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Putting Power in Its Place
Contribution to GTI Forum Think Globally, Act Locally?

Any discussion about global and local needs to look hard at the systems and structures 

responsible for our current crisis to be meaningful. 

The three global systems which hold primary responsibility for runaway inequality and climate 

change are, in order of importance, (1) the international monetary system and global banks, 

(2) the U.S. military, and (3) the fossil fuel companies.  A fourth system which obviously needs 

to change is global agribusiness. However, the difference between agribusiness and the other 

three is that the first three we could live without altogether. We have yet to figure out how to 

live without food, though. We lived without money, banks, fossil fuels, and weapons of mass 

destruction for millennia. We can do it again.

In small ways, local and regional solutions can help mitigate monetary system dysfunction, 

but they can’t change the larger system. The US military needs to be curtailed through mass-

movement, non-violent revolutionary change in the US. The fossil fuel industry straddles the 

local and the global—local solutions can render them obsolete, but at the same time, we need 

to significantly outlaw and constrain the industry on an international scale.

Power is real. The large global institutions and systems have it; people don’t. An enormous 

amount of integration, mutual aid, and organization would be required for a federated collection 

of local communities to achieve the same kind and level of power needed to confront these 

institutions. I don’t think we have time for that to happen.
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Perhaps we need to embrace a different kind of power on all levels to provide a timely, effective 

transformation. Maybe we need a compendium of strategies and practices on all levels to guide 

an organic and multifaceted cultural shift. We need to shift to sharing from owning, to mutual 

aid from monetary dominance, to fair markets from monopolism and exploitation, to deeply 

ethical business practices from rampant corruption, to measuring well-being and peace from the 

patriarchal and competitive measuring stick known as GDP.

I wince every time I hear the question “It sounds good, but can it scale?” We are all too enamored 

with large, centralized structures and solutions for things that can and should be addressed on 

the local level, and too silent and totally ineffective on those things that need collective national 

and international action. This is at least in part because the centralized, consolidated monetary 

power prefers centralized, hierarchical systems to maintain its power and control.

The large institutions are dinosaurs. We have reached peak patriarchy, peak debt, and peak oil, 

and we’re headed fast for peak extinction. We are now an endangered species. The dinosaurs will 

fall as the fiery storm engulfs them. The smaller institutions which have started to live in the real 

world, a world that does not assume endless exponential economic growth, endless war, and 

world-dominating power might survive, and therein is the promise of localism. Not a localism 

which can somehow become global, but one that is uniquely suited to its place, its culture, its 

connection to the real new world.



3 | Think Globally, Act Locally? | GTI FORUM CONTRIBUTION

About the Author

Gwendolyn Hallsmith has over thirty years of experience working with 
municipal, regional, and state government in the United States and 
internationally. She is the author of six books on community resilience 
and sustainable economics. She founded Vermonters for a New Economy 
in 2012, and is currently working on legislation for a Vermont State Bank. 
She lives in an ecovillage in Cabot, Vermont, called the Headwaters 
Garden and Learning Center, where she and her husband write topical 
songs about the new economy for their small musical group called The 
New Economistas. She has a Master’s degree in Public Policy from Brown 
University and studied theology at the Andover Newton Theological School. 

About the Publication

Published by the Great Transition Initiative.

Under our Creative Commons BY-NC-ND copyright, you may freely republish our content, without 
alteration, for non-commercial purposes as long as you include an explicit attribution to the Great 
Transition Initiative and a link to the GTI homepage.  

Cite as Gwendolyn Hallsmith, “Puting Power in Its Place,” contribution to GTI Forum “Think Globally, Act Locally?,” 
Great Transition Initiative  (August 2019), https://greattransition.org/gti-forum/global-local-hallsmith. 

About the Great Transition Initiative

The Great Transition Initiative is an international collaboration for charting pathways to a planetary civilization 
rooted in solidarity, sustainability, and human well-being.

As an initiative for collectively understanding and shaping the global future, GTI welcomes diverse ideas. Thus, 
the opinions expressed in our publications do not necessarily reflect the views of GTI or the Tellus Institute.

http://greattransition.org
https://greattransition.org/gti-forum/global-local-hallsmith
http://greattransition.org

