on behalf of the young
We may also defend the introduction of
youth quotas on the ground that there is an
important risk that policies and debates will
be driven by misrepresentations if conducted
solely within some age groups and to the ex-
clusion of others. If an age group is absent
from the debates, its aspirations and prob-
lems may become distorted. French and
British youth policies, for instance, can be
said to have been driven, to a large extent,
on false representations and often unfair
prejudices.19 ere is a tendency in the
media and amongst politicians alike to em-
phasise personal desert and render young
people responsible for their own situation.
Discourses on youth tend to revolve around
their alleged laziness, bad attitude, and
strong sense of entitlement.20 As the writers
of the Jilted Generation argue, there seems to
be a resurgence of a Victorian ideology that
sees laziness where there is poverty and dis-
advantage, and lack of personal commit-
ment where there are structural and systemic
issues: “More than anything we’re vulnera-
ble and yet the attitude of much of the soci-
ety towards us is that we’re lazy and
undeserving.”21 

e Intergenerational Foundation recently
published a report on the perception of
young people in European countries. e re-
sults are quite compelling and account for
the poor perception of younger people in the
UK: “British people in their 20s achieved
the lowest scores of any country in relation
to being viewed with respect. […] In terms
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of contempt, British people in their 20s
came first.”22 Because of these misrepresen-
tations, as Furlong and Cartmel argue,
“when issues emerge that have a core rele-
vance for young people, they are often tack-
led from a paternalistic and condescending
‘we know what’s best for you’ perspective.”
An example they put forward is unemploy-
ment policy: politicians “tend to focus not
so much on creating opportunities, but on
tackling a perceived skill deficit and moti-
vating young people who are presented as
feckless and even as ‘inadequate citizens’.”23

An example of the impact such misrepre-
sentations may have would be the denial of
a means-tested minimum income guarantee
to French citizens under 25 years old. Since
its introduction in 1988, the access to a min-
imum income guarantee in France has been
restricted to citizens over the age of 25 years
old. In 2009, the scheme was finally re-
formed to include young people under 25
years old, but with much more restrictive re-
quirements: to be entitled to benefits, they
must have already worked for at least two
full time years in the past three. As a result,
only a few thousand young persons have ac-
cess to a minimum income when they need
it, while over 20% of French youth live in
poverty. In fact, most arguments that were
provided were either infantilising or pater-
nalistic: young people do not deserve it, they
will be idle and lazy if they receive it, they
do not really need it and they should not be
given something for nothing.24 If young per-
sons had had a stronger voice, including
stronger representatives, when this age-based
discrimination25 pertained, it would possi-
bly have found more resistance. We may
hope that bringing more young persons into
parliaments can have the modest impact of
not leaving the misrepresentations unchal-
lenged. 

Youth quotas can thus have the second im-
portant benefit of increasing the chance of
“more vigorous advocacy” on behalf of the
young, for instance by speaking out against
misrepresentations of the young as lazy and
self-deserving. We may hope that the young
will be fiercer challengers of some misrepre-
sentations and can act as watchdogs for age-
based discriminations.
If representatives underestimate, at best, and
misrepresent as laziness, at worse, the chal-
lenges that young people are facing, then
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gument for quotas.15 It does not rely on too
substantive a conception of what youth in-
terests consist of. Some groups may have
common concerns but its members may in-
terpret them in different ways based on their
goals, values, party lines or social class. Quo-
tas can help in making sure that political
parties include those concerns, whatever
their responses may be. ey may therefore
promote more complete deliberations in
parliaments on these issues. is seems par-
ticularly relevant when studies show that the
young do feel that politicians do not take
their concerns seriously. In a survey on
young people’s attitudes towards political
parties, for instance, Hen and Foard showed
that only 7% of 18 year olds thought that
political parties were interested in the same
issues that concern young people.16

Older MPs were once young too and can
thus relate to such concerns. However, they
are not young “now” and may thus miss
some cohort-related concerns. Indeed, there
is an important difference between period
effects on the one hand and age effects on
the other hand.17 e period effect desig-
nates the impact of an event at a given time:
for instance, the effects of a financial crisis
can be described as period effects. Arguably,
many people suffer its consequences, re-
gardless of their age. However, there are also
age effects, which designate the impact of
age and membership in a generation on
given outcomes. Poverty or unemployment
as a result of the same financial crisis will be
experienced very differently if experienced at
a young age or towards the end of one’s ca-
reer, for instance. For young people, youth
unemployment and poverty can lead to de-
pendency on one’s parents, including for
 accommodation and income. Youth unem-
ployment may also lead to the postpone-
ment of projects young people might value,
such as starting a family or buying a home.
In parliaments, younger MPs may thus pick
on specific problems relating to housing, ed-
ucation and unemployment in a different
way than older MPs would. e 28-year-old
MP Jo Swinson, in 2009, complained about
the lack of age diversity within the UK par-
liament: 
“ere are a huge number of Oxbridge-ed-
ucated lawyers elected as MPs when they are

No man is good enough to govern
another man without that other’s
consent. 
/ Abraham Lincoln /

A young man idle, an old man needy. 
/ English proverb /



vide a sufficient basis for youth quotas in
parliaments on its own. is leads us to an-
other important argument in favour of
youth quotas. I will now show that, regard-
less of the impact that descriptive represen-
tation can have on the quality of
deliberations, youth quotas can also be de-
fended on symbolic grounds. 

Symbolic representation: promoting a
community of equals
e symbolic value of representation is, in
Philips’ account, one of four legitimate
grounds for a politics of presence. “If subse-
quent scrutiny established that an
under‐participation of women […] had no
observable consequences (an unlikely out-
come, but still in principle possible),” Philips
argues, “this would not significantly alter the
judgment that such inequality is undesir-
able.”27 e symbolic value of descriptive
representation is such that, even if there were
only little evidence that quotas affect the
substantive representation of the margin-
alised group’s interests, there would still be
independent reasons to advocate a politics
of presence. Jointly, the substantive and
symbolic arguments provide a good basis for
the introduction of youth quotas in parlia-
ment.

e demonstrative symbolic value of youth
quotas
In his 1986 Tanner lectures on the signifi-
cance of choice, Tim Scanlon distinguishes
three reasons why we have to value individ-
ual choice: choice has “predictive” value,
“demonstrative” value, and “symbolic”
value.28 If I order my own food at the restau-
rant, instead of letting someone else choose
for me, then the order is likely to match my
preferences better than it would otherwise.29

is way, choice has predictive value – in
many circumstances, the fact that I choose
for myself predicts that the results of my
choices will accurately match my prefer-
ences. However, Scanlon argues, the predic-
tive value of choice is relative and
conditional: I may not know much about
the cuisine in this given restaurant or I may
be drunk. In this case, someone else may be
better than I am at ordering the right thing
for me. is often justifies paternalistic poli-
cies. e predictive value of choice, however,
is not the only value of choice. In other
words, it may be valuable for me as a person
to choose for myself even if I am not the best
judge of what my own interest is. Indeed,
Scanlon argues, choice also has demonstra-

tive and symbolic value. 
Scanlon illustrates the demonstrative value
of choice by appealing to the following ex-
ample:30 when you buy a gift for someone,
the best way to make sure that they get what
they prefer is often to let them pick what
they want or to give them money. However,
getting them exactly what they prefer is
partly beside the point. Gift giving is an op-
portunity to demonstrate care, affection and
knowledge. Likewise, the symbolic value of
choice is unrelated to the predictive value.
In a situation where people are normally al-
lowed to make their own choices, Scanlon
argues, “I may value having a choice because
my not having it would reflect a judgement
on my own or someone else’s part that I fall
below the expected standard of compe-
tence.”31 In some circumstances, if I am not
allowed to make a choice, it may mean that
I am considered as “inferior”. is matters
all the more, Scanlon argues, if the members
of my group are systematically questioned in
their capacity to choose for themselves. e
demonstrative and symbolic values of choice
are both unrelated to the “predictive” value
of choice precisely because they are non-in-
strumental. Regardless of whether I may get
the results wrong, my choice may have
demonstrative and symbolic value. 
How do these distinctions relate to the sym-
bolic value of descriptive representation?
Scanlon is primarily concerned with indi-
vidual choices, not with the representation
of these choices by suitable people. ere is
a big stretch between saying that my indi-
vidual choice matters for demonstrative and
symbolic reasons, on the one hand, and say-
ing that my being politically represented by
people who look like me has demonstrative
and symbolic value, on the other hand. In
fact, Scanlon’s discussion of the symbolic
value of choice already makes some claims
about groups, categories and norms. 

Scanlon is partly concerned that paternalis-
tic policies respect the multiple ways in
which choice matters: “even when people are
not able to decide what is best for them-
selves, part of what must be taken into con-
sideration is whether some particular groups
are ‘being held inferior in the argument for
legal regulation’.”32 

In many circumstances, group identity has

policies are likely to be inadequate. Norman
Daniels imagined a procedure, the pruden-
tial lifespan account, where planners are
placed behind a veil of ignorance, so that
they ignore their age. ey are then asked to
distribute a given bundle of resources
throughout their lives so as to maximise
lifespan efficiency: “How should that life-
time expectation of enjoying a certain level
of primary social goods be distributed over
each stage of life so that lifetime well-being
is maximised?”26 e outcomes of this pro-
cedure tell us what investments and distri-
butions are fair, and eventually which
inequalities between age groups are accept-
able. As Daniels suggests, the best way to es-
tablish the requirements of justice between
age groups would be to appeal to a veiled
representative body, as this would preserve
impartiality and prevent age bias. In prac-
tice, it is of course impossible to reproduce
the age-neutrality of the prudent planners.
However, in non-ideal circumstances, it
seems that the least we can do is to make
sure that deliberative bodies do include rep-
resentatives from all age groups to limit the
risk of age bias. Drawing on previous dis-
cussions, we may therefore argue that, in
non-ideal circumstances, the “politics of
prudence” requires a “politics of presence”,
defined by Anne Philips as the need to in-
crease the political representation of disad-
vantaged groups through quotas. 

A certain kind of presence is no “guarantee”
as such of certain kinds of ideas being ex-
pressed and of certain policies being imple-
mented. I have started this discussion with
two limitations of descriptive representation:
we cannot over-essentialise the young and
assume that young MPs will be radically bet-
ter at promoting youth concerns; and even if
they do, it will not directly affect imbalances
in power at the voting level. e impact of
quotas on substantive representation is thus
potentially not as radical as one may hope.
is does not mean that youth quotas will
have no impact on intergenerational fair-
ness. As I have shown, there are several rea-
sons to believe that the introduction of
quotas will have a positive impact on delib-
erations. However, this limitation shows that
the substantive case for quotas may not pro-
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The only free people are those who
cultivate their own thoughts... and
strive without fear to do justice to
them.
/ Berthold Auerbach /

All the citizens of a state cannot 
be equally powerful, but they may 
be equally free. 
/ Voltaire /



a meaning for whether given individuals are
acknowledged as equals or not. In this way,
descriptive representation may be considered
as contributing to the self-image of margin-
alised groups. If there are no women in par-
liaments, this has negative value for women’s
self-image as political equals. If there are
women in parliaments, this has positive
demonstrative value for women’s self-image.
Scanlon’s two non-instrumental concepts
thus seem to work together in the case of de-
scriptive representation. I will thus keep the
distinction between predictive value on the
one hand and symbolic and demonstrative
values on the other hand, but collapse the
two latter non-instrumental values into
one.33 Descriptive quotas may thus be said
to have what I henceforth refer to as
“demonstrative symbolic” value – they attest
that the relevant groups are political equals,
regardless of their potential substantive con-
tributions to parliamentary deliberations. 
Robert Goodin draws a parallel distinction
between self-interests and self-image. Irre-
spective of the substantive impact quotas can
have for the representation of the interests
of marginalised groups, political representa-
tion matters for self-image as well: “people's
self-images are, at least in places and in part,
tied up with politics.”34 Goodin highlights
this distinction between self-interest and
self-image to contradict studies that quotas
have no value if they have no impact on sub-
stantive representation. Against social scien-
tists who object to quotas on the ground of
its having little impact on the substantive
representation of the group’s interests,
Goodin argues that demonstrating the in-
applicability of one argument (self-interest)
does not dismiss the other (self-image).35

Similarly, Anne Philips emphasises the im-
portance of the composition of parliaments
for attesting the political equality of
women.36 Some men may be better at ad-
vancing the cause of women than some
women will, for ideological reasons. But this
is unlikely to exhaust our reasons for think-
ing that the absence of women in parlia-
ments is a problem for political equality. We
need women in parliaments regardless of
whether they will advance the cause of
women. We need ethnic minorities regard-
less of whether they will in fact have a con-
crete positive impact on anti-racism. 
We hope that it will be the case and this
gives us extra reasons for implementing quo-
tas in general, but the justification based on
the politics of ideas is not the only reason.
Diversity of geographical origins, ethnic
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backgrounds, genders, sexual orientations,
and occupation likewise have an important
symbolic value. As Mansbridge argues, de-
scriptive representation is likely to play a key
role in creating “a social meaning of ability
to rule” for groups that are not considered
as fit for politics.37 

Drawing on this demonstrative symbolic
value of quotas, one may argue that youth
quotas would consist in a “public acknowl-
edgment of equal value”,38 to borrow
Charles Taylor’s expression. It would signal
to society and young people that their con-
tribution is valued and that they are consid-
ered with equal respect. eir status of equal
citizens would be attested, recognised and
emphasised. e absence of young people in
parliaments, on the contrary, may signal the
opposite and creates a social meaning of in-
ability to rule. 
It may contribute to an apolitical self-image
of young adults and generate a sense that the
young are of lower social, or at least political,
status, and reinforce the sense that older
people are more fit to rule. 
If we care about the goal of a community of
equals, in which people relate to each other
as equals throughout their adult life, and re-
gardless of their age, then the existence of
such social meaning of political inferiority is
problematic and must be undermined. Rep-
resentation is significant symbolically be-
cause it attests political equality. Youth
quotas could thus participate in a redefini-
tion of young adulthood. ey could con-
tribute to the construction of a social
understanding of the young as able to rule
and reinforce their image of equal citizens.
Gender and ethnic quotas contribute to un-
dermining the view that only white men are
able to be in parliaments. Youth quotas have
the potential to undermine the age norm
that young citizens under 30 years old, or in
some countries people under the age of 40,
are not fit to rule and thus contribute to the
political equalisation of young people. 
Like Philips, Mansbridge does not consider
the case of young people. She only mentions
young people as needing “role models” as di-
verse as possible in positions of authority, in-
cluding parliaments.39 Goodin, however,

elaborates his argument about the impor-
tance of self-image in the context of the
1972 Democratic National Convention,
where quotas had been introduced for
women, blacks and also for young people in
each state legislature. Quotas were intro-
duced to remediate the critical underrepre-
sentation of all three groups in previous
Conventions. In the context of the Vietnam
War, the absence of young people was con-
sidered all the more concerning in that their
age group was disproportionately affected by
the war. e idea that the young would not
be included as part of the political delibera-
tors and did not enjoy an equal status of au-
thority thus exacerbated the perceived
generational tension. e value of quotas
could thus be expressed partly in this sym-
bolic demonstrative vein of symbolically at-
testing the political equality of marginalised
groups. Legislative bodies, as figures of po-
litical authority and power, are particularly
suitable contexts for the symbolic demon-
stration of political equality. 
In this section, I claimed that descriptive
representation in general, and youth quotas
in particular, can be said to hold “demon-
strative symbolic value”. e introduction of
youth quotas would explicitly attest young
people’s political equality thus contributing
to a “social meaning of ability to rule”. 

e symbolic instrumental value of youth 
quotas
e presence of descriptive representatives,
as Mansbridge argues, is likely to have some
positive effects on the feelings of inclusion
of politically marginalised groups. “From
this perspective, if the costs are not too great,
we should promote diversity in positions of
authority and excellence.”40 Age diversity
may be an important kind of diversity, espe-
cially if some age groups, like the young, but
maybe the very old as well, are politically
marginalised. More age diversity in parlia-
ment may be particularly instrumental in
bringing about a more cohesive society, e.g.
where no one feels set aside. 
Youth quotas could thus indirectly play a
role in encouraging young people to vote,
for instance. As Shiv Malik argues, it would
be too simplistic to believe that young peo-
ple plainly do not want to engage to explain
the fact that their voting turnout is so low: 
“When, before the 2005 general election,
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How people keep correcting us when
we are young! There is always some
bad habit or other they tell us we
ought to get over. Yet most bad
 habits are tools to help us through
life.
/ Friedrich Nietzsche /

The arrogance of age must submit 
to be taught by youth. 
/ Edmund Burke /
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the Electoral Commission launched a cam-
paign to persuade young people to vote with
the shout-line: ‘If you don’t do
politics…there’s not much you do do’, they
missed the point entirely. It’s not that young
people don’t do politics, it’s that modern
politics doesn’t do young people.”41

We may hope that quotas contribute to in-
creasing young voters’ turnout. To reply to
Shiv Malik’s quote, one may hope that
youth quotas may send the following ex-
plicit message: “Politics does young people
now.” e presence of some young people in
parliaments may thus act as a strong sym-
bolic gesture to reengage young people in
political communities, potentially impact-
ing their voting turnouts.

Youth quotas also have the potential to in-
crease the vertical communication between
constituents and their MPs. Increased diver-
sity amongst MPs, Mansbridge argues, can
have an impact on people being more likely
to visit their MPs if they feel more experien-
tial closeness to them.42 She draws on stud-
ies that suggest that black people in the US
are more likely to go see their Congressper-
son if they, too, are black. Age membership
is very different from other identities, but
one could speculate that older people may
feel more confident in sharing their concerns
with an MP from their generation. Similarly,
we can imagine cases in which young people
may feel more comfortable communicating
their concerns to representatives roughly
their age instead of people the age of their
parents or grandparents. ey may fear, for
instance, paternalistic or contemptuous re-
sponses.
ere only need to be a few young MPs for
this to work. Mansbridge argues that one of
the advantages of descriptive representation
is that it can allow communication beyond
formal constituencies.43 Women representa-
tives may act as surrogate representatives for
women who share their views across various
constituencies. So the vertical communica-
tion may be improved, through an increased
communication between populations and
surrogate descriptive representatives, even if
they are not their representatives. is way,
age diversity could contribute to enhancing
the vertical communication between con-
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bstract: In this paper, I argue for the
following conclusions. First, quotas
are not normative goals in themselves,

but only a means to achieve non-discrimina-
tory selection procedures. Second, in a democ-
racy quotas are most plausibly used as a means
to fill offices in those bodies which have a major
impact on how well interests or discourses are
translated into policy. ird, quotas for the
young can be justified since, due to demo-
graphic development, their discourses tend to
be marginalised. Fourth, youth quotas cannot
be a means to ensure long-term policy-making,
but they can enhance the legitimacy of long-
term impacts from policy decisions taken today. 

e problem
In an insightful comparative study, Peter
Vanhuysse showed that many OECD coun-
tries, especially developed democracies, score
rather badly with regard to the demands of
intergenerational justice.1 ese democracies
not only score badly on factors such as ab-
solute child poverty, or child poverty in re-
lation to old-age poverty, but also have a bad
score on the public debt they leave per child
and their ecological footprint. Although this
study is comparative and allows for no ab-
solute measures, it shows that democracies
tend to favour the interests of older age-
groups and have a tendency for unsustain-
able policy decisions. 
If we follow Dennis F. ompson, these
findings can be explained by four more the-
oretical reasons.2 First, there is the human
tendency to prefer immediate gains to those
in the far future. In consequence, it is more
probable that, in democracy, policy deci-
sions showing immediate measurable results
will be taken, with a rather short-term per-
spective. Second, policy decisions should be
responsive to the judgements of citizens
about the effects of laws on their interests.
As a consequence, there is a tendency that a
democracy will only accept policies which
correspond, in at least a minimal sense, to
the (potentially short-term) interests of the
currently living. ird, political power is
temporal; short election cycles are necessary
to avoid autocracy. us, democracies pro-
vide an incentive structure favouring short-

term policy with immediate gains for the liv-
ing because these enhance the chance of
staying in political power. Fourth, in democ-
racy there is a tendency to favour older age
groups and their interests, which leads to a
focus on present needs that neglects ensur-
ing similar benefits for the future. is rea-
son can be substantiated empirically. Due to
demographic development, the old are in-
creasing their majority in democracies,
which leads to the consequence that they
have more voting power and are better rep-
resented in the political bodies. Accordingly,
policy decisions tend to be biased towards
the interests of the older members of the
population.3

In the light of anticipated environmental
disasters, especially the impacts of climate
change, this tendency of democracy to
short-term decisions becomes a problem,
since the negative impacts of these decisions
will have to be borne by those who today are
young (let us say those who are under 25 or
30 years old). To counteract this tendency,
one can imagine three different ways to
change decision-making processes in democ-
racies, either to ensure more sustainable pol-
icy-making or to shift political power from
the old to the young. First, one could intro-
duce institutions to represent future genera-
tions. ompson, for instance, proposes
trustees to secure the possibility of democ-
racy in the future. e role of these trustees
would be either to fill specific seats in the
legislative assembly or to be part of a com-
mission. In both cases, their task would not
be to propose new policies but to voice the
interests of future generations and to chal-
lenge those policy decisions which seem to
undermine the democratic capacity of future
generations.4,5 Second, the voting system
could be adjusted. As a consequence of his
research, Vanhuysse argues in line with oth-
ers that the time might have come to intro-

duce proxy votes for parents. Each parent
should receive an additional half-vote per
child.6,7 Such a system would shift the voting
power from the old to the young and might
have as an effect that political parties would
try to change their programmes in a way to
cope better with family interests and perhaps
with sustainable policy-making. ird, one
could introduce quotas for the young in rep-
resentative, executive, judicative or admin-
istrative bodies in democracy.
Analysing each of these three ways to coun-
teract democracy’s tendency to short-term
policy-making needs a paper-length discus-
sion. In this paper, I will only be concerned
with the last of the three proposals. My aim
is to answer the following two questions. 
(1) Can quotas be justified as a democratic
means to secure better representation of the
interests of the young? (2) Are youth quotas
an effective means to ensure that decisions
are taken with the degree of attention to en-
vironmental sustainability issues that they
demand? I will answer the first question with
a qualified “Yes!” Although quotas may be
justified to secure the proportional political
representation of the young in the wake of
demographic development, what I call “po-
litical affirmative action programmes” – the
weakest form of quotas – are better suited to
securing the political power necessary for the
young to decide on the future they will have
to face.8 e second question I will answer
with a qualified “No!” Since there is a
human tendency to favour immediate gains
over ones that are more distant in time, it is
implausible to believe that the young will
fare better than the old. But ensuring more
adequate representation of the young en-
hances the legitimacy of the long-term im-
pacts of policy decisions taken today. ose
who have to face the consequences should
be appropriately included in the decisions
taken.

