20 Conclusion: Key Challenges for the 21** Century

1. Sustainability

2. Prosperity

3. Attractive Work

4. Control of AI

5. Embedding the Monetary and World Economy
6. Development of Democracy

7. End of Hierarchy

8. End of War

9. Ende of Patriarchy

10. New mode of living

1. Sustainability

Climate change, resource consumption and recycling, balance with life: animals,
plants, ‘Gaia’

The human-induced global warming through greenhouse gases poses a funda-
mental threat to survival. A continuation of the status cannot be an option. If we
are to maintain the level of prosperity in the OECD countries, and if the countries
of the Global South are to achieve a respectable level of prosperity during the
course of the 21* century, we must end the fossil age as soon as possible and con-
vert our energy supply to sustainable sources. To transition all primary energy
consumption to renewables within 20 years, we would need less than 0.3 per cent
of the Earth’s surface for photovoltaics and an annual investment of $4 - 5.5 tril-
lion - roughly equivalent to global defence spending or current subsidies and
investments in fossil fuel production.

Climate change is just one area in which our patterns of production and con-
sumption pollute and destroy our habitat. Soils are damaged by reckless agricul-
ture and mining, water and air are polluted and poisoned, the oceans and near-
Earth space are littered. All of these are areas will have to be cleaned up and re-
habilitated when the ‘party is over’ - if we are to avoid the curse of our children,
grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
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2. Prosperity

Material prosperity, Education, Health, Free time

Only 2 per cent of the world’s 8 billion people enjoy a standard of living that is
above forty times the existential subsistence minimum (EM) - that is, correspond-
ing to the level of an elevated respectability basket found in the most advanced
countries, such as the USA. Even today, 40 per cent of humankind still lives on less
than twice the EM. If we succeed in addressing the sustainability challenges of
production and consumption, there would be no fundamental barriers to achiev-
ing prosperity for all in the 21* century. This includes a respectable, high-quality
material standard of living, universal access to health care, education and culture.
A reduction in weekly work to less than 30 hours, supported by flexible working
life time accounts and further development of social security and pension systems
grounded in solidarity, would enable a more equitable balance between work,
family and personal time.

The economic basis for this prosperity could be created by a further increase
in productivity until the end of the century. This is counteracted by intensified
distributional conflicts and the political influence of the top 1 to 10 per cent, exac-
erbated by deregulation and financialisation since the 1970s. Potentially, the pur-
chasing power of the working people is being diverted into speculative invest-
ments, education and infrastructure are being neglected and resources are being
squandered on national and imperial conflicts and wars.

Without greater distributive justice within the OECD countries and be-
tween the global ‘North’ and ‘South’, the productive potential of the already
existing 90-fold leap in productivity and the further development of science and
technology cannot be translated into prosperity for all. This emancipation is not
achievable without social struggles and political conflicts, but it can be realised
without violent territorial disputes - because there would be enough for eve-
ryone!
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3. Attractive work

Ende of precarious work, work as a fulfilling part of life

Hundreds of millions of people in the Global South work for a few dollars a day in
inhumane conditions. Long working hours, poor health and safety conditions,
insecure employment, discrimination against women and child labour under the
pressure of competition and the need for high returns on capital in international
trade flows are reminiscent of Manchester capitalism. But in the Global North, too,
the pressures of financialisation and the focus on maximising shareholder value
have wreaked new havoc on the world of work: Outsourcing to companies with-
out collective agreements, precarious work with short-term contracts, low wages
and stress.

To counteract this, the reinstatement of collective bargaining agreements,
high minimum wages, works councils, qualification-promoting labour market
regulations, and generally an elevation of the value of work, especially in trades
and service professions that have been underestimated in the academic hype, are
necessary. Work can become a good, interesting and fulfilling part of life if the
right balance is struck between working hours, pay and work organisation that
promotes performance, skills and cooperation. ‘Flow’ rather than stress could
become the hallmark of attractive work. Working life time accounts can help to
reconcile the balance between family and work while providing more flexibility
between periods of work and qualification.

