Why Small-scale Alternatives Won’t Change the World
review by Michael Ware

No Local: Why Small-scale Alternatives Won’t Change the World, by Greg Sharzer, Zero Books,
Alresford, UK, 2012, 189 pages, ISBN-13:978-1-84694-671-4, $19.95.
Against a backdrop of global climate disasters, financial panics, and inequality, localism — the creation
of small-scale local systems of production and distribution — seems to make sense. Start small and stay
close to home; forge community ties, grow your own food locally, and create alternatives that can eventually replace the current system of global capitalism with a sane, sustainable way of life. By providing
this alternative, the local will overwhelm global capitalism. Death by a thousand cuts. But can the power
of global capitalism be undone through establishing bike paths, cooperatives, bartering, alternative local
currencies, community gardens, and small businesses?
Greg Sharzer’s well-researched book, with the
unfortunate title No Local, argues no. Localism is incapable of displacing capitalism or even effectively
challenging it because it fails to understand how
capitalism works. “It sees the effect of unbridled
competition, but not its cause.” By failing to understand how profit drives production, localism is blind

Localism is blind to the pressures
capitalism applies to its proposed
remedies, which rely on the market.
to the pressures capitalism applies to its proposed
remedies, which rely on the market or involve time
and money that most working-class people don’t
have. More utopian ideology than political framework, and too often served with a dose of moral superiority, localism never adequately
explains by what magic small businesses or collectives can eclipse giant
corporations.
Threads from localist authors,
stretching back to Marx’s contemporary Pierre Proudhon and forward to
modern authors like Barbara Kingsolver, Bill McKibben, Carlo Petrini,
Michael Shuman, and E. F. Schumacher are scrutinized in constructive
ways to highlight the profound gaps
in their utopian remedies. No Local
also shines a light on the often-neglected issue of class in the environmental movement.
The title is a nod to fellow Canadian Naomi Klein’s influential No
Logo, published in 1999 and highly
popular in the global justice movement. Despite the categorical title,
Sharzer is not condemning the benefits of local action, but pointing out
localism’s inadequacies and contradictions as a model of social change.
Beyond Local might have better conveyed the book’s central message.
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Regardless, anyone who has encountered or explored the politics of localism must read this book.
We are living through an unprecedented environmental crisis that requires a global solution of historic proportions. We must reexamine all of localism’s assumptions and place the environmental and
social justice movements on a stronger theoretical
foundation if we are to mount a serious, viable defense of the planet.
No Local begins with a brief history of capitalism and a cogent explanation of its inner workings,
centered on Marx’s labor theory of value. Localism
seeks a return to a preindustrial economic model that
romanticizes small-scale production. But simplicity
and smaller scale will not get rid of the social relations that underlie capitalism. Equal exchange and
bartering don’t address the theft inherent even in
small-scale capitalism, where workers are still paid
less than the exchange value of the things they create, no matter the scale of production. Localists confuse use value and exchange
value, forgetting that capitalism prioritizes profit (value)
over human need (use value).
By ignoring this question, localism leaves the question of
exploitation unanswered and
fails to root out the capitalist
dynamic—accumulation for
accumulation’s sake—that
leads us to our current dilemma.
Sharzer insists that localism ends up apologizing for
capitalism:
For Marx, this is more than
just false: it “is accepting the
present state of affairs; it is,
in short, making an
apology… for a society without understanding it.” Unfortunately, any apology for
capitalism gets in the way of
finding real solutions. . ..
[E]conomists who accept the
market always end up back
where they began: at an ideal
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