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RETHINKING ECONOMIC
SYSTEMS: THE CORE IDEA OF
MARKETS NOT CAPITALISM

The  relationship  between  markets  and
cap i ta l i sm  i s  o f ten  t rea ted  as
inseparable  in  modern  pol i t ical
discourse.  Many  assume  that  if  you
advocate for  free exchange,  you must
also  defend  corporate  hierarchy,  wage
labor,  and  concentrated  wealth.  But
what if this assumption is wrong? This is

precisely  the  question  posed  by  the
phrase  Markets  Not  Capitalism
Radgeek, a concept popularized by the
libertarian  socialist  blogger  and  writer
Charles  W.  Johnson,  who  writes  under
the  pseudonym  Radgeek.  His  work
challenges the conventional framing by
arguing that markets and capitalism are
not only distinct but can be understood
as fundamentally opposed systems. This
article  provides  a  comprehensive
exploration  of  that  argument,  its
philosophical roots, and why it matters
for  anyone  interested  in  economic
justice,  individual  freedom,  and  social
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cooperation.
T o  e n g a g e  w i t h  Markets  Not
Capitalism  Radgeek  is  to  enter  a
conversation that rejects the tired binary
of  state  socialism  versus  corporate
capitalism. Instead, it opens up a third
path: a society where free exchange and
voluntary  cooperation  flourish,  but
where  the  exploitative  structures  of
capitalist ownership — such as absentee
ownership  and  wage  labor  —  are
dismantled.  This  vision  draws  from
traditions  as  varied  as  mutualism,
Georgism,  and  left-wing  market
anarchism,  all  while  maintaining  a
rigorous  commitment  to  individual
liberty.  In  the sections that  follow,  we
will unpack the central thesis, examine
the  historical  and  theoretical  context,
explore practical examples, and consider

the  critical  responses  this  idea  has
generated.

Who Is Radgeek
and Why Does
This Distinction
Matter?
Charles W. Johnson, widely known by his
online handle Radgeek, is  a prominent
figure  in  the  left-libertarian  and  market
anarchist  communities.  His  blog,  Rad
Geek People’s  Daily,  has been a long-
standing  platform  for  articulating  a
vision of radical freedom that is explicitly
anti-capitalist  yet  pro-market.  The
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phrase  Markets  Not  Capitalism
Radgeek serves as a shorthand for his
central  thesis:  that  the  essence  of  a
market  is  voluntary,  decentralized
exchange,  whi le  the  essence  of
capitalism is  a  system of  wage  labor,
c o r p o r a t e  h i e r a r c h y ,  a n d  t h e
concentration of capital in the hands of a
few.  For  Radgeek,  these  are  not  just
different  systems;  they  are  antagonistic
ones.
The  distinction  matters  because  it
reframes  the  entire  debate  about
economic  organization.  Proponents  of
capitalism  often  claim  that  markets
require  capitalist  property  relations  to
function.  Socialists,  meanwhile,  often
argue  that  markets  are  inherently
exploitative and must be replaced with
cent ra l  p lann ing  o r  communa l

ownership. Radgeek and his intellectual
allies reject both positions. They argue
that markets can exist without capitalist
structures, and that capitalism itself is a
form  of  coercion  that  undermines  the
very  voluntary  nature  of  genuine
markets.  This  perspective  offers  a
powerful  critique  of  both  corporate
power and state authority, appealing to
those  who  value  freedom  but  are
disillusioned  with  the  status  quo.

The Philosophical
Foundations:
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Separating
Exchange from

Exploitation
T o  u n d e r s t a n d  M a r k e t s  N o t
Capitalism  Radgeek,  we  must  first
recognize the philosophical distinction at
its heart. A market, in its simplest form,
is a space for voluntary exchange. Two
individuals come together, each valuing
what the other has more than what they
currently  possess,  and  they  trade.  No
coercion  is  involved;  both  parties
benefit,  or  the  trade  would  not  occur.
This is the ideal of the free market as
described  by  classical  liberals  and
libertarians.  Capitalism,  however,  as

Radgeek  and  others  define  it,  is  not
about voluntary exchange but about a
specific  set  of  power  relations.  It  is
characterized by wage labor, where one
person  sells  their  time  and  effort  to
another  who  owns  the  means  of
production.  It  is  characterized  by
absentee ownership, where shareholders
profit  from  enterprises  they  do  not
act ively  contr ibute  to.  And  i t  is
characterized  by  the  accumulation  of
capital  that  grants  disproportionate
political  and  social  power.
This critique draws heavily on the work
of  19th-century  American  individualist
anarchists  like  Benjamin  Tucker  and
Lysander  Spooner.  Tucker  argued  that
capitalism was a system of monopoly —
monopoly on land, money, and tariffs —
that  prevented  genuine  free  markets



Markets Not Capitalism Radgeek 5

5

from emerging. For Tucker, the solution
was  not  to  abolish  markets  but  to
eliminate  the  monopolistic  privileges
that  capitalism depended on.  Radgeek
builds on this tradition,  updating it  for
the 21st century. He argues that modern
capitalism is sustained by state-enforced
intellectual  property  laws,  corporate
charter  privileges,  and  a  legal  system
that treats corporations as persons while
limiting  their  liability.  Remove  these
privileges,  the  argument  goes,  and
markets  would  naturally  become more
competitive, cooperative, and equitable.