To answer my two questions more fully, we
first need to know what quotas are and what

Can Youth Quotas help avoid Future Disasters?
by Ivo Wallimann-Helmer

A

All our efforts to defeat poverty and
pursue sustainable development 
will be in vain if environmental 
degradation and natural resource 
depletion continue unabated. 
/ Kofi Annan /

Undeservedly you will atone for the
sins of your fathers.      
/ Horace /
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they can achieve. In the second section, I
will introduce quotas as they have been dis-
cussed in political theory with regard to the
principle of equality of opportunity. I argue
that quotas can only be justified as a means
of reaching less discriminatory selection pro-
cedures for social positions, but that they
cannot be justified as a normative goal in
themselves. We also need to be clear about
the role quotas could probably serve within
a democratic institutional framework. In the
third section, I show under what conditions
quotas can be justified in democracy as a
means of achieving proportional representa-
tion of all the different interests in society.
ese clarifications allow section four to an-
swer the question of whether quotas for the
young can be justified in democracy. An-
swering this first question enables us to
move on in section five to my second ques-
tion, whether youth quotas can be an effec-
tive means to secure environmentally
sustainable policy-making. 

What are quotas and what can quotas
achieve?
e 1970s witnessed a heated debate not
only among politicians but also among po-
litical theorists about whether and on what
grounds quotas can be justified in the job
market and the educational system. is
question has often been dealt with as if quo-
tas were either a normative goal in them-
selves, or necessary to understand the
principle of equality of opportunity.9 I op-
pose both these understandings of quotas.10

Instead, I argue in this section that quotas
can only be understood as a means either to
realise equality of opportunity or to serve a
goal beyond non-discriminatory selection
procedures.
Selection procedures for jobs, educational
places, or social positions more generally al-
ways discriminate, since from the pool of
candidates they select the number of indi-
viduals needed to fill the positions in ques-
tion. According to a formal understanding
of equality of opportunity, such discrimina-
tion is justified under the condition that
only characteristics of candidates who are
suitable are considered to fill the position
under consideration. In other words, only
those characteristics of candidates which en-
hance the prospect of successful perform-
ance of a social position should be taken into
account.11 All other criteria which might
play a role in selecting candidates are a form
of unjustified discrimination. Women, for
example, are unjustifiably but not explicitly

equality of opportunity is only realised if a
proportional distribution of social positions
on all social strata of society occurs. To make
this presupposition more concrete and not
to use a probably biased language, it is use-
ful to have a closer look at the famous ex-
ample of a warrior society introduced by
Bernard Williams.15 

Imagine a society in which high prestige is
attached to the status of warrior. Tradition-
ally, these warriors have been selected from
certain wealthy families of society but not
from the poor majority. Such a procedure of
selection is certainly unjustifiably discrimi-
natory against the poor majority if we pre-
sume that wealth and membership of a
certain class of families is irrelevant to per-
forming well as a warrior. It would be more
appropriate, Williams suggests, to introduce
a competition to test the physical strength
of those who want to be warriors. If such a
selection procedure is adopted and no ex-
plicit or implicit unjustified discrimination
against the majority of society occurs, then it
is reasonable to assume that after some time
the warrior class will consist of members of
the wealthy families and of the poor major-
ity in proportion to their number in society.

However, as O’Neill has already noted, there
are two difficulties involved in this argu-
ment.16 First, it may not necessarily be the
case that members of both parts of society
have the capacity to develop the equivalent
attributes required to be successful in the
competition. From an egalitarian point of
view, it would certainly be objectionable to
depend on wealth, social class, religion or
ethnic differences to justify unequal capacity.
However, differences in wealth and social
circumstances can become relevant for how
well people are able to develop their natural
talents. A wealthy family can provide better
training, equipment and assistance. Social
circumstances can be more or less support-
ive. ese are reasons to justify a more sub-
stantive understanding of equality of
opportunity. But this understanding – most
commonly, according to Rawls, called fair
equality of opportunity17 – does not justify
quotas in a rigid sense. It only denotes the
conditions which must be secured for all to
have a fair chance of success at the outset of
the competition. What must be ensured is

discriminated against by selection proce-
dures which demand that one must have
worked without any breaks for the last five
years in the company to gain a position in
management. is discriminates against all
those women who are of child-bearing age.
Furthermore, as Mary Anne Warren argues,
such selection procedures reinforce social
structures which expect women to stay at
home and maintain the household.12

Understanding equality of opportunity in
this way allows us to expect that, if formal
equality of opportunity is fully realised for
the educational system and the job market,
then both genders and all different ethnical,
religious and other social groups are pro-
portionally represented in all different kinds
of social positions. Put differently, assuming
that a society can be divided into different
social and economic strata to which specific
social positions are attached, then members
of all different social groups in a society with
full formal equality of opportunity fill posi-
tions in proportion to their number in the
society as a whole. 
Such an understanding of equality of op-
portunity has been proposed most explicitly
by Onora O’Neill. According to her, the
fairest selection procedure is a lottery, since
in a lottery all have equal chances of success.
us, to be a fair procedure of selection,
equality of opportunity should guarantee
equal chances of success in education and
the job market.13 As a consequence, nothing
other than proportional representation of
both genders and all social groups in all so-
cial positions attached to the different socio-
economic strata of society can result. 
To ensure that such a proportional distribu-
tion of social position is the case, O’Neill
proposes to reformulate the principle of
equality of opportunity more substantially.
Equality of opportunity should be under-
stood as demanding that social positions be
divided between all social groups of society
in a proportional way.14 is understanding
of equality of opportunity establishes a first
and strongest understanding of quotas: rigid
quotas. Rigid quotas demand that educa-
tional places and jobs are distributed in a
strictly proportional way. Such an under-
standing of quotas presupposes that unjusti-
fied discrimination is in place and that

Equality of opportunity is an 
equal opportunity to prove unequal
talents. 
/ Herbert Samuel /

Prejudice is a great time saver. You
can form opinions without having to
get the facts. 
/ E. B. White /
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that social and economic circumstances do
not constrain, in any relevant sense, the op-
portunities available to all members of
 society.
Second, it is not at all clear that the willing-
ness of all members in society to become
warriors is distributed evenly over all social
groups. ere might be a significant pro-
portion of the majority who hold pacifist
convictions. If this is the case, members of
this social group neither will be motivated
to prepare for the competition nor will they
necessarily take part unless coerced to do so.
erefore, although it might be the case that
fair conditions to prepare for the competi-
tion are given, if the willingness to become
a warrior is unevenly distributed in society,
it is very likely that a disproportional distri-
bution of warrior positions will be the result.
Only as many members of the majority can
be successful as are willing to apply for war-
rior positions. Since in a liberal order no one
would be ready to justify coercion to apply
for social positions in higher social and eco-
nomic strata of society, it seems to be more
reasonable to propose a less rigid, to wit a
weaker form of quotas.
is weaker form of quotas, “weak quotas”
for short, takes into account the fact that the
willingness to achieve positions of higher
and the highest social and economic strata
is unevenly distributed among the different
social groups in society. But it also assumes
that unjustified discrimination against some
social groups still occurs. erefore, it must
be ensured that successful applicants from
the pool of candidates are proportional to
how many individuals have applied from the
different social groups in society.18 To use
Williams’s example once more, if it is the
case that for 120 positions as warriors 80
candidates from wealthy families and 160
from the poor majority of society apply, then
these 120 positions should be divided in a
ratio of 1:2. Forty warrior positions should
be assigned to candidates from wealthier
families, and 80 should go to candidates
from the poor majority. When such a distri-
bution does not occur, it could be argued
that unjustified discrimination is the case.

us, this understanding of quotas once
again presupposes the occurrence of unjus-
tified discrimination, but it takes for granted

that not all members of society are equally
willing to apply for warrior positions. Such
a justification of quotas, however, faces a fur-
ther difficulty which would also be faced by
rigid quotas. If it is demanded that a strict
proportional distribution of positions
among successful applicants must be se-
cured, then it might be the case that the po-
sitions would have to be assigned to
members of a particular social group even if
they are not as well qualified to fill the posi-
tions as applicants from other social groups.
is is the problem of reverse discrimina-
tion. To ensure a more proportional distri-
bution of positions, a selection procedure
would have to unjustifiably discriminate
against candidates from those social groups
which in the past were unjustifiably advan-
taged.19

is must be judged as an unjustified dis-
crimination, since what becomes relevant to
realise the requirements of weak quotas are
characteristics which are deemed irrelevant
for the successful performance of the posi-
tion. Discriminating against better qualified
candidates in the name of quotas means to
take into account characteristics such as gen-
der, ethnicity or religion, which, for exam-
ple, are not relevant for becoming a warrior.
Warriors need to display sufficient physical
condition. For physical condition, at least in
principle, gender, ethnicity and religion are
irrelevant. is holds true, however, only
when physical condition is not shaped in a
significant sense by these aspects of the can-
didates’ backgrounds. Indeed, it could be ar-
gued that gender, ethnicity and perhaps even
religious socialisation significantly constrain
the physical condition of candidates. But if
only physical strength is relevant for becom-
ing a warrior, then it becomes difficult to
argue that unjustified discrimination occurs
even if the distribution of warrior positions
is not proportional to the genders, ethnici-
ties and religious groups in the warrior
 society.
ere are two further arguments, though, to
justify quotas which would not be in trouble
with this last challenge since they justify
quotas with a purpose beyond selection pro-
cedures for social positions. First, it can be
argued that role models are a suitable means
to change discriminatory attitudes in soci-
ety and to motivate members of disadvan-
taged social groups to apply for social
positions in higher social and economic
strata.20 According to this argument, quotas
are justified to create these role models to
reach both projected outcomes. Second, it

can be argued that quotas are a justified
means to enhance the quality of decisions
taken in higher ranked social positions. In
this sense, quotas are understood as a means
to improve the economy or society as a
whole.21 Neither of these arguments, how-
ever, necessarily justifies rigid or weak quo-
tas, since to be in accordance with these
demands it would also be appropriate to se-
lect in favour of disadvantaged social groups
if they are equally qualified for a social posi-
tion. is would be a claim for an even
weaker form of quotas than those discussed
above. For the purpose of this paper I will
name it “affirmative action”.22

Either way, whatever form of quotas we be-
lieve to be appropriate, I think they can only
be justified as a means to overcome unjusti-
fiably discriminatory selection procedures.
e main reason for this belief can be found
in the presumption I mentioned. For quotas
to be justified, more or less explicitly unjus-
tifiably discriminating practices must be in
place. If this condition is not given or at least
counterfactually presumed, it is not possible
to argue for quotas. If a selection procedure
is fair and does not display any explicit or
hidden form of unjustified discrimination,
then whatever distribution occurs must be
accepted as fair. Furthermore, the arguments
from role models and an improved economy
or society show that quotas are only justified
if they arrive at the projected goal. Role
models have to be an effective means to
change discriminatory attitudes in society
and more diversity in higher-ranked social
positions must be shown to be an appropri-
ate means to improve the economy or soci-
ety. is can certainly be correct, but it is
only under these conditions that quotas are
justified. And since these arguments take
quotas to be a means to reach these ends,
they are instruments – but seem not to be
normative goals in themselves.
In addition, arguing for proportional repre-
sentation of all social groups of society in all
different social and economic strata in soci-
ety presupposes that the willingness to apply
for these positions is evenly distributed
among all social groups. is makes it nec-
essary to ensure substantial conditions to se-
cure that neither social nor economic
differences have a significant impact on how
successful members of different social groups
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are in education and the job market. How-
ever, these conditions do not depend on the
distributive result but the pre-conditions se-
curing fair preparation for all to be success-
ful. us, they cannot justify quotas, but
they do justify an understanding of equality
of opportunity which also secures these con-
ditions. With these considerations in mind,
let us now turn to the question of how quo-
tas could become relevant in democracy. 

In what sense can quotas become 
relevant in democracy?
To address this question, it is necessary to be
clear about the proper role of quotas in such
an institutional regime. For this purpose, I
think it is helpful not to dig too deeply into
different understandings of what democracy
is and what institutional framework it de-
mands. I think it is enough to consider a
rather formal understanding of democracy
and, more specifically, of representative
democracy. As we will see in this section,
quotas are only appropriate if applied to po-
litical institutions and their offices but not
to policy decisions themselves. But what is
democracy and how can its institutional
framework be justified?
To understand what democracy is, it is help-
ful to introduce the description of demo-
cratic government expressed in Lincoln’s
famous phrase in his Gettysburg address that
democracy is “government of the people, by
the people, for the people.”23 Although it re-
mains unclear in Lincoln’s statement who
exactly legitimately constitute the people
and on what normative grounds one may be
considered part of the people, it clarifies how
political theorists usually understand
democracy. Democracy is an institutional
regime in which the whole citizen body, the
people of society, governs itself by making
and executing decisions and taking respon-
sibility for their consequences in a body. 

e liberal Western tradition of political the-
ory has found several different ways of nor-
matively justifying the right to democratic
government. What all these theories have in
common, however, is the presumption that
human beings are and have to be respected
as free and equal. To respect human beings
as free, their right to liberty cannot be re-
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stricted without giving them a say in the po-
litical process leading to such restrictions. To
respect them as equal, it is necessary to en-
sure fair chances for all to participate in this
decision-making process. How having a say
and a fair chance to participate in the deci-
sion-making process must be secured is a
matter of theoretical dispute. But nowadays,
it is almost impossible to defend any politi-
cal institutional framework without accept-
ing the right of all citizens to be respected as
free and equal.24 

Indeed, to argue for quotas it is necessary to
assume a more substantial goal of democracy
beyond securing formal conditions of free
and equal participation in political decision-
making. Without such a substantial goal it
becomes difficult to see what unjustified dis-
crimination in the process of democratic de-
cision-making means.25 omas Christiano
for example suggests that, in a democratic
regime, it must be assured that all human
beings are equally respected in their inter-
ests. is is only possible if all members of
society “on whom the rules [the policy deci-
sions] have a major impact” are equally in-
volved in determining the decision.26 It must
be possible for all to participate in political
decision-making, and they must be able to
see that their interests are respected; what is
necessary for policy decisions to be legiti-
mate, therefore, is their public justifiability.
Following Christiano, democracy is the best
institutional framework to guarantee this
condition of public scrutiny, at least par-
tially.27 In this sense then, a democratic in-
stitutional order not only secures formal
participation in collective decision-making
for all citizens but also serves the purpose of
balancing interests and of avoiding policy-
making biased in favour of some interests at
the cost of others. us, in democracy un-
justified discrimination means a tendency
for biased decisions in favour of some inter-
ests and neglecting certain others.
Following on from this, one would expect
that, provided the formal conditions to se-
cure free and equal citizenship are present,
repeated policy decisions will display the dif-
ferent interests existing in society propor-
tionally. In a society with ten pacifists and
five warriors, we expect that every third pol-
icy decision will be in favour of the warriors
whilst two of the three decisions are in
favour of pacifism. However, to argue that
quotas for the interests served by policy de-
cisions are appropriate if this is not the case
seems to be a misconception of what democ-
racy is. First, although democracy can be

viewed as a system to prevent biased policy,
it still remains a process of collective deci-
sion-making which ideally leads to consent
or compromise about what is in the com-
mon interest of all members of society. Sec-
ond, according to Lincoln’s description of
democracy as “government of the people, by
the people, for the people” it must be the cit-
izen body that decides in its own right. Any
substantial criteria prescribing in what pro-
portion policy decisions have to display ex-
isting interests in society would be in
conflict with this description of democracy.
According to these two arguments, there-
fore, it seems to be inappropriate to apply
quotas to policy decisions themselves. It is
more reasonable to apply them to the com-
position of political bodies steering a  society.

If it is the composition of the political bod-
ies of democracy to which quotas must be
applied, we have to understand in what way
it can be justified that only a certain number
of citizens fill the relevant offices. I think
here it again proves helpful to return to Lin-
coln’s description of democracy as “govern-
ment of the people, by the people, for the
people.” According to this statement, policy
decisions in a democracy are legitimate only
on the condition that it is the whole citizen
body that governs in its own right. Whether
a model of democracy is a model of direct
or representative democracy depends on
whether the whole citizen body or only part
of it is conceived as necessary to make pol-
icy decisions.28 Models of direct democracy
argue that the people who should make pol-
icy decisions must be coextensive with the
whole citizen body. In representative democ-
racy, the assembly making policy decisions
can be smaller. us, to capture the under-
standing of representative democracy, Lin-
coln’s phrase needs a slight reformulation:
democracy is government of all the people,
by some representatives of the people, for all
the people. Representative institutions thus
understood are an institutional way to oper-
ationalise the process of collective decision-
making among all the people so as to make
it more efficient and even, according to
some views, qualitatively better.29

According to this formal description of rep-
resentative democracy, legitimate represen-
tation must take into account all interests
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present in the citizen body.30 Furthermore,
the members of the legislative assembly must
be accountable to the people forming the
citizen body since they should decide in the
name of the citizen body as a whole. In
democracy, accountability is usually ensured
by election cycles, because these allow those
representatives who performed well in rep-
resenting interests to be re-elected and those
who performed badly to be deselected.31

us, representation in democracy can only
be legitimate if it is supported by the inter-
ests actually present in the citizen body.
erefore, the function of the legislative as-
sembly is to represent the interests present
in proportion to their weight in the citizen
body. e function of an individual repre-
sentative, by contrast, is to stand or act for
those whom he or she represents. is
means that, in a society with 1,000 pacifists
and 500 warriors, an assembly of six indi-
viduals would be legitimate if it contained
four representatives of the pacifists and two
representatives of the warriors. In conse-
quence, it can be argued that in representa-
tive democracy, unjustified discrimination
occurs if such proportional representation of
interests is absent or, at least, if certain in-
terests are permanently marginalised.
e legislative assembly is certainly the most
obvious institution in a democratic frame-
work to proportionally represent the inter-
ests of the citizen body, since in the end all
policy decisions must be confirmed by this
institution. However, it is not only the leg-
islative assembly which has a major impact
on how the interests of the citizen body are
taken into account and enforced. Executive,
judiciary and administrative bodies also have
significant impact. Since the legislative as-
sembly must represent the present interests
in society proportionally, and these other in-
stitutions have a major impact on how well
they are translated into policy, then these in-
stitutions would also have to fulfil this rep-
resentative requirement. 

But there are two practical reasons why the
legislative assembly is not only the most im-
portant but also the most plausible political
body for which to demand proportional rep-
resentation of interests. Admittedly, these
reasons do not exclude a justification of a

proportional representation of interests in
executive, judiciary and administrative bod-
ies.
First, with regard to the judiciary and the ad-
ministrative body, individuals in these offices
not only have to be regarded by the citizens
to best represent their interests. For success-
ful performance in these offices, other com-
petences are needed. Lawyers need to have
sufficient knowledge of jurisprudence; a spe-
cific function in the administrative body de-
mands specific qualifications for its
fulfilment. erefore, it would not only be
the case that those filling these offices have
to perform well in representing interests
present in the citizen body but they must
also display the relevant competences. How
this necessity of competence should be bal-
anced with the fact that individuals filling
these positions should also serve certain in-
terests is a complicated question that I can-
not answer here. 
Second, there is a different practical diffi-
culty with regard to the executive. Executive
offices are not as numerous as seats in the
legislative assembly. is makes it difficult
to demand that executive organs should rep-
resent all interests present in society propor-
tionally. However, if a society is divided into
large ethnic, religious, linguistic or geo-
graphic groups with conflicting interests, it
seems reasonable to argue at least for pro-
portional representation of these groups in
society. But this makes it necessary to be
clear about the relevance of these groups and
their interests. To justify the proportional
representation of interests in the executive
organs, it has to be shown why the conflict-
ing interests of certain social groups bear
such high relevance that the executive
should be divided accordingly. is is a cen-
tral question to be clarified in the next sec-
tion, in which I try to answer the question
whether youth quotas can be justified.
Against the background of the considera-
tions concerning democracy thus far, we can
now see in what sense quotas can become
relevant in a democracy. ey can become
relevant to ensure that all interests in the cit-
izen body are represented proportionally.
Quotas can be seen as justified means if it
becomes apparent that some interests are
permanently marginalised within election
procedures for the legislative assembly or se-
lection procedures for other offices in other
democratic institutions. Such marginalisa-
tion represents a sort of unjustified discrim-
ination against those holding these interests.
However, as we have seen in the last section,

this does not mean that quotas are a justi-
fied normative goal in themselves. ey are
only justified as a means to prevent more or
less explicit unjustified discrimination in the
election and selection procedures for the of-
fices in question. If no such discrimination
occurs, whatever distribution of offices re-
sults must be accepted as legitimate. Fur-
thermore, since in a democracy these
procedures are the only way of legitimising
the representation of interests, the resulting
distribution of offices has to be accepted as
proportionally representing the interests in
society.

