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  This book offers the � rst political theory of special-purpose jurisdictions, 

including 35,000 special districts and 13,500 school districts, which consti-

tute the most common form of local government in the United States today. 

Collectively, special-purpose governments have more civilian employees than 

the federal government and spend more than all city governments combined. 

The proliferation of special-purpose jurisdictions has fundamentally altered 

the nature of representation and taxation in local government. Citizens today 

are commonly represented by dozens—in some cases hundreds—of local of� -

cials in multiple layers of government. As a result, political participation in 

local elections is low, and special interest groups associated with each func-

tion exert disproportionate in� uence. With multiple special interest govern-

ments tapping the same tax base, it takes on the character of a common-pool 

resource, leading to familiar problems of overexploitation. Strong political 

parties can often mitigate the common-pool problem by informally coordi-

nating the policies of multiple overlapping governments. 
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 This book was in� uenced by statements from two eminent political sci-

entists who have shaped my approach to the study of urban politics. The 

� rst statement is Paul Peterson’s preface to  City Limits  (1981), in particu-

lar its � rst � ve paragraphs. Although it was not a statement made speci� -

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 � eld of human endeavor remains exciting, fas-

cinating, and central to modern life, urban politics as a � eld of academic 

study is an intellectual backwater. The reason, according to Peterson, is 

that urban scholars have stopped asking questions of � rst-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 � nally, “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 � eld 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 � eld. Too often, the answers were being pursued 

  Preface 
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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 � eld 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 � rst 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 � nd 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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 This book grew out of my dissertation, and I owe an immeasurable debt 

of gratitude to my committee. I thank Mark Hansen, my chair, for allow-

ing me the freedom to work outside the mainstream, but not too far, for 

his near-encyclopedic knowledge of the literature (on almost anything), 

for providing the basic ideas that ultimately became Chapter 6, and, 

above all, for teaching by example what it means to be a professional 

scholar. Sven Feldmann went far beyond the call of duty in his partici-

pation, and I thank him for never accepting anything less than the best 

I could produce. I am indebted to Sam Peltzman for injecting a healthy 

dose of common sense into the project, for encouraging me to let the data 

speak for themselves, and for being the only one to care more than I did 

about getting it � nished. Finally, I thank Richard Posner for never letting 

me ask small questions, for encouraging me not to shy away from saying 

controversial things, and for making it all look so easy. I could not have 

asked for a more talented, committed group, and if this book makes even 

a small contribution, their in� uence will be obvious. 

 Although not on my committee, others at the University of Chicago 

 during my student days lent their support in various ways to this project 

and to my intellectual development. I am especially grateful to John Brehm, 
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by Paul Peterson. I thank Paul for his supportive and generous mentoring, 

and his friendship. The cadre of young scholars whom Paul has helped 

shape through PEPG is truly remarkable and will stand as one of his great 

contributions, alongside his own seminal scholarship. I hope my member-

ship will not detract too much from that otherwise superlative group. 

 I later had the even greater fortune to return to the University of 

Chicago, this time as a faculty member at the Harris School of Public 

Policy Studies. My scholarship has bene� ted tremendously from my 
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