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So our choice is not between commerce and community.
The choice is between a world where commerce and commu-
nity interlock, and one where we starve the latter by trying to
abolish the former.

The first option — market anarchism — involves a preference
toward communities of choice, where institutions must adapt
in order to genuinely serve the interests of their members, and
are more likely to actually do so. Attempts to eliminate explicit
exchange do not succeed in eliminating commodification, but
instead result in what we believe our relations of solidarity tak-
ing on a much more instrumental character.

Anarcho-communists are right to point out that individuals
are always and everywhere intimately connected to the society
around them, and that the flourishing of one requires the flour-
ishing of the other. The “individualism” of “individualist anar-
chism” is not a plea for isolation, but a call for communities
worth having.

The market process is a powerful force for both developing
and maintaining meaningful social bonds of infinite complex-
ity. In that sense, market anarchism shows itself to be the most
truly social anarchism.
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Part1

Editor’s Note: Individualist anarchism has often been de-
scribed as a kind of “free market anti-capitalism.” Individualist
anarchism supports a “free market” in the sense that it supports
private property, money, commerce, contracts, entrepreneurship,
and the profit motive. Not only do we oppose any violent repres-
sion of those things, but we welcome their presence as crucial
to a free society. Individualist anarchism is “anti-capitalist” in
the sense that it supports mutual aid, worker autonomy, and
wildcat unionism. Any society marked by the domination of
labor by capital is one that we oppose. Therefore, it’s important
for individualists to show why libertarians and free marketers
should oppose capitalism, and why leftists, anarchists, and anti-
capitalists should support freed markets. This piece is the first
in a series on specific arguments for the latter. This installment
focuses on the cultural importance of the market process.

Any society worth calling “anarchist” is going to be one
that can continually adapt to the needs and desires of the indi-
viduals within that society. This adaptation must also be to the
interests of the entire community, not toward the limited aims
of a specific class of people. There must be ceaseless social ex-
perimentation, and there must be incentives toward develop-
ing institutions that benefit everyone and weeding out those
that don’t.

This requires markets, which are uniquely able to account
for variation in ways that other, more deliberately constructed
social arrangements cannot. That information-gathering func-
tion of the market process is typically just praised for its effi-
ciency, but this overlooks its potential as an engine of social
change.

To better understand this point, we can consider what an at-
tempt at anarchist society without markets would look like. In



such a community, all important resources' are either seen as
being owned by the community at large, or not really “owned”
by any one person in particular. Decisions about resource allo-
cation are made through gift or democratic planning. Explicit
trades, especially when mediated by some other good func-
tioning as money, are either absent or extremely rare. (The
world I'm considering is one that we might describe as anarcho-
communist.)

Even assuming away efficiency issues, how can we expect
this society to adapt to changing social conditions? Not well.
When your source of food is either owned jointly by everyone
or by no one in particular, difficult decisions must be made on
its use. To prevent shortages, not everyone can always have as
much as they want, and there must be a mechanism in place to
keep enough for everyone. Given that social problems and op-
pressions can’t just be reduced to either the state or capitalism,
such an arrangement is problematic.

In no small way, a communist society ties one’s ability to
live — and one’s ability to live the kind of life they want - to
their ability to maintain good social standing.

This might not seem too awful when we’re talking about
restricting away from some activity that we ourselves find re-
pugnant. For example, refusing to allow a white supremacist to
use the community-owned printing press in order to distribute
his newsletter. Unfortunately, though, a society without the
state and capitalism is not necessarily one of perfect people
who understand and actively reject all kinds of oppression.?

! By “important resources,” I mean the sorts of things that non-market
anarchists would consider “private property” rather than “personal prop-
erty”

? The problem is even worse when we remember that people who con-
sciously reject systems of domination are also not perfect people, and are
just as subject to having their own behavior infected by those same systems
of domination that they reject.

Much of what we find scary about the hypothetical of
a world where people only deal with one another through
strictly commercial transactions is the total absence of gen-
uine fellow-feeling, in which we completely ceased to value
one another as ends in ourselves. That cold state of affairs,
however, can certainly occur just as easily without any money
involved at all. Throughout history, marriages have often been
arranged in order to strategically forge familial alliances. In
such cases, the actual feelings of those forced to have and to
hold in sickness and in health are taken to be irrelevant.

The growing importance of trade has done a lot to fight that
practice. This has come both through dramatic explosions in
wealth in general, and by freeing people from dependence on
their families. In other words, markets have actually been a
major force in the de-commodification of love.

Furthermore, within more communal institutions and mu-
tual aid projects, the existence of a surrounding market society
is important for internal efficiency. When the resources you’re
using have corresponding market prices, those prices can serve
as a guide for resource allocation even when that allocation is
not done through trade. Having some idea about the relative
scarcity between two goods is crucial to ensure that you don’t
run out of an important resource.

Greater economic efficiency also tends to bring about
greater technological efficiency, showing yet another reason
that non-commercial endeavors benefit from commercial
societies. We can now Skype with friends in other continents,
use message boards to discuss our more obscure interests with
those who share them, and instantaneously distribute radical
newsletters through PDFs. Less commercially viable bands
can now record at a much better quality and share their sound
with a much wider audience. Many diseases that once meant
instant death are now easily preventable and easily cured. One
day we may even be able to 3D print food.
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A new worry, then, might be that we’re just stuck between
two equally unappealing alternatives: either rigidly conserva-
tive communism, or an alienating world of atomized individ-
uals who can only relate to one another through buying and
selling. Oppressive cultural norms can be hellish, but so can
that crushing sense of isolation.

Luckily, I don’t think that’s a choice we have to make.
Putting a hard line of separation between markets and civil
society is a mistake, and what distinction does exist will only
get blurrier and blurrier in a free society.