Can youth quotas be justified?
As I have introduced the relevance of quotas
in democracy thus far, they are only justified
as a means to bring about election and se-
lection procedures which do not unjustifi-
ably discriminate against some interests in
society. is makes it necessary that a mar-
ginalisation of some interests is actually oc-
curring. If this is not the case, then it is not
possible to argue for quotas. To assess
whether in democracy quotas for the young
can be justified to ensure appropriate repre-
sentation of their interests, we need to deal
with another complication. It must be pos-
sible to show that the young indeed consti-
tute a relevant social group with specific
interests. Otherwise, it becomes difficult to
argue for youth quotas as a means to ensure
policy-making that is less biased against the
young.

In light of Vanhuysse’s study, it seems rea-
sonable to argue that the young are margin-
alised in their interests. In addition, due to
demographic development and the concep-
tual condition that democracies have to be
responsive to the interests of the citizen
body, it is also reasonable to assume that
democracies tend to favour the interests of
the old rather than the interests of the
young. Both these empirical arguments jus-
tify the conclusion that democracies tend to
marginalise, to wit unjustifiably discriminate
against, the interests of the young. However,
this argument only holds under the condi-
tion that the young applying for offices are
or have unjustifiably been discriminated
against in the selection or election proce-
dures for the offices in question. If this were
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not the case, then quotas as a means to bring
about non-discriminatory election or selec-
tion procedures could not be justified.
If this pre-condition is a given, then it is pos-
sible to explore further whether and under
what conditions youth quotas can be justi-
fied. As mentioned above with regard to ex-
ecutive bodies, to argue for quotas for
specific social groups in democracy makes it
necessary to specify which kinds of social
groups can become relevant here. According
to the definition of democracy I draw on
here, it seems to be unjustifiable to make
mere membership of a social group more rel-
evant for the right to proportional represen-
tation than the interests present in society
potentially crossing the borders of these so-
cial groups. In consequence, to argue for
proportional representation of social groups
rather than the weight of interests present in
society, it must be possible to show that
membership in a social group is a necessary
condition for representing the special inter-
ests of that social group. Furthermore, it
must be the case that a social group is suffi-
ciently homogeneous to be ascribed certain
specific interests which are not represented
by non-members of these groups.32

is challenge is especially pertinent con-
sidering the young as a social group. It is not
at all clear that being young is a necessary
and sufficient condition to have certain spe-
cific interests, for the two following reasons.
First, similarly to other social groups divided
according to gender, ethnicity, language or
geography, it is difficult to show that mem-
bership of such a group is sufficient to de-
note certain specific interests. Second, the
interests that the young will have will highly
depend on their various social, economic,
cultural and educational backgrounds. ese
backgrounds will not necessarily lead to a set
of interests shared by all who are young but
to various kinds of interests not specifically
linked to their age. erefore it becomes dif-
ficult to argue that being young is a signifi-
cant condition to represent specific interests.
However, if we take into account that it is
not interests by themselves which ground
specific political opinions and ideals but the
discourses within which one is involved, it
is possible to argue that the young form a
social group united enough to justify their
proportional representation. John Dryzek
and Simon Niemeyer have argued in this di-
rection.33 According to them, what is rele-
vant in democracy is not that interests are
proportionally represented but discourses,
because discourses are the basis on which in-
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terests are formed. Since the young have
their own specific discourses, it seems to be
plausible that they form a social group that
can be represented proportionally. ey have
their own way to communicate and articu-
late their hopes and fears, and they consider
political challenges their own way. If one ar-
gues along these lines, therefore, it becomes
possible to view the young as a relevant so-
cial group to be represented proportionally.34

Once the young or other groups are estab-
lished as relevant social groups to be repre-
sented proportionally, a further difficulty
arises. For their representation to be legiti-
mate, that is to say not in conflict with Lin-
coln’s description of democracy, social
groups can only demand representation in
proportion to their weight in the citizen
body. Larger social groups or parts of society
are entitled to more weight in political bod-
ies than smaller groups. e reason for this
is simply that representation of interests in
democracy must be proportional to the
weight these groups have in society. To argue
for more than such proportional representa-
tion would need further arguments leading
beyond the relevance of quotas in democ-
racy I have argued for thus far. us, ac-
cording to the justification of quotas up to
now, quotas to ensure non-discriminatory
selection and election procedures for offices
can demand nothing more than the propor-
tional representation of discourses or inter-
ests and, if possible to justify, of social
groups. is challenge proves to be espe-
cially pertinent with regard to quotas for the
young, since their justification not only
stems from the fact that their discourses tend
to be marginalised but also because demo-
graphic development reinforces their mar-
ginalisation. Quotas, as justified thus far,
cannot solve this problem. is shows why it
is especially important to carefully assess
which form of quotas would be most ap-
propriate for the young. 
With regard to the three different forms of
quotas discussed in the second section, it is
not at all clear that quotas in democracy
should always be rigid. Which form of quo-
tas is appropriate depends on circumstances
and especially on the motivation of mem-
bers of social groups. Rigid quotas are only
justified if the groups to be represented pro-

portionally can always nominate enough
candidates to effectively fill the positions. If
this is not the case, rigid quotas would de-
mand coercive practices for those groups
which are not able to nominate enough can-
didates to conform to the proportional re-
quirement. As in the case for rigid quotas
with regard to equality of opportunity, this
makes it seem more plausible to propose
weak quotas which only demand that the
different relevant groups are elected and se-
lected in a proportional way from those ap-
plying for offices. 
How effective such weak quotas can be to
transfer interests into policy, however, de-
pends on the weight of those groups for
which proportional representation is ensured
by quotas. If a social group does not have
enough weight to significantly influence pol-
icy decisions, quotas for proportional repre-
sentation cannot serve the purpose for which
they are proposed. Although quotas can serve
small minorities to better voice their inter-
ests (stemming from their discourses), it is
not at all clear that this has a relevant impact
on the policy decisions taken.35

With these considerations in mind, we see
that in certain circumstances political affir-
mative action programmes and securing sub-
stantial assistance for political activity prove
more promising than rigid or weak quotas.
Political affirmative action programmes
would demand that whenever two candidates
or parties gain the same or similar votes, the
candidate or party belonging to a disadvan-
taged social group, or proposing more candi-
dates from these groups, is preferred.
Substantive assistance, on the other hand,
would mean that potentially marginalised so-
cial groups are assisted by society in their de-
velopment of political programmes and
financially to be able to voice their views on
an equal footing with those interest groups
which are economically better situated.36 Both
measures would not only increase the likeli-
hood that the interests of these minorities are
heard; they would also allow these minorities
to gain more political influence than they
would be proportionally entitled to, since if
minorities are able to better voice their beliefs,
this also increases the likelihood of their po-
litical success when applying for offices. 
I think that – especially for the young – both
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these kinds of measures will prove the most
promising. Political affirmative action pro-
grammes will provide incentives for older
political leaders and parties to support the
young in their political career earlier and
with more intensity than they tend to do
now. With political affirmative action pro-
grammes it becomes interesting for parties
to have younger candidates on their lists
since that increases the likelihood of being
successful in cases in which they have equal
or similar citizen support than other parties.
Furthermore, if candidates on the lists are
elected individually, political affirmative ac-
tion programmes enhance the chance of
gathering more seats. In any case in which
two candidates, from whatever party they
are, gain an equal or similar number of
votes, the younger candidate will be given
advantage. Substantial assistance for the
young, by contrast, would allow the young
to politically organise and to campaign for
their interests in a way they would not be
able to without this help, since it is certainly
a fact that older people have more experi-
ence in how to organise and have more
 capital at their disposal for political cam-
paigning.
Taken together, the considerations of this
section allow the following conclusions.
Quotas for social groups can be justified in
democracy if there is marginalisation or un-
justified discrimination of the specific inter-
ests or discourses of these groups. is
presupposes that specific interests or dis-
courses and the ability to voice them are suf-
ficiently closely linked with being a member
of that social group in question. Against this
backdrop, quotas for the young can be jus-
tified since the young are obviously discrim-
inated against, and if they in fact constitute
a discrete social group. Whether rigid or
weak quotas or political affirmative action
programmes would better serve the purpose
of avoiding the marginalisation of the young
and other social groups, however, remains a
question to be answered depending on the
motivation for political action of members
of a social group and especially on the kind
of social group in question. In the case of the
young, I suggested, political affirmative ac-
tion programmes and substantial assistance
might prove more effective than rigid or
weak quotas.

Are quotas a means to avoid future 
disasters?
us far, I have argued that quotas for the
young can be justified, but that what form

of quotas is appropriate depends on circum-
stances. If enough young people are moti-
vated to engage in politics, then rigid quotas
for representative bodies can be justified. To
avoid potential coercion to fulfil this pro-
portional requirement, however, it seems
more appropriate to propose weak quotas.
Furthermore, since young people tend to be
outnumbered due to demographic develop-
ment, it might be better to adopt political
affirmative action programmes favouring
young candidates whenever they have equal
or similar votes to older candidates. ese
programmes would allow a greater shift in
political influence to the young than their
number in society. However, whatever form
of quotas is adopted, can they ensure that
not only the interests and discourses of the
young are better represented but also that
the goal of more long-term policy-making is
addressed?

To begin with, there are two obvious reasons
to doubt that this question can be answered
in the affirmative. First, it is not necessarily
membership of a social group that makes in-
dividuals better suited to represent particu-
lar interests or discourses.37 It is not only
warriors who can represent the interests of
warriors. Pacifists can do the same if they
care sufficiently enough for the interest of,
say, adequate housing for warriors. And war-
riors can certainly represent the interests of
pacifists if they argue against the duty to be-
come a warrior. us, although the concerns
Vanhuysse expresses are concerns of the
young, it is not at all clear that young citi-
zens will care for them once in office. It is
far from certain that young representatives
will represent their interests in lowering pub-
lic debt and sustainable policy-making.
Young people might be preoccupied with
other things – things which are relevant to
their current situation of life. erefore, it
might be the case that older people will take
better care of what is in the long-term inter-
ests of the young. is makes it possible to
conclude that quotas do not necessarily serve

the purpose of ensuring more sustainable
policy-making. 
Second, as argued in the last section, if quo-
tas only serve the purpose of ensuring pro-
portional representation and outweigh the
marginalisation of interests or discourses,
then greater representation of social groups
than their proportion in society cannot be
justified. Since, due to demographic devel-
opment, the young are increasingly a mi-
nority, there is no guarantee that their
proportional representation will alter policy
decisions in a significant way. is might
even be the case if political affirmative ac-
tion programmes are adopted, because they
leave it open to whether the young will be
successful in transferring their interests into
policy. us, even though the young might
care strongly about long-term policy-mak-
ing and their proportional representation al-
lows them to better voice their beliefs, it is
not a given that quotas will lead to more sus-
tainable policy decisions. 
In light of these two arguments, to enhance
the capacity of the young to ensure long-
term decision-making, it seems more ap-
propriate to bring further arguments to
justify quotas in democracy than those pro-
vided up to now. Two of these further argu-
ments rely on two justifications of quotas
introduced in section two, both leading be-
yond the goal of ensuring non-discrimina-
tory selection procedures. First, parallel to
the argument for role models, it could be ar-
gued that quotas could serve the purpose of
motivating members of disadvantaged
groups to engage more in politics, since once
some members of a social group are elected
they could serve as role models. If these role
models care for sustainable policy-making or
lowering public debt, then the young as a
group might care more for these questions
and influence policy-making accordingly.
Second, it could be argued in favour of quo-
tas that more diversity in political bodies en-
hances the quality of policy decisions,
whatever they might be. ird, and going
beyond the arguments introduced in section
two, it would also be possible to argue that
the long-term impacts of policy decisions
taken today would be better legitimised if
those who have to bear them shared pro-
portional decisive weight.
What we must be clear about in applying
these arguments, however, is that they shift
the purpose that quotas should serve. As I
have discussed up to now, youth quotas have
been justified as a means to prevent or avoid
marginalisation or unjustified discrimina-
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tion of the young as a social group. In con-
trast, quotas in these arguments become a
means to different ends. Quotas for the sake
of role models are a means of achieving more
political sensitivity, and if these role models
care for long-term interests, then they can
enhance awareness of these challenges. In
the case of the second argument, quotas are
introduced as a means of enhancing the
quality of policy decisions. More diversity, it
is argued, will lead to more creative policy
outcomes and to decisions that better mirror
what is in the common interest.38 ird, bet-
ter representation of the young can serve as
a means to better guarantee the legitimacy
of policy decisions and their long-term im-
pacts.
As plausible as these arguments sound by
themselves, I do not think that they can jus-
tify more than proportional representation
of social groups. Whatever purpose role
models are able to serve, quotas are only jus-
tifiable in a democracy up to the point at
which positions are filled in relation to the
proportion that interests or discourse are
present in society. To demand more would
mean to subvert the ideal of democracy as I
have expressed it in this paper. e same is
true with regard to the argument that quo-
tas might help enhance the quality of policy
decisions. Although it might be correct that
more diversity enhances the quality of policy
decisions, demanding more than propor-
tional representation of social groups would
once again mean subverting the idea of le-
gitimate representation in democracy. ese
considerations become especially relevant
with regard to the last argument since, if
quotas are a means to enhance the legiti-
macy of the long-term impacts of policy de-
cisions, then they have to be proportional.
According to Lincoln’s description of
democracy, to argue for quotas in any other
sense would be illegitimate.

Furthermore, these three additional argu-
ments in favour of quotas also face the sec-
ond challenge mentioned above. It is not
necessarily the case that young role models
will care about those interests denoted by
Vanhuysse as the interests of the young. And
although more diversity might lead to a bet-
ter quality of policy decisions, it must re-
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main an open question what such better
quality would be. In democracy, it must be
the citizen body as a whole who should de-
cide what good policy decisions are, since it
is the political body which is accountable to
itself. Any qualitative criteria prescribing
how a society has to decide would be in con-
flict with the conditions of legitimacy in
democracy. erefore, although propor-
tional representation of the young might en-
hance the legitimacy of long-term impacts
of policy decisions taken today, this does not
mean that the decisions must and will fur-
ther be specific and especially long-term
goals.
With regard to the last additional argument
for quotas, there is at least one reason which
only justifies a qualified “No” to answer the
second question I have investigated here.
Since the long-term consequences of policy
decisions have to be borne by today’s young,
enhancing their legitimacy is important.
ose who have to bear these long-term
consequences should also have appropriate
weight in deciding whether or not to take
the risks involved in these decisions. is
makes it reasonable to argue that youth quo-
tas are justified because they enhance the le-
gitimacy of long-term policy consequences.
But they cannot be justified with regard to
any substantial policy goal, such as lowering
public debt or sustainability. Once again,
whether enhanced legitimacy in this sense is
best realised via rigid or weak quotas or via
political affirmative action programmes de-
pends on how the motivation for political
engagement is distributed among the young.
As argued in the last section, with regard to
demographic development, there is good
reason to argue for the last and weakest form
of quotas in combination with substantial
political assistance for the young. If the
young are successful in politics, both of these
measures would facilitate more than the pro-
portional political influence of the young,
which would enhance the legitimacy of the
long-term impacts of policy decisions taken
today.

Conclusion
In this paper I have argued for four conclu-
sions. First, quotas are not normative goals
in themselves but only a means: first and
foremost a means to ensure the absence of
more or less hidden unjustified discrimina-
tion. Second, in democracy, quotas are most
plausibly used as a means to fill offices in
those bodies which have a major impact on
how well interests or discourses are trans-

lated into policy. Quotas for the legislative
assembly are therefore the most important.
ird, quotas for the young can be justified
since, due to demographic development,
their discourses tend to be marginalised.
What form of quotas is most appropriate to
serve this purpose remains an open question.
Which form best serves their better integra-
tion in the political process depends on the
motivation of the young for political en-
gagement. I suggested that political affirma-
tive action programmes together with
substantial political assistance for the young
might prove most promising. Fourth, quotas
cannot be justified as a means to ensure
long-term policy-making, but they can en-
sure better legitimacy of the long-term im-
pacts of policy decisions taken today. In the
light of challenges such as high public debts,
environmental disasters and climate change,
it is this last argument which best justifies
quotas for the young.

Notes
1 See Vanhuysse 2013.
2 ompson 2010: 18-20.
3 I draw here on Vanhuysse 2013, 23-24.
Interestingly enough, demographic develop-
ment and an increasing number of older
people do not have only negative effects. As
Dyson 2012 shows, the ageing of the citizen
body tends to increase democratisation.
4 ompson 2010: 26-30.
5 Another example to understand the role
of representatives of future generations is
provided by Ekeli 2005.
6 Vanhuysse 2013, 41-43.
7 For a critical normative assessment of this
and other proposals to secure intergenera-
tional justice in democracy, see van Parijs
1998. 
8 I explain in the section headed “In what
sense can quotas become relevant in democ-
racy” what I understand by “political affir-
mative action programmes”. In short, they
select candidates from disadvantaged social
groups for offices if they gain equal or simi-
lar voting power, rather than a candidate
from an advantaged social group.
9 For a helpful overview of the debate see
Rössler 1993.
10 For a more developed argument to jus-
tify my view see Wallimann-Helmer 2013:
esp. chap. 2. 
11 See Sher 1988. 
12 Warren 1977: 245-249.
13 O’Neill 1976: 338.
14 O’Neill 1976: 339-340.
15 Williams 1973: 244.

Intergenerational Justice Review
Issue 2/2015

Posterity! You will never know how
much it cost the present generation
to preserve your freedom! I hope you
will make a good use of it. 
/ John Adams /



55Intergenerational Justice Review
Issue 2/2015

16 O’Neill 1976: 339-340.
17 Rawls 1971: 73-74.
18 Warren 1977: 251-253.
19 For two classical texts discussing reverse
discrimination see Newton 1973 and
Dworkin 1977: 269-288.
20 is argument has been made in various
forms. e first philosopher stating it was,
to the best of my knowledge, omson
1973.
21 One of the recent statements of this ar-
gument with regard to education is provided
by Anderson 2007.
22 In calling this weakest form of quotas “af-
firmative action” I come close to at least
some aspects of what Pojman discussed
under the label “weak quotas” (Pojman
1998). However, I am also aware that “affir-
mative action” broadly understood could de-
note any kind of preferential treatment of
disadvantaged social groups, which is not
necessarily linked with the idea of quotas.
23 See Brooks Lapsley 2012.
24 Kymlicka 2002: 3f.
25 Of course in democratic theory it is a
contested issue whether democracy should
be understood only in procedural or also in
more substantive terms (e.g. Buchanan
2002; Brettschneider 2005; Christiano
2004; Brettschneider 2005, 2007; van Parijs
2011). In this paper it is not possible to jus-
tify the view that genuine democracy should
also incorporate a more substantive goal.
However, as should become clear in the fol-
lowing, a more substantive goal of democ-
racy like the one suggested by Christiano is
a necessary presumption in order to make
possible an argument for quotas in democ-
racy. I would like to thank Nenad Stojanovic
for raising this issue.
26 Christiano 2010: 56.
27 Christiano 2004: 275.
28 Christiano 2010: 246.
29 See e.g. Christiano 2010: 105; Pettit
2004: 60-62; Dobson 1997: 127.
30 See Dovi 2011; Mansbridge 2003.
31 See Rehfeld 2006.
32 A more developed discussion of this
problem can be found in Stojanovic 2013:
133-140.
33 See Dryzek/Niemeyer 2008.
34 In addition, an argument along these
lines implies that one would have to alter the
understanding of democracy and its relevant
representative institutions overall. It would
not only have to be the discourse of the
young which would have to be represented
proportionally; it would also have to be all
kinds of discourses present in society and

not interests.
35 Dryzek and Niemeyer by contrast argue
that the frequency with which interests can
be and are voiced have a major impact on
policy decisions (Dryzek/Niemeyer 2008:
484). If one assumes that voiced beliefs alter
political discourse, then – irrespective of the
proportion of society minorities constitute
– any kind of proportional representation
will improve their situation. However, al-
though voicing beliefs can have an impact
on the formation of policy decisions when
the chips are down, for final decisions the
decisive power still lies with the larger social
groups and not minorities.
36 Such a proposal along these lines is for
example made by Young 1990. 
37 Mansbridge 1999: 638.
38 For this argument see for example
Dryzek/Niemeyer 2008: 484; Young 1990.
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bstract: Quotas, including youth quo-
tas for representative institutions, are
usually evaluated from within the so-

cial justice discourse. at discourse relies on
several questionable assumptions, seven of
which I critically address and radically revise in
this contribution from a libertarian perspec-
tive. Temporal justice then takes on an entirely
different form. It becomes a theory in which re-
sponsibilities are clear and cannot be shifted
onto the shoulders of the weak and innocent. I
shall only briefly sketch some outlines and gen-
eral implications of such a theory, arguing that

tive facts but also about actual and potential
support and resistance.2 Adequate represen-
tation can take many forms, but in a classic
typology Hanna Pitkin distinguished two
types that are definitive of a fundamental
dilemma for democracies: representation as
acting for versus representation as standing
for.3

Representation as acting for demands that
representatives defend the opinions and fur-
ther the interests of whomever it is they
 represent. While perhaps in an ideal democ-
racy, the representative can be expected to

it offers too little guidance for our imperfect
world. While that implies more tolerance for
quotas, I nevertheless propose an alternative
more suited to a representative, deliberative
democracy: veto rights.

Representation, justice, and youth 
quotas1

No political system, democratic or other,
can function successfully without some de-
gree of representative consultation, for
starters because politics must be based on
adequate information not just about objec-

Temporal Justice, Youth Quotas and Libertarianism
by Prof. Dr Marcel Wissenburg

A
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be able to act for any citizen, the real world
is obstinate and obstructive. It is unlikely
that a white, religious, healthy male octoge-
narian knows what it is like to be a black,
atheist, handicapped young female; it is also
unlikely that any member of any of the lat-
ter sociological groups would trust their rep-
resentative to be able to adequately represent
them. 
Both because of the objective obstacles the
representative faces, and because of the sub-
jective hesitations of the represented, mod-
ern democracies increasingly pay attention
to representation as standing for. On the lat-
ter view, representatives are expected to re-
flect the (relevant) sociological categories
that make up the electorate. us, one ex-
pects parliaments to contain percentages of
women and men, colours, creeds and edu-
cational and professional backgrounds more
or less similar to those among the popula-
tion at large. Of course, since one cannot ex-
pect a female representative to represent
emancipated women’s interests merely
 because she is female (she may well be an or-
thodox Muslim), democracies are continu-
ally trying to square the circle, hoping to
offer both adequate sociological and
ideational representation.

