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1. Foreword
Every year, a few weeks before Christmas, the ‘fifth season’ begins: the Christmas shopping season. The festive period is used to give sales another big boost just before the end of the year. After all, presents are a must. And so it’s not hard to sort out things that could actually last for quite a while yet, just to make room for new ones. After all, we’ve earned a reward for our hard work.
But what actually drives the economy to start beating the advertising drum as early as September? The answer is worrying: if not enough is sold, companies won’t have enough money next year for wages, social security contributions and profits. In the worst-case scenario, they’ll have to close down because they’re not profitable. Selling isn’t a choice – selling is a necessity.
Every year, more must be sold. An economy is only considered healthy if it is growing. For centuries, economists have been searching for a way out of this spiral – in vain. The compulsion to grow seems to be an iron law.
Yet there are counter-movements. More and more people are cutting back on their consumption; the second-hand market is booming. The car industry is in crisis because too few new cars are being bought. We should actually be pleased about this, but what at first glance appears to be ecologically welcome immediately sets off political alarm bells: ‘Growth is at risk!’
That is why governments are taking out massive loans – in Germany these are now called ‘special funds’ – and ordering weapons. This is justified on the grounds of increasing international tensions, which, however, are often caused precisely by the effects of economic growth itself. It is only a matter of time before these weapons are deployed; at the latest when the reconstruction following war damage must become the next welcome source of growth.
Yet the market economy is by no means as efficient as is often claimed. It is true that individual companies are forced by competition to reduce their costs. However, the system as a whole generates enormous waste. Many similar products are developed in parallel, goods are deliberately designed to be short-lived, and production often focuses not on what people really need, but on whatever can be sold in some way.
The technical conditions for a completely different form of supply are in place today. Thanks to the internet and artificial intelligence, people could order products and services directly from companies – entirely without the market acting as an intermediary.
Companies would then only produce what people actually want, and no longer just what can be sold. If nobody wanted weapons, no weapons would be produced. If people wanted durable and repairable products, the economy would manufacture precisely such products. Of course, prices stand in the way of this.
The true value of a product would also become much clearer if there were no prices. We all know from our own experience that we usually opt for the cheapest items of clothing, regardless of whether they have been transported halfway around the world. For a direct supply system, therefore, prices would have to disappear.
But would such a direct supply system even be possible? Could a modern society function without prices? What would happen if products and services were no longer sold but provided free of charge?
In this book, we pose several unusual questions:
 	Would it be possible to abolish prices at the current stage of economic development, or is this only feasible at the level of a ‘Stone Age economy’?
	Under what conditions would the owners of resources make them available for general use at all?
	What would happen if the economy were freed from prices in only individual countries?

The answers in this book may seem surprising at first glance. However, they are based on the observation that people already organise a large part of their lives today without buying and selling. Within families, circles of friends, neighbourhoods and many areas of civil society, people look after one another without issuing invoices.
This also leads us to questions such as:
 	Would people stop working if they were provided for free of charge?
	Would shops be looted if there were no longer any till counters?
	Would we exploit resources all the more if price could no longer regulate their distribution?

This book also examines the question of whether the principle of care, which has shaped our private lives for millennia, can also be applied to social production.
If this were possible, the economy could once again fulfil its true mission: providing for people and protecting the natural foundations of life.
This is neither about the abolition of capitalism nor the socialisation of property. Nor is it a purely theoretical treatise. It is about nothing less than preserving the foundations of life for future generations.
We have two options:
 	We can free the economy from the constraints of the market, which has long since lost its raison d’être,
	or we can carry on as before, right to the bitter end.


2. The market has run its course

2.1. The threat of climate change to future generations

Man-made climate change is a widely accepted fact within the scientific community. International organisations such as the United Nations and the World Meteorological Organisation regularly confirm , based on these research findings, that humans are the primary cause of climate change. The public service media also report on man-made climate change. No one can deny the melting of the glaciers any longer, and what is happening there is also happening at the polar ice caps.

Nature, people and social ties are being harmed because growth, competition and profit drive a constant expansion of energy consumption and production – even today, when the Earth’s ecological and social carrying capacity has long since been exceeded.

More than fifty years ago, the Club of Rome highlighted the dangers of continued economic growth in its report ‘The Limits to Growth’ (Meadows, Meadows, & Behrens, 1972) .
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 Figure1 : Primary energy, shares

Production and transport require energy, over 80 per cent of which is generated from fossil fuels on a global average (Kearney, 2025) . The increasing carbon dioxide content of the Earth’s atmosphere is clearly demonstrable. This concentration is measured by the US government’s NOAA Global Monitoring Laboratory (Administration, 2026) .
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Over the last 50 years, it has risen by an average of 2.1 ppm per year. In the last 5 years, this increase has risen to as much as 2.7 ppm per year. The concentration is therefore rising faster than ever before. Due to the large-scale forest fires caused by global warming, the increase in 2024 was as high as 3.5 ppm.

The International Monetary Fund forecasts a further rise in global gross domestic product by 2030. It is therefore to be expected that greenhouse gas emissions will not decrease. (INTERNATIONAL MONETARY FUND, 2026)
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2.2. The concentration of wealth

The World Inequality Report 2026 shows that global income and wealth inequality continues to rise.

But this is not just about the so-called ‘super-rich’. The top 10% are not a small group of exotic entrepreneurs, but represent the affluent middle class of industrialised nations. They are doctors, lawyers, engineers, department heads and many other high-earning employees from our immediate surroundings.

This ten per cent of humanity holds around three-quarters of the world’s wealth, whilst the poorer half of the world’s population owns less than five per cent. There are regional differences: whilst the richest 10 per cent in Europe receive around 37 per cent of income, their share in some regions of the Middle East is over 60 per cent (, 2025)

2.3. The exhaustion of the system

The backbone of the globalised economy is unassuming. It is not the large corporations with their multi-billion-euro budgets, but small and medium-sized enterprises – the so-called ‘Mittelstand’. In the European Union, they account for 99.8 per cent of all businesses and employ almost two-thirds of the workforce (European Commission, 2025) . More than half of total economic output is generated here. They are the real drivers of growth, the engines that keep the system running.

Yet it is precisely these engines that are overheating. For the market that drives them subjects them to enormous competitive pressure. Almost two-thirds of all small and medium-sized enterprises cite regulatory bureaucracy as their greatest challenge.

But where does this paralysing bureaucracy, which is exhausting the system, come from? It is not pointless harassment, but the state’s most important tool for steering the economy towards sustainability and social responsibility. Laws such as the Supply Chain Act (Lieferkettengesetz, 2023) , the sustainability reporting requirement(2022/2464, 2022) or the EU Taxonomy ((EU) 2020/852, 2020) are intended to compel corporations to do more for climate protection and human rights. The problem is that these rules are designed for large corporations, but end up hitting small businesses hardest through the back door. Large firms demand extensive evidence and data from their suppliers – i.e. small and medium-sized enterprises – for their own reports. What the legislator intended as a regulatory tool for the big players thus becomes an unaffordable burden for the very drivers of growth (Bollen, 2025) .

The result is a paradoxical conflict of objectives. On the one hand, the state wants to set clear, binding standards, whilst at the same time promising to reduce bureaucracy for SMEs. Thus, good intentions are stifled by their own implementation. The push towards greater sustainability does not lead to greater fairness, but to a further imbalance: the strong within the system set the rules, whilst the weak – the engines of the economy – bear the costs. The result is profound exhaustion. The system demands peak performance from its key players, yet simultaneously undermines their strength through over-regulation, power imbalances and structural barriers.

Yet companies would have the opportunity to make use of their entrepreneurial freedom to end the pressure of the market. A market that is increasingly losing its legitimacy.


3. Resistance to social change

3.1. Ideological stabilisation

The rise of political liberalism since the 1970s is not merely a passing fad, but an expression of the inner logic of capitalism itself. David Harvey has described this process as a ‘neoliberal counter-revolution’: a deliberate restructuring of the state and society to secure the freedom of capital and subject all areas of life to market logic. (Harvey, 2007) Liberalism not only organises the economy; it shapes thinking. It defines what is considered realistic.

The most effective way of stabilising the system is to ensure that it does not appear to be a system. The market is regarded as a state of nature, as an expression of human freedom, as a mechanism for which there is no alternative and which cannot be fundamentally questioned. Even well-meaning decision-makers operate within this framework. They seek ways to make the market economy more social, more ecological and more sustainable – but they cannot imagine overcoming it. To them, the market economy does not appear as a mode of production that has become historical, but as the goal of history.

This portrayal is no accident. It is sustained by a series of mechanisms:

 	The interest-based financial system and the dependence of national budgets on economic growth make any serious departure from the growth path an economic risk.

	The linking of social security to employment and tax revenue creates a structural fear of change: anyone who wants to retain their job, pension or healthcare must maintain growth.

	The cultural hegemony of market thinking ensures that alternatives appear naive, dangerous or backward-looking.



Perhaps the most striking example of the power of this ideological stabilisation was provided by the first lockdown in march 2020. Within a matter of days, industries were shut down worldwide, supply chains were disrupted, and air traffic was suspended. Production contracted on a historically unprecedented scale – and yet essential services did not collapse. On the contrary: it became apparent that essential social functions could be maintained even without continuous market signals. Neighbourly solidarity and voluntary support temporarily took on the role that, under normal market conditions, the market alone seems to fulfil. The lockdown was an involuntary large-scale experiment that proved: a coordinated, needs-based economy is possible – at least for a transitional period.

Yet this experience did not spark a public debate about the fundamentals of the economy. The question of why an economy that can be collectively shut down within days cannot also be collectively restructured to a sustainable level was not asked. Instead, all political energy was directed towards restoring growth as quickly as possible. “Back to normal” was the slogan – even though the old normal was the real problem.

This disregard is neither a coincidence nor a conspiracy. It is the way cultural hegemony operates. Anything that might threaten growth is either ignored or reinterpreted in such a way that it does not harm the system. The lockdowns were treated as a temporary state of emergency, not as proof that a society can function differently. The lesson that solidarity and cooperation worked better in a crisis than competition and the market was quickly forgotten.

The greatest barrier to transformation is therefore not of a technical nature. It lies in the collective inability to imagine an alternative. Capitalism has developed the remarkable ability to transform even its most obvious crises into stabilisations by repeatedly redirecting the framework of the conceivable back onto itself. Overcoming this system must therefore begin with an intellectual liberation: with the realisation that the market is not a law of nature, but a historical form – and that, like any form, it can be abandoned.

3.2. The danger of inaction

It is not change that poses the greatest risk, but clinging to the status quo. The current market order is driving ecological collapse forward at undiminished speed. Rising greenhouse gas concentrations, melting polar ice caps, collapsing ecosystems and dwindling resources are no longer predictions, but already a measurable reality. Added to this are growing social tensions, struggles over distribution and migration flows.

The chaos from which supposedly only the market can protect us has long been in the making – generated by that very same market. Those who make no changes are not choosing stability, but rather accelerating destabilisation. The question is not whether our society will undergo fundamental change, but whether this change will be uncontrolled and chaotic or conscious and purposeful.

Historical experience shows that if even drastic, unintended and often painful upheavals – pandemics, financial crashes, systemic changes – have not caused basic services to collapse, then there is little to suggest that a conscious, cooperative transformation would necessarily lead to chaos. On the contrary: a transition that leaves the physical structures of provision untouched and alters only the social form would likely be less disruptive than many of the involuntary crises that the current system regularly produces.

The choice we face

The real hurdle lies not in material feasibility, but in social consciousness. The idea that another world is possible has been systematically driven out of us. Regaining it is the first step – not towards a utopian adventure, but towards a sensible, humane and sustainable future.


4. The new historical possibility

4.1. The real purpose of an economy

The real purpose of an economy is to provide for all people in a sustainable and stable manner, so that they can live self-determined lives with dignity and develop their abilities. By ‘provision’ we mean not just the bare necessities, but everything that constitutes a fulfilling life: food, housing, clothing, healthcare, education, mobility, communication, culture and care. This task must be fulfilled in harmony with the natural foundations of life, for they are the irreplaceable basis of all production – today and for future generations.

What is currently fragmented into national economies must be conceived as a coherent global system of provision. The task remains the same – only the scope is expanding, because ecological and social issues have long since transcended national borders.

In line with this task, the social purpose of production would not lie in the exploitation of capital. It is not the accumulation of money for its own sake that should give the economy its meaning, but the fulfilment of human life in a shared world. Production is neither an end in itself nor a means of maximising profit – it is a social function whose success is measured by whether all people can live well and the natural foundations of life are preserved.

But it is not the economy that is to blame for the failure of its mission. Nor is it politics, which sees no way out.

4.2. The inefficiency of today’s market economy

Today’s economy is often praised for its efficiency. Individual companies operate with high productivity, and digital platforms coordinate global flows of goods in real time. Yet when one considers the economy as a whole, a different picture emerges: it produces not for needs, but for purchasing power.

Homes stand empty whilst people sleep on the streets because they cannot afford the rent. Surplus food is destroyed whilst others go hungry. Unemployment prevails, even though there are plenty of tasks that need to be done.

What matters today is not real need, but whether an activity can generate money. The market acts like a retrospective voting system: only after production, through sales, is it decided whether the work done is socially recognised. What cannot be sold is deemed worthless – regardless of its usefulness.

This reality leads to grotesque patterns of behaviour. Products are often replaced long before the end of their useful life in order to boost sales. Automation and technological progress could reduce the necessary working hours and allow everyone greater freedom – yet within the logic of the market, this would lead to job losses, insecurity and crises, because income and consumption remain tied to wage labour.

Added to this are enormous duplication of effort and waste. Companies around the world compete with almost identical products, whilst resource consumption and transport emissions continue to rise. A large proportion of social labour is not devoted to provision, but to the market mechanism itself: advertising, packaging, the creation of new needs, financial speculation that generates no practical value, and planned obsolescence, which causes products to age prematurely. The economy therefore does not produce what is needed, but rather attempts to produce what can be sold as often and as profitably as possible. This inefficiency is not negligence, but an inherent feature of market logic.

From the ideal of competition to corporate domination

In the early days of capitalism, competition was regarded as the foundation of social progress. In ‘The Wealth of Nations’, Adam Smith described how the division of labour and markets can increase productivity and raise general prosperity – mediated by that famous ‘invisible hand’, which unintentionally transforms self-interested action into the common good (Smith, 2023) . Smith was no advocate of boundless egoism. He sharply criticised monopolies, the concentration of power and the close ties between the state and wealthy commercial interests.

Yet Smith assumed a world of many relatively independent producers. Today’s capitalism has left that world behind. Technological development, capital accumulation and global markets have given rise to huge corporations and financial structures that squeeze out small businesses or make them dependent on digital platforms. Companies no longer produce merely to provide goods, but primarily to generate returns for investors. Global interconnectivity has raised production, transport and communication to a historically unprecedented level. Yet its potential is primarily harnessed to secure competitive advantages and defend market share, not to meet the needs of all people.

It is precisely those trends that Smith himself would have criticised that have emerged: monopolies, speculation, the political influence of large corporations, and an economy that subordinates social needs to profit interests. The market has long since ceased to function as the decentralised competitive model that Smith had in mind. It has become a global system of power whose productivity serves primarily the purpose of capital accumulation.

The suppressed question

All these contradictions – overproduction, waste, artificial needs – raise a fundamental question that is surprisingly rarely asked in economics: does the economy even know what people really need?

The answer is sobering. In the market economy, calculations are made primarily in terms of prices, growth, productivity and purchasing power. The central question is: ‘What can be sold and produced profitably?’ – not: ‘What do people need for a good life?’ The economy is under pressure to generate ever-increasing levels of consumption. Advertisements and discount campaigns are positioned in such a way that they cannot be ignored. They target our cognitive vulnerabilities directly: fear of missing out, social comparison, and reward centres. These stimuli activate fast, emotional thinking and thus bypass our slow, reflective thinking (Kahneman, 2012) .

There are vast amounts of data on markets, share prices and consumer behaviour, whilst actual social needs are comparatively little studied. A global assessment of what is truly needed and what proportion of production exceeds this would reveal how much labour and resources are currently channelled into competition, luxury goods, advertising or disposable production (Hickel, 2023) .

This is precisely why this question is systematically avoided. If it became clear that a dignified life for all would already be possible with significantly less production, working hours and resource consumption, then we would have a clear yardstick for the inefficiency of the market economy.

The question of actual needs is therefore not only a technical one, but also a political one. For as soon as we know what people really need, the question automatically arises as to whether today’s economic system is still the best solution for this.

4.3. Digital networking and direct communication of needs

The market as a historical substitute for information

For centuries, the market was the only way to coordinate production and distribution within society. Prices were intended to indicate which goods were needed, where there were shortages, and which production was worthwhile. The market was – for all its weaknesses – a functioning substitute for missing information. Producers could only find out what consumers needed via the market; consumers could only find out what producers were supplying via the market. The price was the signal that linked both sides.

But this historical necessity no longer exists. For the first time in history, global digital connectivity allows needs to be communicated directly and production to be coordinated accordingly – without the detour via prices, money and markets.