4. Control of AI

Reversal of subject and object in the capitalist mode of production. Potential peak
or abyss. Control of artificial intelligence

In the capitalist mode of production, the means of human labour - tools, energy
sources, raw materials, organisation and control - have developed almost explo-
sively into machine systems under the direction of industrial capital, into scientif-
ically grounded physical-chemical production processes, massive power ma-
chines, and ICT-controlled global supply chains. After 1800, the workforce became
more and more part of factories and machine systems. With the development of
computers and the Internet, and the takeover of control and management func-
tions by the ‘third machine’, the data processing machine, this integration or sym-
biosis of man and machine is increasingly the case in personal services,
knowledge work and culture (SKC). The defining feature of this epoch is a control
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of production and consumption, which is not only technically beyond the reach of
individuals or even entire regions or countries, but also economically. It is no
longer the entrepreneur, the ‘good patriarch’, who decides, but the logic of share-
holder value and investor capital. The inversion of subjects and the objects they
created extends to the relationship between workers and ‘their’ machines to the
control of the system by elusive money, capital and financial relations and dy-
namics.

As if the challenge of embedding capitalist financialisation in this century
were not already substantial enough, digitalisation - which is currently progress-
ing largely unregulated towards a major disruption of human history - occurred
almost in parallel with financialisation in the second half of the 20 century: the
development of artificial intelligence. It is currently difficult to assess how far,
how profoundly, and how rapidly artificial intelligence will develop to resemble
human cognition - or surpass it - and whether its proliferation will prove benefi-
cial or dystopian. Two things are already evident. First, the convergence of the
inverted subject-object relationship inherent in the financialised capitalist market
economy and mode of production with advancing artificial intelligence consti-
tutes an unfortunate and potentially dangerous alliance for democracy and free-
dom. This is exemplified by digital platforms that have developed a life of their
own, shaping consumption patterns and influencing political behaviour. And,
secondly, we will not succeed in making these new technological leviathans serve
human purposes unless we also gain control over and the power to shape our
economic systems.

5. Embedding the Monetary and World Economy

The control and shaping of the role of financialised capital in the national and
global economy requires the abolition of the principle that all labour and econom-
ic activity must be governed primarily or exclusively by the logic of ROC, competi-
tion, and growth - the imperatives of money that has become autonomous capital
(‘maximising shareholder value’), with little regard for labour or nature. This is
linked to the liberation of people from the self-imposed pressures of competition
and consumption of an economy and society of excessive growth - especially for
those who believe abolishing capitalism would ‘abolish’ something external and
alien to human beings. Money, capital, financialised capital are part of our nature
as homo sapiens, as are the capacities for abstraction and interaction, the infinite
diversity of interests and the boundlessness of the ego. Fortunately (and often
painfully) there is something else, the community, which supports and develops
the individual and opens up space and meaning for personal paths. The advent of
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the universal market economy, which first emerged globally together with the
capitalist mode of production, inverted the relationship between the individual
and the community for the time being. Exchange, money, capital became the sup-
posedly objective links in communities and ethnic groups.

Humankind is thus faced with a dual task: to bring the design of the economy
(financialisation) and technology (AI) back under the social and political control of
free and empowered individuals, and to tackle this collective reorganisation of
labour and technology on a global level. All institutions and approaches that can
be used to break the self-perpetuating cycle of excessive goals such as the primacy
of profit seeking, competition and growth, and the wildly rampant spread of Al
applications, are welcome: the UN and its many organisations, NGOs, overarching
currencies, ecological remediation projects and alliances of states, provided that
they are aimed at building a multipolar, inclusive, peaceful world community.

6. Development of Democracy

Democracy is still in its infancy. At around 1800 there was no universal suffrage
anywhere. 100 years later, in 1900, the situation was not really different. In the
‘democratic West’, there was only one country where women could vote: New
Zealand (from 1893, see Figure 155). In every other country, at least half the popu-
lation was still excluded from democracy, as were other sections of society - be-
cause of their skin colour, sexual orientation or lack of property. Today, in 2026,
Saudi Arabia, Brunei and the Vatican are still countries where women do not have
the right to vote. An independent judiciary, freedom of expression and freedom of
the press are still nascent as of today.

Along with the market economy, free and equal ‘economic citizens’ took over
from the old landed aristocracy. In the 20 century, working people also gained
increasing formal citizenship rights, with the right to vote, trade unions and la-
bour parties. However, the influence of big money still prevails in all the ‘demo-
cratic’ countries of the ‘West’, with still very different degrees of lobbying and
corruption.