Both forms of representation may be empir-
ically necessary for the smooth and stable
functioning of political systems, but – to-
gether with democracy − they have also be-
come part of the normative framework of
liberal democracies. Guaranteeing adequate
representation of all relevant groups and cat-
egories in society has become a matter of jus-
tice, more specifically of distributive social
justice. And one of the most popular and
widely used instruments of justice in repre-
sentation is the institution of quotas4 –
which is ultimately the subject of this article.
Quotas are on everyone’s minds these days,
both when we select people and when we
elect them. When we, or at least the more or
less experienced administrators and politi-
cians among us, select members of a com-
mittee, we never ever pick people at random.
We select them, and we do so on the basis of
knowledge and experience, political or so-
cial interests, gender, culture, ethnicity, and
any other trait or characteristic that might
be relevant to the legitimacy and effective-

ness of the choices that the committee is ex-
pected to make. ese days, it does not hap-
pen often that groups have to publicly
remind us of their exclusion with large, in-
tensive and sometimes even violent cam-
paigns like the feminist and coloured
movements of the 19th and 20th century
needed in order to be heard. As a sort of pre-
emptive strike against formal quotas, we
have become our own thought police and
have assimilated a directive demanding uni-
versally fair sociological representation as
part of our standard operating procedure.
Quotas are also on the minds of many of us
in the election booth, who, already having
picked a party, subsequently find ourselves
unable or unwilling to express a strong pref-
erence for any particular candidate. We − the
undecided − then often ask ourselves
whether we should vote for a woman, for an
academic, for someone from our home town
or region or from a particular ethnic or reli-
gious group. And sometimes we really can-
not choose. I admit that, for want of a more
sensible criterion, I once decided to vote for
the candidate most closely related to me by
family ties – a politician with whom I share
a four-times-great-grandfather. Any random
criterion, however offensive, will do when
no relevant criterion applies.
Several countries have, in recent years, in-
troduced quotas in politics. Most of these
quota rules aim to reduce the underrepre-
sentation of women in politics – in parties,
parliaments and governments – and most
are voluntary, for example where parties
agree internally to either put up a minimum
percentage of women to be elected, or re-
serve for each sex only the (un)even posi-
tions on candidate lists. Other quota rules,
again mostly voluntary, guarantee represen-
tation of particular creeds, sexual prefer-
ences, regions, native languages and
ethnicities. One of the latest additions to the
list is quotas for the youngest generations
under the banner of temporal justice.
For the sake of simplicity, I shall assume that
we are only talking about youth quotas in
parliament, although most of what I have to
say applies to other institutions as well, mu-
tatis mutandis. Even so, we are talking about
two fundamentally different youths, two dif-
ferent quotas, and two quite different forms
of temporal justice.5 One refers to intergen-
erational justice between existing generations
or age cohorts, to ensure the proper repre-
sentation of the presently young, which I
shall refer to as intergenerational justice. e
other type of quota would have to allow the

young to represent currently non- existent
future generations – I will call this justice to-
wards future generations.6

Quotas are almost always developed and
evaluated from a broadly social liberal per-
spective – as has also happened in the case of
youth quotas. at is to say, many among us
assume that societies ought to be − broadly
speaking − constitutional liberal democratic
societies, that they should have governments
controlled by representative institutions,
that governments have tasks other than de-
fence against enemies abroad. And at home,
and they, you, we, assume that there is a sort
of collectively owned hoard, a stock of re-
sources that has to be distributed over soci-
ety in a fair, just and impartial way, so as to
enable all of us to enjoy the greatest freedom
to live our lives in accordance with our own
convictions, as long as that freedom is com-
patible with a similar freedom for others –
in John Rawls’ words.7 I usually share these
convictions,8 but for the sake of academic
sincerity, one occasionally needs to take
some distance from these standard views and
adopt a more libertarian perspective on so-
ciety and politics. 
Libertarianism defends as just a society
based on and religiously respectful of volun-
tary association among consenting adults;
no other form of association can be com-
patible with respect for humans as au-
tonomous moral agents (as deontological
libertarians argue) and no other society can
as efficiently and effectively guarantee both
individual freedom and collective prosperity
(as consequentialist libertarians argue).9

ere is no role for a state in libertarianism
except as a guarantor of the freedom of as-
sociation and no room for taxes except to
that purpose. Libertarians reject the idea of
social or redistributive justice as it requires
the existence (and creation) of a common
stock, and that is impossible without violat-
ing individuals’ property rights. at said, a
young branch of the libertarian tree called
left-libertarianism believes that nature is
common property, and argues that since pri-
vate property equals work mixed with re-
sources taken out of nature, a redistributable
tax to correct the deprivation of others from
natural resources can be justified.10
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Justice is indiscriminately due to all,
without regard to numbers, wealth,
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I choose a libertarian critique of social lib-
eral thoughts over other popular schools in
political philosophy because libertarianism
comes closest to functioning as a conscience
for social liberalism. My argument will be
that, by unquestioningly adopting a social
liberal perspective in the context of tempo-
ral justice, we run the risk of importing and
overlooking several quite dubious assump-
tions. Now if the assumptions of a model are
flawed, then the standards by which we eval-
uate the desirability and permissibility of
policies and institutions will be flawed too.
In less abstract terms: if we want to know
whether or not youth quotas are a morally
good idea, we need to be sure that we meas-
ure right and wrong, just and unjust, by an
arguably legitimate standard.

I shall identify seven dubious, usually un-
seen and unquestioned assumptions – and
for brevity’s sake I shall refer to them as mis-
understandings. Some of these have to do
with intergenerational justice, some with
justice towards future generations, and some
with the way resources and the environment
are conceived of in the temporal justice dis-
courses. Having shoved these seven dwarfs
aside, we discover we are left with a perhaps
theoretically consistent, intellectually chal-
lenging and morally sincere view of tempo-
ral justice – but also one that is highly
unpractical. So I will then move on to de-
velop a more pragmatic analysis of our two-
headed sleeping beauty, youth quotas.

Seven misunderstandings about temporal
justice 
(1) e first and most important misunder-
standing in temporal justice theory is that
there must be future generations. It is very
common to assume that humanity will, in-
deed must, procreate, either because chil-
dren would be a collective or public good,
or because it is a moral and religious duty.
e command to ensure the survival of hu-
manity is, quite tellingly for our cultures, the
topic of one of the most classic flirtation
strategies and even more, it is part of the ul-
timate and most definitive rejection: “I
would not go out with you even if you were
the last human being on Earth.” In circles
more directly related to my own sub-disci-
pline, green political theory, it was Hans
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Jonas11 who effectively put justice towards
future generations, particularly environ-
mental justice, on the political agenda – and
it was also Jonas who explicitly stated that
humanity has a duty to ensure the contin-
ued existence of the species.12 e grounds
Jonas quotes for this duty remain a bit vague
but the gist of his argument is that it is a
Christian duty, a divine command implicit
in our creation.13

Most current authors in the field of tempo-
ral justice, even those working on questions
of population growth, do not take the trou-
ble to offer an argument but simply assume
that humanity must continue to exist, sim-
ply by never discussing the alternative, the
passing or fading out of humanity. Whether
or not religion has a place in a polite society,
that is a moot point – but it will be clear that
this idea has no place in a social liberal con-
text. For social liberals, there can be no re-
course to religious or other unreasonable
doctrines as foundations of the public good.
And that precludes the possibility of argu-
ing that there can be a duty to ensure the
continued existence of humanity. To whom,
after all, would we owe this duty? Let us take
a moment to consider this question seri-
ously.
First, it cannot be a duty towards future gen-
erations or future individuals themselves –
that would be a case, straight out of the
handbooks, of circular reasoning. Secondly,
it cannot be a duty towards our fellow citi-
zens either – that would make our repro-
ductive organs, our wombs and testicles
their property, to be used at their discretion
(by majority vote or government directive).
More precisely, it would make our bodies
the property of the collective, and thereby
turn us into mere tools and test tubes in the
service of an alleged common good.
irdly and finally, ensuring the continued
existence of humanity, a.k.a. having chil-
dren, cannot be a duty to ourselves either.
at would imply one of the most invasive
paternalistic limitations imaginable on the
individual’s freedom to formulate and exe-
cute his or her own authentic plan of life and
theory of the good. By making parenting a
necessary element of a life worth living, it
would also be an insult to, and a failure to
recognise the existence of, those who cannot
procreate – as much as those who are by law
excluded from parenthood. I mention in
that connection in particular more or less
civilised people in parts of Europe who opt
for openly supporting a truly antediluvian,
barbaric attitude towards homosexuality in

their societies.
So no duty to procreate, then. What is in-
stead consistent with a liberal worldview is
the idea that having children can be part of
an individual’s plan of life, if he or she so
chooses, and if the execution of that choice
does not harm anyone else. It follows that if
any social or political duty in relation to fu-
ture generation exists, it is a prima facie duty
towards the prospective parent: other things
being equal, we may have duties (and I will
assume that we do have those duties) to tol -
erate the wish to procreate, and to enable
him or her (the parent) to enjoy the same
 lib erties, to have the same opportunities and
means to create a new human, that we grant
to contemporary others.

(2) Moving on more rapidly and succinctly
to the second major misunderstanding in
temporal justice discourses: there is no col-
lective responsibility for future generations.
Or more precisely: any collective responsi-
bility taken on behalf of future generations
is a political convention, not a moral obli-
gation. 
is follows logically from our observation
that we have no duty to ensure the contin-
ued existence of humanity, only duties to
give individuals who want to procreate as
fair opportunity to do so as others, including
those who do not, or do not want to. ere
are a couple of provisos that have to do with
duties towards the incompetent and the
abandoned. But in general, the proper lib-
eral attitude in the area of justice for future
generations should be that it is the responsi-
bility of the procreating parent or consent-
ing parents to ensure their children will have
a life worth living, and that does not even
seem to have to include the option of en-
abling them to create a third generation.
Let me next discuss three misunderstandings
that are relevant to both types of temporal
justice, misunderstandings that have to do
with environmental sustainability, or envi-
ronmental management or however you
want to call it. 

(3) Our third temporal justice misunder-
standing is to believe that, because planet
Earth is not any individual’s property, it
would therefore be the exclusive property of
humanity as a whole. Traditional libertari-
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All men have equal rights to liberty,
to their property, and to the protec-
tion of the laws. 
/ Voltaire /

Justice is not a prize tendered to 
the good-natured, nor is it to be
withheld from the ill-bred. 
/ Charles L. Aarons /
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ans stress that nature is unowned before
what is called “original acquisition”, the
 appropriation by individuals of natural
 resources with an eye to using them.14  
So-called left libertarians and virtually all
 social liberals assume that before exploita-
tion, natural resources are the collective
 property of a people, a nation, a state or the
whole of humanity.15

e difference between these two positions
is crucial: from the traditional libertarian
point of view, any act of acquisition, any in-
trusion on sovereign nature, has to be posi-
tively justified – and though admittedly the
average libertarian’s standards for justifiable
acquisition are abysmally low, they do have
standards and are not principally opposed to
raising them. 

On the collective ownership view, however,
what has to be justified is not that nature is
turned into resources but how, and for what
purpose. It is assumed beforehand that there
is a legitimate use for each and every bit of
nature – the question is how to identify a
precise legitimate purpose and legitimate
user.16 Yet social liberals offer no justification
for the primary assumption that a people or
humanity are the initial owners of nature.
e social liberal position is internally in-
consistent. Either property rights are derived
from natural law, or they are conventions. If
derived from natural law, then we must jus-
tify acquisition in broadly Lockean terms,
assuming initial non-ownership. If property
rights are based solely on convention, then
nature is by definition unowned before ap-
propriation. In either case, the onus of proof
lies with whoever intends to exploit nature.17

More down to earth, the social liberal atti-
tude towards nature does not protect nature
itself against exploitation, which implies a
bias towards turning nature into resources
now rather than later, which in turn pre-
cludes future generations from developing
other resources based on the now exploited
rather than protected bits of nature. It is this
attitude that, in the pursuit of improved
welfare for the presently worst-off and their
descendants, is for instance willing to sacri-
fice currently useless animal and plant
species.

(4) A further mistake is to assume that prop-

erty rights, private or other, necessarily in-
clude the right to destroy with impunity. A
property right to an object x is in fact a
whole series of rights – rights to use x in this
or that way, in this or that context, and to
this or that purpose; rights to delegate and
transfer, rights to mould and shape, and so
on. But none of those rights is a priori ab-
solute; they are all limited by other people’s
rights, including but not limited to property
rights in other objects. And this implies that,
while arguably the crucial difference be-
tween ownership and possession is the right
to destroy x, that right too is a priori never
unlimited. It furthermore implies that one
of those limits may be a duty to provide
compensation to those now deprived of the
public benefits of the destroyed good x.18

One typically social liberal objection to pri-
vate property, and thus one classic argument
for the legitimacy of taxation or collective
ownership and government-controlled re-
distribution, is that individual owners can
destroy their property with impunity, to the
disadvantage of the rest of humanity – say,
the owner of a gorgeous historic mansion
can tear it down and replace it with a Kool-
haas skyscraper. While laws may allow that,
morality − as we have just seen − does not
support such an automatism. In addition, if
the justification of taxation and redistribu-
tion is that private property would otherwise
be destroyed for no good reason, it seems the
same should apply to collective property –
there too we risk wanton destruction by the
owner to the disadvantage of the excluded,
such as future generations.

(5) A further mistake follows from the pre-
vious four: it is the mistake to believe that
the collective has any rights over my prop-
erty or over my use of it in relation to my
offspring. It is admittedly my duty to pro-
vide any offspring I choose to create with the
means to live a life worth living (indeed a
duty undermined by pre-emptive welfare
state interference on behalf of an unborn
collective), but anything above that is at my
discretion – I am not morally obliged to pro-
vide for my neighbour’s children, nor for my
children’s children, nor for future genera-
tions in general.
Moving on, let me now address a final
pair of mistakes specific for intergenerational
justice.

(6) e sixth mistake is to assume that there
is a special relation between intergenera-
tional justice and justice towards future gen-

erations. Hence the idea that specifically the
young would be in a good position to repre-
sent future generations, and hence quotas.
Much of the literature on temporal justice
assumes that justice between presently exist-
ing generations and justice between those
generations and the one coming after is
much the same. ose who are up and com-
 ing cannot speak for themselves but have to
be represented, but what, after all, is the real
difference between them and the 0−5 year
olds who are basically equally silent? If we
accept that the next unborn generation does
not differ in any morally significant way
from existing children, putting all further fu-
ture generations on a par with our youngest
offers no further moral challenges, only
practical ones – like how to predict their
numbers, tastes and technologies. Or so one
might think.

Yet as we have seen above, there is no duty to
create future individuals; their existence is a
choice, not a given. While we can procreate
and thereby create duties that arise at the
moment of birth, we cannot owe anything
to non-existing entities as long as we can
choose not to create them. And reversely, we
do have obligations to the existing young
and we cannot “unbirth” them.

(7) e final mistake is to assume, as many
democratic theorists seem to do these days,
that egoism − that is, representing and pro-
moting one’s own interests − is either neces-
sarily good or morally neutral. It can be, but
it need not be; it can under circumstances
also be immoral. In the context of intergen-
erational justice, of justice between existing
generations, and in defence of youth quotas
as an instrument of intergenerational justice,
we must assume egoism to be good. Quotas
are there to ensure that the interests of a po-
tentially underprivileged or underrepre-
sented cohort are protected and defended;
this cannot be justified without presuming
that it is morally good to represent and pro-
mote those interests, which is the definition
of egoism.
Now to understand democracy as the repre-
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Earth provides enough to satisfy
every man's needs, but not every
man's greed.
/ Mahatma Gandhi /

The planting of a tree, especially one
of the long-living hardwood trees, 
is a gift which you can make to
 posterity at almost no cost and with
almost no trouble, and if the tree
takes root it will far outlive the
 visible effect of any of your other
 actions, good or evil. 
/ George Orwell /



sentation of selfish interests is a very old and
respectable, or at least aristocratic and anti-
democratic, view. It dates back to Aristotle,
who actually defined democracy as mob
rule, as rule by the many in their private in-
terests rather than in the interest of the com-
munity.19 It is precisely for its pure and
undiluted promotion of egoism that
philosophers throughout the ages have al-
ways  rejected democracy, or in their most
permissive moods have sought to counter-
balance it by adding elements of rule by the
neutral, the wise or the better – as indeed
Aristotle already did. While Machiavelli was
perhaps the first to appreciate egoism neu-
trally, it took until Adam Smith to develop
a positive understanding of self-interest as
“enlightened self-interest”, the rational man’s
understanding of his best interest given the
necessities of social cooperation and of
therefore having to take others’ interests into
account as well.20

Now if we could trust the young to be this
kind of egoists, this kind of enlightened in-
dividuals who define their self-interest on
the basis of their needs as much as of those
three of four generations that will come after
them, then youth quotas will contribute to
justice for future generations. But not only is
the jury still out on whether or not they are
in empirical reality sufficiently capable of
doing this, and more capable than others –
it is also already in theory evident that the
interests of distinct generations may not al-
ways coincide. It is in fact because of such
conflicts of interests that cohort quotas have
been suggested. However, if one sees youth
quotas as a means to defend the “partial” in-
terests of one cohort against others, one can-
not at the same time task that lucky cohort
with the “impartial” defence of the interests
of another generation, existent or non-
 existent.

Libertarian temporal justice: 
orthodox and pragmatic versions
With these seven mistakes eliminated, what
room does libertarianism leave for quotas?
At first sight, one would have to say: none
whatsoever. I will analyse and defend this
first sight observation in detail momentar-
ily, but please keep in mind that first sights
are often deceptive.
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Libertarian views on temporal justice do of
course, as a matter of principle, leave little
room for state intervention. Natural re-
sources are not the state’s to distribute or re-
distribute, procreation and population
policy is not its concern, and since govern-
ment is there only to catch thieves and pro-
tect sov ereignty, a parliament’s task will be
light too. Instead, individuals have the clear,
undivided and exclusive responsibility to de-
cide on whether or not to procreate, limited
only by the obligation to ensure a life worth
living for their immediate offspring − and
limited by nothing else.
In such a world, it is obvious that quotas
have no place. ey would not just be re-
dundant, they would be considered straight-
forwardly unjust, expressions of a deeply
perverted notion of morality. Two versions
of the veto on quotas exist: one is conse-
quentialist, the other deontological.
Some libertarians of the consequentialist
persuasion would argue that quotas, if effec-
tive, are instituted when the cultural battle
for recognition of an excluded group is al-
ready won, i.e., when quotas have in fact al-
ready become all but superfluous. Support
for existing quotas thus shows their political
legitimacy but not their philosophical,
moral legitimacy. e consequentialist lib-
ertarian would warn us not to commit the
democratic fallacy of believing that what a
majority believes must be true or good. It
suffices to point to the 19th century’s ma-
jority views on women’s rights, race, slavery,
etc. to reject democracy as the ultimate
source of ethics.
Quotas are also immoral, from the deonto-
logical libertarian’s point of view, for the
simple reason that any cooperative venture
should be the result of free and unrestrained
individual choices. Democratic decision-
making, majoritarianism, is nothing but dic-
tatorship or tyranny, unless and as long as a
decision is unanimously, voluntarily and in
full reason agreed to.21 A self-proclaimed
democracy, where a collective (majority)
choice can be pushed through with the sup-
port of overrepresented groups, is even more
evidently tyrannical. In a genuinely libertar-
ian society, democratic decision-making is
pre-empted by individual rights.
Now, while a libertarian perspective on tem-
poral justice is helpful, refreshing and per-
haps even liberating, the libertarian theorist’s
attitude towards quotas is also predictable,
unpractical and unhelpful – regardless of
whether it is correct or not. e problem is
that libertarianism, like utopianism, assumes

a context that does not yet exist; like Carl
Baron von Münchhausen, libertarianism has
to tear itself out of the swamp by its own
bootstraps. It offers a choice between ulti-
mate good and ultimate evil, between a per-
fect libertarian society – where autonomous
individuals know their responsibilities, take
them seriously, and respect those of their
neighbours – and every other world, each of
which would be equally unjust and oppres-
sive. Like utopianism, libertarianism offers
no guidelines for choices between the fifty
shades of grey that our evil real-existing
world offers.