The technical infrastructure already exists

The foundations for this transformation were laid long ago. In most supermarkets, demand for products is tracked in real time; warehouse systems monitor stock levels and automatically trigger orders. Every time a good is removed from stock – be it a food item or a spare part – it now generates digital signals that travel through the supply chain. Major online platforms such as Amazon or Aliexpress collect data on preferences, usage habits and regional demand patterns.

Even the financial markets offer technical approaches that would be of interest for direct supply. Stock exchanges such as the New York Stock Exchange or NASDAQ operate sophisticated systems for real-time aggregation of information, for predicting bottlenecks and for optimising complex capacities. These systems could be repurposed for demand-driven coordination – speculation would become logistical intelligence.

Blockchain technology, often hailed as the technology of the future, would likely be largely superfluous in a transparent society. It is primarily a tool for securing property and transactions in a market society characterised by mistrust. In a system of direct, on-demand provision based on cooperation and democratic control, the constant cryptographic safeguarding of private property rights loses its central function. A democratically controlled artificial intelligence could create trust, traceability and security – without the enormous energy consumption of blockchain.

Existing information systems therefore do not need to be reinvented; they simply need to be assigned a different role. The transition to demand-driven production is not a vision of the future awaiting science-fiction technologies, but would be a practical repurposing of existing systems.

Democratic control instead of blind market movements

The market could be replaced by a digital infrastructure that functions as a democratic coordination network. On such a platform, all available services, products and potential would be visible; at the same time, all needs could be reported – from individuals as well as from shared-housing communities, neighbourhoods or local authorities, right through to repair centres. A democratically controlled artificial intelligence would transparently match supply and demand, taking into account ecological limits, regional capacities and social priorities.

Digital networking also creates new opportunities for grassroots democratic participation. Regional supply councils, platforms for joint priority-setting and collective feedback systems could be implemented using today’s technologies. People could have a direct say in what is produced, how and where – not indirectly through their purchasing power, but consciously through their vote. AI would serve as a decision-support tool, not as a central planning authority.

No market, but no central authority either

The proposed model therefore does not simply replace the market with a state-run command economy. Rather, a network of direct social coordination could emerge, in which information can be processed more quickly, more precisely and in a more needs-based manner than is possible through the sluggish price movements of the market. Historically, the market was a means of organising social labour under conditions of limited information. With global digital connectivity, it loses this technical necessity – and with it its legitimacy.

4.4. The role of AI in an economy liberated from the market

Artificial intelligence in the service of the market economy

Artificial intelligence (AI) is currently developing into one of the most important technologies of capitalism. However, its function is usually not to meet social needs, but to secure competitive advantages, reduce costs and accelerate the realisation of capital.

Large corporations use AI to optimise advertising, steer consumption and analyse data. Recommendation algorithms capture attention, stimulate consumption and keep users on digital platforms for as long as possible. In production and logistics, companies analyse supply chains, calculate demand forecasts and automate warehousing – always with the aim of overtaking competitors. In the financial world, AI systems predict stock market movements and conduct automated high-frequency trading. Surveillance also plays a growing role: companies monitor work performance, analyse customer data and automate administrative decisions.

AI today therefore serves not to directly satisfy needs, but to market products, generate new consumer needs and discipline the workforce (Russell, 2020) .

Artificial intelligence as a tool for social coordination

Yet these market-oriented applications utilise only a fraction of what AI could actually achieve. In an economy no longer based on competition, sales and profit, its social role would change fundamentally: from an instrument of control and profit to a democratic tool for coordination.

Following the transition from a market economy to a needs-based economy, AI could analyse demand requirements and automatically identify the most suitable producers, warehouses or transport routes – not according to profit criteria, but according to ecological and social considerations. It could coordinate material flows, calculate production capacities and identify bottlenecks at an early stage. Instead of market prices, real-time demand data, stock levels, energy consumption and available resources would form the basis of coordination.

The structure of production would change. Today, many companies compete for markets with similar goods and hold large quantities of unsold stock. In an economy free from market forces, AI could help align production more closely with actual demand. Overproduction, unnecessary transport and duplicated development work would be reduced. The technical networking that currently serves competition could be used directly for social cooperation.

Research and innovation would also be reoriented. Today, technical progress is often determined by whether it can be profitably marketed – many socially important areas remain underdeveloped if no return on investment is expected. In a needs-oriented society, AI could help to form collaborations to solve environmental problems, accelerate medical research, or make production processes more durable and resource-efficient.

The question of power: Who owns artificial intelligence?

At the same time, the legitimate question arises as to how we can prevent AI from being misused even after a societal transformation. The concern that a centralised AI could become an all-knowing controlling authority is understandabl . However, it overlooks the fact that such a concentration of power arises primarily under market and competitive conditions. In a cooperative society, where production knowledge no longer needs to be kept secret and goods are freely available, many of today’s sources of power lose their foundation.

Nevertheless, vigilance would be advisable. Potential advantages of power could lie in control over information, technical infrastructure or societal decision-making processes. Democratic control of AI would therefore need to be ensured at several levels:

Firstly, through transparency: AI systems that coordinate social services should not be ‘black boxes’. So-called Explainable AI (XAI) makes decision-making processes transparent by revealing the factors that determine a decision (Hassija, 2023) . People must always have the opportunity to review and correct automated decisions.

Secondly, through decentralisation: instead of equipping a few central bodies with virtually unlimited information power, many regional and globally distributed networks could jointly decide on standards, rules and priorities. Modern digital systems already enable large-scale distributed coordination today (Sieker, 2025) .

Thirdly, through democratic embedding: the infrastructure would need to be publicly controllable and subject to democratic influence – not by a small group of experts, but through transparent, participatory processes (Heinlein & Huchler, 2022) .

Ultimately, what matters is that AI loses its character as a tool for private exploitation. As long as artificial intelligence is deployed within market logic, it primarily serves competition, control and capital accumulation. In an economy free from market forces, the same technology could help organise supply in a way that is more needs-based, resource-efficient and democratic. The question is therefore less whether AI is ‘good’ or ‘dangerous’, but rather what social purpose it serves and under whose control it stands (Moleka, 2025).

4.5. Direct provision as a new form of distribution

In a market economy, prices do not signal actual demand, but rather expected profitability. This is why there is overproduction in some areas whilst shortages prevail elsewhere. In a direct supply economy, this contradiction is eliminated because production is directly geared towards reported needs. Neither purchasing power nor plans then determine what is produced, but rather the specific demand that has been expressed.

Today, producers only find out what is needed via the market. In a digitally networked society, people could report their needs directly. The information would no longer have to take the detour via prices. Requests for goods and services are transmitted directly to producers. AI designed for the common good identifies patterns, balances regional differences and suggests the most ecologically and socially sensible supply routes – without replacing democratic decision-making. It serves as a tool, not an instrument of control.

Production sites, warehouses, distribution points and repair centres are digitally linked. The key factors are no longer profit and competition, but short supply chains, environmental sustainability and social fairness. Algorithms that are currently programmed for profit maximisation could be reprogrammed to prioritise meeting needs, conserving resources and global cooperation.

This transformation is not a distant utopia. The technical foundations – digital networking, powerful AI, global logistics systems – already exist. They do not need to be reinvented, but repurposed. The only thing that would be new is the social form: the market is replaced by a cooperative network aimed at providing for all people.

4.6. The new social force

Traditional notions of social change emerged at a time when large factories employed thousands of workers and the industrial proletariat appeared to be a cohesive social force. Today, social reality has changed fundamentally. The working class is highly diversified: white-collar workers, skilled workers, service sector employees, the self-employed, freelancers and platform workers do not generally see themselves as part of a common class with a shared historical mission. Furthermore, no developed capitalist society has been overthrown by a proletarian revolution in the traditional sense for over a hundred years. Even severe crises such as the 2008 financial crisis, the euro crisis or the pandemic have not led to mass movements aimed at taking control of the means of production.


At the same time, another social group is coming under increasing pressure: small and medium-sized enterprises. They account for the bulk of actual production and supply, yet find themselves confronted with growing bureaucracy, intense competition, financing problems, consolidation processes and constant pressure to grow. Many entrepreneurs do not see themselves as winners within the system, but rather as victims of its constraints (DZ Bank). Their primary concern is often to manufacture good products, provide for people, secure jobs and act responsibly in the long term. Yet time and again, these goals come into conflict with the demands of the market.


This could represent a potential for change that has so far received little attention. Entrepreneurs and capitalists are not one and the same. Whilst capital strives for profit, the actual task of entrepreneurs is to organise production and satisfy social needs. The question is therefore not merely who owns the means of production, but what purpose production serves.


The more the forces of production grow and the more closely the world becomes interconnected, the more clearly the contradiction between the technical possibilities of direct provision and the constraints of commodity production comes to the fore. Humanity today possesses the knowledge, the production capacities and the means of communication to directly identify and satisfy the needs of all people. The crucial question is therefore no longer whether such an economic system is technically possible, but who will take the first step.


In this context, attention turns to entrepreneurs, particularly those in small and medium-sized enterprises. They possess entrepreneurial freedom, practical experience, organisational expertise and direct responsibility for millions of jobs. If they increasingly recognise that the constraints of competition, the pressure to grow and the pursuit of profit run counter to their actual purpose – namely, to provide for people and protect the natural foundations of life – they could become the driving force behind a new social development. The question is not whether they can be forced to do so, but whether they themselves recognise the possibilities that lie within their grasp. Perhaps this new social force does not lie in the conquest of power, but in the voluntary decision to, for the first time, consistently put existing productive forces at the service of humanity and the Earth.


5. The End of Prices

5.1. A new perspective on the national economy

In order to move away from the notion that there is no alternative to the market economy – and likewise from the notion that it can only be overcome through socialisation – we need to take a fresh look at some of the basic concepts of economics. Both conventional economics and the Marxist tradition operate with concepts whose meanings are fundamentally shaped by the historically developed market and monetary economy. Anyone wishing to conceive of an economy beyond the market must redefine these concepts. Two of them are central: the origin of costs and the concept of the means of living.

The following chapter does not develop a proposal for reform within existing economic theory, but rather introduces a new theoretical framework. The starting point is a pair of revised basic assumptions regarding costs and the cost of living. The further considerations in this book stem from these.

5.2. The concept of cost: What does production really cost?

In conventional economics, everything used in production is regarded as a cost: raw materials, energy, machinery, labour and capital. This perspective seems self-evident as long as one operates within the logic of the market. Yet it obscures a simpler truth that becomes apparent as soon as one views production from the perspective of physical reality.

The material components of all produced goods and the energy required for production originate from natural resources: raw materials, natural energy sources, water and air.

These natural resources are not produced by humans. They are not products of labour, but gifts from the earth and the sun. Therefore, they have no natural price. There is no source that could confer a financial value on these purely material and purely energetic foundations of production as they make their way to the finished product – except for the human decision to claim them as property and demand money in return for access to them.

If the material origin of all goods is free of charge, then the entire value added within the production chain – beginning with the cultivation of land and the extraction of raw materials and energy sources – must be generated exclusively through human labour. Human labour is the decisive social force that transforms natural materials into economically usable consumer goods. Even machines and infrastructure are nothing other than labour embodied in natural resources: labour that was performed in the past and now functions as a productive force.

This leads to a new perspective on costs: costs are not a physical necessity of production, but a social construct. They arise because people must demand wages for their labour and because owners of resources must demand money for their use – not because nature or labour itself costs money, but because those who work or own resources must finance their livelihoods. Labour costs and profits are therefore not technical facts, but an expression of a society in which access to food, housing and basic necessities is tied to income.

5.3. Livelihood: Why we engage in economic activity

Today, entrepreneurial activity is almost exclusively associated with the pursuit of profit. The cliché of the profit-hungry capitalist shapes public perception – and it is not entirely wrong, for the market does indeed reward those who maximise their profits and penalises those who prioritise ethical or environmental considerations over profit. Yet this behaviour is less a question of character than of the system itself. If one asks what profits and wages are actually for, one comes across a deeper purpose hidden behind the money.

The real purpose of making a profit and receiving a wage is to secure one’s livelihood. People work and engage in economic activity so that they can eat, have a place to live, clothe themselves, maintain their health and provide for their children. This also includes social security provision for illness, old age and emergencies. Furthermore, the pursuit of profit and saving are about long-term security – including that of one’s descendants. Today’s business is meant to still be in existence tomorrow, and the family is to be provided for into the next generation. What appears to be the pursuit of profit is, at its core, the understandable desire for security in an uncertain world.

In addition, entrepreneurs incur expenses on hospitality and networking, which serve to secure market share and business relationships. To outsiders, these expenses often appear to be a form of luxury consumption and fuel the stereotype of the super-rich. In fact, they are part of the competitive landscape: those who cannot keep up lose contracts and influence. This pressure, too, is not a personal failure, but a structural necessity dictated by market logic.

Everything that goes beyond an individual’s basic livelihood, including social security, flows into the accumulation of wealth in the form of savings and capital. This wealth is no longer available to the individual for immediate consumption – it becomes abstract wealth, title deeds, shares in companies or financial investments. Yet even this wealth generally serves the same purpose: securing one’s livelihood in the long term, providing for uncertain times, and safeguarding the next generation.

Yet this logic has a built-in lack of limits. In a market economy, there is no natural upper limit to wealth. Once capital has been accumulated, it can be reinvested, multiplied and channelled into ever-new forms of investment. This gives rise to wealth that exceeds any measure of individual subsistence – sums running into the billions that no longer serve the purpose of provision, but rather that of pure accumulation. Money turns into more money, without any connection to tangible goods or needs. The financial market becomes detached from real production and generates profits from price movements, interest rate differentials and bets on future prices. What was originally an instrument of security takes on a life of its own, becoming a system in which wealth grows for its own sake – whilst, at the same time, people are unable to meet their basic needs.

This lack of restraint is not a moral failing on the part of individuals, but the consequence of a system that knows no logic other than that of other exploitation. It shows that the market knows no limits – and therefore inevitably produces excess.

The key insight of this new perspective is this: costs, prices and profits are not laws of nature. They are social constructs based on a single premise: that people do not receive their livelihood directly, but must earn it through money. If this premise were to be removed – that is, if all people were unconditionally provided with the necessities of life – the economic function of wages, profits and prices would also cease to exist. The economy could then focus directly on the question of what people really need – rather than on the question of what can be sold.

5.4. The simple truth of apple pie

To illustrate this new way of looking at the economy, let us take a very simple example, which can, however, be applied to anything that is produced in any way.

Let us consider an apple pie. It appears to be a complex product made up of ingredients, equipment and preparation. Yet if we reduce it to its basics, only two things remain: nature and labour.

The apples, the flour, the butter – these are natural substances, produced by soil, water, nutrients and solar energy. The picking, sowing, harvesting, peeling, milking, transporting, kneading and putting it in the oven – that is human activity. There is nothing more to it. There is no third substance from which wealth arises. The oven, one might object, is a complex construction. But on closer inspection, it too breaks down into natural materials – metals, glass, plastics – and the labour that shaped them.

Even knowledge and technology are not independent factors, but highly condensed, historically performed labour. The entire economy boils down to a simple relationship: people apply labour to nature. Everything else – money, prices, wages or profit – is not material content, but social form.

5.5. Everything for free

This simple truth has far-reaching consequences. If nature provides its gifts for free and labour is its sole formative force, then labour need only be freed from its cost form to liberate the entire production process from the commodity form.

Here, too, the same circular mechanism applies as with raw materials. Labour is traded as a commodity today because workers must earn their livelihood through wages. The entrepreneur must pay these wages and at the same time generate profit, because he himself must cover his costs.

However, if all socially necessary goods and services were directly and freely accessible, these forms of mediation would lose their function. The worker would no longer have to sell their labour if their livelihood were free. The entrepreneur would not have to generate profits because they themselves would no longer have to buy anything. The state would not have to collect and redistribute social security contributions because there would no longer be any need in the conventional sense. In one fell swoop, wages, profits and taxes would become irrelevant as social categories.

And because no costs are incurred in production, the products and services can be provided free of charge.

5.6. The productive cycle of the new beginning

At this point, a crucial connection becomes apparent that underpins the entire transformation – a closed circle in which one element enables the next:

 	If all goods of daily necessity were free of charge, then the livelihood of those who own raw material deposits would also be secured. They would no longer need to sell ores, water, land or energy in order to survive themselves. Their material existence would already be covered – so they could make the raw materials freely accessible to the general public.

	If raw materials and intermediate products were freely available and, at the same time, everyone involved in production were automatically provided with all necessities of life, then wages, social benefits and profits would no longer be needed to pay for the essentials. Consequently, production would incur no further costs, and products and services could be provided free of charge.

	And because the products are now free, the provision of necessities for all people is automatically and unconditionally guaranteed – thus closing the circle. What emerges at the end is, at the same time, the prerequisite that stands at the beginning.



This cycle is not a logical fallacy, but a precise description of a systemic change that can only succeed if all its components are implemented globally at the same time.

