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In his classical ‘Grandchildren essay’1, Keynes (1930) “takes the wings into the future”, by asking: “What can 
we reasonably expect the level of our economic life to be a hundred years hence?  What are the economic 
possibilities for our grandchildren?”.  
 

The present paper outlines a thought experiment, inspired by Keynes’ long-term vision. Thus - similar to, 
but not identical with the Keynes approach  - we try to imagine some important societal conditions for our 
grandchildren (or their children). Rephrasing Keynes’ question we might ask: “What can we reasonable 
expect the conditions of our living to be a hundred years hence?” 

Whereas Keynes puts his focus on economic possibilities at a distant point of time, this paper addresses 
general life conditions underlying any economy in a future society, regarded from an outset of today. We 
claim that key concepts within traditional economic theory have to be re-examined, in order to create an 
economy in compliance with fundamental limits for human activity on the planet. The background is, that 
since the times of the Keynes essay, solid evidence has been established concerning widespread damaging 
consequences on nature due to human activities, e.g. on global biodiversity, life-supporting ecosystems and 
the climate. This calls for a revised conception of the relation between man and nature. 

The intention is of course not to be wise after the event, claiming that Keynes was wrong, but rather to 
reflect on the economic progress determinants considered by Keynes in his essay, to evaluate their 
relevance today as basis for a future a hundred years hence, and to suggest new premises for an updated 
‘Grandchildren vision’, - premises which Keynes for very good reasons did not include in his analysis. – 
Whereas Keynes described a vision of ‘a good life’/’a good society’ for his grandchildren, this paper tries to 
outline some necessary conditions for enabling genuine societal progress in the next many decades.  

The following items concerning ‘progress’ are selected for the approach in the paper, in order to illustrate 
(some of the) premises on which reflections on a society anno 2100 should be build: 

 Changing basic view from ‘society in the economy’ to ‘economy in the society’. Ideas originating from 
Karl Polanyi, including the notion of embeddedness, are re-introduced to substantiate this item. In his 
Grandchildren essay Keynes urges the reader not to overemphasize the importance of the economic 
problem. This might suggest that Keynes subscribed to the latter of the two views mentioned above.  

 Emphasizing the ecological limits of the Earth system as a primary concern in economy. The concept of 
planetary boundaries unfolds this approach. Examples from the climate and energy debate are backing 
the evidence. This premise mirrors a challenge to – and ultimately a confrontation with - the traditional 
paradigm of GDP growth. 

 Setting global development goals and targets. It is suggested that future political decision making and 
public debate should be informed and guided by the setting of explicit goals and targets for realizing the 
vision of global sustainable development.  The ongoing discourse within and around the United Nations 
concerning the so-called Post-2015 Agenda is used to illustrate this point. 

As a representative for an economic tradition based on humanistic values Keynes still seems to provide 
inspiration to innovative economic thinking within certain areas. However, the new and overriding 
challenges related to a different world order of today require an approach to economic analysis that will 
find no clear guidance in his otherwise thought provoking essay. 

                                                      
1 J.M. Keynes (1972 [1930]) “Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren”. 
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