The evolution from plutocracy to democracy is therefore still to come. The
ability to tackle future challenges such as the end of the fossil age, attractive work
and the control of Al also depends on the success of this political liberation. In our
view, the independence of the media from bhig money and the transition of gov-
ernance from short-term power struggles between government and opposition to
longer-term, transparent, participatory structural programmes for sustainability
and attractive work, global prosperity and global cooperation are essential ele-
ments of this transformation.
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7. End of Hierarchy

Hierarchy, war and patriarchy emerged as the three basic evils of the hierar-
chical-imperial agricultural epoch, which added barbarism to civilisation. In the
capitalist world, hierarchy, war and patriarchy were partly weakened, modified
but also reenforced. The reason for this continuation was its foundation on the
still scarce wealth and the intensified struggles and attempts to monopolize this
new wealth.

The great leap in productivity after 1800 and further possibilities for automa-
tion through the ‘third machine’ - the computer - open up the technical-economic
potential to realise the dreams of Aristotle and Keynes. With the advent of auto-
mation, labour slaves become superfluous. The solution to the problem of scarcity
defuses the distribution struggles in which the powerful enforce their injustice
and consolidate it in hierarchical-ideological power structures. In Chapter 13 we
distinguish between authority and power on the one hand and domination and
oppression on the other. ‘Charismatic political leadership’ must be based on com-
petence and wisdom and must not become dynastic. Entrepreneurial leadership
must be based on technical-organisational innovation and social and ecological
responsibility, not on the directives of shareholder-driven fund management. The
end of hierarchy requires the empowerment of working people. Much has been
achieved in the last 100 years in terms of general education and knowledge. The
extension of economic democracy faces a strong headwind in the persistence of
hierarchical structures in the world of work under the influence of financialisa-
tion and shareholder value. Democracy and participation of the working people in
company, local and national decision-making require competence and time. Qual-
ification and a reduction of working time on the basis of a respectable living
standard are the prerequisites of a real democracy (Honneth 2023).

8. End of War

Wars have existed since the advent of hierarchical agricultural empires 5,000
years ago. Like patriarchy, hierarchy, and slavery, it is a historically recent phe-
nomenon for humanity. Homo sapiens inhabited the Earth for about 300,000
years, not non-violently, but without the institution of war. With increasing seden-
tariness during the transition from hunting and gathering to horticulture and
gradually to agriculture and animal husbandry after 15,000 BP social conflicts and
territorial disputes manifested themselves in raids, local plundering and finally in
‘tribal wars’. The systematic conquest of neighbouring territories, mineral re-
sources, food sources and slave labour by large metal-armed armies began after
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5,000 BP. This was driven by a scarce surplus enabled by agricultural innovations
like irrigation, ploughing, draft animals, metallurgy, writing, and emerging hier-
archies. War became a means of securing control over other people’s labour and
livelihoods.

With the industrial revolution and the development of natural and technical
sciences, and finally of information and communication technologies, armament
has become more and more effective, terrible and threatening to the existence of
humankind. For reasons of self-preservation and due to the sheer scale of arms
production, which obstructs efforts to combat poverty, stagnation, and environ-
mental degradation, the end of armament and war is urgently needed. As the
continuing growth of the world’s population, particularly in Africa, and the con-
sequences of global climate change will further intensify the struggle for re-
sources, any easing of territorial and resource conflicts through sustainable in-
creases in productivity will initially meet with fierce resistance. No one can
predict how dark our future will be in this century and how much longer the dark
valley will persist beyond our hopes.

Throughout the course of biological and cultural evolution, the human species
has largely overcome in-group aggression, but unfortunately has greatly in-
creased out-group aggression [hostility] after 5,000 BP. The struggle for the scarce
resources has led to hierarchy, war and patriarchy. The chances of overcoming
the territorial conflicts and fostering a global ‘We’, a planetary sense of unity, has
grown due to the existential need for collaborative ecological action - similar to
the development of in-group group solidarity through the collective breeding of
Homo erectus to enable the larger brain (for better manual and communicative
performance for cooperation in new habitats) and the development of agriculture
to cope with higher population densities.