Isolated changes would immediately be swallowed up by the old logic. If just a single company were to give away its goods, it would still have to pay for raw materials and wages – it would soon become insolvent. If only one region were to make the switch, production and investment would migrate to places where no wages need to be paid, and the products would be sold where the old market rules still apply.

The trigger would be the free decision by all entrepreneurs to provide their products and services free of charge. Only this simultaneity can break the spell. The cycle shows: it is not a step-by-step process – it is a conscious, collective leap.

It would also be possible to initiate this cycle elsewhere, for example by foregoing wages and profits. But it is precisely entrepreneurial freedom that would be best placed to trigger this process.

Further details on this cycle can be found in Chapter 7.

5.7. The Birth of a New Logic

It is not only workers who are historically capable of breaking old structures; entrepreneurs, too, can free themselves from the tyranny of the market, under which they suffer just as much. Often they do not suffer materially, but in their very purpose of existence: they cannot provide, they must exploit. In fact, the capitalist too is an alienated subject who, under the coercion of the market, cannot fulfil his true human capacity and his purpose of caring for others.

The logic described in this book is therefore not one of historical expropriation, but rather a conscious end to the exclusionary function of property and the enabling of shared use in the service of life, triggered by the collective realisation that only the simultaneous renunciation of selling clears the way.

Production would then no longer be guided by the question: ‘What brings profit?’, but rather: ‘What is needed?’. The technical prerequisites for this direct coordination of demand and production already exist today. Digital networking, automated logistics and artificial intelligence could align the flow of goods in real time with actual needs, rather than with price signals. The principle of social reproduction – the direct care for one another – would thus be transferred from the private household to society as a whole.

In a sense, humanity would thus return to the beginning, which had been interrupted by the erection of the first fences – but at today’s much higher level of scientific and technological progress. The great revolution in human history, spanning thousands of years, would thus have reached a new level.

Nature’s original gift, which has never ceased, can once again flow freely. Not through an act of expropriation, but through an act of collective insight and the courage to no longer play along with the old logic. Price is not a law of nature. It is a historical construct. And what has been made by humans can also be undone by humans.


6. Social reproduction as a model

6.1. The invisible foundation – Why the ‘breadwinner’ is a myth

We have a clear picture in mind: people go to paid work, earn money and ‘provide’ for their families with it. The wage brought home at the end of the month appears to be the source of family life. This image creates the notion that those working unpaid in the household are dependent on the breadwinner – one ‘supports’ the other.

But appearances are deceptive. Let us take a closer look at the path of money: wages are generated through the production of goods and services. As soon as these wages are used to buy household goods, the money has fulfilled its function. At the moment of payment, it flows back into the market and from there into the production cycle to enable new wages and investments. Even if it ends up in a wallet for a while, it never leaves this cycle. The wage earner has therefore never really “brought the money home”. He has merely acted as an agent of the market – he has selected goods and delivered them to the household. The earner is not the generous provider he appears to be, but a distributor, a messenger. His contribution to the family’s upkeep is important, but he is not the source.

In the process of payment, the purchased goods are immediately transformed into pure use-values: the vegetables become a lunch, the cleaning products become cleanliness, the bed linen becomes comfort. Now the actual reproduction of life begins – cooking, cleaning, caring, educating, emotional support. Almost everywhere in the world, this work is done unpaid, predominantly by women. It is work that the market urgently needs, but systematically ignores, because it takes place without money or prices. The feminist economist Silvia Federici has aptly analysed this connection: just like nature, care work is treated in capitalism as a free, infinitely available resource and is overexploited until its capacity for regeneration is exhausted (Federici, 2020) , (Nelson, 2022) .

Imagine a simple lunch. The person running the household has prepared it without being paid. The labour they put in has no price. Because the vegetables and all the other ingredients are also free of charge, the meal is the pure product of care work that exists entirely outside the market. The meal is only free because the raw ingredients are also free. This lunch proves that as soon as the material conditions are freely available, the system of reproduction is completely independent of the monetary and market system. The dependence we see today therefore does not actually exist.

Exactly the same mechanism can be found at the start of the production chain. Nature originally provides raw materials and energy free of charge. These gifts enter the production process in exactly the same way as paid goods enter the household. But there is one major difference: in the production cycle, market logic dictates that the focus is not on people’s well-being, but on what can be sold at a profit. Wages, profits, taxes – they all feed off the constant generation of new sales.

So we have two systems, both of which rely on free inputs: inanimate raw materials and natural forces on the one hand, goods that have become use-values on the other. Both require labour: paid labour in the production system, unpaid labour in the reproduction system. The production cycle delivers goods that reach the household via the market. The reproduction system, on the other hand, provides the most valuable thing a society possesses and which the production cycle can never produce on its own: living human beings capable of work and love.

The real point is this: the reproductive system is already, at its core, independent of the market. It functions according to the logic of use-value and the direct satisfaction of needs. The fact that, under the current order, it relies on purchased goods is not proof of a natural dependency, but merely a consequence of the price system that applies everywhere. If – as described in the circle – all prices were collectively abolished, then the logic of the reproductive system could be directly adopted from the production cycle. Then the economy would function just as directly and in line with needs as a family putting lunch on the table.

So we must not only bid farewell to the image of the provider. We must recognise that the apparent dependence of unpaid work on paid work is a myth – created by a system that hides direct access to necessities behind price tags. If we remove these labels, the real difference comes to light – paid work to create products that must be marketed, and unpaid care for one another and for the natural foundations of life, oriented towards real needs.

6.2. The social share of reproductive work

The reason social reproduction leads a shadowy existence is that it is not included in the gross domestic product. Simply because it is not calculated in monetary terms. But what is the relationship between production and social reproduction anyway?

People worldwide perform roughly the same amount or more care work as paid gainful employment. If care work were remunerated, its value would amount to around 40–60 per cent of gross domestic product. Care work is the prerequisite for all production. Without care, nursing and education, there would be no functional workforce and no economy.

Time use studies (e.g. UN, OECD, Federal Statistical Office) show that:

People spend roughly as much or even more time on unpaid care work (household chores, caregiving, childcare, voluntary work) as they do on paid employment (Rudolf, 2023) (Destatis, 2016).

According to the Federal Statistical Office (Time Use Survey (ZVE), 2022) , around 30 million people in Germany are involved in voluntary work; in Switzerland, the figure is around 40 per cent of the population.

Globally, the proportion is similar, and in some cases even higher in countries with low female labour force participation (UN report, 2016) , (OECD, 2019) , (ILO, 2018) .

Care work is not lesser or ‘subordinate’ to production work – it is a prerequisite for it. Without care work (nursing, education, nutrition, emotional stability), no production could take place, because there would be no functional workforce.

6.3. The Economics of Care: What Social Reproduction Teaches Us

Worldwide, billions of people perform unpaid work every day: they cook, care for relatives, raise children, repair, comfort and look after one another – out of a sense of responsibility, affection or simply as a matter of course. And not just in private life: in neighbourhood support, the voluntary fire service, clubs, in the aftermath of natural disasters or in helping refugees, it is clear that people act for one another spontaneously and without financial incentive. What needs to be done is done. Not out of compulsion, but out of social responsibility.

We can also assume that most of the steps involved in production are no more complicated than those required for social reproduction.

What is special about this economy is its entirely different internal logic. Its question is not: ‘Which product yields the highest profit?’, but: ‘What is necessary for everyone to be well?’. When breakfast is prepared for the children, twice as many sandwiches are not made as can be eaten, simply to generate ‘economic growth’. If the kitchen is clean, it is not cleaned again just to create extra work. What is produced is what is needed. Work is guided by concrete needs, not by what can be marketed. Here, there is no compulsion to overproduce, no need for artificial needs, and nothing is deliberately broken before it has reached the end of its useful life.

The market, with its prices and competition, is simply absent from this sphere – not because it is artificially excluded, but because it is perceived as disruptive, unnecessary and pointless.

The historical obstacle to generalisation

So why, one must ask, has this principle never been applied to the economy as a whole? The answer lies in a coordination problem that has long been insurmountable from a historical perspective.

The careful assessment of needs within a household works through proximity, through direct communication among a small number of people. The complex, division-of-labour-based production of goods across thousands of kilometres has, until now, been unable to function without an anonymous intermediary – the market. Until now, price has been the only signal capable of indicating scarcity and demand across great distances and between people who do not know one another. It was the information-processing mechanism of a world not yet globally networked.

But this argument has lost its validity. In our present day, the material conditions have changed fundamentally. The internet, global networking and artificial intelligence provide tools that can replace the market’s information-processing function. What used to have to be an anonymous transaction mediated by prices can today be transparent, direct coordination. Large corporations have long since ceased to organise their internal supply chains via internal market mechanisms, but rather through algorithmic planning and digital control.

The birth of a new form of intermediation

This removes the technical necessity for the market to act as an intermediary. The principle of social reproduction – the direct alignment of work with concrete needs – could, for the first time, be applied to society as a whole. This logic holds a promise: that work can be undertaken voluntarily out of a sense of responsibility rather than under compulsion; that it can be efficient without being profit-driven; and that the question ‘What is needed?’ is the only relevant question in a truly human economy.

Unpaid care work is not a secondary, subordinate activity or a romantic ‘private residual sphere’ of the otherwise ‘hard’ economy. It is a highly developed, life-sustaining and stable form of meeting people’s needs. It demonstrates that cooperation, solidarity and provision according to need are not utopian fantasies, but a reality lived out day in, day out. Social reproduction is living proof that a different economy is possible. It is the nucleus of a future society whose principles can now, with the tools of the digital revolution, be applied to the whole. It is not the opposite of the economy; it is its better future.


7. Transformation of the economy

7.1. The decisive step: the transition

Something is happening today that was impossible just a few years ago.

From today onwards, all owners of raw material deposits are handing over their mineral resources free of charge, and all entrepreneurs are giving away all products manufactured by their companies and all services free of charge. They assure us that they will no longer issue any invoices.

It was a joint decision – taken in light of the fact that the market was exacerbating global problems ever further and no other solution was in sight.

No laws, no government decrees, no changes to the economy were required.

This joint decision was the ultimate culmination of entrepreneurial freedom:

 	We can do it; no one is stopping us.



Why did they do it?

They did it because it was hardly possible any longer to generate further economic growth in an ethically justifiable manner. They did it out of a sense of self-evidence that, from that day on, they would never again have to pay prices for raw materials, intermediate products and transport, nor wages, social security contributions, taxes, interest and repayments. They did it with the certainty that, in their future business decisions, they would be guided solely by the well-being of people and the planet.

It was much easier than granting a customer a generous discount, for they were not making themselves dependent. On the contrary, all the constraints that had hindered them in their work suddenly dissolved.

They will never again have to fear being bought out by a competitor or going bankrupt. From now on, they can operate with absolute entrepreneurial freedom and serve people through a business that is sustainably and ecologically managed without restriction.

Until now, they too were prisoners of a system that robbed them of more and more freedom. Many had success, wealth or high incomes, yet still had hardly any time, hardly any security and hardly any control over their own lives.

From today, there is a tacit agreement with all employees, with all people worldwide, who from now on can access all the necessities of life free of charge and therefore no longer require wages, social benefits or any other payments.

All people will work together in solidarity to ensure that the economy can continue to function without restrictions until the changes taking effect from this day onwards—the reduction in working hours and the easing of the workload—come to pass.

People will continue to go to work, children to school, trains will run, factories will produce and supply chains will continue to function. Existing production chains will remain in place because they are based on well-established, long-term contracts. What is changing is not the technology, but the way society functions.

Today, goods and services are losing their price and becoming directly accessible free of charge: food, public transport, cultural institutions. Rents no longer need to be paid because landlords would have no use for the rent – for if nothing more needs to be bought, income and payments lose their function. Accounting does not disappear as a technical tool of organisation, but only the part relating to cost and payroll accounting. Production must still be coordinated, but no longer via prices and payment claims.

This transition is possible because the modern economy is based on advance work anyway. Work is carried out, intermediate products are delivered and services are provided long before invoices are finally settled or wages paid out. This temporal structure allows for the change without production and supply being affected at all. The transition is therefore not a technical one, but a conscious, almost symbolic process: the collective declaration that, from today, no one will have to pay for access to the necessities of life.

In the run-up to the transition, there was, of course, a global debate about this step. Many people had already begun to imagine how their daily lives, work and social lives would change. At the same time, everyone was aware that material production would have to continue as normal during the transition period. Food supplies, energy supplies, healthcare, infrastructure and industrial production are essential. Everyone knows that.

A centralised planned economy is not necessary for this. Modern production systems already operate flexibly, are digitally networked and, , are increasingly demand-driven. Trends towards lean production, automated warehousing and on-demand manufacturing show signs of a direct alignment between demand and production. This trend will intensify once products no longer need to be dumped onto the market, but producers can respond directly to societal needs. 

7.2. Criterion of Simultaneity

Three reasons lead to the dominance of the market:

 	Appropriation of raw materials provided free of charge by nature

	The necessity of wages and profits

	The price-determining nature of economic products



These reasons are interdependent.

 	Companies must sell their products in order to pay wages.

	Wages, profits and revenue from the sale of raw materials are needed to be able to purchase the economy’s products.



Only if these factors were to cease to exist globally and simultaneously could the economy transition to direct provision based on actual need. The economy could free itself from the constraints of the market if all products and services were provided free of charge.

If this transition were to take place worldwide and at the same historical moment, prices would cease to exist and the market would become obsolete. This would be possible at any given time.

That sounds radical – but it is merely the logical consequence of the fact that the global market has long since become a single, interconnected organism.

And this step is neither utopian nor impossible.

7.3. The great festival of liberation and giving

Since the early advanced civilisations, the festival has been regarded as a moment in which society celebrates itself – and at the same time forgets that it is divided. When bread, wine and music are freely distributed, an atmosphere arises that transcends the everyday: people sense that happiness lies not in possession, but in the harmony of joy.

The sociologist Émile Durkheim coined the term ‘collective emotion’ to describe this: when people celebrate together, they enter a state of heightened connectedness that transcends individual consciousness. This collective energy fosters identity, trust and meaning (Durkheim & Fields, 1995 / 1912) .

In his theory of the gift, Marcel Mauss demonstrated that every gift creates social bonds. In pre-modern societies, gift-giving was not economically but morally motivated – it fostered community rather than competition (Mauss, 1990) .

Modern studies confirm this effect: communal celebrations significantly increase subjective well-being and strengthen social cohesion. Research on mass events such as Burning Man describes transformative experiences of unity, meaning and universal connectedness (Yudkin & Prosser, 2022) .

All these phenomena point to a profound anthropological truth: when goods, time and attention are shared without a price, the sense of happiness among all those involved increases – not in spite of, but precisely because exchange value has been abolished. Following the dissolution of the market, the festival is then no longer an exceptional state, but becomes the fundamental form of social existence.

On the day of the transition from a market economy to direct provision, this is exactly what happens. The first thing we will notice is that there are neither price tags nor advertising in the supermarkets. No signs reading ‘Special offer!’ or ‘Last chance!’ are to be seen. The checkouts are unmanned, all barriers are open. At first, we will probably find it hard to believe that this is actually happening. And then it happens: people smile at one other. They take what they need. No more prompts: ‘Take two for the price of one!’ The urge to hoard doesn’t even arise; instead, we have the feeling that everything is there – just as at Christmas nobody snatches all the presents for themselves, but rejoices in both giving and receiving.

People meet on the street, and everyone has that look of relief in their eyes. It is as if an invisible burden has been lifted. The fear of there not being enough has vanished, replaced by confidence in the future. Soon we are helping one another to distribute, to organise, to explain. Others bring surplus produce from the garden, clothes, books, hand-knitted or hand-sewn items.

These first few days will later be called the great festival of liberation and giving. No noise, no triumph, no chaos – just an infinite calm, a global harmony of giving. From city to city, from continent to continent, this silent festival spreads within hours. Everywhere the same scene: people smiling at one another because they have realised that the world has changed – not through taking, but through giving.

In fact, nothing has changed on the surface. Mobile phones are still there, the streets are still full of cars, and tomorrow morning we will go back to work, to university or to school. But over the coming days, weeks and months, the economy will, of its own accord, evolve into a tool for the benefit of humanity. Via internet platforms, it will ask: “What do you need?” – and artificial intelligence, which will then belong to everyone, will ensure that absolutely everyone is provided for in such a way that they can lead a life of dignity.

Today’s production chain is transforming into a chain of giving. Each person passes on what they have received, without the flow being interrupted by a price or payment. This chain of giving extends all the way back to the source of the raw materials, making the entire process visible to us. We can give thanks for the earth’s gifts – not for the money a seller receives. This creates a new relationship with nature. Land and raw materials are no longer objects of exclusion, but shared foundations of life. Those who use them do so in the knowledge that they can be used by everyone : those living today, future generations and the earth itself.