I would therefore like to suggest a more
pragmatic answer to quotas, still inspired by
libertarianism, if not orthodox. I would sug-
gest that quotas for the young can be toler-
able in the context of justice between
existing generations, since they may, under
the right circumstances, limit the risk of use
and abuse of power in negotiations between
the free and autonomous individuals who
wish to enter into voluntary associations.
at would make them the lesser evil. Here,
quotas might imaginably guarantee a fair
representation of interests, and thus prevent
the construction of exploitative institutions,
that is, oppressive institutions – institutions
limiting the individual’s negative freedom.
What then is the lesser evil in temporal jus-
tice? First, as far as intergenerational justice
is concerned, we must recognise quotas for
what they are: on the one hand, vessels of
Smithian comprehensive egoism, to which
no libertarian can object; on the other hand,
an unrealistic (unrepresentative) redistribu-
tion of bargaining power. If there can be an
argument in favour of deliberately misrep-
resenting the distribution of power in soci-
ety, it cannot be an argument in favour of
youth quotas specifically – it must necessar-
ily be one in favour of any cohort or group
requiring and deserving a bit of extra power.
Perhaps that implies a permanent special
provision for those born from 1990 to 1999;
and perhaps in fifteen years those born be-
tween 1960 and 1970 will turn out to de-
serve an advantage.
e question is, of course, if there is such an
argument, a reason why a libertarian, forced
to live in a parliamentary democracy under
(from his or her point of view) the tyranny
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Whenever a separation is made 
between liberty and justice, neither,
in my opinion, is safe. 
/ Edmund Burke /

I knew, as every peasant does, that
land can never be truly owned. 
We are the keepers of the soil, the
curators of trees
/ Lisa St Aubin de Terán /
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of social liberalism, could tolerate cohort
quotas. ere may actually be one such ar-
gument, though it will only find favour in
the eyes of a very small part of the libertar-
ian tribe. A deontological libertarian might
accept skewed representation of group in-
terests if that creates a level playing field –
that is, if quotas help to protect the inalien-
able rights of autonomous individuals
against abuse of power advantages. In more
precise and therefore less legible terms, given
any starting point or baseline in negotia-
tions, quotas may counter the unproductive
effects of the involuntary creation of cir-
cumstances under which the relatively pow-
erless no longer have a viable exit option
back to the baseline.

at is not to say that youth quotas are an
obvious choice. Where justice towards fu-
ture, non-existing generations is concerned,
and remembering the distinction made ear-
lier between representation as acting for and
as standing for, it is rather quotas ensuring a
minimum representation by the elderly, or
better still the elderly without offspring, that
would be appropriate. And tied to that idea,
probably outright exclusion of the middle-
aged and young would also be defensible. If
the aim of a quota rule is to represent the au-
thentic interests of absentees, then it would
be rational to seek to remove all temptation
to deviate from the absentees’ enlightened
self-interest. Given that the interests of gen-
erations may always clash, this points be-
yond any form of representation as acting
for by potentially self-interested parties. e
most sensible candidate for representation
is, after all, he or she whose personal inter-
ests are least likely to be hurt by the repre-
sented. And that is the man or woman on
his or her way out, with no offspring to be
partial to. 
is said, the average libertarian would still
maintain that representing future genera-
tions in the process of resource distribution
is to put the horse behind the cart. Even in
a social justice-based political system, a lib-
ertarian will argue that there are better, and
more legitimate, instruments available to
protect the interests that particular groups
in society feel deserve protection. e inter-

ests of future generations are like the inter-
ests of endangered species, a beautiful land-
scape, a language, a religion or an art form:
they are private preferences. Such private
preferences can and will be defended, and
may be promoted, as long as they do not in-
fringe upon or prescribe other people’s tastes
and preferences, and the way to defend and
practise those private preferences is by the
execution of individual rights. Whoever
wants to protect a forest against develop-
ment can join forces with others, buy it and
thereby veto any development plans even if
supported by a majority; whoever wants to
protect resources in general on behalf of a
future generation or an endangered species
or any other private fancy, is free to do like-
wise.

Notes
1 is is an extended, revised and improved
version of my more informal afterword ‘Jus-
tice and Youth Quotas: Libertarian Hesita-
tions’ in: Tremmel et al. 2015.
2 Crick 2000: 17-19.
3 Pitkin 1967: 59.
4 ere are alternatives, of course. For ex-
ample, for a period between uncompromis-
ing Apartheid and the post-Apartheid
regime of Mandela, South Africa’s parlia-
mentary system consisted of several separate
Chambers reserved for representatives of the
white, coloured and black populations –
based, obviously, on the Apartheid regime’s
own myopic definition of relevant sociolog-
ical categories.
5 See Juliana Bidadanure’s contribution to
Tremmel et al. 2015.
6 Only when I refer to the two together will
I use the term temporal justice.
7 Rawls 1999: 266. Other famous social lib-
eral formulations of the social justice para-
digm are Ackerman 1980; Barry 1989,
1995; Galston 1980, 1991; Miller 1999.
8 See Wissenburg 1999.
9 Famous formulations of the libertarian
credo include Narveson 2001; Nozick 1974;
Rothbard 2002, 2006; Simon 1996.
10 See e.g. Steiner 1994; Otsuka 2003; Val-
lentyne 2007.
11 Jonas 1979.
12 Jonas 1966.
13 is is the cornerstone of Hans Jonas’
(1979, 1966) arguments for justice towards
future generations, for the responsible man-
agement of nature and natural resources,
and for sustainability as a standard of re-
sponsible management. It is interesting to
note that while most social liberal defenders

of intergenerational justice acknowledge an
intellectual debt to Jonas as the source of the
idea that future generations are a given, none
acknowledge his deeply illiberal reason for
believing so: a religious duty to ensure the
continuation of the human species.
14 See e.g. Anderson / Leal 1991; Feser
2005; Miron 2010; Narveson 1998; Nozick
1974; Rothbard 2006; Scriven 1997. e
original acquisition theory goes back to John
Locke’s 1689 social contract theory (Locke
1924).
15 See note 10; see also Hale 2008.
16 See Wissenburg 2013.
17 Aside from the question which collective
(humanity, state, people, tribe, family), col-
lectives have to explain their intentions and
justify their action just like any other “legal
person”. Note also that, by implication, the
property of one dead intestate reverts to na-
ture, not by default to the state.
18 See Hadley 2005; Hale 2008; Wis-
senburg 2012.
19 Aristotle 1962: 1297a, 22-24.
20 Smith 1984.
21 And even then the deontological liber-
tarian would hesitate to accept voluntary
slavery in any form – because that is, obvi-
ously, what democracy is. For a further, con-
sequentialist critique of democracy, see
Hoppe 2011.
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n 31 August 2001 in Lima, Peru,
Christian Pardo Reyes started a
campaign – operating through

events and publications – to introduce a quota
system to reflect the need to involve youth at all
levels of government power. His organisation
became the Internacional Juvenil. To achieve
its goals, it established strong relationships with
other youth organisations, state agencies and
influential political leaders. Here Christian
Pardo Reyes tells the story.

Initially, the talk was about the importance
of adopting a Youth Quota Act to somehow
“balance” the situation in the political activ-
ities of young people compared to adults.
On 5 September 2001, the proposal was put
before the Congress of the Republic of Peru
that the lists of candidates competing for
public office at all levels of government (na-
tional, subnational and municipal) should
have a minimum of 10% of people under 29
years old.
e proposal continued its course in the
Congress of Peru, but it evolved over time
and became a public policy proposal that
sought to strengthen the democratic system
with the active participation of young peo-
ple, regarding them as an important part of
the full exercise of power, leading them to
the public sphere, and achieving increasingly
greater involvement in the destiny of our
people. In Spanish, this became known as
the Diezmo Juvenil, which is translated as
the “Youth Tithe”.
e origin of this expression is that histori-
cally the “Tithe” was a tax of 10% on the
value of certain goods, especially the one
paid to the king; however, in this case the
meaning does not relate to a tax, but rather
to the political sphere, with “Youth” refer-
ring to the new political generations. A
“Youth Tithe” Act has actually been adopted
in Peru and promoted in other countries.

A growing movement, promoting youth
empowerment
e Internacional Juvenil (IJ) was founded
on 12 January 2002 in Guayaquil, Ecuador.
is youth organisation brings together
leaders from various other countries and it

is forging a new generation of leaders –
transformers capable of playing a leading
role in the social, economic and political de-
velopment of our nations and of designing a
new world order with freedom, justice and
solidarity. e Internacional Juvenil organ-
ises their networking and it has focal points
in various countries. It conducts youth ad-
vocacy and provides training for youth. It
also represents the youth in different forums,
both regional and global, and has represen-
tatives in various countries. Immediately
after its foundation, it established its head-
quarters in Lima, Peru.
e “Youth Tithe” is now a doctrine that
seeks to give real power to the youth by pro-
moting a culture of intergenerational dia-
logue (between adults and young people).
It does so by advocating for the implemen-
tation of a public policy on youth empow-
erment which would try to ensure effective
participation of youth in all levels of gov-
ernment, in government decision-making
spaces, as well as in public administration. It
also encourages the active participation of
young people in the processes of social
audit.
e “Youth Tithe” is gaining strength in op-
position to the traditional perception that
experience and ability are associated only
with older people and not the young, and is
an alternative to the gerontocratic political
and administrative system that dominates
today. Because of the latter, age discrimina-
tion occurs, in addition to other forms of
discrimination against the young, so as to
prevent them from exercising their rights, es-
pecially political rights. It is imperative that
the gerontocratic system collapses and opens
the way for a political system in which
young and old can have equal opportunities.

Real results in Peru and Ecuador
In July 2006, the “Youth Tithe” was in-
cluded in the National Youth Plan 2006–
2011 of Peru, at the end of the government
of Alejandro Toledo. At the beginning of the
government of Alan Garcia in August 2006,
it was possible to implement it with Act No.
28869, which promotes youth participation
in municipal elections and stipulates that

there must be a minimum of 20% young
candidates on lists for municipal councillors.
Act No. 29470 was approved in December
2009, establishing the same minimum rate
of young people for candidates in the lists of
regional councillors (subnational). ese
Acts are unique in their type, and when they
came into force it became possible to in-
crease by more than 100% the number of
young elected officials in the areas of gov-
ernment decision-making at the municipal
and regional level in Peru.
It should also be mentioned that in
Ecuador’s Executive Decree No. 002 of 15
January 2007, approved by President Rafael
Correa, it was decided that half of the lists of
candidates participating in the elections for
the Constituent Assembly in Ecuador
should be reserved for persons between 25
and 45 years. President Correa then issued
Executive Decree No. 054, dated 23 Janu-
ary 2007, which reduced the minimum age
of participation to 20 years. Next the Na-
tional Congress of Ecuador, through Reso-
lution R-28-038 of 13 February 2007,
eliminated even this provision, although it
remained 20 years old (it was 25 years be-
fore) for an Assembly candidate. is was a
precedent for the inclusion of a chapter ded-
icated to youth in Ecuador’s new Constitu-
tion.
For these initiatives, the Internacional Juve-
nil – as the promoting organisation – won
the World Bank award for “Best Practices of
Youth in the Andean Region and Central
America – Bolivia, Honduras, Nicaragua
and Peru”. e award was presented in Lima
in June 2009. It had similar success in the
contest for “Best Practices in Youth Policies
and Programmes in Latin America and the
Caribbean” coordinated by the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) and the Youth
Programme of the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank (IDB), receiving the award in
Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, in November 2009.
ese successes were recognised and ac-
claimed by the Congress of the Republic of
Peru.
World figures such as Jorge Sampaio (former
President of Portugal and appointed by Ban
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Ki-moon (Secretary-General of the United
Nations) as UN High Representative for the
Alliance of Civilizations) have saluted this
campaign for intergenerational and inter-
cultural understanding.
Work continues in other countries of the
world, such as Argentina, Chile, Colombia,
Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Mexico
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and Spain, where a “Youth Tithe” is also
being promoted.
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Summary
e aim of this academic symposium was to
provide an answer to the question whether
“youth quotas” offer a solution to changes in
age demographics and a looming gerontoc-
racy. Based on the premise that young people
have the potential to act as change agents, es-
pecially with regard to ecological sustainabil-
ity, it was the aim to stimulate a societal
discussion and to raise public awareness on
the topic of youth quotas, whilst providing
the discussion with a scientific basis.
e question of a power shift between gen-
erations is already discussed in many facets
in the literature. Many commentators state
that a shift is already visible and that the
problem requires careful political manage-
ment. In light of this, the implementation of
youth quotas could be a possible method of
protecting the interests of younger genera-
tions in politics and beyond. e symposium
was investigating a topic that is greatly
under-researched.
Some key questions to be addressed at the
symposium were: Should youth quotas be
limited to the political arena (political par-
ties, parliaments, etc.) or should they also be
implemented in other fields (economic ac-
tivity, companies, associations, organisations,
etc.)? Can youth quotas ensure that a greater
sense of urgency is applied to the problem-
solving process of future concerns like global
warming? Can young people really be relied
upon to represent the interests of the young
generation as a whole, or will they just fol-
low their own individual interests? Are youth
quotas in general an effective instrument to
strengthen the rights of the young generation

speaker pointed to the problem of legitimacy
in the outcome of an election. e positive
discrimination of youth within a societal
group has to be justified because other groups
could feel disadvantaged by the implementa-
tion of such a strong instrument. Some
speakers challenged the analogy of youth
quotas to quotas for women or ethnic mi-
norities, because women and ethnic minori-
ties can’t change their status whereas today’s
young people, in the normal course of life,
will be old in the future. is means that the
disadvantage of a person in his or her young
age is just temporal. Generational effects were
pitted against age effects in this context.
Some experts pointed to alternatives to youth
quotas. In their view, lowering the voting age
and having better political education in
schools, in particular, would produce better
results. Another proposed strategy was the im-
plementation of proxy votes for the parents. 

or do we need other and more effective in-
struments?
Intense debates arose on the question of
whether or not youth quotas are an effective
means to strengthen the rights of future gen-
erations. Some junior researchers suggested
that young people can be thought of as the
“trustees of posterity” as they tend to be
fiercer defenders of long-termist policies es-
pecially regarding the environment, since the
environmental crisis will have a more con-
crete impact on their lifespan. But other
speakers rejected the inference that young
people will have a stronger determination to
solve future problems, or will necessarily add
a new “young” perspective in the epistemic
process of finding solutions to future prob-
lems. e inclination of these latter speakers
was that environmental issues are not the top
priority of young people. 
Regarding the composition of party lists, one
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A vote at the end of the symposium sparked
interesting results. Although several reserva-
tions were noted, most of the speakers voted
in favour of the implementation of youth
quotas. All speakers voted for lowering the
voting age. e conclusion reached by this
academic symposium was that a package of
measures is required to give adequate answers
to demographic change. Youth quotas could
be part of this package. e organisers have
collected the outcomes of the symposium in
a recently published anthology (Youth Quotas
and other Efficient Forms of Youth Participa-
tion in Ageing Societies. Berlin/Heidelberg:
Springer 2015; see book review in this issue).

e debates in brief
It was a major challenge for the participating
researchers to find a viable approach to the
topic, given that, up until then, the issue of
youth quotas had remained completely un-
researched. However, during the symposium
this circumstance proved to be advantageous
because the different approaches and priori-
ties illustrated the manifold aspects of youth
quotas.
A presentation by Dieter Birnbacher, of Düs-
seldorf University, opened the symposium.
He focused on youth quotas in parliaments.
Professor Birnbacher is of the opinion that
youth quotas within parliaments are insuffi-
cient to incorporate and represent the inter-
ests of young people. He doubts that young
representatives (representatives of the young
generation) would represent the interests of
their age group thoroughly, which is the
strongest argument in favour of youth quo-
tas. erefore, Birnbacher advocated for a
larger package of measures. As a first step, the
voting age should be lowered; furthermore,
parents should get a proxy vote for their chil-
dren. According to Birnbacher, a parental
proxy vote would enable parents to represent
the interests of their children. In the ensuing
discussion, the assumption that young rep-
resentatives of the young generation do not
necessarily represent the interests of their
generation was affirmed, but at the same
time it was questioned that parents would
use their additional voting right to vote in
the interests of their children. Some partici-
pants stated that the proxy vote would rather
strengthen the parents’ interests than their
children’s (and those of youth generally).
Nevertheless, lowering the voting age was
considered necessary by all participants of the
workshop.
Alexander Bagattini, also from Düsseldorf
University, introduced the >concept of

“ageism” into the discussion. e term de-
fines the unequal treatment of people be-
cause of their age (age discrimination). In a
first step, he compared “ageism” with other
negatively-charged "-isms", such as sexism
and racism. Dr Bagattini holds that “ageism”
carries a similarly negative connotation and
thus should be rejected. From his point of
view, youth quotas have to be classified as
ageism because a certain population group
will be privileged (in this case young people).
is should be rejected in our liberal-demo-
cratic society. Furthermore, he thinks that
lowering the voting age is not necessary. In
the following discussion, doubts were raised
that the introduction of youth quotas or the
lowering of the voting age – which privileges
young people at the cost of older population
groups – counts, in fact, as “ageism”. It was
suggested, rather, that these measures re-
duced the existing inequalities between
young and old society members.
In the next presentation, Jörg Tremmel, of
Tübingen University, the history of democ-
racy and the extension of suffrage. He fo-
cused on the exclusion of minors from
elections. Professor Tremmel argued that the
inclusion of more and more previously ex-
cluded groups (women, dependent people,
people aged 18−25) has made it possible that
nearly all societal groups are allowed to vote
nowadays. But there is one big exception:
minors are still not allowed to vote. Accord-
ing to Tremmel, the main argument for the
exclusion of the minors is their alleged “lack
of maturity” or the “lack of political judge-
ment”. Tremmel argued that this is episto-
cratic and contradicts the normative
foundations of the very concept of democ-
racy, that is, the rule of the (entire) demos.
In order to overcome this deficiency, he sug-
gested a “voting right by registration”. Every
person should be allowed to vote; minors in-
terested in voting, however, should first be
required to register as official voters. An age
limit is thus replaced by an expression of will,
but this model would not imply a voting age
from zero years onwards.
In her presentation, Dr Anja Karnein (Frank-
furt University) focused on the notion that
today’s young people, being more affected by
climate change than previous generations,
have a greater interest in curbing its potential
impact. e assumption is that an increased
participation of young people in politics, for
example guaranteed by youth quotas, will
produce a better framework for climate and
environmental politics. Dr Karnein doubts
these notions. Just because today’s young

people will be affected by the effects of cli-
mate change for longer, they are not per se
more interested in a solution to this negative
process. In addition, future “climate-
friendly” behaviour cannot be assumed. And
although in the U18 elections (recording
how young people in Germany might have
voted if they had the vote) the Green Party
got a higher percentage of votes than in the
“real” federal elections, these votes also clearly
showed that the established parties
(CDU/CSU and SPD) received the vast ma-
jority of votes, just like they did in the real
elections. Although youth quotas for other
areas could be useful, they are not helpful in
the context of environmental policy; and al-
though young people, admittedly, are more
idealistic than older generations, Karnein
does not see any evidence that environmen-
tal policy is the top priority of young people.
Politicians tend to make snap decisions, the
impacts of which will be felt in the near or
distant future. ey also tend to reflect the
concerns of the older population more than
the concerns of youth. But politics must also
take into account the problems of the distant
future, e.g. climate change, when decisions
are made. 
In the following presentation, Ivo Walli-
mann-Helmer (University of Zurich) dis-
cussed three possible measures designed to
encourage politicians to adopt more far-
sighted policies. (1) e question whether
the votes of higher-educated people should
be given a greater weight than the votes of
less-educated people. (2) e question
whether young people should be given more
influence in the elections. (3) e question
whether elderly people should be excluded
from the elections. Dr Wallimann-Helmer
rejects all three proposals because they un-
dermine the normative fundament of
democracy. In his view, young people need
more help regarding their self-organisation,
so as to ensure that they can better articulate
and represent their interests. Currently, they
lack self-organisation and thus influence.
Like Dr Karnein, Wallimann-Helmer does
not believe that youth quotas or lowering the
voting age will produce greener policies.
During the discussion, it became clear that
the other participants agreed with Ivo Walli-
mann-Helmer's concerns about democratic
theory in respect of his three proposals. But
by the same token, some participants made it
clear that the exclusion of minors from the
elections is equally problematic. e same ar-
guments for excluding the young could also
be taken as arguments for excluding elderly
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people from elections. Young people are said
to be politically immature but on the other
hand the mental abilities of older people
might also decrease the older they get. But
none of the participants recommended ex-
cluding older people from the suffrage. What
is clear is the unequal treatment of young
and old regarding the right to vote.
Dominic Roser, of Oxford University, dealt
with the question of whether youth quotas
could lead to a better climate policy. Central
to his argument is the assumption that young
people are particularly affected by climate
change, and thus particularly keen to miti-

gate the consequences of climate change. But
this argument is not as strong as it might
seem, or so Roser suggests. He argues that
young people today have to endure only a
small part of climate change; future and yet
unborn generations will be rather more seri-
ously affected. erefore, he altogether re-
jects the idea of justifying youth quotas on
the grounds that they, allegedly, lead to bet-
ter environmental policy for the young. 
Another emphasis of Dr Roser’s presentation
was on the general quality of life in the fu-
ture. In the past, the standard of living and the
quality of life have both risen steadily. How-
ever, there is a serious risk that the standard of
living will decline in the foreseeable future.
Dominic Roser underscored this view by ar-
guing that there are too many high risks in-
volved in the creation of the future and future
policies (environment, economy, etc.). Even
though these same risks could provide big im-
provements for humanity , there is also a real
risk that a failure will bring a sharp downturn
in the overall quality of life. erefore, Roser
calls for action so as to significantly reduce the
risk brought by humanity itself and the way
in which shapes its own future. 
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Like Anja Karnein and Ivo Wallimann-
Helmer before him, Dominic Roser also did
not share the optimistic view that youth quo-
tas would produce a better environmental
policy. Most of the participants held a simi-
lar position regarding ‘green’ policies. In re-
turn, Roser presented a risk-model which
was well received by the participants. Most
of them could see the danger that future gen-
erations’ living standards might not continue
to rise, or – in the worst case – might even
decline. e main risks were expected within
today's environmental, economic and global
financial policy as well as the regularly recur-

ring crises. Most participants supported the
impulse to limit these risks, even though – as
Roser pointed out – this limitation should
not tend to zero, because even stagnation can
in some way mean a step backwards. A cer-
tain degree of risk remains necessary in order
to foster certain innovations and develop-
ments.
Heiko Burret focused on the consequences
of demographic changes, where older gener-
ations are “taking over” control of society at
the expense of younger generations. He em-
phasised how politicians, as a rule, first and
foremost tend to focus on the interests of
voters. Older people nowadays represent the
largest group of voters. As a result, politicians
are paying more attention to their interests
than to those of other voting groups. For the
politicians, the consequence of ignoring the
interests of large voting groups is not being
reelected, or not being elected at all in the
first place. Young politicians also have to
keep this fact in mind; thus youth quotas in
parliaments and political parties will have
only a marginal effect. What should be in-
troduced to prevent the strong marginalisa-
tion of youth are measures linked to direct

