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Preface

This book was influenced by statements from two eminent political sci-
entists who have shaped my approach to the study of urban politics. The
first statement is Paul Peterson’s preface to City Limits (1981), in particu-
lar its first five paragraphs. Although it was not a statement made specifi-
cally to me—I was only to meet Peterson years later—it spoke to me quite
directly. Therein, Peterson submits a trenchant indictment of the “loss of
intellectual vitality” in the study of urban politics. He had the courage to
say what most knew then and all must surely realize by now, namely, that
while urban politics as a field of human endeavor remains exciting, fas-
cinating, and central to modern life, urban politics as a field of academic
study is an intellectual backwater. The reason, according to Peterson, is
that urban scholars have stopped asking questions of first-order impor-
tance. Ironically, his accusation is vindicated most powerfully by the fact
that City Limits remains the only book on urban politics written in the
past 30 years that is still widely read by nonspecialists.

The second statement was made to me by Ken Shepsle over drinks in
Harvard Square, just as I was beginning to form the ideas that became
my dissertation and ultimately this book. I had met Ken at a conference
the summer before, and we stayed in touch as a result of his generos-
ity in mentoring a young student who had taken an interest in some of
his work. When I described to him my ideas and asked his opinion on
the prospect of writing a dissertation in the area of urban politics, he
became pensive. “The essential thing,” he said finally, “is that it not be sui
generis.” I nodded gravely in agreement and went home directly thereaf-
ter to look up the meaning of sui generis.

What both Peterson and Shepsle were saying, I came to realize, was
that urban politics had become a moribund field by becoming disengaged
from the intellectually lively debates of the discipline. It was asking ques-
tions that few outsiders cared about and whose answers had no implica-
tions for the rest of the field. Too often, the answers were being pursued
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Preface

using methods that would not have been state-of-the-art two genera-
tions ago. As the rest of the discipline discovered the “new” institution-
alism, formal theory, and modern econometrics, too many urban politics
scholars continued to produce case studies, ad hoc theorizing, and cross-
sectional correlations. For the field to regain its former stature and vigor,
urbanists must again work on issues that are central to the discipline of
political science as whole.

On first blush, this book does not appear to be a step in the right
direction. It is, after all, centrally concerned with special-purpose gov-
ernments, distinctly local political institutions. Yet, I hope to convince
the reader, special-purpose local governments are not sui generis. In fact,
instances of specialized jurisdiction are ubiquitous in modern political
systems, whether in the form of congressional committees, parliamentary
ministries, or international organizations. Moreover, at a very general
level, differences between policymaking in single-dimensional and multi-
dimensional settings have been the subject of intense debate among polit-
ical theorists. Local governments, therefore, provide an ideal laboratory
for studying universal questions about the politics of specialized jurisdic-
tions. While some of the institutional details differ from, say, congressio-
nal committees, the central issues are the same. Indeed, I expect that the
average student of Congress will find the material and methods in this
book more familiar than will the average student of urban politics. If so,
then I will have succeeded, though at the risk of pleasing neither one.
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