8. Challenges in implementation

8.1. What is stopping us from taking action?

Never before have knowledge, technical capabilities and global connectivity been as advanced as they are today. Never before have there been so many objective conditions for fundamental social change. And yet many people respond to the escalating crises not with collective action, but with withdrawal, feeling overwhelmed or conformity. This contradiction is no coincidence. Modern society itself creates the conditions that make it increasingly difficult to recognise interconnections and exert active influence.

Disempowerment in everyday life

A key factor is the increasing disempowerment brought about by technological advancement. More and more decisions are being automated or outsourced to systems that appear to function ‘of their own accord’. Navigation replaces orientation, recommendation algorithms replace independent research, and artificial intelligence answers questions and filters information. Social processes no longer appear as something shaped by people, but as technical processes beyond human reach.

This gives rise to a creeping dependency: those who become accustomed to systems making decisions for them lose the ability to make their own. Automated ordering systems replace direct relationships between producers and consumers. Digital platforms organise communication, consumption and mobility without their users being able to understand or influence the rules behind them. Technical progress, which could enable freedom, leads to a new form of immaturity under the current conditions.

The cycle of work, consumption and financial worries

This passivity is reinforced by a constant focus on consumption. Advertising, social media and consumer culture are constantly creating new needs and benchmarks. At the same time, many people’s financial resources remain permanently scarce. Instead of considering the abolition of the compulsion for growth, most people try to earn more in order to achieve a seemingly higher standard of living, which today often consists of ever-increasing consumption. The cycle of work, pressure to consume and financial worries leaves little room for fundamental social reflection.

The invisibility of structures

Younger people in particular are growing up in a world where economic processes appear to be a given. They have never encountered terms such as the compulsion to exploit or use-value. Capitalism is not seen as a historically developed structure that could be organised differently, but as a technical system with no alternative. Poverty, environmental destruction or the housing crisis are understood as political missteps, not as structural consequences of market logic itself. Expectations are directed towards politics or technological innovations – not towards our own collective capacity for action.

The media reinforce this perception. Every day, they bombard us with vast quantities of news, images and opinions. The impression of being constantly informed arises – yet at the same time, the bigger picture is lost from view. Attention is directed towards individual events, scandals and short-lived outrage. The fundamental structures of society remain invisible. The constant sensory overload makes concentrated analysis and long-term thinking difficult.

The productive contradiction

This is precisely where the central contradiction of the present lies: the objective conditions for a different society are in place – yet the subjective capacities to recognise and seize them are being systematically undermined. The question is therefore not only whether a different society would be technically possible, but also how people can regain the awareness that social conditions were created by people – and can therefore also be changed by people.

In this respect, apart from the initiative in the form of entrepreneurial freedom to make products and services available free of charge, there would be scarcely any other way to break out of the cage of the market economy.

8.2. Chaos and Stability

The paradox of stability

The media, politics and business regularly warn of collapses, crises and social chaos – usually when fundamental changes are proposed. The unspoken implication is: the market may be unjust and destructive, but any alternative would be chaotic.

This way of thinking paralyses the imagination and nips in the bud any question of whether a different society might be not only desirable but also a stable possibility.

What history teaches us

Modern societies possess enormous structural resilience and adaptability. Even profound political and economic upheavals do not usually lead to the collapse of everyday life. This does not mean that these upheavals were harmless – many have caused great suffering. But they demonstrate that essential services are more resilient than the systems that are supposedly the sole guarantors of them.

The clearest example was provided by the lockdowns in march 2020. During the lockdowns, entire sectors of the economy were shut down worldwide within a matter of days. Nevertheless, essential services did not collapse. Food supplies, energy, water, logistics and healthcare continued to function. Many activities suddenly proved to be dispensable, without jeopardising the supply to the population. The pandemic inadvertently revealed what is truly systemically important – and how much is produced beyond that.

The upheavals following 1989 are similarly instructive. With the collapse of the state socialist systems in Central and Eastern Europe, entire social orders were restructured within a matter of months. Large swathes of industry vanished, millions of people lost their jobs. And yet essential services remained in place; society absorbed the shock.

The global financial crisis of 2008 provides another example – this time from the very heart of capitalism itself. Within a matter of weeks, major banks were teetering on the brink, stock markets crashed, and confidence in the global financial system evaporated. Governments had to intervene with unprecedented bailouts to prevent total collapse. And yet: whilst the financial world reared up, the actual provision of basic services to the population remained stable.

Food continued to be produced, hospitals remained open, and public transport ran as usual. The crisis hit hardest those who lost their jobs or homes – but society’s physical infrastructure held firm. Even an epoch-making crash of the financial system, it turned out, does not spell the end of society’s basic functions. Money may collapse; the material supply chain continues to function regardless.

The fear of uncertainty

Added to this is another problem: the fear of losing the apparent security of the market economy. We believe in the security of money, but this security lasts only as long as the system functions without disruption. In the event of a global economic crisis or ecological collapse, it dissolves anyway. The controlled, collective act of giving is therefore not a leap into the unknown, but the timely evacuation of a building that is collapsing anyway. True security will exist when all people can care for one another without restriction.

What really sustains society

The reason for this stability lies in the nature of modern societies. They are not sustained solely by governments, ideologies or financial markets, but by highly interconnected material structures: energy supply, transport networks, communication systems, logistics, production chains – and the everyday routines that take place within families, in care, in the neighbourhood, in short: within the framework of social reproduction. It is unpaid care work, cooking, childcare and mutual help in everyday life that hold a society together even when official institutions falter. As long as these basic functions are not destroyed, society remains functional even under extreme conditions.

The abolition of market mediation does not touch these foundations. Factories, transport networks, communication systems, housing, production facilities – they would all remain in place. People, too, would continue to do what they can: produce food, maintain machinery, build and maintain houses, conduct research, organise. The role of the social environment in working life will also ensure that production continues.

What changes is not the technical basis, but its social form. Commodity production becomes production to meet needs. Competition becomes cooperation. Profit-driven management becomes a focus on the common good.

Because the material world does not need to be disrupted, but rather repurposed, the transformation described here is fundamentally less dangerous than the crises that the current system regularly generates itself.

8.3. Society’s new possibilities

There is a curious paradox of our time. Never before has humanity been so rich in technical capabilities and knowledge as it is today. And never before has it been so paralysed by a chronic shortage – the shortage of money.

Wherever investments vital to survival are needed, the same phrase is heard: ‘There’s no money for that.’ Carbon capture and storage? Too expensive. Building solar parks in the Sahara? Unfeasible. The development of a global hydrogen infrastructure? Perhaps profitable in twenty years’ time, but until then the costs exceed any budget. Huge dams to combat rising sea levels, which could protect low-lying coastal regions? No country in the world can afford that – certainly not those countries in the Global South that are hardest hit.

The money is lacking. Money is lacking everywhere, all the time. And because the money is lacking, investments fail to materialise. And because investments fail to materialise, the crises worsen, and tackling them will then cost even more money. A vicious circle as stable as the monetary system itself.

But what would happen if the market and price no longer played a role?

The transition renders costs irrelevant

Following the transition to direct provision, as described in Chapter 7, there are no longer any costs. Not because a miracle has occurred, but because the entire logic of cost accounting – wages, interest, taxes, raw material prices – has lost its basis. When everyone is provided for unconditionally, raw materials no longer need to be sold and labour no longer needs to be paid for. What previously appeared as cost items is now simply: materials that are ready to hand, and human skills waiting to be put to use.

This removes the bottleneck that currently blocks every major project. To build a dam, you need concrete, steel, machinery and people to do the work. All of this is physically available. Before the transition, construction failed because someone had to pay for the concrete, remunerate the steelworkers and purchase the machinery. After the transition, this question no longer arises. The concrete is delivered because the concrete plant produces it – not for money, but because it is needed. The machinery is provided because its production serves a social purpose. And people contribute their labour because they are part of a project that secures their own future and that of their children.

The same applies to the greening of deserts. In the Sahel, North Africa and the Middle East, vast areas are waiting to be made fertile again. Techniques such as permaculture, reforestation and water management are well established. But under market conditions, greening a desert is not a profitable venture – at least not within a timeframe that would be attractive to investors. In a direct supply economy, however, the question would not be: ‘Will this project generate a return?’, but rather: ‘Do we have the materials, the knowledge and the labour to carry it out?’ In most cases, this question could be answered with ‘yes’.

Why there is no shortage of work

An obvious objection is: Who is going to do all this? Who will plant the trees in the desert? Who will build the dams against rising sea levels?

The answer stems from the new social dynamics. Once the surplus driven by competition no longer needs to be produced, the socially necessary volume of work decreases significantly. At the same time, the pressure to market one’s own labour disappears. Millions of people will be free to engage in activities that are currently regarded as ‘unproductive’, even though they are essential for survival.

Even today, there are probably many people who would gladly devote their energy and skills to major environmental projects – but they have to earn a living, pay rent and feed their families. After the transition, they could do so without putting their material livelihood at risk.

Furthermore, many automation technologies that are currently held back due to fears of job losses would finally be deployed on a large scale. Robots and machines could take over heavy physical labour – the planting, the digging, the lifting. People would coordinate, monitor and further develop the processes. This is no fantasy: the technologies already exist. They are often not used today because cheap human labour appears more profitable in the short term than expensive automation.

The real bottleneck is not money

This shift in perspective is perhaps the most important one offered by this book. Humanity’s real bottleneck is not even a lack of money, but a lack of imagination. We have become so accustomed to money being the limiting factor that we have lost sight of physical reality.

The materials for large-scale ecological projects are available – in the mines, the forests, the recyclable material streams. The knowledge is there – in the minds of engineers, biologists, craftspeople and local communities. The labour is there – and automation will continue to relieve the burden on it. What is missing is not the concrete, not the energy, and not humanity’s capacity for cooperation.

What is missing is simply the end of a logic that translates everything into prices, costs and returns, thereby overlooking the fact that what really matters has long been at our disposal. The Earth gives its gifts without asking for payment. People are capable of working for one another without payment – they do so every day in their families and neighbourhoods. Technology is ready to take on the heaviest work.

Once the transition to direct provision is complete, it will become clear what the greatest obstacles to overcoming the ecological crisis were. The money that was always lacking was the final and most stubborn illusion of an economic system that could not see its own wealth. With the end of prices, this illusion also ends. What begins then is the practical work of restoring the Earth – not as a utopian hope, but as what it should always have been: a matter of reason.

8.4. The Limits of Our Imagination

The Prison of Old Categories

The greatest hurdle to understanding a market-free society lies not in its technical feasibility, but in our lack of imagination. We have grown up in a world where work, property and money play the central role. These categories do not appear to us as having arisen historically, but as naturally existing. So we try to explain the new society using the concepts of the old – and inevitably fail.

For this future society has entirely different parameters. It cannot emerge through the reform of the old, but only through the abolition of its foundations. Anyone who wishes to understand it must engage with its own logic – not with how it appears from the perspective of the market economy. The following objections are typical examples of this categorical misunderstanding.

“Nobody works without money”

Today we are forced to work. Our desire is therefore to free ourselves from this compulsion. In a society where everyone is provided for unconditionally, the question arises in reverse:

 	Why on earth should we stop working if we are provided for unconditionally?



Withdrawing from voluntary work defies all logic.

We work to provide for one another within the framework of the division of labour. It is simply not visible today due to the compulsion to engage in wage labour.

Only when this compulsion is removed can the cooperative nature of work truly come to the fore. We will then no longer work because we have to, but because we want to look after one another. Work will then be experienced for what it essentially is: mutual help and support.

“The supermarkets will be looted”

This concern is also understandable – but we already know the answer from our everyday lives. Flat-rate services have shown for years that people use ‘almost’ free offers, but they do not use them without limit. Nobody watches TV series round the clock. Nobody spends the whole day travelling around by train just to make full use of their season ticket. Nobody spends their life in the gym.

Why? Because we have no interest in wasting our time on unnecessary consumption, especially not when we are no longer being urged to consume. The idea that people would immediately become excessive if they had free access to goods assumes an unrestrained Homo economicus, who does not exist in reality. In fact, the opposite tends to happen: when advertising and price pressure disappear, we are likely to consume significantly less, but more consciously.

Consumption falls because no one needs to compensate for what is systematically being taken away from them. Advertising disappears because no one needs to be manipulated into consuming.

“Resources will be exploited even more unscrupulously”

Many fear that without prices for raw materials, there will be an incentive to waste. Yet this fear overlooks the fact that in a sustainable, public-interest-oriented economy without competition-induced overproduction, much less needs to be produced. When there is no longer any competitive pressure, products can be designed to be durable and almost entirely recyclable. There would be no reason not to design them that way. Waste, which today keeps entire industries in business, would largely disappear.

Energy requirements would also look different. Climate activists today are calling for more money for climate protection. Hardly anyone considers that a reduction in economic output would mean far less fossil fuel would be needed – renewable energy sources might then already be sufficient. The problem is not just the type of energy, but the sheer volume of what must be produced and consumed today— —so that the economy can grow.

 “Everyone wants five cars”

The example of the car illustrates particularly well how much our current ideas are shaped by constraints that will no longer apply in the new system.

The first reaction is often: “If cars cost nothing, everyone will want five of them.” Yet this assumption is based on the experience of a society in which all things have an exchange value. Today, cars are not just a means of transport, but also status symbols, investments and commodities. In an economy without a market or prices, there is naturally no longer any exchange value. A car would have only its practical utility value. No one would need five vehicles that no longer offer any financial benefit.

At the same time, the conditions that make cars seemingly indispensable today would change. Many commutes arise not from a free choice, but from the necessity of connecting a distant workplace with one’s place of residence. If provision were secured even without wage labour, people could organise their activities on a more regional basis. Local public transport would then likely be expanded according to social benefit – not profitability.

Shopping habits would also change. If there were no longer any need to compare prices, it would no longer matter whether we do our shopping at the corner shop or at the supermarket on the outskirts of town. Small shops could return to residential areas – run by people who take on this work out of a sense of responsibility and enjoyment, not out of financial necessity.

This would likely lead to a drastic reduction in the need for private cars. The car industry would not have to disappear, but its function could change. Existing production chains could be temporarily shut down, much like during the first lockdown in 2020. However, the existing, highly developed manufacturing systems could be converted directly and with manageable effort to produce robots and automated machines that make heavy, dangerous or monotonous work easier or reduce the necessary working hours for everyone.

Individual needs rather than equality

Another barrier to our thinking lies in our familiar concept of equality. We are used to demanding equal pay and standardised collective agreements, as if justice meant that everyone gets the same. Yet every person has individual needs and life circumstances. Family size alone should, in fact, influence income.

Yet instead of imagining a society in which everyone is provided for according to their needs, we think in terms of equal pay – because we know no other way. Direct provision automatically resolves this contradiction. It is not equal pay that creates justice, but the opportunity to take for oneself, on an individual basis, what one really needs.

Learning to think in terms of the new logic

All these objections have one thing in common: they view the new society through the lens of the old one. They assume that, in conditions of perceived abundance, people will behave in exactly the same way as they do in conditions of actual scarcity – that they will continue to compete, accumulate and indulge in excess, even though the reasons for doing so no longer exist.

Yet the opposite is more plausible: when market pressures disappear, it is not only the structures that change, but people too. Not because they suddenly become better beings, but because the structural incentives for ruthlessness, greed and existential fear vanish. Solidarity, cooperation and frugality are not moral demands on a new humanity – they are the logical consequence of a system that is no longer based on competition and the compulsion to exploit.

The question, then, is not whether people would be ‘good enough’ under conditions of direct provision. The question is whether we are prepared to accept the possibility that they already are – and that it is only a system that rewards the bad that prevents them from showing it.


9. Development of the economy

9.1. Distribution of the Remaining Work

If the growth-driven surplus no longer needs to be produced, the socially necessary volume of work is significantly reduced. Large sections of today’s work do not serve direct provision, but rather competition-driven parallel production, packaging, marketing, financial administration or the maintenance of market mediation itself. As early as 1930, John Maynard Keynes argued in his essay ‘The Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren’ that technological progress could, in the long term, enable a significant reduction in necessary working hours (Keynes, 1930) . Keynes considered around 15 hours per week to be technically achievable – a figure that has only become more plausible since then thanks to the possibilities of automation.

The central challenge would then no longer be to create enough work, but rather to distribute the remaining work as fairly, flexibly and transparently as possible. The technical prerequisites for this already exist. Digital platforms, which today primarily serve to arrange paid employment, could be further developed into instruments of social coordination: making vacant job opportunities visible, identifying needs and connecting people with areas where support is required.

Such a change would also transform mobility. Today, millions of people leave their home regions not by choice, but because work, income and livelihoods are geographically concentrated. Many migrant workers live apart from their families and send part of their income back to their home countries.

If the place of work were no longer tied to wage labour and rent payments, families could base their decisions on where to live more on personal needs. Regions with higher labour demand could receive temporary additional support without this being linked to existential anxiety or permanent migration.

Mobility would be more voluntary and would enable people to get to know other cultures not just through a fleeting glimpse from the outside, but through daily coexistence. The willingness to share material goods when changing jobs would change. If furniture production were no longer reliant on selling new goods, reuse and shared use would gain in importance. Second-hand furnishings would not need to be replaced because furniture shops depend on turnover, but could be used for as long as their utility value remains.

