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De Young and Princen’s Localization Reader is an edited volume of twenty-six 
pieces, all but two of which—the editors’ introduction and their concluding chapter—have 
been previously published. The editors have organized the reader into six sections (Drivers 
of Localization; Localization in Practice; Philosophies of Localization; Bringing Out the Best in 
People; Appropriate Governance; and Tools for Transition), and include brief bits of 
additional synthesis before each article and section. Some fundamental classics are here, 
including pieces predicting the inevitability of “the coming downshift” (the gradual 
decrease or catastrophic collapse in human resource use as material and energy availability
decrease), such as an excerpt from Joseph Tainter’s The Collapse of Complex Societies, and 
the original piece developing the concept of peak oil by M. King Hubbert.  Two passionate
pieces on the contemporary context of and need for localized (agricultural) systems by 
famed writer Wendell Berry were also a delight to read. 

Landscape ecologists looking for inspiration, philosophical rumination on the local,
or a glimpse of the historical evolution of its underlying ideas will find much to enjoy. 
Beyond the pieces by Berry, highlights include Thayer’s “Inhabiting Place”, Sale’s “The 
Decentralist Tradition”, Hopkins’s “An Arc of Scenarios”, Dryzek’s “Ecological Democracy”,
and Royce’s “Provincialism”, a piece dating to 1908. These chapters, and a number of 
others like them, are where the book excels: they were compelling, challenging, and piqued 
my interest to know more. At the same time, a problem throughout the book from a 
scholarly or practical perspective is the dearth of thorough documentation of evidence or 
formal theory-building. For example, Hopkins’s chapter delivers this pithy quote from the 
late economist and activist David Fleming: “[L]ocalization stands, at best, at the limits of 
practical possibility, but it has the decisive argument in its favour that there will be no 
alternative,” (p. 64). Similarly, Thayer (founder and Professor Emeritus of Landscape 
Architecture at UC Davis) writes that “bioregions, or life-places, are the evolutionary norm, 
not exception” for humans (p. 74). Such statements are frequently made in the text without 
very many citations to support them (even though I would argue that they are quite 
supportable). And where practical examples or cases are given (often in brief boxes), an 
adequate framework is not provided for understanding how these examples might be 
replicable or generalizable. The frustrating thing is, such frameworks exist (a point I will 
return to in a moment).

This issue—a lack of strongly developed theoretical or empirical scaffolding—was 
brought to mind throughout the book. As someone familiar with the multiple lines of 
evidence pointing to possibilities for “positive localization”, I looked forward to seeing the 
evidence laid out in one place. However, De Young and Princen make clear from the 
beginning that they are not interested in proving their points to skeptics, and that they 
have only a very preliminary framework to present. They declare, “those who find peak oil 
and downshift plausible can devote their attention to one of two pursuits: countering the 
skeptics or helping to prepare for the downshift. This book chooses preparing… we 
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encourage the reader to proceed as if those who speak seriously about peak oil and 
collapse are right…” (p. 3). Their position is that localization will happen whether we like it 
or not. Such localization can, they argue, provide many positive benefits to human well-
being (positive localization), but “without a plan or process, society risks a rapid, chaotic 
descent into a hyperlocal existence… negative localization” (p. xxi; cf. Allen et al., 2010).
While this general theme is, I think, of interest to many landscape ecologists, I surmise that 
most are not in need of convincing that resource overexploitation and an indefinitely 
expanding, consumptive culture are not viable propositions. But in terms of “preparing”, 
what I would have considered most useful would have been either detailed case-studies 
demonstrating specific practices and principles, or a formal meta-analytic or synthetic 
theoretical framework. This book, by and large, delivers in each of these areas only 
superficially.

This is disappointing because, as I alluded to earlier, research offering both practical 
case-studies and formal theoretic foundations for localization exists. The most thorough 
and well-regarded source for both of these is undoubtedly the decades of research 
conducted by scholars in the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory and 
Policy Analysis at Indiana University. Yet the Ostroms’ work is referred to only in passing.
Elinor Ostrom’s contributions to the understanding of “stable local common pool resource 
management” in particular cannot be overestimated. Her masterwork, Governing the 
Commons: The evolution of institutions for collective action (1990), runs the gamut from 
explaining her findings in terms of game theory and explicit, quantitative social science 
models, through to extensive discussions of qualitative results from case studies collected 
from around the world. The work of Ostrom, her colleagues, and her successors has shown 
that strong local governance is quite likely a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for 
human sustainability, implying that positive localization is both vital and plausible. It is no 
coincidence that she was the first woman to win the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economics 
in Memory of Alfred Nobel. Beyond this, her husband Vincent Ostrom pioneered the 
concept of “polycentricity”—decentralized governance with connections both within and 
between levels and sectors—a concept that they productively married with research on 
common property governance.

These (glaring) omissions aside, the book does cover a different theme that 
landscape ecologists may find more directly useful. Several chapters authored by the 
editors and their colleagues Rachel and Stephen Kaplan detail empirical and theoretical 
contributions from psychology that could well serve practitioners (and provide 
argumentation rebutting skeptics). The satisfactions that humans could find in a more 
localized world, these chapters argue, “exist and they are universal; they do not have to be 
invented or forced”, (p. 209). Locally-focused democracy, participatory governance, 
voluntary simplicity, sensitivity to and concern for nature and the local environment, and 
the possibility for significant policy and governance change are all highlighted as arising 
from established, peer-reviewed research in psychology. Further, their proposal for policy 
change through “adaptive muddling” may yield useful ideas for landscape ecologists, 
though the ability to apply this process, which is very different from an expert-driven, top-
down model, may be limited in practice by current institutional constraints.

De Young and Princen have done a valuable service in collecting pieces that inspire 
us towards a positive localization and hint at the larger synthesis that supports this. 
However, for the reader more concerned with either applied practice or rigorous proof, I 
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recommend any of the many other books covering similar ground with (to varying 
degrees) more technical and theoretical detail, including Ostrom’s Governing the Commons, 
Prugh et al.’s The Local Politics of Global Sustainability, Fung and Wright’s Deepening 
Democracy, Bodley’s Anthropology and Contemporary Human Problems, Daly’s Ecological 
Economics, and Princen’s own The Logic of Sufficiency.
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