
 

   
 

Foreword 
The 21st century could see a peak population of about 10 billion, the largest abso
lute number of poor people in history, numerous conflicts and wars over land, wa
ter and mineral resources, regression of nascent democracies into autocracy, cli
mate change with droughts and floods, polluted oceans and air, famines and pan
demics – the apocalyptic horsemen seem to be on the move. 

-
-
-
-

In the Matrix of Work we relate these matters with the knowledge of the two 
major productivity leaps after the years 5,000 BP (before present) and after 1800 CE 
and their consequences – 5,000 years with hierarchy, war and patriarchy, and the 
relentless pursuit of profit and growth of the capitalist market economy. We remain 
hopeful, however, because both epochs, with writing and culture, with collective 
learning and science, and finally with the freedom and equality of economic citi
zens, have also produced civilisational elements and technical solutions for an end 
of scarcity and for a realm of freedom. 

-

 
What lies ahead is yet to be determined. Nature’s laws do not lean the balance 

towards either utopia or dystopia. Whether the ambivalence of Homo sapiens, with 
its egoism and its community spirit, will ultimately be transformed into a planetary, 
responsible communal knowledge and empathy will be the result of our actions, of 
our political commitment to a sustainable market economy based on solidarity 
within the framework of our global polis. 

Scarce Wealth – 5,000 Years of Hierarchy, War and Patriarchy 

After 5,000 BP there was a small leap in productivity (× 3). A ‘scarce wealth’ emerged 
that escalated the limited territorial struggles of the forager period into hierarchies 
with raiding, warfare, colonisation, slavery and empire-building. At the same time, 
patriarchal structures emerged with male dominance, extreme gender division of 
labour, private ownership of land and inheritance of wealth in the male line. The 
dark side of the last 5,000 years is often concealed by the achievements of writing, 
mathematics, knowledge of nature, art and culture. Both civilisation and barbarism 
are part of this hierarchical-imperial agricultural epoch. 

Its legacy of hierarchy, war and patriarchy has been and is being merged with 
the capitalist market economy and mode of production for 250 years. This social 
disruption and innovation began in England after 1770 and is still in its early stages 
in many countries of the Global South. With capitalism came the great productivity 
leap (×90), unprecedented prosperity for the working people as well as unprece-
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dented environmental destruction. Democracy also began to emerge with the mar
ket and the monetary economy. 

-
 

For 5,000 years Homo sapiens has made their life difficult with hierarchy, ex
ploitation, i.e. the appropriation of the work of others, the oppression of women, 
the unsustainable exploitation of Earth’s natural environment and wars among and 
against each other – inevitable because people did not know, understand and could 
not do otherwise.1

1 Anthropologists such as Graeber and Wengrow (2021) rightly point out that there could have been 
non-hierarchical alternatives. But they were too difficult and too weak 5,000 years ago. Only today 
– that is, for just over a century – the potential for a better organisation of our work and life has 
become available (see Chapter 20).

 They came from an animal kingdom of primates and hominins 
with their ambivalence of self-interest and sense of community, with their extraor
dinary intelligence and adaptability, and lived in small groups and communities, 
initially in expandable habitats. With sedentarism and agriculture, and especially 
with the high population densities in the fertile river valleys of Mesopotamia, the 
Nile, the Indus, the Yangtze and the Huang He, they were confronted with an en
tirely new set of circumstances: on the one hand, dealing with a permanent surplus 
of food, and on the other, organising the communal life of many thousands of peo
ple in a confined space. Stratification, hierarchy, dynasties, wars and patriarchy 
were the early responses to this set of problems, which determined coexistence in 
and between the nationally and imperially extended ‘Wantoks’ for 5,000 years (a 
relatively short time in human history.2

-

-

-

-

 

2  ‘Wantok’ (from ‘one talk’) is a term for linguistic communities (Fukuyama, 2011).

250 Years of Capitalist Market Economy and Mode of Production – 
the Beginning of the End of Scarcity

 
 

 
The great productivity leap began after 1800 CE, first with industrialisation and 
then, after 1950, with digitalisation. The potential for an ‘end to scarcity’ emerged. 
But the old hierarchies and their bottom-up redistribution lived on, supported by 
the 5,000-year-old traditions and religions that legitimised these exploitative power 
relations and embedded them in people's minds and everyday cultures. New forms 
of redistribution and domination emerged from genuinely capitalist structures. For 
a time, the traditional hierarchical-imperial ways of thinking and living merged 
with the new ones emerging from the market and monetary economy. At the same 
time, the old aristocratic and ecclesiastical order was dissolved. Struggles for wom
en's equality were also more successful, based on the right to vote, education and 
employment. Working people achieved an unprecedented standard of living in the 

-

—— 
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‘special century’ of the USA (1870–1970), the ‘Wirtschaftswunder’ in Europe after 
1950 and the ‘Trente Glorieuse’ in France or ‘Miraculo Economico’ in Italy. Labour 
parties, trade unions and social security systems reached a first peak of success – 
until after 1970 in the capitalist countries of the ‘North', after the end of the post
war economic boom and the systemic rivalry with the Soviet Union, when the An
glo-Saxon market-radical Reaganomics-Thatcherism attempted a rollback, which 
after 2020 led to a new bloc formation of the ‘West’ (the OECD countries with the 
USA, Europe and Japan) against the ‘East’ (with China and Russia). At the same time, 
the ‘Third World’ has differentiated into populous, independent, emerging nations 
such as Brazil and India, and the poor ‘Global South’ such as Sub-Saharan Africa. 