A society with significantly reduced working hours would therefore not be characterised by scarcity, but by the fact that technical productivity, global connectivity and social cooperation are utilised more effectively to ease the burden on human labour.

9.2. The financial system dissolves

From the day on which all goods and services are provided free of charge, money loses its central function as a medium of exchange and a means of payment. Accounts, credit balances and loan agreements do indeed continue to exist, but they are no longer needed to provide for the population. Food, housing, energy, transport and all other goods are available to everyone unconditionally, regardless of purchasing power or income.

This also raises the question of what happens to existing debts. At first glance, they appear to remain in place. Banks still hold their loan files, and the agreed repayment amounts are documented. Yet, from an economic perspective, loans are based on the expectation of future payments. A loan only has value if debtors generate income and banks can use the repayments to meet their own obligations or grant new loans.

In a society where nobody needs income any longer and all goods are provided free of charge, this basis ceases to exist. Debtors no longer have any income from which to service their loans. At the same time, banks no longer need income to pay salaries, rent or suppliers, as these are no longer necessary. The payment of interest, dividends and other investment income also loses its economic purpose. Such income currently serves to create additional purchasing power and expand access to goods and services. However, if all goods are already freely available, a return on investment no longer provides any additional benefit to its recipient. No one needs investment income to secure their livelihood.

Under these conditions, existing claims or bank balances lose their economic value. Whilst they may still be recorded in the books, they no longer generate real cash flows. From an economic perspective, they become claims whose settlement is neither necessary nor practically possible.

The question of sanctions also changes fundamentally. In today’s economy, reminders, enforcement proceedings and insolvency proceedings serve to enforce payment claims and transfer assets between debtors and creditors. However, if neither money nor assets are required to provide for people’s needs, these instruments lose their purpose. Enforcing a claim would no longer have any economic benefit, because the creditor would not gain any additional access to goods or services through the payment.

This does not mean that debts automatically disappear from the records. However, they lose their economic function. Loans are based on scarcity, solvency and the expectation of future income. If all goods are provided regardless of income, these prerequisites cease to apply. The claims remain as entries without playing any practical role in economic life.

The situation is similar to the demise of a currency following a fundamental monetary reform. The figures can still be recorded, but they relate to a system that no longer exists. What once represented a real economic claim becomes a historical remnant of a bygone financial order.

What will become of the people employed in the financial sector?

Many people who currently work in the financial system, in insurance, in tax administration or other areas of monetary intermediation possess skills that extend far beyond their present roles. People with IT skills, for example, could focus on repurposing existing information and communication systems for the coordination of production, logistics or the allocation of resources. Other employees could get involved in areas that contribute directly to the provision of essential services, thereby reducing the existing workload there. This would likely only involve helping out on a day-to-day basis, which would not represent a significant burden.

Nor would the existing infrastructure simply disappear. Buildings belonging to banks, insurance companies or administrative institutions would still need to be managed and maintained. At the same time, most of these spaces could be put to different uses – for instance, to alleviate the housing shortage, for education, research, social infrastructure or cultural purposes.

Nor would the dissolution of the financial system mean the disappearance of material production capacities. Social provision does not arise in banks, tax offices or insurance companies, but rather where food is produced, goods are manufactured, energy is supplied, infrastructure is operated or people are cared for.

Tax offices would no longer be needed either, as taxes would no longer be necessary. Even if taxes still existed, there would be no need to spend them. Insurance companies would become superfluous, because damage can be repaired without incurring costs.

9.3. Allocation without a market?

It is often argued that markets are indispensable for the allocation of scarce resources. Prices, it is claimed, convey information about scarcity and coordinate which goods must be produced, distributed or conserved. This way of thinking presupposes that the material conditions of today’s market society will remain unchanged or even become more severe. However, if the mode of production itself changes, the form of social coordination also changes.

In a needs-based economy, labour no longer appears as a cost factor that must be minimised in order to remain competitive. This changes the possibilities of production: products can be designed for durability, repairability, modularity and reusability without falling sales figures causing economic problems. Under such conditions, resource consumption would fall significantly. If goods are used for longer, repaired more frequently and materials are systematically recycled, the demand for new raw materials is reduced. Whilst fully closed-loop systems remain physically almost unachievable, because recycling always requires energy and material losses occur, material flows could nevertheless be organised in a much more circular manner than they are today.

This does not mean that social coordination disappears. Even a needs-oriented economy must decide how limited resources are used, how production capacities are allocated, or how ecological limits are taken into account. The nature of this coordination would, however, change fundamentally. Constant competition for sales markets, returns and profit opportunities is replaced by the joint organisation of material flows.

If a resource becomes scarce under market economy conditions, its price rises. This does not necessarily reduce its consumption where it is least needed, but rather where purchasing power is lowest. Market allocation therefore means not only distribution according to scarcity, but primarily distribution according to ability to pay.

A needs-oriented coordination, on the other hand, could make scarcity immediately visible and prioritise it socially. The central question would then no longer be: ‘Which production is most profitable?’, but: ‘Which use of available resources meets social needs with the lowest possible resource consumption, the least necessary labour and the lowest possible environmental impact?’

Allocation would not disappear as a result – it would simply change its social purpose. Instead of primarily coordinating the utilisation of capital, it would be geared towards the conscious organisation of the metabolic exchange between humans and nature. No prices are needed for this.

9.4. The liberation of work

When work is no longer subject to financial compulsion but is performed voluntarily, its entire character changes. It becomes an expression of creativity, self-realisation and social contribution. Motivation no longer stems from the pressure to survive, but from the joy of the activity itself. This marks a historic break with market-based wage labour.

There are compelling arguments and empirical evidence to suggest that the drive for voluntary, community-serving work is deeply rooted in human nature – independent of financial incentives. In pre-modern societies, work was motivated not by money, but by the direct satisfaction of needs and social cohesion. Cooperation was essential for survival: those who did not contribute were excluded or regarded as unreliable. Hunting, gathering, childcare, protecting the group – all this was done voluntarily, without exchange or pay. These conditions applied to more than 95 per cent of human evolutionary history. Social reproduction is the real-world example of how they continue to have an impact to this day.

Modern studies confirm this finding. Volunteering activates reward centres in the brain and releases happiness hormones such as oxytocin and dopamine. The so-called ‘helper’s high’ is well documented scientifically (Lyubomirsky, 2008) . Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory shows that intrinsic motivation is strongest when three basic needs are met: autonomy, competence and social connection (Ryan & Deci, 2000) .

Many of those working in the unpaid care sector report the joy of receiving gratitude from family members for the care work they have provided, which far exceeds the gratitude for wages or even success in professional life, provided, of course, that it is not subject to patriarchal control.

Experiments in behavioural economics also demonstrate the so-called crowding-out effect: when market incentives are introduced, intrinsic motivation to make a voluntary contribution to the common good often declines (Ernst Fehr, 2002) . Human beings are therefore by no means self-interested by nature – they are made so by market-based incentives.

The intrinsic drive to do voluntary work for the community is deeply rooted in evolution and has remained culturally alive. When external pressures such as money are removed, this inner drive can become effective again (Ariely, 2009) .

Overcoming alienation

By doing away with wage labour, work can once again belong to people. After the transition phase, more and more people will be able to choose, freely and independently, an activity that suits their interests, skills and talents, because they will no longer be under pressure to earn a living.

In a society without wage labour, over time most people will be able to do exactly what they really enjoy doing – be it baking, programming, engineering, caring for others, designing or even cleaning. Those who enjoy baking will also get up at four in the morning now and then to bake bread rolls and croissants for other people, not out of obligation, but for the sheer pleasure of it. In this way, many jobs will be filled from within – driven by personal enthusiasm rather than economic pressure.

Solidarity-based organisation of unpleasant tasks

For necessary but unpopular tasks that cannot be taken on by either volunteers or machines, solidarity-based rotation systems are developing. Participation remains voluntary, but is underpinned by a sense of social responsibility: doing something for others in return for the daily gifts we receive. Distribution is not based on wage incentives or vouchers, but on principles of solidarity and a sense of community.

In an economy liberated from the market, technological progress can finally be harnessed in a people-centred way. Robots no longer replace humans for profit, but specifically take on the most physically demanding and monotonous tasks. On the other hand, there will no longer be any resistance to the automation of production, because there is no longer any fear of unemployment, as everyone is provided for unconditionally.

An end to global exploitation

Today’s market economy is based primarily on the exploitation of cheap labour, particularly in the Global South – for instance in the extraction of raw materials, harvesting or textile production. Once the market is abolished, this principle becomes obsolete. It will then no longer matter whether a pair of trousers is sewn by a person in Asia or a person in Europe. No one will have to work under duress any longer. Should people refuse to perform certain tasks, this will not be seen as a problem, but as a necessary correction of a historically entrenched injustice – and solutions will be sought through grassroots democratic processes.

9.5. Infrastructure projects

Infrastructure projects would remain necessary even in an economy free from the market. The difference would be that they would no longer be planned on the basis of profitability, competition between locations or profit expectations, but according to their actual social benefit.

Many decisions would be organised more at regional and local level. Local authorities and regions often know their needs better than central administrations or global markets. Issues such as healthcare, public transport, educational facilities, housing or cultural provision could therefore be discussed locally and decided democratically.

Large-scale projects, which today mainly serve to accelerate the flow of goods, would lose their significance. Much of today’s transport occurs solely because companies wish to exploit cost, price or competitive advantages. Products are often transported over long distances, even though they could be manufactured regionally. In a needs-based economy, production would become more regionally based, insofar as this is ecologically and technically feasible. This could lead to a significant reduction in the movement of goods.

At the same time, a modern infrastructure would remain necessary – particularly for durable industrial products, medical care, research, energy supply or digital communication.

If a region decides to build a health centre, the requirement could be fed into a globally networked information system. Digital platforms and AI-supported coordination would then help to match available materials, suitable producers, technical capacities, skilled workers and transport options. No centralised command economy would be necessary. Modern production and logistics systems are already capable of responding flexibly to changing requirements.

Instead of rigid long-term production targets, projects could be organised dynamically: materials would be delivered in line with actual construction progress, production capacities flexibly adjusted, and different businesses could work together cooperatively.

Individuals capable of exercising leadership could now take on challenging roles in organising these projects.

People from different regions could work together on projects from time to time, exchange experiences and build cultural relationships. They could even bring their families with them, as housing would no longer be determined by the cost of rent. Work would thus take on a more communal character.

The function of ‘power’ would likely change. Large-scale infrastructure projects in particular, which are no longer state-funded, would probably require greater organisational effort, which calls for strong personalities. Power would transform into responsibility.

An economy free from market forces does not mean the end of complex large-scale projects. Rather, technical possibilities, digital networking and social cooperation could be utilised for the first time to align infrastructure directly with human needs and ecological limits – rather than with growth, competition and capital appreciation.

9.6. The care sector

The most profound changes would likely take place in the care sector – wherever people look after one another: in nursing, healthcare, education, childcare and social support.

It is precisely this sector that today highlights the contradictions of market-based organisation particularly clearly. Activities that are indispensable to human life are under constant pressure in terms of time, costs and staffing. Care workers, educators, medical staff and family members often work at the limits of their capacity, even though their work forms the foundation of every society. The reason for this lies not in a lack of social significance, but in the fact that care work can only follow the rules of economic rationalisation to a limited extent. Human care cannot be accelerated at will without its quality suffering.

Furthermore, more and more care work is being commodified today and thus removed from the sphere of social reproduction (Winker, 2015) .

In an economy free from market forces, these conditions would change fundamentally. As care would no longer be organised through paid labour and competition, the constant economic pressure to use time as efficiently as possible would disappear. Care workers – like everyone else – would be provided for regardless of their income. Work in the health and care sector would therefore no longer need to be organised under conditions of constant overwork. Care could be geared more towards people’s actual needs rather than staffing ratios, billing systems or cost-efficiency.

Many families would also gain new opportunities. Today, numerous people place relatives in professional care because long working hours, financial burdens and a lack of time make it almost impossible to provide care themselves. If the total amount of socially necessary working time decreases, there will be more scope for personal relationships, mutual support and voluntary care work. The boundary between professional and family care would be redefined. Care would remain a demanding social task, but it could be supplemented to a greater extent by voluntary support, neighbourhood assistance and shared responsibility.

Priorities would also shift within the healthcare sector itself. Hospitals and medical facilities would no longer have to operate on the basis of economic profitability. The pressure to prioritise profitable treatments or close facilities for cost reasons would be removed. Instead, healthcare could be organised more around medical and human needs: local care, prevention, long-term support and good working conditions for staff. Medical progress would no longer be assessed primarily on whether it promises high profits, but on whether it reduces suffering and improves quality of life.

At the same time, care work would be placed on an equal footing with production. Today, unpaid care work is considered economically unproductive because it is not included in the gross domestic product, even though neither society nor the economy could exist without it. In a needs-oriented society, however, it would become clearer that care, nursing and social relationships are not peripheral areas of the economy, but its very foundation.

This would also eliminate the basis for the gender inequality that exists today, as there would no longer be a distinction between paid and unpaid work.

9.7. Examples from the day after the transition

These examples are intended to show that it would, in principle, be possible to switch from a market economy to a needs-based economy without restrictions on daily life or the economy.

A waterworks

The plant engineer arrives at work at seven o’clock on Monday. In the control room, he sees that everything is running smoothly, but the disinfectant needs to be reordered. He reports the need for disinfectant to the chemical plant.

The maintenance technician points out a faulty pump. An order for a new pump is placed with the pump manufacturer, with whom there is already a long-standing supply relationship. Both employees carry out their tasks, and after work they go to the supermarket to pick up their daily groceries – free of charge, of course.

The chemical plant

Several large orders for chlorine bleach have come in at the same time. An employee realises: if everything is delivered immediately, stock levels will fall below the safety reserve. In the past, the price would have determined this. Now they have to decide for themselves. They prioritise: drinking water supply comes first. Some less urgent orders are postponed by one or two days, with brief notification to the relevant plants. At the same time, production at the chemical plant is ramped up.

The staff carry out their tasks and, after work, head to the supermarket to pick up the daily supplies – free of charge, of course.

The Pump Factory

The request for the pump from the waterworks has been received – but it is not the only one. Several companies have reported a need at the same time. The engineer and her team must decide: which pump is built first? They base their decision on urgency: infrastructure takes priority. There is a slight delay because a certain type of seal is in short supply. A reorder has been placed, but the supplier’s response is still unclear. After work, they head to the supermarket to pick up their daily groceries – free of charge, of course.

A bakery

As early as three o’clock in the morning, the baker starts kneading the dough. It’s early, but he knows that this means he can spend a large part of the day in his allotment. Demand is likely to be a bit erratic in the first few days after the switchover. Some people will take more than usual, just to be on the safe side. By late morning, certain types of bread are sold out earlier than usual. The baker ponders: should he produce more tomorrow? He looks at the sales records from the old till system and speaks to other bakers in the area. In the long run, things will settle down – but for now, coordination is still needed.

The flour is running low. He reports the requirement to the mill. When everything is finished, he washes the equipment he has used. He knows that, from today, he no longer has to pay for the water. Until last week, as a bulk buyer, he had a favourable rate – but now that he is aware he is receiving the water as a gift, he takes particular care today to ensure it is not wasted. After work, he pops into the supermarket and does his daily shopping – free of charge, of course.

The miller

A few years ago, the miller restored an old watermill and now mills flour for various bakeries. Some bakeries have increased their orders, whilst others are uncertain and are ordering less for the time being. He starts production, but soon realises that his grain supply won’t be enough for everyone at once if the increased demand continues. He contacts several farmers, rather than just one as he used to. The coordination becomes a little more intensive than usual. In the afternoon, he drives to the supermarket to pick up his daily groceries – free of charge, of course.

The farmer

The farmer had a fairly good rye harvest last summer; his storage silo is still well stocked. Today he has to take care of watering his field, as there hasn’t been much rain yet this spring. He receives several enquiries at the same time. In the past, he would simply have sold to the highest bidder . Now he decides differently: he allocates the deliveries so that as many mills as possible remain operational – based on regional supply and known demand. Part of his decision remains a matter of judgement, but it is precisely this responsibility that now forms part of his role. In the afternoon, he drops by the supermarket and picks up the daily groceries – free of charge, of course.

A waste collection worker

Early in the morning, he drives his route as usual. The work has long been monotonous, physically demanding and not particularly well-regarded. In the first few days after the changeover, not much will change in this respect. The bins are still full – old habits don’t disappear overnight. But the first changes are already becoming apparent: some households have started to sort their rubbish more carefully, probably because they suddenly feel a sense of responsibility towards society as a whole. The worker knows that his job won’t stay the same, but that the volume of rubbish will keep decreasing and the work will be better distributed, as solutions are no longer blocked by budget constraints. In the afternoon, he picks up his daily groceries at the supermarket – free of charge, of course.

