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A com mon line among right- wing free mar ke teers is that the worker — in
the exchange between a worker and a cap i tal ist — has a larger time pref er ‐
ence than the cap i tal ist. This ties in nicely to their the o ries of vol un tary
mar ket exchange, and even the sub jec tive the ory of value.

The the ory goes that in a mar ket exchange, the pref er ences between
the buyer and seller are effec tively revealed. If the seller is sell ing a hot dog
for $5, and the buyer pur chases it, it is clear with out cal cu la tion that the
seller val ued the $5 over the hot dog, and the buyer val ued the hot dog over
the $5. In this sense, the buyer and the seller must tune to each other’s
needs and desires so that the value of the seller’s prod ucts are equal to what
the buyer is will ing to pay for them.

To relate this to the worker and the cap i tal ist, the the ory demon strates
that, in the exchange, the worker reveals that he prefers the money which
will be offered to him in his wage over the time he loses work ing. The cap ‐
i tal ist reveals that he prefers the labor offered to him over the money he
will have to part with to pay for the worker’s wage.

To use the exam ple of the hot dog stand from here on, there are three
issues with this the ory.
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The first is that the desires of the con sumer are not actu ally what is
rep re sented in this mar ket exchange. The con sumer may pre fer the hot dog
over the $5, but this is a very lim ited choice; it does not ask where the $5
came from, what it rep re sents, and why it can only pur chase 1 hot dog. The
con sumer is not in con trol of this exchange, he sim ply makes a choice at
the tail- end of it. The con sumer, after all, has no say in pro duc tion per se.
How much the con sumer is actu ally will ing to pay for the hot dog is not
what is rep re sented here.

The sec ond issue is that the the ory refuses to take into account the
imbal ance of power between the pro ducer and the con sumer. The con sumer
has only the power to choose between the choices pro vided to him; the pro ‐
ducer has the power to choose the choices them selves. In this sense, the
pro ducer is only par tially com pelled to tune his pro duc tion to the demand
of con sumers; like wise, it is only par tially true con sumers have con trol
over what pro duc tion takes place due to their demand. The mar ket, then,
can not be said to be con trolled by pro duc ers and con sumers equally, but is
instead tilted to favor the needs and wants of the pro duc ers. This means
that the con sumer’s wants are warped by the mar ket more than the pro ‐
ducer’s.

The third prob lem is that the the ory only plays out under lab con di ‐
tions. The con stant focus of those who sup port this the ory on the inter ac ‐
tions between indi vid ual buy ers and sell ers reveals this. Once there devel ‐
ops in a soci ety the need to coor di nate pro duc tion more advanced than that
which can be facil i tated by indi vid ual pro duc ers, there nec es sar ily emerges
a divi sion of labor which erupts the the ory. A sys tem in which the means of
pro duc tion are owned by indi vid u als entails that the rest of the indi vid u als
in these nec es sar ily large firms must be with out own er ship of such prop ‐
erty. Com pe ti tion between pro duc ers, cap i tal accu mu la tion, growth, and
other fac tors then cement this divi sion fur ther, giv ing rise to class. Once
class exists, the first two issues are exac er bated.
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To relate this back to the exchange between the worker and the cap i ‐
tal ist, the worker is in a sit u a tion in which his needs and wants are largely
tuned to what the mar ket is able to offer him (to what pro duc ers are able to
offer him), that sim i larly his choice is con strained to that which is offered
to him, and that ulti mately he may be in an exchange in which the power
between the two of them are not equal — open ing the door to exploita tion.