-
-

Since 1950, consumption in OECD countries had risen on average from 6 to 30 
times the physiological existential subsistence minimum (EM, for a definition see 
Chapter 11); even the lower 50 per cent of the working people in the USA had 18 EM. 
At the same time, resource consumption and environmental stress increased cata
strophically. In 2000, our consumption levels had soared past sustainable limits 
long before mid-year. The fingerprints of man-made climate change are unmistak
able, appearing as droughts, wildfires, fierce storms, and devastating floods. At the 
same time, hunger and poverty still plague the Global South, fuelled by oppressive 
regimes and the ravages of war. 

-

-

In 1930, the British economist John Maynard Keynes dreamed of an imminent 
end to economic scarcity. It was an intriguing vision. However, the time horizon for 
these utopian possibilities was delayed by more than a hundred years due to three 
factors, two of which Keynes himself identified as obstacles: population growth and 
war. The third, environmental destruction, was not taken into account at the time. 
Nevertheless, the basic insight remains true: humanity is on the brink of ending 
scarcity, though this remains rarely recognised. Unfortunately, ‘humanity’ is only 
partially aware of itself as a subject. We still do not understand our planet as our 
polis, but as the territory of hungry wolves. 

The Next 100 Years – Through a Dark Valley to the Realm of Freedom? 

Instead of exploring and realising the potential for universal sustainable prosper
ity, we are still exhausting ourselves in new and old turf wars, exploitation and 
subjugation. And to save the planet, many believe we must do without. Indeed, we 
are chasing a supposed prosperity that only makes us poorer in health, social and 
emotional terms. In the OECD countries, greater quality with lower quantity would 
actually improve health and life; in the Global South, however, it is also about the 
quantity of food, clothing, housing, medicine and education. 

-
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We have to break free from 5,000 years of oppressive, militaristic and patriarchal 
traditions, remedy the allocation and control deficits of the capitalist market econ
omy and ‘transform’ it into a sustainable, solidarity-based market economy. To
day’s UN and its organisations are a valuable start, but they are still far from being 
the political organisation of the global community. Universal suffrage was only 
achieved over the course of the 20th century. After 5,000 years of hierarchy, democ
racy and freedom are in their infancy; plutocracies or autocracies are the predom
inant global forms of government.

Marx coined the apt and beautiful terms ‘realm of necessity’ and ‘realm of free
dom’. Necessity refers to the constant compulsion to produce the items needed for 
subsistence through labour and technology. As we have shown, this compulsion has 
diminished with the development of productivity, and now, and in the future, it will 
occupy only a fraction of life. Further, if we free societal work from the logic of 
excessive profits, competition and unsustainable growth, this part of life, the nec
essary work, can also be attractive work.3

3 See Chapter 9 for a definition of ‚attractive work‘ and the underlying dimensions of the quality of 
work.

 Beyond these constraints, the ‘realm of 
freedom’ begins – in three ways: the freedom to consume, choose one’s lifestyle and 
political freedom. This ‘realm of freedom’ still needs to be fought for and built up, 
both economically and politically. 

-

-

The following 500 pages are a condensed version of the matrix materials on the 
history and future of work (IGZA 2023, the 7-volume edition in German can be 
downloaded free of charge at www.igza.org/mm – an English edition of the 7 vol
umes is currently being prepared).4

4 References to the German seven-volume edition are identified by ‘MM X’ – short for: Matrix Ma
terials X, for example ‘MM 1, 2.2’ for chapter 2.2 in Volume 1. The Data Manual (MM 7) contains 
detailed data on population, working hours, labour productivity, unemployment, distribution, con
sumption and the environment. The main sources are presented according to the current state of 
research in economic and social statistics, archaeology, ethnology and global historical research 
and from institutions such as the UN, OECD, Eurostat, national statistical offices and historical-em
pirical research – from pioneers such as Clark and Maddison to current projects such as the World 
Inequality Database, based on Piketty and others. The Data Manual is also a valuable source for 
scientists unfamiliar with German, as the tables are straightforward and intuitive.

 The whole project is a joint effort by research
ers from the fields of economics, sociology, history, archaeology, economic statis
tics, and graphic design. The core team of the Matrix project include Marc Amlinger, 
Cornelius Markert, Horst Neumann, the graphic designers Eileen Zimmermann and 
Natalie Zacher, and Moritz Aschemeyer, who is responsible for the translation. We 
would like to express our deep gratitude to our fellows and colleagues at the IGZA, 
all those who engaged in discussions during numerous meetings and workshops 

-
-
-

—— 
  

 
  -

-

-
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over the last nine years, and especially the reviewers of this volume for their valu-
able input. In particular, appreciation goes to Pia Amerongen, Svenja Bauer, Petra 
Reichert, and Ingeborg Wahle (all Chapter 12), Jürgen Schmidt (Chapter 13), and Kai 
Pless (Chapter 17) for their contributions. 

Here, as there, the central theme of the presentation is the productivity of hu-
man labour as a social-material interaction. The starting point for the analyses and 
theses is the understanding of humans as working and communicative beings and 
their ambivalent egoistic-communal character with simultaneous openness to be 
shaped by cultural learning. The basis of productivity is the ability of Homo sapiens 
to analyse and abstract, as well as a manual and linguistic dexterity that is unique 
in the known world of living beings. That is why this text must begin very briefly – 
long before the last 5,000 years – with the anthropological question of human na-
ture. 

This is followed by 20 chapters, each a summary of the central chronological 
and thematic dimensions of the Matrix of Work. The book concludes with a brief 
outlook for the 21st century. The chapters are interconnected, but each can also be 
understood on its own. 
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