Theatre director

The artistic director enters her office in the morning. In the past, her day often began with a glance at attendance figures and the question of which productions had been financially profitable. Today, she looks instead at the rehearsal schedule and feedback from the ensemble. A director has proposed an experimental play that explores working relationships and the search for meaning. In the past, she would have hesitated – too unwieldy, too risky for the takings. Now the question is framed differently: Is the play artistically relevant? Does it have something to say? Together, they decide to go ahead with it.

In the afternoon, she speaks with set designers and technicians. An elaborate set design is discussed. In the past, it would have been ruled out on budget grounds; today the question is: Is the effort justified? Who could help us?

In the evening, there is a rehearsal. Some seats in the auditorium are occupied – not because tickets have been sold, but because people are curious to follow the creative process at . The theatre has become more open. The artistic director realises: the pressure to measure success in numbers has disappeared. Instead, another challenge has grown stronger – working together to discover what is truly meaningful. Like everyone else, she takes her shopping home from the supermarket – free of charge, of course.

The supermarket

The change is most evident in the supermarket, because the till systems are not in operation and the barriers are open. Most people behave calmly and take what they need. Some, however, initially help themselves a little more generously – out of uncertainty. Short-term shortages arise for certain products.

The staff react: they provide transparent information about stock levels, speak directly to customers and report shortages immediately. Over the next few days, behaviour will stabilise, as people realise there is no point in hoarding when supplies are secure.

Conclusion of the day

Day-to-day life is functioning – albeit not entirely smoothly. What is missing is automatic control via prices. What emerges is something else: conscious prioritisation, direct communication and shared responsibility. This means more coordination, occasional uncertainties and minor delays. But the fundamental experience is this: the supply chain does not collapse. It changes form – from indirect, price-driven coordination to direct, demand-oriented cooperation.


10. Social changes

10.1. The new social force

For most people, the driving force behind today’s economy is the need to work in order to gain access to essential goods. Wage labour is a prerequisite for one’s own survival. This creates constant economic pressure: people often work not because the activity is meaningful or fulfilling, but because an income is necessary to pay for housing, food, clothing or medical care.

In a needs-based society, this motivation changes fundamentally. The driving force of society is then no longer the need to secure an income under competitive conditions. In its place comes a shared responsibility for the provision and well-being of all people and the protection of the Earth.

Will we continue to work?

Actually, we don’t leave the house every morning because we’re motivated by the idea of earning money. We leave the house because we’re used to it. The fact that we get paid for it is so taken for granted that we don’t constantly think about it. Interacting with our colleagues is part of our social life.

People are mainly guided by habits. We will continue, quite naturally, to fulfil our daily duties in order to feed and provide for ourselves and others. This is an innate form of self-preservation. Everyone knows that the system will collapse if they fail to fulfil their daily duties. We recognise this from our family lives too.

From purchase to gift – the return of responsibility

Nowadays, our responsibility usually ends the moment we have paid for a product. Once the purchase is made, the transaction appears to be complete: the product belongs to us because we have paid for it. How and under what conditions it was produced takes a back seat. Whether raw materials were extracted under problematic conditions, people were forced to work in poor conditions, or products were transported over long distances usually remains invisible to consumers. The market separates production from responsibility. Payment acts as a moral release: whoever has paid feels that their obligation has been fulfilled.

With a gift, it is different. Gifts directly reflect the actions and thoughtfulness of other people. Even today, when we receive a gift, we think about how much effort someone has put in, how carefully something has been prepared, and how much time or thought has gone into it. A gift creates a more personal relationship between people than the purchase of goods.

The abolition of prices therefore does not signal the onset of irresponsibility, but the opposite: only when the market no longer mediates between people and production does social responsibility for the manufacture, care and sustainable use of goods become directly tangible.

10.2. The end of taxes and the welfare state

In a society where every person has unrestricted access to all the necessities of life, there is no longer any need for the traditional social systems, which are historically based on the organisation and administration of poverty and inequality. Unemployment, health and pension insurance lose their purpose because the question of the minimum subsistence level and social security is no longer regulated through wages and income.

These systems were originally created to alleviate the existential insecurity of working people and to maintain the labour force. The state acted as an intermediary, ensuring that workers remained available for production. In a society where every person has access to the necessary resources regardless of the labour market, this bureaucratic apparatus becomes redundant. Then, everyone has unconditional access to everything necessary for a life of dignity.

The same applies to the pension system. If everyone is automatically provided for, there is no need for financial investments to fund pension payments. Everyone is equally provided for, regardless of their position in the labour market.

Education and culture, too, which in a market economy are often regarded as sectors that must be secured through taxes and state funding, could be organised in an entirely new way. In a world without financial constraints, education can be made freely and equally accessible to all. Universities would no longer be dependent on funding from the private sector. Culture is no longer seen as a product of the entertainment industry or as a status symbol, but as a common good that serves society and is created by it. People can flourish in cultural and creative fields without being affected by financial worries or the pressure to commercialise.

10.3. The Metamorphosis of Property

Throughout much of human history, resources often did not exist in the form of exclusive private property as we know it today. Tools, clothing or weapons were often used individually, but land, water, forests or pastureland were managed collectively or organised through complex usage rights. It was only with the advent of settled life, agriculture and livestock farming that the conditions arose for sustained surpluses, long-term storage and greater control over territories.

With these changes, ownership and property relations gradually developed. The decisive historical step was not so much the appropriation itself as its social legitimisation. Those who controlled, fenced off or defended land were increasingly able to secure their claims permanently. Violence, religion, tradition and, later, state legal systems stabilised this development. As a result, resources that had previously often been used communally or shared locally were increasingly subject to exclusive rights of disposal.

Particularly influential was the philosophy of John Locke, who argued that labour establishes property and from this deduced the necessity of state protection of property rights (Locke, 2008) . Since then, property has frequently been viewed as a natural state, although its concrete form has emerged historically.

At the same time, property fulfils an important social function within market economies that goes beyond mere profit maximisation. People acquire assets, save money, buy homes or invest capital because access to provision, security and social participation depends on income from this property. That which goes beyond immediate subsistence is accumulated as capital – in the form of factories, property, land or financial investments. Although returns on this capital also serve to provide a livelihood, the vast majority of accumulated wealth serves a different purpose: it is intended to guarantee long-term access to goods, services and social security, but in reality it is often at the mercy of unforeseeable circumstances such as exchange rate fluctuations, inflation or political upheavals. In a society where these needs are met directly, this aspect of capital accumulation would lose its original purpose.

However, if provision were no longer tied to income, the social function of property would also change fundamentally. If a livelihood were secured independently of rental income or investment returns, property would lose its exclusionary function. This does not mean that personal use would disappear. People would continue to use, maintain or manage things because ownership entails responsibility. What would be decisive, rather, is that the exclusion of others would no longer be necessary to secure one’s own livelihood. Instead, it would now be important to ensure that everyone who shares in the use of the property also participates in its care and maintenance.

According to this understanding, the commons does not arise through a change of ownership or state takeover, but rather where exclusive rights of disposal lose their practical function and communal use becomes more sensible than exclusion.

Protection of privacy

Even in a society where property takes on a different character, the protection of privacy remains a central concern. The shared use of resources by no means implies the abolition of personal spaces or individual places of retreat. On the contrary: when economic interests no longer underpin land ownership and housing, privacy can be shaped in a freer and more self-determined way.

No one is forced to share spaces they do not wish to share simply because property ownership or rent prices dictate it. People choose where they live, who they live with and how they live voluntarily – for social, not financial, reasons. Personal space is respected because there is no longer any need to exploit it economically. Technological tools can be designed to respect individual spheres of privacy rather than monitor them. A world without exclusive property can thus also be a world with greater respect for privacy – because it is no longer infringed upon by property interests.

Property, it turns out, is not a natural category, but a historical form of social organisation. When the conditions of social reproduction change, the significance of property can therefore also change, as its exclusionary function becomes redundant.

10.4. The new question of power: Who controls AI?

Freeing the economy from the market does not mean the end of all power. It means the end of a particular form of power – that which arises from money, property and control over access to the necessities of life. But this raises a new question: what forms of power might replace the old ones? And how can we prevent the new society from developing new power structures?

The fuel behind today’s lobbying is no longer available

To answer this question, it is helpful to look at the present. Lobbying in the market economy is not a moral failure on the part of individuals, but a structural phenomenon. Its fuel is money. Companies, industry associations and wealthy individuals use financial resources to influence political decisions in their favour. Their aim is almost always the same: to shape laws and regulations in such a way that their own profits increase, or at least are not reduced. As long as private ownership of the means of production is valued in monetary terms and generates income, there will be attempts to use political power to secure economic advantages.

In the direct provision economy, this driving force is absent. When there are no longer any prices, profits or returns on capital, no one can have a financial interest in blocking a particular technology, monopolising a particular market or buying their way into a particular legal framework. There is simply nothing left to gain by swaying political decisions in one’s favour – at least nothing that can be measured in monetary terms.

The new threat: control over digital infrastructure

Yet this does not mean that the pursuit of power as a human trait will disappear. It will simply shift. The most likely form in which power could re-emerge under the new conditions is control over the AI-supported infrastructure that, following the transition, will take over the coordination of the economy. Anyone with access to these systems could attempt to influence them in favour of certain regions, certain groups or certain projects – even without a financial motive.

Some possible scenarios: a group of developers managing the AI could adjust the algorithms so that certain regions are given preferential access to resources. A local community could attempt to systematically overstate its needs in order to receive more than others. Former executives could try to continue informally controlling their old companies within the new structures in order to maintain influence or prestige.

These risks are real. But they are no greater than the risks posed by lobbying today – they are simply different. And, with appropriate institutional safeguards, they are more manageable than the current intertwining of money and politics. This is because the economy of direct supply incorporates several structural safeguards that are absent from the old system.

Five safeguards against a new concentration of power

Firstly: no money, no profit motive. Without the possibility of earning money through exerting influence, the main driver of systematic corruption is absent. There may be isolated cases of abuse of power, but there is no structural reason why such attempts should become permanently institutionalised. Research into the displacement of motivation confirms this finding: numerous experiments show that financial incentives do not promote pro-social behaviour, but often displace it. In a society that is not based on extrinsic rewards, the willingness to cooperate voluntarily should therefore actually increase (Frey & Jegen, 2001).

Secondly: transparency through open systems. So-called Explainable AI is already gaining in importance – systems whose decisions are comprehensible to humans. Methods that make the decision-making process of neural networks visible are not only the subject of basic research but are increasingly applicable in practice (Samek, Montavon, Vedaldi, Hansen, & Müller, 2029). In an economy without trade secrets and proprietary software, such transparent systems could become the norm. No one would have any interest in keeping algorithms secret. On the contrary: openness would be in everyone’s interest, because it builds trust and makes errors visible more quickly. Open-source projects such as Meta AI’s Llama, the models from Mistral AI and the collaborative platform Hugging Face already demonstrate that powerful AI models can be developed openly and in a decentralised manner.

Thirdly: Decentralised structures. The economy proposed here is not a centralised system, but a network of regional and global coordination. This decentralisation is the most effective barrier against the concentration of power. A single group may be able to manipulate a local system – but a global network comprising many independent nodes is far more difficult to hijack than a single central hub. In his seminal work *The Wealth of Networks*, legal scholar Yochai Benkler has shown that networked, voluntary cooperation can replace markets not only in software development but in many areas – and that decentralised structures are often more efficient and robust than market-based or centralised organisations (Benkler, 2006).

Fourthly: Democratic control and rotation. Chapter 10.8 describes how rotation systems distribute unpleasant work fairly. The same principle could be applied to the management of AI infrastructure. Those who currently make decisions on resource allocation should not do so permanently. Regular changes, collective decision-making processes and grassroots democratic accountability prevent new elites from forming. Empirical research into the commons has shown that decentralised, communal management of complex resources is not only possible but often more successful than centralised or market-based control – provided there are clear rules, participatory decision-making and effective control mechanisms (Ostrom, 2015).

Fifth: No exclusion through artificial scarcity. A large proportion of today’s corruption stems from scarcity. When resources are limited and must be distributed, there is an incentive to influence the distribution process. In a direct supply economy, this pressure is significantly reduced because the artificial scarcity of the market is eliminated. Ecological limits remain, but they are no longer managed through money, but through democratic prioritisation. This is a more transparent process that is less prone to corruption.

A structural difference: why the old form of lobbying will not return

It is important to clearly articulate the difference between today’s lobbying and potential shifts in power within the new society. Today’s lobbying is not an industrial accident, but a necessary by-product of a system centred on private property, money and profit. Where money is a prerequisite for social participation, influencing political decisions becomes a survival strategy. In the direct provision economy, by contrast, the abuse of power is a deviation from the principle, not its consequence.

This does not mean that the new society would be immune to the abuse of power. But the conditions under which it can occur are fundamentally different. It is no longer money, but information, that becomes a potential source of power. And information – unlike money – can be reproduced without the original owner losing it. An open, democratic approach to knowledge is therefore not only desirable under the new conditions, but also practically possible.

The ongoing task: vigilance

A society based on cooperation and direct provision will not automatically be a perfect society. It will have its own conflicts, its own power struggles, its own learning processes. But it will no longer be dominated by a systemic compulsion that rewards the bad and punishes the good.

The best protection against a new concentration of power is a vigilant, informed and engaged population. People who understand how the systems that determine their lives function. People who know that they are not powerless, but can shape their society together. Overcoming the market is therefore not only an economic task, but also a cultural one: the reclaiming of the ability to consciously organise social relations – with transparency, decentralisation and democratic accountability.

10.5. The new role of entrepreneurs

What will happen to the role of entrepreneurs after the transition? Their joint decision to abolish prices was an act of a new, absolute entrepreneurial freedom. But what does that mean in everyday life?

Under conditions of direct provision, the nature of entrepreneurial activity would change fundamentally. Knowledge of production, organisation, logistics or technical processes would remain essential. The focus, however, would no longer be on cost reduction, market share or sales strategies, but on organising meaningful, durable, repairable and resource-efficient production.

The role of leadership would also change. Managers would no longer be judged primarily on whether they maximise profits or cut costs , but on whether they coordinate complex processes, build trust and facilitate collaboration. Coordination would increasingly take the place of hierarchical control. Good leadership would then mean less about monitoring behaviour or setting incentives, and more about supporting people in applying their skills meaningfully and keeping shared processes functional.

A common objection, however, is that many entrepreneurs today enjoy a very high standard of living and would therefore be hardly willing to forego their profits. In fact, however, part of this standard of living does not consist exclusively of immediate consumption or real needs, but also fulfils social functions. The economist Thorstein Veblen described this connection in his theory of conspicuous consumption: some consumption takes place not because goods are immediately needed, but because their possession conveys social status. Expensive houses, luxury goods or exclusive consumption therefore often fulfil not only practical but also symbolic functions (Veblen, 1899) .

In a society that were less focused on competition and more on cooperation and social participation, these motivational structures would also change. If social standing depended less on property, wealth or exclusive consumption, part of the material status competition would also lose its basis. This does not mean that people would suddenly have no desires. It simply means that the social function of wealth and exclusive ownership would no longer be required.

Companies could once again take on the character of genuine family businesses. Ownership and accountability structures would be clear and manageable, whilst the pressure of competition, the compulsion to grow and the drive for profit maximisation would be removed. This would allow company management to focus more strongly on its actual task: organising meaningful production, providing for people and creating good working conditions.

Recognition would no longer be conveyed primarily through financial indicators, market shares or enterprise value, but through the quality of the work performed, the satisfaction of those involved and the social benefit of the enterprise. The relationship between management and employees would thus lose its traditional antagonism. Since there would be no need to generate profits or keep wages down, the economic incentive for exploitation would also disappear. The historical form of exploitation does not disappear because people suddenly become more moral, but because the social conditions that give rise to it – commodity production, wage labour and the compulsion to make a profit – no longer exist.

The situation will be similar in agriculture. As competitive pressure is also eliminated here, fields and barns will become smaller again. Over time, mobility will decrease. As a result, large areas of agricultural land currently used for the production of biofuels will become available for food production.

Entrepreneurs could continue to exercise forms of ‘power’ by motivating their employees, creating good working conditions and steering their businesses towards sustainability. Even in a solidarity-based economy free from market forces, there would still be people who take responsibility, coordinate decisions and initiate long-term developments.

The crucial difference, however, would be that this power would no longer be based on property, money or the ability to deny others access to essential goods. Rather, it would stem from competence, experience, trust and the ability to win people over to shared goals. Those with good ideas, who can resolve conflicts and keep the common good in mind, could exert influence and gain recognition. Leadership would thus change its character: it would no longer be a means of securing profit interests, but a service to the community and to the natural foundations of life. Power would therefore not disappear, but take on a different form – less as domination over people, and more as the ability to shape social processes responsibly and to inspire others to work towards a common task.

10.6. Luxury, status and the question of prestige

For many people, it is particularly difficult to imagine how a needs-oriented society would deal with luxury goods. Our current ideas are strongly shaped by a world in which scarcity, competition and social status determine everyday life.