9. End of Patriarchy

War and patriarchy have had a close, asymmetrical relationship since their emer-
gence 5,000 years ago. The inheritance of wealth and the tendency to wage war
with the aim of extending and stabilising hierarchical forms of rule have promot-
ed a polarised division of labour between the sexes and male dominance as war-
riors and patriarchs. The new equality and freedom of economic citizens, and the
increased skills and employment of women, created the basis for a long and partly
successful struggle for freedom - especially by women - for gender equality in
the capitalist market economy. At the same time, old patriarchal structures were
revived - for example, in the male breadwinner model - and reinforced - as can
still be seen in the many different gender gaps (see Chapter 12). In the 21* century,
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further successes in the fight for equality should be achieved through qualifica-
tion and employment. The social, personal and cultural dimensions of gender
roles and gender relations have made progress in OECD countries, despite strong
resistance. The link between war and masculinity roles also seems to be dissolv-
ing, although in one of the hopefully last archaic territorial conflicts, the invasion
of Ukraine by Russia, disembodied military technology is partly giving way to
brutal, ‘hand-to-hand’ combat again.

The end of hierarchy, the end of war and the end of patriarchy are all closely
linked. There will be advances and setbacks in this century. The development of
human history in these dimensions - as in labour productivity - is not without
direction, but it is not without regression and the possibility of serious failure.
From the environmental destruction of large parts of the planet to the political
regression towards authoritarian, terrorist hierarchies of violence with Orwellian
means, from nuclear, biological, and chemical warfare to the consolidation of
patriarchal oppression, we are not safe from anything. The only certainty we have
is that the capitalist market economy and mode of production have created the
technological, economic, and social potential for prosperity and freedom. Wheth-
er the strength and will of present and future generations will be sufficient to
release this potential remains to be seen. Unfortunately, history is contingent on
this point.

10. Lifestyle - the Art of Living

Education, culture, the right balance

Many, more intellectual people, are horrified when they think about what people
should do in the ‘realm of freedom’ if working hours are reduced even further.
‘Hunting, fishing, philosophising’ - all well and good, but computer games, televi-
sion, mass tourism? In this domain, it is initially difficult to distinguish between
snobbish contempt for the commercial seduction of the people and justified criti-
cism. Developing a wide variety of education, culture, community engagement,
and sports is therefore all the more essential, ensuring everyone can participate:
From the Roman ‘bread and circuses’ that bolstered the ruling elite’s control, to
the immense variety of food and forms of communication available today, from
gladiatorial combat to today’s possible physical, natural, and social experiences.
There is, however, one essential element of living we must learn that was al-
ready held as a supreme virtue in classical Greece: méden agan - nothing in ex-
cess. The path to this categorical imperative is inescapable. It begins with the
boundless ego of early childhood, slowly learning the limits imposed by the exist-
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ence and wishes of others, to the realisation - through imperial hierarchies and,
later, through money and capital as universal expressions of wealth - that others
could be dominated and the world made subject to one’s will. Freedom and re-
sponsibility. Self-restraint in the form of the ‘right measure’ is not merely about
renunciation or asceticism; it also offers a richness of quality and a focus on what
truly matters.

... In the 21 Century or: In the 3rd Millennium?

It remains uncertain how many of these issues will be resolved by 2100. From a
historical point of view it may even matter little whether they are solved a few
centuries later. What are 250 or 500 years in the broader context of Homo sapiens’
300,000-year existence, or compared to the roughly 5,000 years since the rise of
civilisation and barbarism in Mesopotamia, Egypt, India and China, or the mere
250 years since the dawn of the capitalist era?

There are five compelling reasons why we should not take this question lightly:

— First, human suffering remains acute: Despite technological and economic
progress, bhillions continue to experience poverty, oppression, and violence
rooted in enduring structures of hierarchy, war, and patriarchy — made worse
by a population that now exceeds 8 billion.

— Second, ecological urgency: The rapid and expansive growth of the capitalist
market economy has accelerated environmental degradation and resource
depletion, leaving no time for hesitation in addressing existential threats.

— Third, technological governance is required: The rise of artificial intelligence
represents a new frontier that, like financialised capital and the influence of
‘big money’, demands democratic oversight and responsible integration into
society.

— Fourth, the escalating lethality of warfare: weapons have become ever more
destructive — from tanks and aircraft to missiles, drones, and nuclear arms —
mirroring the scientific advances in physics, chemistry, molecular biology, and
Al that have reshaped warfare.

And not least - fifthly - the capitalist market economy has generated immense
technological, economic, and institutional potentials, that, in historically short
time, they could enable an end to scarcity and a realm of freedom - making every
decade we still have to wait regrettable.
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