How Markets and

Capitalism
Diverge in
Practice
One of the most compelling aspects of
the Markets Not Capitalism Radgeek
framework  is  its  ability  to  illustrate
concrete  divergences  between  market
principles  and  capitalist  practices.
Consider the following examples, each of
which  highl ights  how  capita l ist
structures  can  subvert  the  ideal  of
voluntary  exchange.

Worker Cooperatives vs.
Capitalist Firms: In a capitalist
firm, decisions are made by
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owners or their representatives,
and workers are compensated
through wages. In a worker
cooperative, the people who do
the work own the enterprise and
share in its profits. Both operate
within a market, but the
cooperative is a market-based,
non-capitalist institution. Radgeek
points to cooperatives as a living
example of how markets can
function without the hierarchical
control that defines capitalism.
Crowdfunding and Peer-to-
Peer Lending: These modern
financial innovations allow
individuals to fund projects or lend
money directly to one another,
bypassing traditional banks and
venture capital. They represent

market exchange without the
intermediary power of capitalist
financial institutions. When you
back a project on a crowdfunding
platform, you are engaging in a
voluntary, market-based
transaction that is fundamentally
different from buying stock in a
corporation.
Open Source Software: The
development of Linux, Mozilla
Firefox, and countless other open
source projects demonstrates that
high-quality goods can be
produced through voluntary
cooperation and market
mechanisms without capitalist
ownership. Individuals contribute
their labor freely, and the resulting
products are available to all. While
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some open source projects
operate within a capitalist
economy, their internal structure is
often explicitly anti-capitalist,
relying on reputation, reciprocity,
and shared purpose rather than
wage labor.
Local Farmers Markets: A
traditional farmers market is a
straightforward example of a
market that is not capitalist in the
Radgeekian sense. Producers bring
their own goods, set their own
prices, and keep their own profits.
There is no boss, no shareholder,
and no wage relationship. It is a
direct, voluntary exchange
between producers and
consumers.

These examples show that the market
form  is  flexible.  It  can  accommodate
capitalist  structures,  but  it  can  also
accommodate cooperative, mutual, and
individually owned enterprises. The key
insight  of  Markets  Not  Capitalism
Radgeek  is  that  the  market  itself  is
neutral; the question is who participates
and under  what  terms.  When markets
are  free  from  monopoly  privilege  and
state  favoritism,  the  argument  goes,
they tend toward greater  equality  and
democracy, not less.

The Role of
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Private Property
in the Market vs.
Capitalism

Debate
A  common  point  of  confus ion  in
discussions of Markets Not Capitalism
Radgeek  is  the  concept  of  private
property. Critics often assume that any
pro-market  position  must  defend  the
existing  system  of  capitalist  property
rights. Radgeek, however, distinguishes
between personal property and capitalist
property. Personal property includes the
things you use and occupy: your home,

your  tools,  your  clothing.  Capitalist
property,  on  the  other  hand,  includes
absentee  ownership  of  land  and
resources  that  others  need to  live,  as
wel l  as  ownership  of  productive
enterprises  that  employ  workers.  The
former, Radgeek argues, is essential to
freedom and autonomy. The latter is a
form  of  privilege  that  allows  some  to
control the labor and lives of others.
Th i s  d i s t i nc t i on  i s  c ruc i a l  f o r
understanding the practical policies that
f o l l o w  f r o m  t h e  Markets  Not
Capitalism  Radgeek  perspective.
Rather  than  abolishing  all  private
property, this tradition advocates for a
radical  redistribution of  property rights
to ensure that everyone has access to
the  means  of  production.  This  might
include land reform, worker ownership of
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factories, and the abolition of intellectual
property  monopolies.  The  goal  is  a
society  where  no  one  can  control  the
means  of  another's  livelihood  without
their consent. In such a society, markets
would  still  exist,  but  they  would  be
markets  among  equals,  not  markets
dominated by a capitalist class.