Many so-called luxury goods derive their appeal not only from their practical utility, but above all from their high price and limited availability. Expensive cars, jewellery, exclusive fashion or luxury travel often serve to visibly demonstrate social status. Veblen coined the term ‘Veblen goods’ for this: products for which demand rises the more expensive they are (Veblen, 1899). A Rolex or a luxury car are not primarily better timepieces or means of transport, but above all expensive status symbols. Their value lies in their visible price.

In a direct supply economy, this aspect would be superfluous. Objects could no longer be bought, sold or used as capital investments. A luxury car would then be nothing more than a means of transport, an expensive watch merely a timepiece, and a designer handbag simply a utility item. When things are no longer an expression of wealth or social standing, many forms of artificially generated desirability lose their basis.

Furthermore, advertising loses its function in a needs-oriented economy. Today, a large proportion of advertising serves not to inform, but to generate new incentives to buy and artificial needs. Companies must constantly create new demand in order to continue growing and generating profits. If this marketing imperative disappears, so too does the social pressure to constantly encourage people to consume. Needs would consequently likely be more strongly oriented towards practical utility, personal taste and actual quality of life.

This does not mean that people would no longer value special or high-quality items. Even in a needs-based society, there will be people who are passionate about rare wines, exceptional craftsmanship, art, distinctive architecture or high-quality technology. The difference is that these things no longer appear as symbols of social superiority. As major material inequalities disappear, the public display of status also loses its significance. People would need to define themselves less in terms of possessions, because social recognition would no longer be linked to wealth.

Today, we stand before the champagne shelf full of admiration and desire because the bottles are so expensive that we often cannot afford them.

If there were no longer any price tags, most people would pay no further attention to this display and simply move on to the semi-dry varieties, because these taste much better. The few bottles of champagne would then be left for the true connoisseurs.

This shift is likely to become particularly evident in housing. Today, certain locations, large houses or flats in prime locations are considered a luxury because they are accessible to only a few people. A house by the lake seems desirable because it is an expression of exclusivity and economic power.

In a society based on solidarity, the perception of such places would change. Housing would no longer be an object of speculation or a financial investment, but part of the general provision of living essentials. Decisions regarding its use and distribution would then have to be organised in a sensible, collective and needs-based manner.

We could quite simply accept the fact that even today, only a few people can afford luxury goods. In that respect, not much would change in this new society, except that the significance of luxury goods would diminish.

10.7. Progress without the pressure to market

The frequently heard argument that only competition can bring about innovation and progress is based on a confusion between market mechanisms and human creativity. It is true that competition within a market forces companies to further develop products in order to secure market share. Yet this dynamic is tied to the profit motive – not to people’s actual ability to create something new.

Under competitive conditions, every innovation must be marketable – it must sell. As a result, many valuable ideas are never realised because they are not profitable. Instead, many products are developed whose practical value is questionable, but which can be marketed.

In a cooperative mode of production free from market forces, by contrast, it is social benefit that matters, not price. Innovation arises not from competition, but from a shared interest in improvement. People develop new things on the basis of freely accessible knowledge because they see that it benefits everyone – not because they have to outdo others.

History also shows that many significant developments have arisen precisely through cooperation. Scientific progress has always been based on the exchange of knowledge across generations. Language, technology, medicine and culture are collective achievements of humanity. The internet, Linux, Wikipedia and open-source software are based on voluntary, cooperative work without competitive pressure. In science, knowledge is shared in open networks. Progress arises from cooperation, not from secret rivalry. Medical and technological innovations, such as vaccine development, disaster relief or space research, are based on collaboration, not on market mechanisms.

Human beings are not passive consumers who only become creative under pressure, but active, curious, social beings who seek meaning and recognition. Even when external competition is removed, the inner motivation to improve something, to develop one’s own abilities and to contribute to society remains.

Numerous studies show that intrinsic motivation – curiosity, meaning, social recognition – leads to greater long-term productivity and creativity than extrinsic incentives such as money, competition or rewards. When people are able to work freely and cooperatively with , the quality of their work improves, as does their enjoyment of the task – and with it, progress (Ryan & Deci, 2000); (Kohn, 1999); (Ariely, 2009).

A market-free economy does not, however, imply uniformity or centralised control of all activities. On the contrary: if access to knowledge, infrastructure and means of production is no longer governed by market mechanisms, people could develop their skills much more freely than they do today. Anyone with an idea would then no longer necessarily need investors, profit expectations or significant financial outlay. What would matter most is whether people can be found who see the value in the project and wish to work on it together.

10.8. Unpleasant work and how to cope with it

The question of unpopular or stressful work also takes on a different dimension under new conditions. Today, many arduous, monotonous or hazardous tasks are carried out by people who are dependent on an income. Such jobs are often in the low-wage sector and receive little social recognition.

At the same time, numerous technical possibilities for automating stressful tasks already exist today. However, these are often not utilised because cheap human labour is more profitable in the short term than investment in automation. There is also resistance to the automation of production steps today due to fears of job losses.

In a needs-based economy, this situation would change. Technological progress could be specifically harnessed to relieve people of dangerous, monotonous or physically demanding work. Modern industrial enterprises, such as car factories, in particular, possess highly developed production facilities and complex manufacturing techniques. As individual mobility declines, these capabilities can be utilised to develop and build machines or robots capable of taking on heavy, monotonous and dangerous tasks.

At the same time, the overall scale of such activities would likely decrease. Thanks to durable products, repairability, recycling and lower resource consumption, there would be significantly less waste and wastage than today. The few remaining necessary tasks could also be distributed more fairly across society. If general working hours decrease and no one is under pressure to make ends meet, it will be easier to take on unpleasant tasks together from time to time.

10.9. Transition problems and their acceptance

Most people are aware that current ecological, social and economic developments pose significant long-term risks. At the same time, far-reaching social changes often give rise to concerns that potential transition problems might be greater than the risks posed by the existing system.

Immediately following a global transition to direct provision, asymmetrical burdens could indeed arise temporarily. If sections of the population initially have to give up their previous occupations and reorient themselves, whilst essential areas of provision are required, transitional problems are inevitable. Not all activities can be immediately automated, simplified or distributed evenly. Consequently, during an early transitional phase, there could be situations in which certain groups are temporarily subject to greater burdens, even though the provision of services for many people is already secured regardless of individual work performance.

Digital networking, global communication and artificial intelligence systems could help to highlight unmet needs, distribute workloads more transparently and identify bottlenecks at an early stage, but delays are to be expected.

It would be crucial to discuss potential transitional problems openly in the run-up to a transformation. Not every inequality would disappear immediately, and not every change would proceed smoothly. It would be important to convey that temporary imbalances are part of an adjustment process and do not determine the long-term character of the new society.

In any case, technological progress will lead to a reduction in necessary work, particularly monotonous, heavy or dangerous work.

The real question, therefore, is not only what problems might arise during a transformation, but also what problems would persist or worsen if fundamental changes do not take place.

In view of the worsening ecological crisis, growing inequality and increasing global tensions, the risk of inaction appears many times greater than the risk of a transition involving temporary problems.

10.10. The future of the state

If market mediation loses its significance, the functions of state institutions will also change. Conflicts over property, income, debt or investment income would no longer be relevant, because material provision would be guaranteed. Similarly, the function of property could change: if exclusive rights of disposal lose their economic significance, many mechanisms for safeguarding them will also become less central.

The state would probably not disappear, but would initially undergo functional changes. Many of its current tasks – tax collection, financial administration, labour market regulation or the safeguarding of property rights – would cease to be necessary. At the same time, however, numerous organisational tasks would remain: infrastructure would need to continue to be operated, supply coordinated, conflicts resolved and technical systems maintained.

During a transitional phase, the focus of state institutions would likely shift from control and market regulation towards the coordination of infrastructure and supply. Authorities could increasingly transform into open coordination networks, steering demand or balancing regional disparities. Administrations that today primarily manage financial flows would become institutions of social organisation. In the long term, this could lead to a development in which traditional state functions are gradually transferred to local or regional cooperative structures.

Conflict resolution beyond criminal law

The role of the police, the judiciary and criminal justice systems would likely change. Many offences today are closely linked to property, money, markets or economic uncertainty. Fraud, tax evasion, property offences or forms of organised crime would no longer be relevant under the changed conditions.

Conflicts between people would probably not disappear entirely. Jealousy, personal disputes, mental health crises or abuse of power could still occur.

The question would therefore not be whether conflict resolution becomes superfluous, but rather what forms of societal response would be appropriate. Prevention, mediation, therapy, reparation and community-based conflict resolution might, under certain circumstances, take on greater significance than purely punitive systems. Excluding someone would then probably no longer be part of our self-image. Nevertheless, even a society organised on the basis of solidarity would need mechanisms to protect people from violence or serious assaults.

Local communities and new forms of belonging

With greater decentralisation, the importance of local communities would grow. People often organise themselves around language, culture, shared history or regional affiliations. Such identities need not necessarily be exclusive or pitted against one another. Rather, local communities could increasingly become places of social integration, democratic participation and cultural exchange.

Many of today’s nation states and borders have not evolved naturally over time, but are often the result of wars, colonialism or power politics. As economic competition, geopolitical dependencies and uneven development become less significant, the significance of many borders could also change. People will visit one another, stay for longer periods and enrich one another culturally.

Refugee flows as we know them today will cease to exist. Many people today leave their regions of origin due to war, poverty, a lack of economic prospects or ecological crises. If material supplies were secured globally and economic inequalities were eliminated, these causes would diminish. Migration would probably not disappear as a result, but it would take place on a different basis – for personal, cultural or social reasons, not out of sheer necessity.

The end of the war economy

The role of military institutions would also change. Some of today’s conflicts are linked to resources, geopolitical rivalry, economic interests or the projection of power. If production were geared more towards needs rather than competition, and resources were used more sustainably, the structural causes of conflict would also lose their significance.

With the end of the market economy, the role of arms production and the military industry would also change fundamentally. Today, arms production represents a significant sector of the economy. Companies make profits through sales, states invest enormous sums in armaments, and technological development is often accelerated by military demand. Where arms are produced and sold, economic interests in their continued production and marketing inevitably arise.

In a needs-based economy, this economic necessity ceases to exist. Profits can no longer be made from arms production, control of raw materials or military expansion. No one can any longer gain market share through war, secure investments, monopolise trade routes or derive financial benefits from arms production. As a result, key economic incentives for armed conflict lose their material basis.

At the same time, the way resources are managed also changes. When production is geared towards durability, a circular economy and needs-based supply, the structural pressure to constantly tap into new sources of raw materials or to secure spheres of economic influence militarily diminishes. Resources remain limited, of course, but their use is no longer determined by the laws of the market economy.

Of course, this does not automatically mean the complete end of all conflicts. People might still seek power, engage in ideological conflicts or resort to violence. Nevertheless, the social framework would change fundamentally: if neither wealth nor economic advantages can be gained through war, violence loses a significant part of its material motivation.

A society without a market cannot probably rule out wars entirely – but it could eliminate many of the economic conditions that repeatedly give rise to armed conflicts today. What remains is the well-founded hope that a world no longer based on competition but on cooperation and solidarity will also be a more peaceful world.


11. Global implications

11.1. From disparity to reciprocity

The Global North currently produces a massive surplus of food, medicines, medical equipment and technical goods – not because it is so generous, but because the market forces overproduction. This surplus would no longer be destroyed or reduced, but redirected.

Areas with acute shortages – such as regions suffering from famine in Africa or Yemen – would be supplied as a priority. Not as charity, not as conditional development aid, but simply because it is the most sensible thing to do with surpluses: to take them where they are needed.

Since there is no longer a market, it is also no longer necessary to artificially remove products from the market, for example by destroying food, in order to stabilise prices.

It would not be the case that the North simply ‘supplies the South’, at least not as a permanent pattern. The initial redistribution of surpluses would be a transitional measure.

The existing infrastructure would be freed from the constraints of profitability. Particularly in previously disadvantaged regions, this would enable the rapid expansion of supply structures, as their development would no longer be tied to profitability criteria.

Over time, a relationship of reciprocity would emerge. Earth Overshoot Day shows that the South already lives in a more ecologically sustainable way (Footprint, 2026) . The South can contribute knowledge about sustainable living, community-based organisational forms and ecological resilience, whilst the North would temporarily supply the medical and technical equipment that the South requires.

Logistics would not need to be reinvented for this. The transport routes that already exist today, the ports and container terminals, would continue to be used, except that freight would no longer be distributed according to solvency but according to urgency.

The information networks are already in place. In Europe, around 75 per cent of people regularly shop online (E-commerce statistics for individuals, 2026) . Access to the internet still varies greatly. Whilst around 95 per cent of people in Europe have access to the internet, the figure in Africa is only 36 per cent on average (ITU, 2026) . This is due to income levels, and is therefore ultimately caused by the market itself.

However, the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) found that 96 per cent of the world’s population can be reached via a mobile network. It would therefore be possible for almost everyone to be directly connected to a producer or a distribution centre.

Supply in Europe is characterised by standardisation, centralisation and technological maturity. In Africa, on the other hand, fragmentation, local adaptation and logistical creativity dominate the picture, even though modern approaches such as digital B2B platforms and the involvement of international corporations in North Africa are ushering in rapid change (Tetzel, 2026) .

There would be no exports in the sense of a transfer of finished products, but rather a joint effort, for example, to build healthcare systems that suit the respective conditions. Modern medical technology, vaccines, surgical skills – all of this would be freely available, because the transfer of knowledge and technology would no longer be blocked by patents and competitive instruments. But it would not simply be imposed. People from the Global South would decide for themselves what they need and what suits their cultural and ecological circumstances. Perhaps hybrid systems would emerge, combining high-tech diagnostics with traditional healing knowledge. That would then not be an ‘export’, but joint development.

The comparison with the ‘integration’ of the Eastern Bloc after 1989 makes the difference abundantly clear: back then, one part of the world was incorporated into another according to the rules of the market, with all its power and ownership structures. Even 35 years on, the differences have not entirely disappeared.

In a scenario where the market is abolished, the focus would not be on integration, but on encounter. Not on alignment with a unilaterally defined ‘level of modernisation’, but on the joint search for a civilisation that functions across the entire planet.

Many of the major ecological projects of the future will take place in those regions of the world that are today considered ‘poor’: dams in Bangladesh, afforestation in the Sahel, solar parks in North Africa. Under market conditions, these regions are dependent on funding – they must rely on loans, development aid or private investment, which are often tied to conditions and create new dependencies.

In a direct supply economy, this dependency is eliminated. Materials, machinery and expertise flow to where they are needed – not to where the highest returns are promised. People from the North who possess technical knowledge and organisational experience will travel to the South to work alongside local people. Not as ‘development workers’ with colonial overtones, but as partners in a joint project. Those who know their region and its ecosystems best contribute their experience; those who have access to specific technologies share their knowledge. The result is a planetary collaboration that is no longer mediated by money, but by a shared concern and a common goal.

11.2. Feedback of social experience to the North

In Africa, there is not just hunger, as the cliché would have us believe. In many areas, there is a resilient small-scale farming sector, often at a level that industrialised countries, with their high levels of external inputs, have long since lost. The image of the ‘starving continent’ is itself a product of market logic – for it was only where subsistence farming was destroyed by an export-oriented approach that scarcity arose in the first place. Under the new conditions, these local supply structures would no longer be ruined by cheap imports from the North, but strengthened. They would form the material foundation upon which a new supply system is built (Dorlöchter-Sulser, 2022) .

People from the North, whose communal structures have been destroyed by decades of individualistic market logic, travel to the South to relearn there what social connectedness means in practice. This is not a romanticised view, but a logical consequence: when the market disappears, the skills cultivated by the North – competition, self-optimisation, separation – become superfluous, and the skills marginalised by the market – cooperation, slowness, attentiveness – become valuable.

Perhaps there will be a large migration in the first few years after the transition, but it will not be forced. People from the North, freed from the compulsion of wage labour, may seek meaningful activity and models for a different way of life. They find them in indigenous communities, in African villages, in South American cooperatives. They help build dams against rising sea levels, with the reforestation of devastated landscapes, and with the establishment of communal workshops. And they take these experiences back home with them, where they breathe new life into the desolate social spaces of the North. Former industrial wastelands become cooperative neighbourhoods; disused factories become places of learning where the newly discovered knowledge about community is passed on.

Economic cooperation between the North and the South would thus not be a one-way street of supply, but a cycle of learning and mutual reinforcement. The North contributes what it has accumulated in terms of technical infrastructure and scientific knowledge – but no longer as an instrument of domination, but as a voluntary contribution to a joint project. The South contributes what the North destroyed in the process of industrialisation: vibrant forms of community, ecological resilience, cultural continuity.

11.3. A new cultural symmetry

Ubuntu, Buen Vivir, Sumak Kawsay – are more than just symbols of this. They put into words an ethic that the ‘Global North’ has not produced, but which could become universal under the new conditions. They describe what emerges as lived everyday practice following the disappearance of the market: I am because we are. Living well, not living better than others. In harmony with the Earth, not on its bones (Acosta, 2027) , (Fatheuer, 2011) .