democracy as well as fiscal regulations such
as debt limits, Burret argued. 
e participants shared Burret’s doubt con-
cerning the possible effects of youth quotas.
However, they also questioned the proposed
alternatives. Increased direct democracy does
not imply that youth will be less margin-
alised; older voters would still represent their
own interests and cast their votes corre-
spondingly. Introducing measures such as
debt limits does not guarantee policies that
take special care of the interests of youth. Al-
though national debt would not rise, which
is in general good regarding intergenera-
tional justice, one cannot predict how the
available money will be spent. It could hap-
pen that spending for the young would be
cut in favour of the old.
Dr Rafael Ziegler, of Greifswald University,
discussed whether or not the youth can act
as change agents for a sustainable develop-
ment. In conjunction with his discussion, he
presented one of his own projects, the youth
campaign “Big Jump Challenge”
(www.bigjumpchallenge.net). Children and
young people all over Germany organised
“bathing activities” in rivers and lakes in
order to raise awareness of themes such as
water protection and the prevention of water
pollution. Ziegler then applied the experi-
ences of this project to a possible introduc-
tion of youth quotas. He argued that such
quotas are not sufficient and effective
enough to achieve more sustainable envi-
ronmental policies. 
Radostin Kaloianov was especially con-
cerned with the ubiquity of quotas (that is,
that quotas can be found everywhere).
“What can quotas do?” was his key question.
Dr Kaloianov attempted to answer this
question in two ways. First, he investigated
the development and modernisation of
Western societies from a modernisation-the-
oretical approach. He argued that in mod-
ern capitalistic societies such as the Western
countries of today, quotas are present every-
where, particularly in the labour market.
Life as a whole, he maintained, is regulated
by invisible quotas. Kaloianov sees quotas as
a means to control the occupation of jobs,
especially jobs that demand explicit require-
ments because they are rewarding particular
merits and capabilities. Kaloianov was skep-
tical towards the introduction of quotas for
disadvantaged groups, e.g. the youth. He
emphasised how everyone in a modern so-
ciety is already benefitting from the existing
quota-policy and existing quotas. Second,
Kaloianov discussed the justice of quotas.
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He was critical towards policies where peo-
ple are favoured in the labour market on the
basis of sex, skin colour, ethnic origins, age
etc., compared to better-qualified applicants
who are not favoured because they do not
belong to one of the privileged quota-
groups. Rather, he emphasised how quotas
are already regulating spheres such as the
labour market, because merits and capabili-
ties in the end are rewarded, which, again,
also takes the form of a quota. 
In the discussion that followed, the argu-
ments of Kaloianov were assessed critically.
His argument that specific requirements in a
job description are equivalent to a quota was
disputed. It was emphasised that explicit
knowledge and capabilities are often neces-
sary in certain jobs and positions, but that
these can hardly be identified with quotas.
Likewise, the argument that quotas are nec-
essarily unfair, and that they ultimately do
no bring much to the table, was contested.
Several examples have shown that quotas
and positive discrimination of certain groups
(woman, minorities) unquestionably have
led to fairer outcomes. e groups in ques-
tion have, through quotas, been enabled to
compete e.g. in the labour market on equal
terms to other groups. However, that youth
quotas will have the same effect as gender
quotas was disputed. 
Pieter Vanhuysse, of the Vienna-based Eu-
ropean Centre for Social Welfare Policy and
Research, presented the “Intergenerational
Justice Index” (IJI) and addressed the ques-
tion of proxy votes (that is, giving parents
the right to vote on behalf of their
child/children). First, Dr Vanhuysse pre-
sented his study conducted for the Bertels-
mann-Foundation. e Intergenerational
Justice Index which he created is based on
four criteria and compares all OECD-coun-
tries with one another. Several of the coun-
tries scored low on the IJI-index, depicting
profound intergenerational challenges. To
counterbalance this trend, Vanhuysse argued
for the introduction of proxy votes. He em-
phasised that a proxy vote system will not
only ensure a shift in the power balance be-
tween old and young generations in favour
of youth, in addition it will also demand
more just policies, seen from an intergener-
ational point of view. rough their parents,
children and youth will be given influence
in elections.
Several of the participants were skeptical re-
garding the introduction of proxy votes to
improve intergenerational justice. e ob-
jections that were already raised against

Birnbacher’s arguments in favour of proxy
votes were repeated. 
Juliana Bidadanure argued in favour of an
implementation of youth quotas and pro-
vided an instrumental justification. She
claimed that youth quotas in parliaments
could contribute to bringing about intergen-
erationally fairer outcomes. She first pre-
sented two core challenges of
intergenerational justice: (1) the challenge of
justice between non-overlapping generations
− or the long-term challenge of treating fu-
ture generations fairly; and (2) the overlap-
ping challenge of justice between current
birth cohorts − or the shorter-term challenge
of treating young people fairly. She argued
that the environmental and economic
prospects of younger and future generations
were so dangerously threatened that it was a
requirement of intergenerational justice to
implement any policies that may increase our
chances to improve their set of opportuni-
ties.
Bidadanure argued that there are strong rea-
sons to believe that youth quotas can im-
prove the chances to meet both objectives.
Young people are keener to implement long-
term policies like environmental policies, and
they are also more innovative in solving
problems. On the other hand, she also re-
jected the assumption that young people are
necessarily “greener” and more prone to pro-
moting the interests of future generations.
But youth quotas surely will increase the
chance to promote youth interests. And sec-
ond, a youth presence in parliaments would
make it more unlikely for policy-makers to
be driven by false representations and preju-
dices. Finally, Bidadanure claimed that the
involvement of each age group in social and
political decision-making constituted a cru-
cial aspect of relational equality and that
youth quotas could contribute to a symbolic
acknowledgement of the equal political value
of young people, as members of a commu-
nity of equals. Beside the introduction of
youth quotas, Bidadanure also proposed the
introduction of an ombudsman for future
generations. e implementation of youth
quotas will produce fairer outcomes − that
was the final conclusion drawn by Bidada-
nure. But even regardless of such outcomes,
there are strong reasons to find the under-
representation of young people in politics
worrying from the point of view of social co-
hesion and political equality.

At the end of the workshop, Ashley Seager
from the Intergenerational Foundation (IF)

and Bernhard Winkler from the Foundation
for the Rights of Future Generations (FRFG)
organised a role-play session. All participants
took part in a simulated cabinet-meeting. In
this session, the different measures presented
during the weekend (youth quotas, lowering
the voting age to 16, voting age without age
limitations, proxy votes etc.) were subjected
to a vote. Before each voting procedure, the
benefits and disadvantages of each measure
were discussed. Despite the numerous objec-
tions to youth quotas throughout the work-
shop, the majority at the end voted in favour
of introducing them. Lowering the voting
age to 16 was unanimously agreed upon,
while half of the group voted against abol-
ishing all voting age limitations. e intro-
duction of proxy votes was rejected.

In his dinner speech, Professor Marcel Wis-
senburg, of Nijmegen University, analysed
youth quotas from a libertarian perspective
and eventually opted for a more pragmatic
take on quotas. He suggested that quotas for
the young could be tolerable in the context
of justice among existing generations, since
they may, under the right circumstances,
limit abuse of negotiation power, thus
 guaranteeing a fair representation of inter-
ests, and preventing the construction of ex-
ploitative (oppressive) institutions. Where
justice towards future, non-existing genera-
tions is concerned, however, at the very least
quotas protecting minimum representation
of the elderly, and perhaps even exclusion of
the middle-aged and young, would be more
appropriate. If the aim of a quota rule is to
impartially represent the interests of absen-
tees, the most sensible candidate for repre-
sentation is, after all, the person whose
personal interests are least likely to be hurt
by those represented. Finally, he suggested
that even in a representative, deliberative
democracy, a better instrument than a quota
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was available and far more urgently needed:
veto rights.

Results and future directions 
e numerous presentations and different
approaches showed that “youth quotas” are
a highly under-researched topic. In contrast
to other forms of quotas such as gender quo-
tas and immigration/minority quotas, the
challenge with youth quotas is that the char-
acteristic upon which the quota is based
(being young) actually changes throughout
the course of a lifetime. us, a person never
remains within the allegedly disadvantaged
group (here, young people) for her entire life,
as one does when groups are separated on the
basis of sex and ethnic origins. is also il-
lustrates the legitimacy problem with youth
quotas. To what extent are youth actually a
marginalised and disadvantaged group? And
is it really necessary to introduce strong
measures such as quotas to empower them
and enhance their rights? An important
question that also needs to be answered is: in
what areas should youth quotas be intro-
duced? Would it suffice to introduce quotas
in the political sphere − namely in political
parties and in parliaments − or should they
also be introduced in business, public com-
panies, organisations and associations?
A noteworthy fact is that most of the pre-
senters looked upon youth quotas skeptically,
because they questioned whether such quo-
tas would have any real impact. However,
this does not imply that they rejected the
idea of youth quotas as a possible measure al-
together (with some exceptions), but rather
that they favoured introducing other meas-
ures to strengthening the rights of younger
and future generations. Lowering the voting
age to 16, or even a voting age without age
limitations, were two other measures identi-
fied. It was also suggested that organisational
activity amongst youth should be stimulated
more vigorously. e low participation rate
of young people in political organisations
was acknowledged as a profound challenge
that needs to be addressed in the near future.
Another question that was disputed was
whether or not youth can be said to have
common interests? Several of the presenters
doubted that one could hold that all youth
shared a common interest. Even though it
can be reasonable to assume that the youth
take a particular interest in themes such as
environmental protection and climate pro-
tection (because these themes generally are
perceived as especially important for future
generations), it was disputed whether youth
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actually see this as a top priority. is led to
the conclusion that stronger youth partici-
pation in politics does not necessarily pro-
duce more ambitious environmental politics.
is was seen as a strong argument against
the introduction of youth quotas.
An important part of the discussion involved
further measures to strengthen the rights of
youth. Particularly suffrage (and suffrage reg-
ulations) was identified as a central instru-
ment. Two changes within suffrage
regulations were suggested: on the one hand
altering the voting age (lowering the voting
age, or even introducing voting without age
limitations), and on the other hand the in-
troduction of proxy votes for parents (grant-
ing parents extra votes by giving them the
right to vote on behalf of their children).
Even though everyone agreed that introduc-
ing proxy votes would certainly raise the
awareness of family- and children-related
policies, numerous presenters doubted that
parents would use their extra votes with the
interest of their children in mind. Rather, it
was pointed out that parents might be ex-
pected to cast their additional votes for the
same party as with their original vote, re-
gardless of the preferences of their children.
Consequently, the effectiveness of proxy
votes in terms strengthening the political
rights of children and youth was considered
low. Ultimately, parents would be rewarded,
not children and youth. 
Lowering the voting age was perceived as a
better and more effective measure. It was em-
phasised that a change in voting age should
be accompanied by a greater focus on polit-
ical issues in schools and the educational sec-
tor. rough an extension of the suffrage,
youth and children will have increased polit-
ical power and influence. In addition, politi-
cians would also have to take the interests of
young voters into account when they run for
election and form policies. Today, the exclu-
sion of youth from the suffrage leads to a sit-
uation where politicians do not need to take
their interests into account, because the
youth do not have any significant influence
in elections. If more youth are allowed to
vote, their significance will also increase. e
most extensive proposal was for voting with-
out any age limitations (that is, everyone is
allowed to vote if they want to, regardless of
age). e suggestion does not imply that ba-
bies and small children would vote, because
they do not take any interest in doing so.
However, children and older young people
would be given a strong incentive to take
part in politics and elections, especially if the

educational sector puts more focus on poli-
tics and participation in the school system. 
At the end of the symposium, several of the
presenters stated that it had been difficult to
define youth quotas as a concept for scien-
tific investigation. After the discussions at the
symposium, the concept was more compre-
hensible. Amongst other issues, the discus-
sions had clarified what areas youth quotas
encompass, the complexity of the concept
and the fact that it is a highly under-re-
searched topic demanding thorough investi-
gation. A number of the participants
indicated that they would continue con-
ducting research connected to the topic in
the future. ey also announced that they
would make contributions for the anthology
Youth Quotas and other Efficient Forms of
Youth Participation in Ageing Societies. One
of the main aims of the anthology is to pro-
vide the first systematic contribution to a
topic that seems to be greatly under-re-
searched. As mentioned above, topics such as
gender quotas and immigration/racial quo-
tas have been investigated extensively in re-
cent years, while youth quotas have not. No
earlier projects, anthologies or books relate
directly to youth quotas, hence there is no
other academic work that is in direct com-
petition with this project. e anthology will
sum up the findings and experiences of the
symposium and present them to a broader
academic audience, and will hence be im-
portant in reaching one of the main goals of
the symposium: providing the first firm aca-
demic contribution to youth quotas as a
topic of scientific investigation. 
e demographic changes and the ageing of
societies currently taking place in many Eu-
ropean countries demand measures to pre-
vent a political and societal marginalisation
of youth and future generations. Youth quo-
tas as an instrument have the potential to be-
come one of these measures – but the topic
needs to be carefully investigated in the com-
ing years. 

is symposium was financially supported
by the Fritz-yssen-Stiftung and by ENRI
(European Network - Rights to a Green Fu-
ture) which is financed by the European Sci-
ence Foundation.
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he backdrop to Scott Davidson’s
book Going Grey: e Mediation
of Politics in an Ageing Society is

the rise of the “Grey Vote” in the electoral
markets in Western democracies. Davidson,
a PhD and lecturer in Media and Public Re-
lations at the University of Leicester, writes
from a UK-perspective. However, the same
changes are evident in numerous Western
countries, such as for instance the US, Ger-
many and Austria. Hence, his contribution
should be seen as highly relevant in a wide
international context. e book has an in-
troduction, twelve chapters (both theoreti-
cally and empirically based), as well as a list
of references and an index.
e rapid ageing of the population and the
substantial demographic changes as a result
of the ageing process are the main topics of
the book. e so-called “baby-boomer” gen-
erations, born in the 1950s and 1960s, reach
retirement age from 2015 and onwards. To-
gether with decreasing birth rates and in-
creased life expectancy, they substantially
alter the age composition of the electoral
markets. We live longer, and the share of the
population defined as old is increasing, ac-
celerating by the decade. As Davidson
writes, “it is reasonable to assume this long-
term trend that started in the nineteenth
century will continue long into the twenty-
first century” (11-12). Statistics show that,
in the UK, the share of the population aged
65 years or older was 13% in 1971, while
projections show that this will rise to 22%
by 2031 and 26% by 2061. 
Davidson defines the Grey Vote as voters
aged 55 years or older. At first sight, this
might seem as a broad definition (he does
label this himself as the “wider Grey Vote”),
given the fact that the normal retirement age
is well over 60. However, Davidson argues
that “to fully evaluate the age effect on dem-
ocratic processes there is a persuasive argu-
ment that the definition of the ‘grey vote’
should be widened to include segments of
the electorate who are close to the retirement
and, indeed, perhaps to all men and women
aged over 55” (84). Davidson justifies his

definition by emphasising that people in
their 50s have already started to experience
manifestations of age discrimination in the
society (e.g. in the labour markets), that they
have to start consider retirement and “old is-
sues”, and lastly the fact that new emerging
family structures are likely to include people
in their 50s with old parents, and hence they
have direct contact with ageing issues. 
rough a case study of the general elections
in the UK in 2005 and 2010 (and partly
1997), Davidson wishes to investigate
closely the ageing process in the UK, and
how it has been framed and dealt with by
two of the main sets of actors in UK elec-
tion campaigns: (1) the major political par-
ties and (2) the mass media. How do the
major political parties and their strategic po-
litical communications relate to ageing is-
sues and the fact that the electorate is older
at each election? How do the mass media
(including newspapers, magazines and tele-
vision) frame ageing issues and their influ-
ence on society? As he argues throughout the
book, demographic changes relating to these
aspects have been neglected by researchers,
even though the ageing process is hardly an
unexpected phenomenon. e author early
on states the strong connection between

these two sets of actors. In order to adapt to
rapid social change and changing electoral
markets, the parties have applied typical
media tools, such as opinion polls and envi-
ronmental analysis, to map and attract po-
tential voters. Hence, not only are the mass
media and the way they frame societal and
political questions of great importance to
how the major parties are dealing with these
questions, they also adapt the methods tra-
ditionally used by the media. is is what he
perceives as “the mediation of politics”, as
the title suggests.
After outlining the main aims of the book,
Davidson gives a short quantitative descrip-
tion of the ongoing ageing process in the
UK. It is common knowledge that the older
voting group is acquiring increased electoral
power. However, Davidson states that older
voters cannot be seen as one homogenous
voting group. Where others have framed the
Grey Vote more negatively (for instance con-
tributions such as Willetts (2010) and
Howker/Malik (2010)), depicting them as
one homogenous group voting on the basis
of self-interest (the “senior power model”),
Davidson seems to perceive the Grey Vote
in a substantially more positive way. is is
evident throughout the book. 
Trying to explain the position of old people
in society, and how they have been/are being
looked upon can largely be divided into
three (or two) theories. Disengagement theo-
ries can be shallowly summarised as theories
saying that old people should disengage and
withdraw from society (especially from the
labour markets) and “get ready for death”.
Structural theories focus on how old people
through social narratives and notions are
being socially constructed as a problem –
they are being forced into a position of
structural dependency because they are re-
ceiving public money, and hence they are,
first and foremost, a financial burden. Lastly,
third age theories or active ageing theories, in
contrast to the two other branches of ageing
theories, perceive later life as an opportunity
to create new identities and a meaningful
and active third life as pensioners. Davidson
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argues that the media have usually framed
ageing and old people using one of the two
first theories, that is, negatively. However, as
old people are becoming more numerous,
considered to be more heterogeneous and
also more resource-powerful, the media
might be expected (especially since 1990) to
frame ageing issues in a more positive light,
drawing on third age and active age theories. 
In chapter four, Davidson claims that, in
politics, ageing has traditionally been pre-
sented as socially divisive (Turner 1989,
Irwin 1996), in terms of framing ageing as a
problem creating generational conflict: the
interests of young people are sacrificed at the
expense of the old generation (e.g. spending
public money on state pensions instead of
education and family policy). What David-
son labels “the gerontocracy narrative” and
“the time bomb narrative” depict such a de-
velopment and envisage generational con-
flict, especially revolving around older
people seen as a financial burden because of
their heavy use of public welfare services and
because they are less productive in the
labour market, but still taking up jobs. ese
negative views are met by more positive-ori-
entated theories claiming that modern soci-
eties are more prosperous than ever before
and welfare cuts are not the only way to
solve the challenges of an ageing population.
In fact, the negative-orientated theories are
criticised for focusing on solely welfare cuts
as a strategy for less public spending and a
smaller state, in policies heavily influenced
by economic liberalism and conservatism
from the US. Also here, it is clear that
Davidson positions himself on the “positive
side” and not in the tradition of the geron-
tocratic narratives that present age as politi-
cally divisive.
In the two following chapters, Davidson fo-
cuses on how the ageing process in general,
and older people in particular, are being
framed negatively. Chapter five investigates
how ageing as a subject is presented, and
how older people are depicted. Two key con-
cepts which are introduced here are espe-
cially important: ageism and (negative)
stereotyping. Ageism can be described as “sys-
tematic discrimination against, and (nega-
tive) stereotyping of older people, solely on
the basis of their (old) age” (27), while
stereotyping happens when attributes (often
negative) that may apply to certain members
of a group are exaggerated and then applied
to the group as a whole. Davidson’s point is
that old people are often being stereotyped
negatively – in popular culture, in health
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and social services, on the labour market, in
the media and in political rhetoric – in a way
that creates ageist attitudes on a more gen-
eral basis. Chapter six delves into how the
media create ageist attitudes. Although older
people consume more media services than
young people, and are getting more numer-
ous by the year, they are often portrayed
negatively. One of the main reasons is be-
cause advertisers pay more for young view-
ers; hence the media try to distance
themselves from older audiences to attract a
younger audience. Even though the three
main studies Davidson refers to (Midwinter
1991, Groombridge 1999 and Bergström
2001) show that ageing issues have been
given greater prominence, at least through
the time period 1991–2001, ageing as an
issue is largely ignored, and when it is
treated, it is largely depicted through nega-
tive stereotyping, contributing to ageist atti-
tudes. It is clear that, from Davidson’s point
of view, the media in UK in general have
taken a position where they frame ageing
negatively rather than positively: “ere ap-
pears to be a broad consensus [in research
literature] that older people, although the
biggest consumers of media, and particularly
news media, are underrepresented in the
media and where they are not ignored, they
are often portrayed using negative stereo-
types” (35).
e next chapters investigate how the age-
ing processes are influencing how politics is
made and marketed. One of the most im-
portant questions is: does age actually influ-
ence voting behaviour? If age does not
matter, demographic changes and their ef-
fect on voting results are not particularly in-
teresting. However, studies like
Wilkoszewski (2009) argue that age does
matter for social preferences, showing that
the preferences between younger and older
voters statistically deviate from each other in
several social policy areas. Different theories
have sought to explain the link between age
and voting preferences. Davidson separates
between structural based theories, dealign-
ment theories and rational choice theories.
Structural based theories claim that structural
background variables – such as sex, social
background, ethnicity etc. – determine how
we vote. Age is just one variable, and cannot
explain everything. ese structural or class
based theories are becoming weaker, because
we know that class voting is in decline and
social mobility is steadily increasing.
Dealignment theories fit better into the
emerging electoral trends with higher