Just because one aspect of a given interaction is profit-
seeking doesn’t mean that it can’t also be a source of social
cohesion.

Even in the world around us, where commerce and commu-
nity are artificially fragmented by aggression and domination,
we can already point to countless counter-examples. The cof-
fee shops where book clubs and discussion groups meet are
still coffee shops. Even though their original purpose was the
pursuit of profit, they still create dependable spaces for com-
munities to develop and grow. Local restaurants, record stores,
music venues, book stores, and theaters also serve the same
function.

When one of these establishments comes under threat of
going under, communities will often rally to keep them afloat.
Rather than seeing that as a sign that people have been suc-
cessfully fooled, we should take it to mean that businesses like
these are an important part of the social fabric.

Just as there is no necessary connection between profit-
seeking and anti-social behavior, so too is there none between
non-commercial association and pro-social behavior. Institu-
tions where people relate to one another without money are
not always ones that truly bring them closer together, and the
absence of money does not mean the absence of treating others
as a means to an end.
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For instance, it seems likely that many communities will refuse
to distribute medical resources toward providing sex reassign-
ment surgery. Similarly, on a smaller-scale, one’s readiness or
hesitancy to provide for another purely by gift is subject to
those same forces.

An anarcho-communist might respond by emphasizing the
“democratic” nature of the planning they favor, but this mis-
takes the nature of the problem. While face-to-face delibera-
tion is likely to render more equitable arrangements than some
Leninist model of overt command and control, it is also exactly
the situation in which the more subtle aspects of privilege and
oppression are most at play. Whatever more limited social evo-
lution occurs will be tampered by the implicit biases that influ-
ence us in more direct forms of communication.

Those who are skeptical of this claim should think back
on all the meetings and face-to-face deliberations of which
they’ve ever been a part. At an individual level, people with
more charismatic personalities are likely to have their views
taken much more seriously. This is especially true when the
person in question is white, male, cis-gender, heterosexual,
able-bodied, and has received more formal schooling than
others in the group. That these deliberations might have the
official designation of “consensus” does not mean they were
not subject to domination.

By contrast, two of the most important features of mar-
kets are radically decentralized decision-making based on dis-
tributed knowledge, and the availability of alternatives. In mar-
ket transactions, one does not have to convince the community
at large of the goodness behind one’s use of a given resource
in order to use it, they just have to provide value for value.

Sometimes socially conservative circles will attack the de-
pravity of “crass commercialism,” frightened by the way mar-
kets threaten the existing order’s values. There’s a good reason
for that. When your acquisition, use, and trade of resources can-
not be regulated, the effects of one’s less-favored social status



are likely to not be nearly as awful. Within a market, people
can act more directly on what they believe is genuinely best
for them, even when the reasons for that are difficult to com-
municate to those in more privileged positions.

By creating new profit opportunities geared toward those
preferences of the oppressed, the seemingly impersonal market
process becomes a never-ending social critique, always backed
up by immediate direct action. Adverse social pressures like
bare intimidation are not absent in markets, to be sure, but
they are much less powerful. While this is obviously an em-
pirical claim beyond the scope of the present article, it seems
plausible that much more progress has been made by defend-
ing the property rights of queer establishments and providing
that space for autonomy than any explicit campaign against
homophobia.

None of this is to say that mutual aid, joint-property, gift-
economic activity, or social persuasion are bad things, nor that
everything should be reduced to explicit contractual exchanges
based in money prices. Any society worth living in will foster
healthy networks of mutual aid that interact with one another
through commerce, and often collective action is necessary for
the most efficient kinds of market activity.? In a free society,
I expect the lines between “market” and “gift-economic” ar-
rangements to get blurrier and blurrier. The point here is just
that that blurring can’t be a reduction to one or the other. Profit-
seeking and solidarity both have to survive.

Communism has been called “the real movement which
abolishes the present state of things” Yet that description
is better reserved for the market process. By constantly
approaching equilibrium yet never reaching it, unchained
economic activity is exactly the kind of social dynamic that
radicals desire: permanent revolution. A market society is a
society built on continuous self-creation, whose institutions

* I have in mind here something like radical labor struggle.

are always kept in check by the looming threat of creative
destruction. In so far as anarchism is the abolition of hierarchy,
the production of anarchy requires the anarchy of production.

Part 11

Editor’s Note: This piece is the second in a series of arti-
cles detailing reasons that leftists, anarchists, and anti-capitalists
should favor markets. Focusing on the interconnectedness of com-
merce and community, it draws heavily on ideas developed by
Neera K. Badhwar in her paper “Friendship and Commercial So-
cieties.” That paper can be found in Politics, Philosophy, and
Economics, August 2008, V. 7, No. 3, 301-326. Also, online at
<https://praxeology.net/guest-badhwarl.htm>.

In the first installment of this series, I explored the market
process’s role as a vehicle for liberatory social change. By al-
lowing for alternatives, markets create competitive pressures
which serve as a constant check on whatever institutions exist
in a given society. Thus, I argued, healthy commerce is likely
to weed out more dominating and oppressive institutions in fa-
vor of those that more genuinely meet the needs of those who
use them.

While this is certainly a point in favor of market societies,
drawing attention to it might reasonably bolster a related
worry by well-meaning leftists and anarchists who still oppose
markets. The very forces that spur this permanent cultural
revolution do so precisely because they create a space where
we don’t have to rely on the good graces of our neighbors.

The bright side of that is that a society’s prejudices — both
explicit and implicit - lose much of their ability to restrain so-
cially less favored individuals from bettering their own well-
being. The dark side, some would argue, is that we lose our
sense of community in the process.