In practical terms, this would mean that there would no longer be any ‘development aid’, but rather a global pool of resources, knowledge and labour that all regions could draw upon according to their needs and capabilities. Logistics is the backbone of this pool – a kind of planetary circular system that operates not for profit, but according to necessity and reciprocity. Regional self-sufficiency remains the foundation, global solidarity the balancing force.

And as for the standard of medical care: it is not exported, it is shared. Vaccines, surgical techniques, diagnostic equipment – all of this becomes freely accessible because no one holds a patent on it anymore. But equally, knowledge of medicinal plants, of holistic prevention, and of the connection between social health and physical well-being will flow from the South to the North. This will not result in a uniform medicine, but in a diverse art of healing adapted to the respective cultural and ecological contexts.

This is the logical consequence of the abolition of the value form, applied to the question of global relations. When the market, as a relationship between people, disappears, so too does the colonial and post-colonial divide it has created. It is not replaced by paradise, but by a ‘planetary dignity’, the real possibility of a planetary culture of reciprocity.

This does not happen in the sense of an abstract ideal, but as a lived experience: that every person, every region, every culture has something to contribute, and no one is any longer in the position of supplicant or benefactor. This would be the only consistent horizon for a world that has left the market behind.


12. Epilogue
We have reached the end of this book – or perhaps only the beginning of a discussion that has yet to take place. The line of thought we have followed together can be summarised in a few sentences.
The market economy has reached its limits. It produces both surplus and scarcity, destroys its own foundations, and excludes millions of people from what is necessary for a dignified life. It is inefficient because production cannot be geared towards needs, but is forced to focus on profit.
Yet in the shadow of this system, another economy exists – every day, in every family, in every neighbourhood, in every caring relationship. Social reproduction shows that provision is possible without prices, without wages and without profit. It is not a romantic niche, but living proof that a different economic form has endured for millennia.
For the first time in history, digital connectivity and artificial intelligence allow this logic of direct provision to be applied to society as a whole. The market was once a useful information system – today it is a superfluous detour that creates ever-greater inefficiency. Yet today, needs could be communicated directly to production. What is needed is produced. No more and no less. The decisive step is the end of prices and the market.
If everyone is provided for unconditionally, raw materials no longer need to be sold and labour no longer needs to be paid for. Products become free – not by magic, but because entrepreneurs take this liberty. The prices that currently block access to the necessities of life are eliminated. Work then becomes what it always was before the market turned it into a commodity: activity for one another, an expression of responsibility and joy.
This transformation must take place worldwide and simultaneously. That sounds like an insurmountable hurdle. But history teaches us that societies can undergo fundamental change within a very short time without the supply system collapsing. The 2020 lockdown was an involuntary experiment – it proved that the material basis remains stable even when the usual market logic breaks down. A conscious, coordinated transition would not be chaotic, but orderly.
The day of this transition would be a celebration. Not a triumph of one group over another, no noise, no chaos. But the quiet, global realisation that life no longer depends on money. That the earth’s bounty belongs to everyone. That work is meaningful because it is done for one another.
In the weeks and months that followed, much would change. The economy would shrink – not out of scarcity, but as a matter of course. Superfluous production, advertising, financial speculation and wasteful competition would disappear. In their place, things that lie fallow today would flourish: care, education, art, community, caring for one another and for the Earth.
Businesses must take this initiative to free themselves from the market’s compulsion for exploitation and growth, and to be able to turn to their true purpose: providing for people and protecting the Earth. They have the opportunity to take such a step within the scope of their entrepreneurial freedom.
The concrete description of the transition may not be detailed enough for many readers. But were the Covid-19 lockdowns well researched and planned in advance? The fall of the Berlin Wall? The financial crises of 2000 and after 2007? Our common sense ensured each time that Armageddon did not come to pass.
In this book, we have endeavoured to describe this path as concretely as possible. But we also know that any description of the future is incomplete. Much will turn out differently than we can imagine today. What matters is not whether every detail has already been answered, but that the question is asked at all:
 	How might we eliminate today’s imbalance as quickly as possible?

Perhaps the real utopia does not lie in imagining a different society. Perhaps the greater utopia lies in believing that, amidst ecological crises, global inequality and growing instability, everything can simply carry on as before.
This book aims to help dispel this double illusion: the illusion that there is no alternative to the market – and the illusion that we still have an infinite amount of time.
The day when prices are abolished and the economy becomes a tool for the people is not a naive dream. It is a concrete possibility, the technical and social conditions for which already exist. What is missing is the collective courage to seize it.
We invite you to take this idea further, to critique it, improve it, reject it or explore it in greater depth. But above all, we invite you to remember: that in your own kitchen, within your family, amongst your friends, a different economy is practised every day – an economy of care, responsibility and solidarity. It is the model of what society as a whole could one day become.
Lunch is ready.

13. Appendix: Historical Concepts

13.1 The historical idea of a just society

When Jesus Christ spoke of the Kingdom of God, he did not mean salvation in the afterlife, but the transformation of the existing social order – an alternative to the oppression by the Roman occupying power and to the internal Jewish power struggles of his time.

His words and actions describe a radical social transformation – a liberation from domination, fear and economic dependence. The Kingdom of God is not a place, but a state of being: a way of living together that is not mediated by money, property or power, but by solidarity, brotherhood and mutual giving.

He said: “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink” (Mt 6:25–26) (Testament, 1999) . This is likely intended as a reminder that the gifts of creation are meant for all people. It is not a call to carelessness, but is intended to strengthen the confidence that a society which makes sharing its guiding principle can provide for everyone.

In the parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Mt 20:1–16) (Testament, 1999) , this logic is taken to its extreme. A vineyard owner hires labourers – some early in the morning, others only an hour before the end of the working day. In the evening, everyone receives the same wage, regardless of whether they have worked for six, five, four or just one hour. This fundamentally calls into question the capitalist logic of performance and pay. What counts is not the hours worked, but every person’s need to be able to live in dignity. Human dignity is not measured by one’s productivity.

This critique culminates in the cleansing of the temple (Mt 21:12–13) (ibid.). In the temple courtyard, traders in sacrificial animals and money-changers have set up shop. Jesus drives the merchants and money-changers out of the temple because they have turned the sacred into a commodity. The scene can therefore also be read as a critique of a society in which even the sacred is subjected to the logic of exchange.

Traces of this critique can already be found in the Old Testament: the prohibition of the Golden Calf (Ex 32) (Bible, 2017) is directed against the idolisation of wealth and possessions. The Jubilee Year (Lev 25) (ibid.) calls for regular debt forgiveness, an early model of cyclical devaluation intended to restore social equality.

Yet, over the course of church history, the earthly dimension of the Kingdom of God was increasingly suppressed. Christianity shifted its hope to the hereafter – and in doing so lost the revolutionary core of Jesus’ message. Instead of transforming social structures, faith became a private matter, and the Kingdom of God a promise ‘after death’. This suppression was, however, never complete. Time and again, questions arose: in the Franciscan movements for poverty in the Middle Ages, in the Anabaptist communities of the Reformation, in the Latin American liberation theology of the 20th century (Boff, 2018), (Cardenal, 1991). The central question remained: is a different society possible – one in which it is not money that rules, but care for one another?

With global technological interconnection and the possibility of direct social cooperation, this long-suppressed question arises anew today – and under radically changed conditions. The biblical vision of a society not mediated by money failed historically not due to a lack of insight, but due to a lack of technical means. Without digital communication, the provision for large communities remained dependent on the market or the state. Today, with the ability to match needs and production globally in real time, the material basis for such a society would be in place for the first time.

The question Jesus posed could now be asked anew: can a society be organised in which provision is no longer mediated through the market and price, but through communal responsibility? This book attempts to provide an answer – not theologically, but in the knowledge that the oldest questions are often the most relevant today.

13.2. Transition to a classless society

Around 150 years ago, in his Critique of the Gotha Programme, Karl Marx set out the famous vision of a classless society: “From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs” (Marx, 1875).

He identified two fundamental prerequisites that must be met for such a society to emerge: the sources of social wealth and the development of the productive forces.

By “sources”, Marx meant the development of productivity, through which social abundance and the reduction of necessary labour become possible in the first place. This does not refer to luxury for the few, but to a society’s ability to meet the basic needs of all with a fraction of the available working time. When we look around today, we realise: these sources have long since become raging torrents. We produce enough food for everyone, enough clothing, enough housing – and yet many remain excluded from these, because the market distributes not according to need, but according to ability to pay.

The second condition, the development of the productive forces, is also fulfilled today. Science, technology and automation have reached a level that Marx could scarcely have imagined. Artificial intelligence, global data networks and digital platforms enable a level of interconnection that would render communication via markets superfluous. Today, we can match needs and production capacities in real time – without the need for a price tag.

Marx pointed out that these conditions are necessary to create the material basis for a classless society. What he left open was the concrete form of the transition. This gap was later filled by interpretations: expropriation of the means of production, socialisation. The means of choice at the time.

However, historical attempts at a state-directed planned economy did not lead to the classless society that Marx had formulated as a historical perspective. They failed not only due to a lack of democracy, but also because of a deeper-rooted problem: they did not overcome the value form. Labour remained wage labour, products remained commodities with administered prices, and coordination was bureaucratic rather than conscious. Without the technical means of global digital networking – which did not yet exist at the time – a direct alignment of needs and production was scarcely conceivable.

The decisive historical change today is that, for the first time, the technical prerequisites for a direct, global coordination of needs, production and distribution have emerged. The digital infrastructure allows what was unthinkable in Marx’s time: direct communication between consumers and producers without the detour via the market and price.

This also raises the question of transition anew: it is prices, exchange value, that make direct communication impossible. But socialisation is not the direct path to abolishing prices.

13.3. Socialism and socialisation

20th-century socialism was unable to overcome this dynamic. Although the state took the place of the private capitalist, the fundamental form of production remained untouched. Labour remained wage labour. Products remained commodities with administered prices. Value as a social mediating relationship was not abolished, but bureaucratically administered. The principle remained the same: more production, rising consumption, higher wages – only now the plan had to be obeyed where previously the market had commanded. It was not the commodity form that was overcome, but competition that was replaced by centralised directives.

The planned economy attempted to control the entire production process from a central authority. Yet it failed due to the impossibility of bureaucratically recording and democratically mediating the diversity of social needs. Because planning did not emerge from society itself, but was imposed on it from above, it could not react flexibly enough. As early as 1953, these irreconcilable contradictions led to mass protests demanding higher wages – proof that the wage logic of capitalism continued to operate unabated under socialism.

Added to this was a fundamental political problem: the Party identified with the state, and the state with society. Independent social initiatives, dissenting opinions or self-organised associations were regarded as a threat to planning authority and thus as a potential counter-revolution. This suppression of independent social activity not only paralysed political life, but also had a direct impact on scientific and technological development. Without open discussion, without creative deviation, without the possibility of experimentation, the capacity for innovation stagnated – in the very system that sought to liberate the productive forces.

As a result, even in the final stage of real existing socialism, there was no sign of the promised transition to a classless society. The form of value, that silent logic which posits abstract labour and money as mediating instances, had never been touched. The capitalists had been stripped of their power, but the market economy as a form had not been overcome.

Can there be a transitional society? The market and care are antagonistic to one another. The market is unable to grasp care, because there are no prices in care. We recognise this from the fact that, in the millennia-long history of the market and money, there has not yet been a gradual blending of the two. In every family worldwide, lunch is still served free of charge. Without exception.

The crucial lesson from this failure is this: it is not planning itself that is the problem, but the basis on which planning takes place. As long as labour remains abstract labour and products remain commodities, it makes no difference whether a market or a public authority regulates distribution – people remain subject to the logic of value and price. A genuine alternative must start at a deeper level: with the definition of work itself and the way in which social needs are identified and coordinated. This is precisely where the proposal for direct, digitally mediated needs coordination comes in.

13.4. Post-growth concepts

Since the 1970s, a growing number of economists and social scientists have engaged with critiques of the growth paradigm. Under terms such as post-growth, degrowth, doughnut economics or the solidarity economy, a variety of concepts are being discussed that share the goal of respecting ecological limits and reducing resource consumption.

Representatives of these movements, such as Niko Paech (Paech, 2025) , Tim Jackson (Jackson, 2017) , Kate Raworth (Raworth, 2018) , Jason Hickel (Hickel, 2023) , Maja Göpel (Göpel, 2022) , Serge Latouche (Latouche, 2015) , Giorgos Kallis (Kallis, 2018) , Christian Felber (Felber, 2018) and many others have made valuable contributions to analysing the destructive logic of unlimited growth. Among other things, they call for a reduction in working hours, local production cycles, a move away from consumerism, an ecological tax reform, or a new understanding of prosperity beyond gross domestic product.

Yet despite their analytical rigour, these approaches remain within the framework of the existing market order. They propose taming the market economy rather than overcoming it. The post-growth economy relies on policy instruments – such as higher environmental taxes, progressive taxation of wealth or statutory caps on energy consumption – yet all these measures remain within the logic of money, the market and competition, and are becoming increasingly unattainable as a result of growing liberalism.

The post-growth economy aims to slow down growth; post-growth authors hope for a ‘more sustainable’ market economy, but there are no proposals that would lead to a fundamental overcoming of the market.

The post-growth movement has made a decisive contribution to critical discourse. Yet it remains trapped in a dilemma: it recognises the limits to growth without abolishing the mechanism that drives growth.

13.5. Commons and common goods

The idea of the commons takes the critique of property and exploitation a decisive step further. Whilst the post-growth economy mostly seeks ways to correct the existing system, the commons movement questions the logic of property itself. It asks: Who owns the world – and why should anyone own it at all?

The commons are goods that are collectively produced, maintained and used – such as knowledge, seeds, water and software, but also spaces, tools and infrastructure. They do not follow market logic, but rather a logic of sharing, trust and mutual responsibility. The crucial difference lies in the principle: not exchange, but contribution. People contribute what they can and receive what they need – without a price, without a contract, without competition.

In recent decades, theorists such as Elinor Ostrom (Ostrom, 2015) , Silke Helfrich (Helfrich & Bollier, 2019) and David Bollier (Bollier, 2025) have shown that collective self-organisation without the market or the state could be possible – and could often function more efficiently and fairly than centralised administration or private property. For this, Ostrom was awarded the Alfred Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 2009, having empirically demonstrated that people are capable of managing their shared resources sustainably and in a spirit of solidarity, provided they develop clear, locally rooted rules for doing so.

This would resolve the millennia-old conflict between the commons and private property. The concept of property loses its social function because everything is freely accessible – not through coercion, but through shared responsibility.

Yet despite these insights, the concept of the commons has mostly remained confined to local or thematic projects: community-supported agriculture, free software, community gardens, swap shops. Global production continues to be determined by the market, and commons projects are forced to submit to market laws externally.

The commons are not a modern experiment, but the original form of human economy. Every family, neighbourhood or village community that looks after one another already lives by these principles – mostly unnoticed, because they are permeated by the market. Within families, there is no bartering or accounting. One gives because one loves, and takes because one trusts. No child sends their parent a bill for breakfast. The family care sphere is the oldest example of communal production and distribution according to need (Sutterlütti & Meretz, 2018) .

In this sense, the commons represent the extension of the conditions that apply in most families to society as a whole. Billions of such seeds already exist – they are merely separated from one another by the logic of exchange. Whilst many families are structured in an authoritarian or hierarchical manner, these distortions often arise from the capitalist framework. Fundamentally, families form the basis of the care sector. With the dissolution of the logic of exchange, these seeds could coalesce into a global commons.

The biggest problem lies in the fact that this would be a protracted process that could stretch over generations. Given the dramatically intensifying development of capitalism, this could take too long.

The commons movement seeks to create commons through collective self-governance and new rules of use. This book describes a different path: commons emerge when property loses its exclusionary function of its own accord – because no one is any longer forced to exclude others from use in order to secure their own existence.

13.6. Basic Income

The Unconditional Basic Income (UBI) is a socio-political model. It aims to guarantee every citizen – regardless of their life situation or income – a fixed, regular sum of money.

Supporters argue that the UBI alleviates existential fears, reduces social pressure and creates more freedom for education, voluntary work or creative pursuits. It could replace existing bureaucratically administered social benefits.

Critics criticise the lack of clarity regarding its financial viability (high taxes would be necessary) and fear that incentives for unpopular jobs could be lost. It would probably even promote growth, because as it is modestly sized, there is a strong incentive to increase income through market-based activities – and this creates the potential for further economic growth.

Nor does the basic income alter the fundamental structure of the capitalist mode of production. These cash benefits would still have to be financed through the production of goods and the realisation of value. Society would thus remain dependent on profitable production, growth and consumption.

Even if social inequalities were mitigated, the imperative of exploitation would remain: work would still only be considered socially relevant if it is exploitable within the logic of the market.

Socialism, socialisation and a basic income can alter distribution within the system, but they do not overcome the fundamental logic of commodity production, wage labour and capital exploitation.
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