volatility and less stable voter preferences.
However, the dealignment theories also
claimed that these trends were relevant only
when investigating young voters. is claim
has later been rejected, on the grounds that
older voters are not less heterogeneous or
more stable than younger voters. Davidson
supports this rejection. Lastly, rational choice
theories, also inspired by economic liberal-
ism, claim that all voters vote according to
their wallet and economic preferences, and if
older voters gathered together as a homoge-
nous voting group voting solely on the basis
of economic self-interest, they would have a
massive impact on voting results. However,
Davidson again states that these theories are
almost useless when they are not combined
with other theories, because, as he repeats,
voters actually do not vote only according to
their economic self-interest. He also makes a
distinction between position issues and va-
lence issues: position issues are issues where
voters strongly disagree on how policy out-
come should look (e.g. tax rates), and valence
issues are issues where voters mostly agree on
how policy outcome should look (e.g. effec-
tive health care services). To sum up, David-
son suggests that the Grey Vote is a
heterogeneous voting group, and their vot-
ing behaviour cannot be explained simply
by age, structural based theories or rational
theories. However, the Grey Vote still has a
huge political power, especially related to va-
lence issues – because large parts of the Grey
Vote might shift their party preference ac-
cording to how the parties treat valence is-
sues important to older voters. Such an
impact has already been evident in elections
in countries such as Austria and Scotland
(51-52).
Chapter eight further investigates the rela-
tionship between age and political prefer-
ence through the classic sociological
separation between generational effects and
cohort effects. Generational effects are differ-
ences in voting results between generations
that entered the electorate at different times
– highlighting that one generation might
differ from another due to special happen-
ings, trends, societal changes etc., while co-
hort (or life cycle) effects are differences in
voting results between groups of voters find-
ing themselves in different stages of life (stu-
dent, parenthood, pensioner). Davidson
does acknowledge that age has some influ-
ence: when you entered the electoral market
as well as what life stage you are at when
casting your vote might affect political pref-
erences. Hence, although the rejection of
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pure rational choice theories and structural
theories solely focusing on economic self-in-
terest and/or age as a background variable
seems to be central to Davidson, he gives a
certain amount of credit to sociological the-
ories drawing on age to explain political
preferences. 
Chapter nine puts focus on the development
of political marketing in relation to ageing
processes. Davidson highlights that, even
though political parties are still not fully ex-
changeable with businesses (and likewise
voters with consumers), political parties
have adapted marketing concepts. e most
important concept presented here is the seg-
mentation of the electorate. Segmentation
means that the electorate is split up into dif-
ferent groups according to preferences and
various characteristics in order to target spe-
cific groups when marketing politics. David-
son argues that one of the most evident
changes over recent years is that the parties
are no longer segmenting older voters only
on the basis of age. Evidently, the parties
have realised that older voters are becoming
an increasingly important voting group, but
perhaps more importantly that they are not
a stable and heterogeneous voting group.
Hence, when targeting older voters they
cannot simply target them as “old voters”;
rather, they have to be segmented just like
any other voting group. What Davidson
seems to suggest is that political actors, es-
pecially the parties, have adjusted themselves
to the ageing process and the alterations in –
and the new compounding of – the electoral
markets to a larger degree than the mass
media, among others, through careful seg-
mentation of older voters. 
Chapter ten introduces the more empirical
part of the book. What he does in this chap-
ter is investigate how the Westminster con-
stituencies (on the basis of the 2010
election) will be ageing in coming years. e
general aim is to show how fast and pro-
found the ageing of the electorate is. David-
son shows through projections that the
voting group aged 55+ will make up 44% of
the electorate in 2015 and 48% in 2025, al-
most a pure majority, compared to 42% in
2005. Also, he shows how, in 2005, 268 of
the constituencies were what he labels “pure
grey majorities” (meaning that over 50% of
the votes cast were those of voters aged 55+);
this number increased to 319 in 2010, and
will further increase to 367 in 2015 and 478
in 2025 (see figure 12.2, 105). In other
words, already in 2010 a majority of the 632
UK constituencies were “pure grey majori-

ties”. In short, the UK electorate is ageing,
and the process is accelerating by the decade.
Chapter eleven conducts an empirical case
study of one of the few cases where ageing
and demographic changes were put high on
the agenda in public view and delves into
how the media treat ageing issues from an
empirical point of view. e case study in
question is the BBC programme from 2004
If … e Generations Fall Out, describing
the UK in 2024 and the challenges created
by the ageing process; it took the form of a
drama-documentary played out by cliché
characters (pensioners, young students etc.).
Davidson’s general findings, which fit well
into the theoretical framework outlined
above, were: the programme (and its depic-
tion of ageing issues) was ageist, focusing
mainly on the negative rather than positive
consequences of ageing; the contributing ex-
perts (from various disciplines and back-
grounds, such as science, journalism and
interest organisations) – who tended to show
slightly ageist views through negative stereo-
typing and hence gave support to “negative
theories”, such as disengagement theories
and structural based theories – were given
more time to promote their views than those
who highlighted the positive consequences
of ageing, and hence gave more support to
“positive theories” such as third age and ac-
tive ageing theories. Also, reviews of the pro-
gramme tended to be negative, almost
mocking the ageing issues that were its main
subject. Although putting ageing issues on
the agenda, the mass media still seem to
frame ageing issues in a negative light.
Chapter twelve focuses on how the political
parties – and their strategies and political
communication – adapt to the ageing
processes. Party documents and speeches
from the general elections in 2005 and 2010
are analysed through critical discourse analy-
sis in order to uncover narratives and rheto-
ric. Investigating the three largest parties
(Conservatives, Labour and LibDems),
Davidson finds that ageing issues tend to be
less important with time as other issues pre-
vail, especially towards the end of the cam-
paigns. Also, they do not focus on the
generational conflict. When studying four
concrete discourses, he finds that the parties
try not to frame old voters as “elderly”, and
when they do they try to not relate this to
dependency (in order to not alienate older
voters). Also, in the second discourse, when
using the term “pensioner”, focus is placed
on economics – “vote for us and you will be
better off economically when you retire.”

Still, the promises are often conditional, for
instance linked to participation in the labour
market (Conservatives and Labour) or even
to citizenship (LibDems). Davidson identi-
fies this as “the contributory principle” dis-
course. Lastly, the parties, generally
speaking, always frame ageing issues in a
more positive light than media actors do.
Demographic changes are never depicted as
a problem, merely a challenge. e notion
of a generational conflict, as often presented
by the media, is always rejected by political
actors, who put more focus on intergenera-
tional solidarity and the contribution that
older citizens make to families and the civil
sector. Hence, in what he identifies as the
“active ageing and public burden” discourse,
active ageing is emphasised at the expense of
old citizens being a public burden. Even
when the media put pressure on politicians
to acknowledge the negative consequences
of ageing processes, they prefer to introduce
their own, more positive-orientated framing.
As Davidson notes, this pinpoints a strong
disharmony in how the media and the po-
litical parties perceive the ageing process:
“Media narratives are not in harmony with
the apparently evolving political discourses
analysed in this research” (149).
e last chapter is basically a chapter which
sums up the main findings. One obvious
reason for the disharmony between how the
mass media and political actors frame age-
ing issues might be the fact that politicians
are dependent upon votes, while the media
are dependent upon advertising. Hence the
parties have to attract the Grey Vote as an
increasingly important voting group while
the media distance themselves from older
media consumers because advertisers pay
more for younger viewers/listeners etc. He
claims that even though ageing issues are be-
coming more relevant, they are still widely
ignored, and when not, normally negatively
stereotyped. In addition, he argues that since
the media are still not picking up the posi-
tive-orientated “third age and active ageing”
theories in the same way as the political par-
ties are, the media have not kept up with the
pace of ageing theories, but are still too
driven by the negative-orientated theories
influenced by liberal and conservative doc-
trines. is can be understood as a clear crit-
icism of how the media are framing ageing
issues, but also as a criticism and rejection
of the negative “gerontocracy” and “time
bomb” narratives at the foundation of this
framing. Davidson emphasises the possibil-
ities rather than the problems connected to
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societal ageing, hence being more in line
with how political actors frame ageing issues.
Interestingly, at the very end, he writes:
“elites of both worlds [also within politics]
have been slow to adapt, hampered in their
response by residual ageist assumptions and
fear that in their respective markets that as-
sociating with ‘the elderly’ will terminally
damage their brand” (174). Knowing that
parties have to balance numerous consider-
ations in their campaigning, perhaps the
most relevant here being the balance of ap-
pealing to both young and old voting groups
without repelling any one of them (“age-
neutral campaigning”), it seems as if David-
son still wants the parties to do even more
to adapt to the changing electoral markets
and to attract the Grey Vote. Evidently, he
does not perceive the rise of Grey Vote as a
problem, merely as an inevitable develop-
ment which the parties have to face in their
strategies to remain electorally powerful.
is stands as a vast contrast to other recent
contributions, such as Willetts (2010) and
Howker/Malik (2010), who portray the rise
of the Grey Vote and growing power of the
baby-boomer generations at the expense of
the young and future generations as a pro-
found problem − because the last group(s)
are economically and politically margin-
alised. According to these latter contribu-
tions, political decision-makers should not
pander to older voters; rather, they should
take active measures to avoid the marginali-
sation of young voters and future
 generations and seek to establish more in-
tergenerational justice. What seems to be ev-
ident is that subjects such as societal ageing
and demographic changes − with reference
to media framing, the marketing of politics
and policy-making − have gained increased
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importance in the literature during recent
years, giving these issues the attention they
deserve. However, the positions taken by
media and political actors stand in strong
contrast to each other − and new contribu-
tions in the coming years will and should
continue to discuss and investigate how
media and political actors, in theory and
practice, relate to ageing issues.
In investigating issues that until now have
not been studied together in such a context,
Davidson makes a valuable contribution to
the field of demographic changes and age-
ing in relation to the development of the
media attitudes, political strategy and com-
munication, and particularly the interplay
between media and politics. is book un-
doubtedly lays the foundation for future
studies. However, I have three criticisms.
First, even though the language flows well in
most parts of the book, I find it occasionally
to be unnecessarily complicated and techni-
cal, particularly in the chapters outlining the
theories of ageing, age as a political issue,
and ageist stereotyping and discrimination.
Secondly, Davidson has a tendency to repeat
himself. Of course, keeping a narrative
thread and consequently making sure that
we are not lost in what the book is aiming to
do or trying to explain is always a good
thing. However, sometimes I find the repe-
tition unnecessary, for instance when he out-
lines basically the same argument or gives
the same explanation over and over again.
Two examples are his justification for defin-
ing the Grey Vote as all voters aged 55+ in-
stead of all voters aged 65+, and, especially,
his reference to the disharmony between
how the media in general have framed age-
ing issues and how the political parties have
done it; this is, in various ways, repeated nu-

merous times in the last three chapters.
irdly and lastly – and this is really an aes-
thetic criticism – the publishers, and perhaps
Davidson himself, should have made the
text easier on the eye. Except for chapter ten,
which provides the background numbers
and quantifies the Grey Vote, the book does
not include many tables, figures or illustra-
tions. Obviously, there is no point in in-
cluding tables, figures or illustrations only
for their own sake, but pages filled with text
can be tiresome to read. At the very least, the
text should have been split into more para-
graphs in order to make it more comfortable
for the reader. 

Scott Davidson (2012): Going Grey: e Me-
diation of Politics in an Ageing Society. Farn-
ham: Ashgate. 195 pages. 
ISBN: 9781409433927. Price: £60.

Cited literature:
Howker, Ed / Shiv, Malik (2010): e Jilted
Generation. How Britain has bankrupted its
youth. London: Icon Books.
Irwin, Sarah (1996): Age Related Distribu-
tive Justice Claims on Resources. In: British
Journal of Sociology, vol. 47 (1), 68-92.
Turner, Bryan (1989): Ageing, Status Poli-
tics and Sociological eory. In: British
Journal of Sociology, vol. 40 (4), 771-781.
Wilkoszewski, Harald (2009): Age Trajecto-
ries of Social Policy Preferences. Support for
Intergenerational Transfers from a Demo-
graphic Perspective. MPIDR Working Paper
WP 2009-034. Max Planck Institute for
 Demographic Research.
Willetts, David (2010): e Pinch. How the
Baby Boomers Took their Children’s Future,
and Why they Should Give it Back. Lon-
don: Atlantic Books.

ven though the topic of enfran-
chisement might not be consid-
ered a defining feature of the

contemporary period, debates about
whether certain groups of people – such as
prisoners or teenagers – should be given the
vote are currently taking place all over the

world. In 2011, a voting trial allowed six-
teen and seventeen year olds from certain se-
lected municipalities to vote in the local
elections in Norway, and the United King-
dom continues to resist pressure from the
European Court of Human Rights to allow
its prisoners to vote. 

Claudio López-Guerra finds that most of
these debates take for granted that suffrage is
a fundamental individual entitlement. In his
seven-chapter-long book, the author first
contests this largely accepted notion and
presents a system in which most of a popu-
lation would be randomly excluded as a
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morally acceptable alternative to universal
suffrage, before contesting normal concep-
tions about who may or may not vote and
for what reasons.
In the introduction, López-Guerra describes
the book’s purpose. He intends for it “to
shed light on [...] the choice of rules that de-
termine membership of the electorate” (11).
He introduces the readers to the “Conven-
tional Suffrage Doctrine” accepted in most
countries. e doctrine is composed of the
notions that excluding sane residents and
citizens residing in another country cannot
be justified, whereas excluding minors, the
mentally impaired, resident non-citizens and
those convicted of felony charges can be (3).
He states his intention to reverse these nor-
mal ideas; the negative thesis of the book is
that the doctrine should be rejected. 
In the second part of the introduction, the
author defends his plan to achieve his goal
through a problem-driven study, by pre-
senting its advantages over a traditional
 theory-driven study. For example, a prob-
lem-driven study draws its information from
relevant and ethical resources, rather than re-
lying on abstract theories and principles.
Also, unlike a theory-driven study, a prob-
lem-driven inquiry does not presuppose that
a solution is canned inside a particular philo-
sophical framework. 
López-Guerra presents his enfranchisement
lottery in the next section of the book, by
which, before each election, the majority of
a population would be randomly excluded,
leaving a smaller but demographically iden-
tical electorate to that which would exist if a
country were to employ the method of uni-
versal suffrage. ese remaining electors
would be required to take part in a compe-
tence-building process before being allowed
to cast their votes. 
e competence-building process is not in-
tended to ensure that all voters have the
minimum voting ability to be able to cast a
vote; rather, it is intended to give voters “op-
timal voting competence”. By this, the au-
thor means that the electors are optimally
informed about the choices on the ballot.
He rejects the deep-seated idea that it is
never acceptable to prevent sane adults from
voting, because he holds the belief that op-
timally-informed voters would make “bet-
ter” choices and “bad” outcomes would thus
be less likely. He presents six potential ob-
jections to the lottery. Having rejected each
objection, he concludes that the lottery is
morally acceptable in certain contexts. We
are not required to adopt the enfranchise-

ment lottery in these favourable contexts,
but it would be morally acceptable to do so. 
Chapter three deals with the enfranchise-
ment of children and the mentally disabled.
It is argued that we lack empirical evidence
to support the notions that young people
and the mentally impaired would be influ-
enced by their guardians or that they lack
sufficient interest in politics and that they
would make random or poor choices at the
ballot. Such evidence could be obtained by
enfranchising these groups. López-Guerra’s
second argument in support of their enfran-
chisement is that, since many members of
these groups have the minimum necessary
moral and cognitive capacity to vote, fair-
ness requires their inclusion. 
e author considers some of the arguments
against the enfranchisement of minors and
the mentally disabled but finds them to be
lacking. One such argument against the en-
franchisement of children is that, since the
treatment is universal (i.e. everyone is dis-
enfranchised until adulthood), it is accept-
able. López-Guerra disputes this claim:
“at a certain (mis)treatment applies to
everyone and eventually ends does not make
it just” (70).
He argues that, although there is no argu-
ment to support such a claim, even if it is as-
sumed for the sake of argument that the
enfranchisement of minors would have a
negative effect in the short term, it could aid
democracy in the long term by “creating a
more engaged and public-spirited citizenry”
(67). 
e fourth chapter is concerned with the
issue of disenfranchisement of non-residents
and non-citizens. e author reverses the

widely accepted idea that non-residents
should be allowed to vote in their home
country but that non-citizens may not vote
in their country of residence. e distinction
between resident and citizen is not clear-cut
and, except that in the cases of taxation and
military service, residents of a country are
subject to its governance and laws whereas
non-resident citizens are not. Non-citizen
residents are thus more deserving of a vote.
López-Guerra considers and contends sev-
eral other arguments in support of the en-
franchisement of non-resident citizens,
concluding that we are not morally obliged
to give them the right to vote. 
He also considers the principle of affected
interests, which prescribes the enfranchise-
ment of everyone whose interests could be
affected by the election of a political group.
e author accepts the moral principle but
rejects the institutional principle of enfran-
chising all affected interests. He contends
the proposed cross-voting method, by which
individuals could vote in any election which
affects their interest, and instead promotes a
model for federalisation. A higher authority
could be democratically appointed to deal
with common affairs. 
In the next section, the author argues against
the disenfranchisement of imprisoned con-
victs. ey are, he argues, still a part of soci-
ety and their basic interests are dependent
on decisions made by elected bodies. Epis-
temic arguments, and arguments concern-
ing respect, punishment and democratic
identity are found to be lacking. A difference
between being denied the right to vote and
being denied the opportunity to vote is dis-
tinguished and, since conditions in many of
the world’s prisons are unsuitable for hold-
ing free and fair elections, the author admits
that it may be appropriate to deny prisoners
the opportunity to vote in many cases.
Finally, democratic theory related to the
topic is explored. Democracy’s prescriptions
are very general and give no guidance as to
who should make decisions. e author
concludes that democratic theory is not
helpful in settling the controversial issues
dealt with in the book.
e book is well written and accessible. e
relevant topic and the approach to the topic
mean that the book is of interest and com-
prehensible not just to philosophers and po-
litical scientists, but also to individuals with
less background knowledge of the theme of
suffrage. e author’s register, and particu-
larly his choice of vocabulary, also promotes
ease of reading. Topic-specific concepts and
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vocabulary are explicitly explained.
However, López-Guerra does sometimes fail
to clarify terms. roughout the book, he
refers to “good” and “bad” electoral choices
and outcomes. For example, on page 32 it is
stated that “a well-informed electorate
would make the incidence of bad electoral
results less likely.” What is meant by a “bad
electoral result” is not explained. e reader
is left to wonder whether he is referring to an
outcome that is morally or democratically
“bad”, such as a dictatorial party gaining
power, or simply an outcome ill-suited to
the interests of the majority of the popula-
tion. Two more examples are from page 64:
“make bad choices” and “the best option on
the ballot”. e best option on the ballot
could be the option that would most repre-
sent the electors’ individual interests, the in-
terests of their age cohort, or the interests of
the population, depending on from which
concern we consider the term “best”. Alter-
natively, it could also be the least corrupt
 option. 
Occasionally, some clarification of these am-
biguities is offered. When considering the

potential voting tendencies of children,
López-Guerra suggests that a poor choice
from a minor might be “inappropriate from
the perspective of an uncontroversial nor-
mative standard”. Yet he also argues that
even a choice which is inappropriate on
these grounds is not “dismissible ex ante as
clearly unacceptable”, without explaining
why.
A further criticism is that the book’s pro-
posals sometimes lack detail. is is deliber-
ate: the author states on page 25 that if he
were to “present a detailed version of the lot-
tery, chances are few people would accept
it.” His goal is only to convince his readers
that the enfranchisement lottery is morally
acceptable, not to implement it, so it is un-
derstandable that he does not want to dis-
suade people on the basis of the finer points.
is deliberate vagueness, however, can be
frustrating. Some of the important issues not
tackled are the size of the group of electors,
the method of gathering a random sample
of the population, and what the compe-
tence-building process would involve.
López-Guerra asks us to consider the en-

franchisement lottery under the most
favourable conditions, but it might be help-
ful to know how and if it is possible that
these conditions could come to exist. 
López-Guerra argues his case passionately;
his arguments are balanced. He considers
objections to all of his proposals and argu-
ments and admits to their failings. In chap-
ter two, for example, he admits that
potential undesirable corruptive effects may
be strong enough to reject the lottery, and
that the enfranchisement lottery is less trans-
parent than the current system of universal
suffrage. e book incorporates literature
from around the world and from many dif-
ferent disciplines, including history, philos-
ophy and political science. However, the
referencing is clumsy, and there are some
mistakes in the bibliography (Beckmann,
Calvino, Daniels, Hariss, Holyoake, Kahne-
man).
Claudio López-Guerra (2014): Democracy
and Disenfranchisement: e Morality of Elec-
toral Exclusions. Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 189 pages. ISBN: 978-0198705789.
Price: £50.

andemore’s new book argues that
democracy, the form of rule in
Western nations, is valuable based

on the idea of collective intelligence. It pres-
ents arguments supporting the collective in-
telligence of the people, which Landemore
calls “Democratic Reason”. e book aims
to convince readers, including those who
may not share Western faith in democracy,
that democracy epistemically outperforms
any form of non-democratic rule. e book
has eight chapters, a conclusion, an index
and a bibliography. 
In the introductory chapter, Landemore in-
troduces the very concept of democracy,
which she defines as “an inclusive decision
making procedure” (10). e author dis-
cusses the originality of her book, which
stems from her original argument that ex-
plicitly connects the epistemic properties of
a liberal society and those of democratic de-

cision-making procedures. Landemore states
her intention to defend “collective intelli-
gence” in favour of democracy, on the basis
that with collective intelligence comes “cog-
nitive diversity” (the existence of different
ways of seeing the world (5)), a property
which she attributes to good political deci-
sions. She illustrates her epistemic argument
for democracy with an applied maze model. 
Chapter two illustrates the notion of the
only-recent acceptance of democracy in the
Western world. It considers the deep-seated
anti-democratic prejudice shared by many
contemporary political philosophers against
the rule of the “dumb many”, and provides
four positive and four epistemic reproaches
to such prejudice. e positive reproaches
are that citizens are irrational, citizens are ap-
athetic, citizens are ignorant, and democratic
decisions are impossible and meaningless.
Turning now to the normative approaches,

Landemore considers the elitist theories of
democracy, the participatory theories of
democracy, the deliberative theories of
democracy, and finally epistemic theories.
Also in chapter two, the author carries out a
critical literature survey focusing on work by
José Luis Martí (2006) and David Estlund
(2008), among other democratic theorists.
e author continues to think critically
about other work in the third chapter, which
is dedicated to a history of ideas about col-
lective intelligence. Landemore distinguishes
two mechanisms for the production of col-
lective intelligence: deliberation and aggre-
gation. She separates the historical thinkers
into two groups according to these mecha-
nisms: “talkers”, who have deduced that
democratic reason is a function of individual
reason, and “counters”, who focus on the
epistemic properties of judgement aggrega-
tion involving large numbers of people.

