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We are Keynes’ Grandchildren

In 1930, John Maynard Keynes, who was considered the world’s

foremost economist of his own time, published an essay with the title

“Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren”. In this essay, Keynes

speaks of a world to come, 100 years from the date that the essay was

published, where prosperity would have grown so much that

humanity would no longer have to struggle to survive. At that time,

England was a the tail end of the second industrial revolution, with

mass production becoming the norm. Much like today, with the third

and fourth industrial revolutions, where automation and robotics are

threatening jobs, so in the 1930s mass production was replacing jobs

at an unprecedented scale, causing what Keynes dubbed technological

unemployment. However, Keynes had an optimistic view of the

situation:

John Maynard Keynes

https://medium.com/@sarabizarro?source=post_header_lockup
https://medium.com/@sarabizarro?source=post_header_lockup
https://www.maynardkeynes.org/
https://medium.com/classic-essays/economic-possibilities-for-our-grandchildren-9703cd702487#.ypdmjp6ns
https://people.hofstra.edu/geotrans/eng/ch2en/conc2en/four_industrial_revolutions.html
http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/digital-disruption/harnessing-automation-for-a-future-that-works


We are suffering, not from the rheumatics of old age, but from the

growing-pains of over-rapid changes, from the painfulness of

readjustment between one economic period and another. The increase of

technical efficiency has been taking place faster than we can deal with the

problem of labour absorption.

Keynes’ was hopeful, not because he thought that jobs would come

back, but because he thought the consequences of mass production

and technology would result in benefiting all of mankind: “In quite a

few years — in our own lifetimes I mean — we may be able to perform

all the operations of agriculture, mining, and manufacture with a

quarter of the human effort to which we have been accustomed.” The

fact that we would need a quarter of the human effort to produce the

same things indicated for Keynes that we would be that much closer

to solving what he calls the economic problem. Solving the economic

problem meant that we would no longer need to struggle to procure

our basic and absolute needs.



After concluding that we were well on our way to solving the

economic problem, Keynes goes on to talk about new challenges to be

faced by mankind when we are no longer required to toil constantly

just to stay afloat. He speaks about how we would have to learn to use

our newly found freedom to occupy the leisure that would become

available to all. He talks about how work is so ingrained in our culture

and tradition that we would probably create a 15 hour work week, 3

hours a day: “For three hours a day is quite enough to satisfy the old

Adam in most of us!”
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Keynes also speaks about the changes in the “code of morals” that

would result from such an evolution for the human race: we would

get rid of the “pseudo-moral principles” that “have hag-ridden us for

two hundred years, by which we have exalted some of the most

distasteful of human qualities into the position of the highest virtues.”

He is talking about the idolatry of money.

“The love of money as a possession — as distinguished from the love of

money as a means to the enjoyments and realities of life — will be

recognized for what it is, a somewhat disgusting morbidity, one of those

semi-criminal, semi-pathological propensities which one hands over with

a shudder to the specialists in mental disease.”

Basically, what Keynes is saying is that when there is enough

prosperity in society as a whole, the accumulation of capital will no

longer be a morally justifiable goal — the only reasonable goal for the

accumulation of capital was that it would bring prosperity to society

as a whole. Therefore, when we as a society produce much more than

what we need, it is time for all of mankind to start benefiting from the

fruits of such a production. In such a society, Keynes says: “Of course

there will still be many people with intense, unsatisfied purposiveness

who will blindly pursue wealth — unless they can find some plausible

substitute. But the rest of us will no longer be under any obligation to

applaud and encourage them.” In such a society, we would be “more

concerned with the remote future results of our actions than with

their own quality or their immediate effects on our own environment”.



According to Keynes then, in a prosperous society, the moral order

will naturally change. We should no longer be in awe of activities that

promote profit and accumulation of financial assets, such

accumulation will have become spurious and is no longer of any use

for humanity. When production has been developed through

technology so that we are easily able to produce enough for all with a

minimum amount of effort, our moral obligation will be to make sure

that no one is toiling and suffering for no reason other than lining the

pockets of the richest that splurge on empty absurd symbols of

wealth.
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We have 13 years to go until we reach 2030, the 100 year mark that

Keynes predicted would be the turning point for all of us.

Unfortunately, the extraordinary increases in production that

technology did bring are not being used for the benefit of the many,

but are staying firmly in the hands of the few. We have all heard how

the top 1% owns more than 40% of wealth in the United States and

the top 10% owns more than 75% of our wealth and so on. This is no

longer morally justifiable. Following Keynes’ argument, since we have

solved the problem of production, we should also have solved the

economic problem. The accumulation of capital no longer has a

purpose, its only purpose is the greed of the few, which should indeed

be seen as: “a disgusting morbidity, one of those semi-criminal, semi-

pathological propensities which one hands over with a shudder to the

specialists in mental disease”.

We are going through a crucial transition period in our culture and it

is of the outmost importance that everyone realizes that the moral

argument for capital accumulation no longer stands. It is time to

redistribute from the top earners to each and every person and to

solve the economic problem once and for all. We have the means and

we have the way: Universal Basic Income. We are Keynes’

Grandchildren and we have 17 years left until we reach the 100th

year mark Keynes’ referred to. Let’s make this happen.
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