Historical
Precedents and
Intellectual Allies
The idea that markets and capitalism are
separate is  not new, but the Markets
Not  Capitalism Radgeek  formulation
has given it renewed visibility. Radgeek

stands  on  the  shoulders  of  earlier
thinkers  who  made similar  arguments.
The  French  mutualist  Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon  famously  declared  that
"property is theft," but he distinguished
between the property of the smallholder
and  the  property  of  the  capitalist.  He
advocated  for  a  system  of  mutual
banking  and  worker  associations  that
would allow for  free exchange without
capitalist  exploitation.  Similarly,  the
American  economist  Henry  George
argued that land monopoly was the root
of inequality and proposed a single tax
on  land  value  to  eliminate  it  while
preserving market exchange.
In the 20th century, thinkers like David
Schweickart  and  Jaroslav  Vanek
developed  models  of  market  socialism
that  explicitly  separated  markets  from
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capitalism.  Schweickart's  model,  for
example,  includes  worker-managed
firms that compete in a market for goods
and services,  but capital  investment is
controlled  by  a  public  bank.  These
models demonstrate that the Markets
Not Capitalism Radgeek vision is not
merely  a  theoretical  abstraction  but  a
practical  possibility  with  real-world
precedents. The Mondragon Corporation
in  Spain,  a  federat ion  of  worker
cooperatives,  is  often  cited  as  a
successful  example of  a market-based,
non-capitalist  economy operating  on  a
large scale.

Criticism and

Counterargumen
ts
No  serious  intellectual  framework  is
without  its  critics,  and  Markets  Not
Capitalism  Radgeek  has  faced
substantial  scrutiny  from  both  the
traditional left and the traditional right.
Critics  on the left  argue that  markets,
even  in  the  absence  of  capitalist
ownership,  inherently  generate
inequality and social division. They point
to the competitive nature of markets and
the  tendency  for  some  individuals  to
accumulate more than others, even in a
cooperatively owned economy. From this
perspective,  the  only  way  to  achieve
genuine equality is  to replace markets
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with  a  system  of  communal  or  state
planning. The Markets Not Capitalism
Radgeek response is twofold. First, they
argue  that  inequality  arising  from
voluntary  exchange  is  fundamentally
different  from  inequality  arising  from
exploitation and privilege. Second, they
contend  that  cent ra l  p lann ing
concentrates  power  in  ways  that  are
more dangerous than any market-based
inequality.
Critics  on  the  right,  meanwhile,  argue
that  the  distinction  between  markets
and capitalism is artificial. They contend
that  capitalist  property  rights  are  the
foundation of market exchange and that
any attempt to separate the two will lead
to  inefficiency  and  chaos.  For  them,  the
absentee ownership and wage labor that
Radgeek  criticizes  are  not  bugs  but

features  of  a  functioning  market
economy. The Radgeekian response is to
point out that many of the rights enjoyed
by capitalists  are the product  of  state
intervention,  not  natural  market
development. Corporate limited liability,
for example, is a legal privilege granted
by the state, not a feature of voluntary
exchange. Remove these privileges, and
capitalism as we know it would collapse,
but markets would remain.

Practical
Implications for
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Modern
Economic

Activism
The Markets Not Capitalism Radgeek
framework  is  not  just  an  academic
exercise; it has real implications for how
activists  and  policymakers  approach
economic  reform.  For  those  who  are
dissatisfied  with  both  corporate
capitalism  and  state  socialism,  this
perspective  offers  a  coherent  third  way.
It  suggests  that  fighting  for  worker
ownership, cooperative enterprises, and
the abolition of intellectual property is a
form  of  pro-market  activism.  It  aligns
with  efforts  to  create  community  land

trusts,  credit  unions,  and  mutual  aid
networks.  It  also  provides  a  powerful
rhetorical  tool:  when  critics  accuse
market  advocates  of  defending
capitalism,  the  response  is  clear  —
markets, not capitalism.
In  practical  terms,  this  might  mean
supporting  legislation  that  makes  it
easier  to  form  worker  cooperatives,
opposing  corporate  bailouts  and
subsidies,  and  advocating  for  the
breakup  of  monopolies.  It  could  also
involve  building  alternative  institutions
outside  the  state  and  the  corporate
sector.  The  Markets  Not  Capitalism
Radgeek  vision  is  ultimately  one  of
decent ra l i zed ,  vo luntary ,  and
cooperative economic life. It is a vision
that appeals to the desire for freedom
and  autonomy  while  rejecting  the
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concentration  of  power  that  defines  so
much  of  modern  life.

Conclusion: A
Vision Worth
Exploring
The  phrase  Markets  Not  Capitalism
Radgeek  encapsulates a powerful  and
increasingly  relevant  critique  of  the

status quo. By disentangling the idea of
free  exchange  from  the  structures  of
corporate  power,  it  opens  up  new
possibilities  for  economic  organization
that  are both liberating and equitable.
Whether or not one agrees with every
aspect  of  Radgeek's  analysis,  the core
insight  — that  markets  and capitalism
are not the same thing — is a crucial
contribution  to  political  and  economic
thought. It challenges us to think more
clearly


