Localism solves—small, individual, movements can lead to transformation of local economies as well as global ones
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For over a century the world has been on a trend of expanding the power of the corporate-dominated system. Most communities in the United States rely on large transnational corporations to make key decisions about where to locate manufacturing facilities and corporate headquarters. Transnational corporations move their financial and real investments from one location to the next, and communities that are economically dependent on these companies find themselves in a constant state of uncertainty and insecurity. They have no loyalty to any specific location and are indifferent to its own destruction of local environments and to people’s sense of place. Entire communities live under a constant threat of losing their economic vitality when a major employer decides to shut down and move operations elsewhere that promises a higher rate of return to investors. Workers are advised to be continuously upgrading their job skills to avoid having their livelihoods dissolve as the system no longer considers them useful. As the most powerful economic institutions in existence, corporations have the capability to create or destroy livelihoods without democratic accountability. Corporate decisions are not based on what is good for the people in those communities, but on what will bring the most profits to business. Corporations exert enormous pressure on local legislatures with the effective method of job blackmail—the threat of sacking workers while pulling up stakes to move elsewhere. With this kind of power, they control statehouse ability to democratically govern and force everyone to bend to their terms. They also have the capability to bend the arms of state and local government officials to get preferential treatment, tax abatements, subsidies; as well as cooperation in shredding land use planning laws, blocking regulations on controlling health insurance requirements, attacking minimum wage and living wage ordinances, and clawing back local resource conservation efforts and state environmental laws. The power of the corporate class works to undermine the will of residents by preempting laws which restrict their treatment of cities and towns as their fiefdoms. Corporations also provide no guarantees that they will not be bought out by another company, decide to relocate to another location or move offshore where costs are lower throwing scores of people in the community out of work. By being controlled by distant corporations, and by the fundamental separation of ownership and work, people have very little control over their economic lives. One of the main objectives of localism is to strengthen communities with resilience and self-reliance. The emphasis is on reshaping and strengthening local institutions in ways that give people and communities more democratic control over their economic lives. This does not imply reverting to provincialism or local nationalism. Local economies can become more self-reliant yet remain connected to the rest of the surrounding economy and world. Economic localism also does not mean focusing on a narrow segment of the economy like a single commodity or crop.
Rather, the effort is on evolving into complete and diverse economic systems that are locally based. The institutions that people create to coordinate local production and distribution cannot exist as islands isolated from one another. They must cohere as compatible elements of a localized system with the aim to create economic communities that are more self-reliant and less dependent on global corporations. By taking local and democratic control over economic activity, communities make their own decisions and direct activity for their own benefit. By designing them in this way localized economic systems can be seen as critical steps toward broader systemic change, which local action and vision for the broader social firmament. The community orientation of local institutions provides checks and balances on each other to mitigate the potentially destructive development of greed-inspired actions. In addition, the process of creating community-based institutions that serve the needs of local populations involves a certain amount of legal wrangling to rewrite the charters and bylaws of enterprises in such a way that the activities of those enterprises are anchored to the local community. Following the tradition established by Karl Polanyi, we see locally structured institutions as embedded or rooted in a localized community culture.6 As embedded institutions, locally structured institutions are more likely to be accountable to the social needs and the cultural characteristics of the community. Going local in this sense goes beyond just shopping and producing locally, it entails building coalitions and networks that connect communities around the country and even internationally. This also, therefore, stresses a holistic, systems frame of reference. Recall that social systems are made up of networks of integrated institutions that work together to serve a broader social purpose. An economic system is an integrated network of economic institutions that direct the processes of production, distribution, and consumption. As people in a self-defined local community can do multiple tasks and produce a multitude of goods and services to meet their foundational needs, the structure of the community becomes more complex. With complexity, there occurs a reweaving the web of relationships among people and organizations as they perform variegated functions on different levels. By contrast, if the entire community revolved, say, around corn production, and depended on others on the outside for everything else, then there is little complexity—there are the landowners and farm workers and little else. As the web of complexity is weaved, feedback structures emerge within the connections. A more localized and diversified economic community will have shorter distances between producer and consumer and the communication of what is working or not working is more direct and effective. In a globalized corporate system, communication is dysfunctional and impersonal. Tighter connections among producers and consumers naturally leads to more accountability and this can serve the need for fairness as well. As re-localized economies evolve into fully functioning systems, they will give rise to fostering the development of new financial institutions, manufacturing systems, retail establishments, food cooperatives, and so on. Each of these elements will be tied to every other element in the system with tighter and more well-observed feedback mechanisms. Every individual and every business model will be contributing directly to the evolution of the new system. With strong and diverse local systems that are networked with other local systems, a platform is established from which citizens can push upward for national reform legislation. Seemingly disparate local initiatives can have broad national consequences as local strength begets national reform. For such a model to evolve, people must play an active role in the same way they must play an active role as citizens in any political democracy. In such a system, democratic institutions can be created to reintegrate ownership and work and to foster sustainability and stability. Citizens can use their constitutionally granted powers of procedural and substantive democracy and see to it that such values become legally written into corporate charters for businesses in their communities. Basic economic institutions can and do work toward eliminating the long-standing antagonisms between owners and workers or buyers and sellers, and by embedding the institutions into the local community, citizens can achieve more stability and direct community-based democratic control. By doing so, the individual’s role in the economy expands and becomes more active and complex as the pragmatists and institutionalists envisioned. By becoming an integrated member of an economic community, much more responsibility is placed on the individual. This burden is, in part, the price one must pay for democracy. People will become not only employees and consumers, but also owners who must actively participate in the governance of their local economic institutions.
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