Hélène Landemore: Democratic Reason
Reviewed by Madeleine Pitkin 
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However, rather than grouping together his-
torical ideas accordingly, she provides a tra-
ditional chronological history of ideas
beginning with Protagoras’ (arguably) first
epistemic argument, and considering
thought from several time, spatial and cul-
tural perspectives.
Over the following four chapters, which
comprise the empirical part of the book, the
author draws upon and exploits Hong and
Page’s investigations, which establish the
claim that cognitive diversity is, in many
cases, more important than individual abil-
ity. In the fourth chapter, which continues
the history of ideas, Landemore presents her
original argument for why inclusive deliber-
ation is epistemically greater than less-inclu-
sive deliberation. She clarifies the meanings
of, and discusses, the various types of delib-
eration including individual, collective, clas-
sical and inclusive deliberation, and
discusses whether voting is a necessary com-
plement of deliberation or a sign of its short-
comings. e theoretical epistemic qualities
of deliberation are presented and illustrated
with concrete examples. e author also
demonstrates her support for the “Diversity
Trumps Ability eorem” developed by
Hong and Page; the idea that “a randomly
selected collection of problem solvers out-
performs a collection of the best individual
problem solvers” (102). Finally, she suggests
and discusses the respective advantages of
three different ways to ensure cognitive di-
versity: random lotteries, citizen assemblies,
and deliberative polls.
Chapter five focuses on the objections to the
idea that democratic deliberation has epis-
temic properties. e chapter is split into
two sections. In the first part of the chapter,
the author acknowledges problems raised in
objections to her argument and proposes so-
lutions to such problems. e second part is
dedicated to a theoretical response to the
empirical challenge to the epistemic proper-
ties of deliberation, which the author devel-
oped in collaboration with Hugo Mercier:
the new psychological “Argumentative e-
ory of Reasoning”, which theorises that the
aim of reasoning is to find and evaluate rea-
sons “so that individuals can convince other
people and evaluate their arguments” (124).
Chapter six addresses three accounts of the
epistemic properties of judgement aggrega-
tion through majority rule, each of which
suggests a general epistemic inferiority of
pure judgement aggregation compared with
pure deliberation. Landemore argues that
majority rule is task specific and should be

seen both as a way of settling on a collective
decision when time is of the essence for de-
liberation and, thanks to the notion of col-
lective intelligence, as a way of turning
imperfect individual predictions into accu-
rate collective ones (146). is, the author
argues, makes majority rule a supplement to,
and not a rival of, deliberation. ere are
three appendixes to chapter six. e first in-
volves graphs to illustrate how the probabil-
ity that a majority is right rises as the
number of voters increases. e second il-
lustrates how group predictive competence
emerges from negatively correlated judge-
ments with an example adapted from Hong
and Page, and the final appendix gives in-
formation on information markets, a mar-
ket-based procedure for aggregating the
wisdom of crowds. Landemore defends her
decision to include this final appendix on
the basis that they are interesting, although
they are not an alternative to majority rule.
e seventh chapter focuses on the objec-
tions to the claimed epistemic properties of
majority rule and claimed epistemic judge-
ments. Section one is dedicated to a general
objection to the epistemic approach to vot-
ing because it fails to take seriously the idea
that politics is about the aggregation of
ideas. Section two deals with the problem of
informational free riding and the voting par-
adox, and finally section three refutes that
citizens suffer from systematic biases which
are multiplied at the collective level.
Chapter eight is concerned with political
cognitivism. Landemore attempts to con-
vince the reader that the idea that there are
right or wrong answers to some political
questions and that the right answers can be

deduced, or at least approximated, by a po-
litical decision mechanism is at least plausi-
ble. e chapter distinguishes between weak
(a decision is good as long as it avoids major
harms) and strong (more substantive) polit-
ical cognitivism, as well as culturalist and
universal political cognitivism, and considers
the implications of each of these different
types. It presents Philip Tetler’s attempt to
quantify good political judgement, explain-
ing his experiment and results. However, it
also considers the anti-authoritarian objec-
tion to political cognitivism.
e author concludes her book by returning
to the maze model of the introductory chap-
ter and considering its limits in greater de-
tail. ere are, according to Landemore,
good theoretical reasons that the rule of
many is better than the rule of the few, and
there is a lack of evidence to suggest that
democracies do systematically worse than
other regimes which would be needed to re-
fute the claim that democracy is the smartest
form of rule, although it would be good to
support the epistemic argument with em-
pirical proof connecting existing democracy
and valued outcomes. She iterates the pre-
conditions of democratic reason: cognitive
diversity, liberalism, and a liberal and dem-
ocratic education. Democratic reason must
be distributed across time as well as space in
order for it to include the ability of people to
learn from the past, and democracies must
thus have institutions to store knowledge
and memory.
e number of concrete examples which
Landemore uses to demonstrate almost
every abstract term, such as the maze model
she uses to illustrate the epistemic argument
for democracy, makes for interesting reading
and assists understanding. However, the au-
thor assumes a certain level of background
knowledge from her readers, and her lack of
definition or explanation of some compli-
cated concepts could make the book quite
inaccessible for a reader without an in-depth
knowledge of the subject.
e book is well-organised in many ways,
for example in that it has helpful headings
and sub-headings, and that each chapter is
summarised in its introduction and has a
conclusion; however, sometimes the way the
author chooses to lay out her ideas detracts
from ease of chronological reading. In chap-
ter six, readers are invited to read chapter
eight for a defence of “moral facts”, which
are discussed and applied to quite a signifi-
cant effect prior to the defence of such ap-
plication (146). Similarly, on page 152, the
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author refers to “incompetent-pace con-
trived rational choice theory predictions
(which I also address in the next chapter),” a
fairly abstract principle which could have
perhaps been better explained fully at first
encounter.
e book strives to be balanced throughout.
Landemore considers various counterargu-
ments to each of her assertions or beliefs,
which, when rebutted, add to the strength
of her own argument. However, she does not
always elaborate or counter such counterar-
guments. For example, on page 39, Lande-
more argues “in spite of ”, not counter to,

Sunstein’s assertion that all groups will have
some kind of exchange of opinion and are
thus deliberative. She does, however, admit
to the limits of her supporting arguments:
for example, on page 66, that Aristotle and
Machiavelli do not explain what makes
them confident about alleged immunity of
groups to passions, compared with single
rulers or princes.
In chapter four, the author states that “rep-
resentative democracy so far remains the
only option for our mass societies” (90).
However, this assumption is not referenced
or supported, and is something that may be

disputed, particularly outside of the West-
ern world and even within it. For example,
Claudio López-Guerra’s book Democracy
and Disenfranchisement (2014) is dedicated
to convincing readers of the plausibility of
an election process not involving universal
suffrage and is a response to many works on
the topic of universal suffrage taking for
granted that voting is a universal and fun-
damental right.

Hélène Landemore (2013): Democratic Rea-
son. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 279
pages. ISBN 978-0691155654. Price: £27.95

he anthology Youth Quotas and
other Efficient Forms of Youth Par-
ticipation in Ageing Societies deals,

as the title suggests, with the challenge of de-
mographic change in Western countries and
its implications for the youth. One of the
main questions is how the participation of
young people may be supported and se-
cured. Eleven articles, including introduc-
tion and afterword, discuss possible ways to
increase young people’s presence in elections,
as well as in public offices, and the problems
that come with this. e main topic, youth
quotas, has not been discussed much before
– neither in politics nor in scholarly debates.
In this work, the authors approach forms of
participation from the point of view of dif-
ferent disciplines including political science,
philosophy and sociology. 
e introduction to the book lays out the
general problems that are created by an age-
ing society. In addition, some definitions –
for example for different types of quotas –
are given. ese clarifications ease the reader
into the topic of youth quotas and provide a
useful background when reading the other
contributions. e anthology then presents
some of the issues concerning youth partic-
ipation. While quotas are the main topic of
the first few articles, some other forms of

youth participation receive a discussion as
well. In this brief summary, three articles, by
Juliana Bidadanure, Ivo Wallimann-Helmer,
and Marcel Wissenburg, will be omitted,
since they are reprinted in this journal (al-
beit in shortened versions).
In the first article, What Do Quotas Do? Re-
flections on the Ubiquity and Justice of Quotas,
Radostin Kaloianov explains the purpose of
quotas in general and only touches on the

topic of youth quotas lightly. Kaloianov lists
arguments for and against quotas, while say-
ing that they have become a vital part of our
society. Whenever a choice between people
has to be made, quotas are applied. is is
described as meritocratic allocation (8),
Kaloianov’s first dimension of quotas. e
second is a formal quota which can be im-
plemented for normative reasons. He argues
that such quotas for the disadvantaged can
improve justice in their treatment. By means
of such a quota, equal opportunities for dif-
ferent groups of people can be created (10). 
Many opponents of a normative quota, ac-
cording to Kaloianov, argue that candidates
for certain positions are not as qualified as
others because of their age or race. is way,
the merit principle prevalent in our society,
i.e., the already existing quota, impedes mi-
norities from being successful because of
their discriminated-against attributes. is
so-called “meritocracy” implies the margin-
alisation of certain groups of people in our
society and preserves the asymmetrical
power relations and oppression. A formal
quota would neutralise these tendencies and
prejudices and make positions available to
people irrespective of their background.
Kaloianov then briefly examines the imple-
mentation of a youth quota. He concludes

Jörg Tremmel/Antony Mason/Petter Haakenstad Godli/Igor 
Dimitrijoski (eds.): Youth Quotas and other Efficient Forms of
Youth Participation in Ageing Societies 
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that not having to be involved in politics is
a privilege that young people have. In times
of the acceleration of the life-cycle, the pro-
tection from being an adult is threatened
enough. A youth quota would only worsen
this development and cause the young to
grow up even faster. Youth quotas, if imple-
mented at all, could only be imaginable if
they addressed talented young people who
explicitly wish to participate in politics in-
stead of all young people (18).
Like many other authors of the anthology,
Tobias Hainz calls to mind many of the
problems that come with the democratic
change, such as the marginalisation of young
people. In his contribution, he seeks to ex-
plore whether youth quotas can be seen as
discrimination against other ages and thus
as a form of ageism, and whether a quota
can be justified.
In the author’s opinion, demographic
change could diminish the interest that de-
cision makers take in the concerns of young
people. is way, young people would be-
come marginalised morally and numerically.
Although one might think this is the reason
why the representation of young people
should be secured by a quota, the author lays
this out differently. Under these circum-
stances, he thinks that other minorities, such
as atheists and homosexuals, would deserve
a quota, too. He also questions the impor-
tance of young people’s opinions over oth-
ers and argues that young people are not, in
themselves, an interest group like other mi-
norities. Because of this, there is no need for
special representation of young people. Fur-
thermore, young people are no formerly dis-
criminated-against group and therefore are
in need of compensation. e author recalls,
however, that young people do have the
right to participate in politics, even before
they graduate. is militates against a quota.
Also, he argues that demographic change is
unintentional (31) and therefore does not
need to be compensated.
His conclusion is that youth quotas come up
to ageism and are therefore morally not ac-
ceptable. rough a quota, the elderly
would be disadvantaged and thus unduly
discriminated against (34).
In another chapter, Anja Karnein and Do-
minic Roser discuss youth participation
from an environmental perspective by ask-
ing Saving the Planet by Empowering the
Young? is article puts an emphasis on the
possible negative aspects of the demographic
change and how to counteract them. It is
presumed that the high number of elderly

people participating in politics might result
in short-term policies. e idea, presented
by the authors at the beginning, is that em-
powering the young would lead to more ide-
alistic policies. 
Karnein and Roser stress that a quota should
not be an end in itself. Lowering the voting
age should be justified by the right reasons,
such as enhancing democratic legitimacy,
but not in order to meet the goals of a par-
ticular agenda (80). An argument against
youth quotas is that, unlike gender quotas,
they do not empower a formerly discrimi-
nated-against group. What is more, a youth
quota would not automatically guarantee a
better representation of young interests. It is
not only young people who can address top-
ics relevant to the youth, such as the envi-
ronment. Seeing that all currently living
people are similarly affected by environ-
mental changes, it is not a topic that can be
limited to one age group (86).
Consequently, the authors state that age
does not allow a conclusion to be drawn
about the kind of policies that would be ad-
dressed by certain people. Only if there were
a proven connection between the ages of the
members of parliament and voter turnout
might a youth quota be considered. Also, to
favour one group of people because of spe-
cial interests, or in this case their age, does
not square with democratic ideals (89/90).
Rafael Ziegler’s article Toward All Voices,
from all Levels and in eir Own Ways? Dis-
cussion of the Youth Quota Proposal as an In-
cremental Policy Innovation for Sustainability
also makes youth quotas the subject of dis-
cussion and focuses on the quota as a means
of making politics more sustainable. As was
asked in the preceding chapter, he discusses
whether young people are an important key
to a sustainable politics. e second ques-
tion is whether a youth quota might be a
useful instrument in order to achieve this
goal. 
e responsibility of the youth for sustain-
ability is split into three dimensions. e
first is the responsibility of current genera-
tions for future generations. Ziegler argues
that current generations could be useful for
the sake of future generations. Youth quotas
and their tendency towards sustainable poli-
cies, he expects, would ‘automatically’ lead
to intergenerational justice. As an institu-
tional addition, a ‘future chamber’ could se-
cure sustainability. e second aspect is
about distant generations, where he takes
the focus off from quotas. For him, youth
participation beyond a quota becomes im-

portant when the responsibility for distant
generations is in dispute. Simply having a
quota doesn’t suffice for giving the young a
voice. When talking about justice between
overlapping generations, the quota becomes
important again. Young people, through
their participation in parliaments and elec-
tions, are expected to increase the chance for
social change, thus leading to different poli-
cies. Nevertheless, the possibilities for the
young would remain limited without insti-
tutional changes (100). 
In the context of a project about participa-
tion, Ziegler then discusses possible ideas
about the consequences of youth quotas. In
his opinion, youth quotas would create
young party backbenchers. e hierarchical
structures of political parties would deter
them from contributing experiences in a tra-
ditional way and lead to new ways of partic-
ipation in parliaments and parties.
Furthermore, he argues that the quotas
would have to be extended to lower levels to
be more effective, because only equal op-
portunities everywhere would deliver basic
justice for all age groups (106). 
Encouraging and Supporting Children’s Voices
by Sarah-Jane Conrad, Claire Cassidy, and
Christian Mathis, deals with one of the ar-
guments that is often used against youth
participation. Maturity, and the degree of
knowledge that goes with it, is often pre-
sented as a condition for participating in
elections. Conrad, Cassidy, and Mathis de-
scribe philosophical projects that have taken
place and enabled children to learn how to
think critically, as well as how to discuss
philosophical and political issues. e main
question the authors ask is why children are
not seen as full members of society and
whether this does not contradict social jus-
tice and theories of the good life (111),
thereby creating a power imbalance between
children and adults. In order to recognise
children as “beings in their becoming”
(113), the power imbalance between them
and others would have to change. Projects
like Philosophy with Children, and espe-
cially the Community of Philosophical In-
quiry prove that children can form ideas on
what the ideal society would look like to
them. ey also showed that justice and
equality are key components for a good life
to the children. Philosophical and political
thinking is, according to the authors, not re-
served for adults, but can be used by chil-
dren as well so as to create solutions for
existing problems. Especially projects like
the ones above would help the process along.
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erefore, children should be able to partic-
ipate in politics and adults should enable
children to speak up for themselves and, fur-
thermore, try to profit from their opinions.
e article Democracy or Epistocracy? Age as a
Criterion of Voter Eligibility by Jörg Tremmel
and James Wilhelm supports the argument
that not letting young people vote is irrec-
oncilable with the normative self-under-
standing of modern democracies. 
During all periods of history, the right to
vote has only been open to exclusive groups
of the population. e concept of ‘epistoc-
racy’ (rule by those in possession of political
judgement) was established during classical
antiquity and includes the rule of philoso-
phers over the common people. e term
‘epistocracy’, however, can also be used for
other systems in which voting is limited. e
reasons for the exclusion of certain groups
throughout history included income, edu-
cation, gender, and age. e main questions
asked by the authors are how people are kept
from their right to vote and who, if anyone,
has the qualification to make such a deci-
sion. e danger of excluding people from
the right to vote is that they are not politi-
cally represented and are easily left out when
it comes to important decisions. 
e authors then go on to specify the rea-
sons that are used as excuses not to change
the voting age, and invalidate them. Matu-
rity and political judgement seem to be the
main arguments and become void when
considering that there are no tests to verify
other voter’s qualifications. eir suggestion
on how to implement the right to vote for
people of all ages is by means of a registra-
tion (138). is way, they argue, there
would be no general limit to the voting age
and, if minors have an interest in voting,
they can officially register and participate in
the elections simply by opting in. Other so-
lutions that are mentioned include the rep-
resentation of children by their parents. is
idea might be an alternative, too, but would
have to be regulated in order to ensure the
right to vote in secret and to avoid abuse.
e conclusion to draw from this article is
that any age limit would be a form of epis-
tocracy and therefore needs to be removed
from our democracy. 
Petter Haakenstad Godli, in his article Giv-
ing 16-Year-Olds the Vote: Experiences from
Norway, presents the results of a Norwegian
trial which was conducted in order to ex-
amine whether the voting age should be
lowered or not, and how this empirical evi-
dence could influence further reforms. Ac-
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cording to Godli, the discussion about low-
ering the voting age has been mostly nor-
mative in the past because there were few
practical experiences that could be used
(149). Because of this situation, Norway de-
cided to conduct a trial in which 16- and
17-year olds were able to vote. e results
from this election, it was thought, should
allow for more informed discussions about
the implementation of a lower voting age.
All of the arguments against suffrage reform
are also part of the discussion in the Euro-
pean Voting Age Debate, which offers the
framework for Godli’s piece, and which in-
clude legal and constitutional practice argu-
ments, as well as democracy and political
maturity arguments. Godli also presents the
problems that would come with lowering
the voting age, such as jeopardising the har-
monisation of voting age, the age of eligibil-
ity and the age of majority. Furthermore, he
argues that a majority of people in Norway
was and remains opposed to lowering the
voting age. Arguments in favour of suffrage
reform are that the democratic legitimacy
could be increased and the political margin-
alisation of youth avoided (158). Godli pres-
ents more issues and facts describing the
turnout for the trial and the studies that
have been conducted. Finally, he concludes
that these trial elections had a positive effect
on youth participation in Norway (171) and
that the decision of the government on
whether the voting age should be lowered or
not should be based on evidence that can be
deduced by this or an additional trial.
All in all, this anthology can be described as
well-written and fairly balanced. Especially
given the absence of research in this area, the
reader gets a good idea on how youth quo-
tas might be implemented and what sets
them apart from other forms of quotas.
However, not all of the articles fit the title.
e phrase “efficient forms of youth partic-
ipation” gives rise to the suspicion that fur-
ther ideas and strategies to enhance the
participation of young people might be pre-
sented. Instead, the discussions are limited
to the arguments for and against quotas and
justifications for the participation of youth.
A concern for efficiency can only be ascribed
to two contributions which evaluate
whether a youth quota could make politics
more sustainable – so efficiency is limited to
the achievement of a certain goal here. 
ose articles in particular seem very one-
dimensional because youth quotas were
looked at with certain preconceptions. It
seems rather harsh to designate young peo-

ple to a specific field of politics and to not
leave it open, at least in principle, where they
themselves might decide to get involved.
Whenever regulation for a quota is imple-
mented, young people deserve to be given a
voice, and not to be restricted in their par-
ticipation because of a limited agenda.
Since the topic of youth quotas has not been
researched very widely, there is probably not
too much data out there on which to base
one’s arguments. Many arguments – for ex-
ample why sustainable politics might be pro-
moted by the young – are not backed up by
facts, but mostly work on assumptions. De-
pending on the author, the same arguments
are used for and against quotas and contra-
dict each other. For example, Ziegler main-
tains that young people are interested in
sustainable issues. Karnein and Roser, on the
other hand, cannot detect a connection be-
tween interests and age. e problem here is
not that there are different opinions, but
that these opinions are based on assump-
tions and can be bent into the shape the au-
thors need. By working with mostly empty
assumptions, the results might turn out not
to be transferable.
Following these general comments on the
anthology, some articles will now be picked
out and subjected to further critical scrutiny.
e articles summarised above were of vary-
ing quality. While all were informative and
generally well-written, there were parts that
lacked clarity.
Ziegler starts out nicely by dividing the in-
fluence on the participation of young peo-
ple in the three categories mentioned above.
is illustrates well on how many levels dif-
ferent generations can be considered. While
the beginning was comprehensible, the arti-
cle then continues to become less so. To-
wards the end, as described before, Ziegler
seems to build arguments on many assump-
tions and does not back them up empiri-
cally, which makes it hard to retrace his steps
one-by-one. He says himself that the proj-
ect he conducted, a “River Parliament”, is
not comparable to youth quotas. Notwith-
standing, he draws an analogy to them and
bases his arguments on the comparison,
which seems not very convincing.
Later in the anthology, Godli gives a good
example of how a trial on voting ages can be
organised and that it might be necessary for
some states to have empirical evidence in
order to implement suffrage reform. is as-
pect could be very interesting for further dis-
cussions. Unfortunately though, his article
lacks structure. He opens up questions in
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one paragraph of the article that are not ad-
dressed directly. is way, one ends up hav-
ing to go back and forth to search for the
paragraph where he discusses those ideas,
and one easily loses the thread of what he
wants to convey.
Youth quotas are a very controversial issue.
is is all the more reason to try to grasp the
main ideas and form an informed position
based on them. e anthology at hand lays
the groundwork for further discussions and
enables the reader to get to know the sub-
ject, as well as to engage with different ideas
about youth participation in general.
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