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I see a young Latina holding an expensive 35 mm camera,
acquired by income earned by her and her mom who dis-
rupted the household patriarchy to make their own street
vending business. During the Spanish Flu, farmers markets
and public markets attracted people until illness finally dis-
rupted their operations.

A robust society is like a healthy ecology, constantly
being disrupted by differentiations that alter habitual inter-
actions, cause reactions, and create new interactions in
new niches. COVID-19 is the reality of that principle in
action—mutation is endemic and permits fitness to host
environments. Ultimately these mutations complement an
existing spirit of a time or slowly replaces it. For instance,
the financial crash of 2008 squeezed out the remaining inef-
ficiencies of late capitalism in the U.S. in favor of a spirit of
hyper-individualism focused on employment in service and
technology, the products of both being largely focused on
the individual. However, farmers markets, swap meets, and
the like were continuing to foster a distinct spirit, starting
with the farmer or hobbyist practicing their craft, seeking
effective use of materials, replenishing soils, and conserv-
ing the taste of a region, while attending to new immigrants,
people’s purposes, and new perceptions of place.

The spirit of marketplaces is one of ambition and effec-
tiveness in contrast to efficiency and complexity. Modern
society fosters efficiency, that produces a mechanisti-
cally complex society, which reduces people to economic
moments in production processes. Marketplaces foster com-
plete communities, making social tempos and spaces appro-
priate to the many roles people play and to their interactions
with farming, family life, or other activities intersecting in
those spaces. People purchase farm and craft products, but
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at the market they produce and partake of experiences that
make society. Visitors see each other, learn from demonstra-
tions, and perhaps share their skills with each other. Visitors
also observe vendors and can ask about how the product
came to be. Today, government co-produces safety and
fosters social and economic health in these spaces by work-
ing with market managers to produce guidelines for farmers
markets. Even store-front retail, historically born in markets,
seeks new opportunities in them today.

The reemergence of farmers markets in the 1960s and
1970s embodied bioregionalism. Today, bioregional con-
cerns prompt the integration of economic, political, and reg-
ulatory efforts on behalf of sustainability. Likewise, COVID
may hasten socio-economic reorganization at different geo-
political scales. We will see. Meanwhile, farmers markets in
Wisconsin, my home state, are deemed essential services,
and Dane County has 27 farmers markets in the summer, two
are less than a mile from my house and not a neighborhood
in Madison is more than two miles from a market. Likewise,
around the country, food trucks, urban and rural farmers, and
artisans will continue to find retail opportunities at markets.
More important, markets will continue to produce cosmo-
politan people, varying in why they visit, what they do, and
how they see and learn from each other at marketplaces.

So, instead of being killed by COVID or late capital-
ism, marketplaces around the world, in industrialized coun-
tries or otherwise, produce resilience and responsiveness
to catastrophic events, fostering opportunities for women
marginalized in households or immigrants marginalized at
their destinations or local businesses and farmers. In the
U.S. some 9000 farmers markets make for place-based resil-
ience. Many states have declared farmers markets as essen-
tial services and those are adapting swiftly by experimenting
with guidance from government, as well as technologies,
physical and online, to support safe transactions. The public
remains engaged and hopeful, not only for products, but in
support of values, places to hold forth with others, and fos-
ter community.

We know trade in goods and services has united the planet
for thousands of years. We should not reject international
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trade, we need to embrace local trade. We need not reject
an interest in efficiency, we need to support the spirit of the
local, fostering across society the spirit of a place and the
knowledge of the niches, economic, social, political, and
ecological, that populate that place. We need to act on behalf
of differentiation, not for the sake of difference, but in the
spirit of cooperation, creativity, and the co-production of
resilient places, robust societies, and interactions that sup-
port our common humanity.
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