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Since the days of Montesquieu and Jefferson, political decentralization has been
seen as a force for better government and economic performance. It is thought
to bring government “closer to the people,” nurture civic virtue, protect lib-
erty, exploit local information, stimulate policy innovation, and alleviate ethnic
tensions. Inspired by such arguments, and generously funded by the major
development agencies, countries across the globe have been racing to devolve
power to local governments.

This book reexamines the arguments that underlie the modern faith in
decentralization. Using logical analysis and formal modeling and appealing
to numerous examples, it shows that most such arguments are based on vague
intuitions or partial views that do not withstand scrutiny. A review of empirical
studies of decentralization finds these as inconclusive and mutually contradic-
tory as the theories they set out to test. The book’s conclusion — that one can-
not generalize about when decentralizing will be beneficial and when harmful -
promises to prompt a rethinking of both the theory of political decentralization
and current rationales for development aid.

Daniel Treisman is a professor of political science at the University of
California, Los Angeles. He is the author of After the Deluge: Regional
Crises and Political Consolidation in Russia (1999) and (with Andrei Shleifer)
Without a Map: Political Tactics and Ecomomic Reform in Russia (2000). A
recipient of fellowships from the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation,
the German Marshall Fund of the United States, the Hoover Institution,
and the Smith Richardson Foundation, he has published broadly in aca-
demic journals, including the American Political Science Review, the American
Economic Review, the British Fournal of Political Science, and World Politics, as
well as policy journals such as Foreign Affairs and Foreign Policy.
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Preface

This book has been a long time in the making. It began as an empiri-
cal project. I wanted to see what difference decentralized political insti-
tutions make for economic performance and the quality of government.
The common presumption in Western democracies seemed to be that
devolving power to autonomous local governments produced a number
of important benefits. In the developing world, international aid agencies
were backing reforms to decentralize responsibilities and resources in an
ever-lengthening list of countries. Studying the politics of postcommunist
Russia and reading about Latin America, I had grown skeptical that pow-
erful local governments were quite as unmixed a blessing as was generally
believed. I thought I would examine the empirical record.

Having collected data about the structure of government in countries
around the world, I set aside what I thought would be a couple of months
to work through the logic of the arguments about decentralization I would
use the data to test. Five years went by. Along the way, I became convinced
that — with one exception — there was no compelling reason to think that
decentralized political institutions have any predictable effectatall. The one
more persuasive argument — that some kinds of decentralization slow the
pace of policy change — had no implications about whether decentralization
was good or bad: It could be either, depending on what kind of change was
being prevented.

During this unplanned journey into the recesses of institutional theory,
I have benefited tremendously from conversations with and suggestions
from a great many colleagues, all of whom are, of course, blameless for
any defects in the final result. Some read bits and pieces, some listened
and responded, others suggested directions worth exploring. I am grate-
ful to Yoram Barzel, Pablo Beramendi, Tim Besley, Richard Bird, Thierry
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de Montbrial, J. R. DeShazo, Alberto Diaz-Cayeros, Tim Frye, Stephan
Haggard, Stephen Hanson, Michael Hechter, Torben Iversen, Edgar Kiser,
Herbert Kitschelt, Anirudh Krishna, Margaret Levi, Kirstie McClure, Scott
Morgenstern, Aseem Prakash, Antonio Rangel, Karen Remmer, Jonathan
Rodden, Ron Rogowski, Gérard Roland, Tom Romer, Ken Scheve,
Matt Singer, David Soskice, Mariano Tommasi, Michel Treisman, Barry
Weingast, Susan Whiting, Erik Wibbels, and two anonymous readers, as
well as seminar participants at Princeton; the University of Washington;
Duke University; University of California, San Diego; and the American
Political Science Association meetings. I imposed more than once on the
intellectual firepower of Andrei Shleifer, George Tsebelis, and Jean-Laurent
Rosenthal, and I am grateful for their generosity. I owe a great debt to
my collaborator, Hongbin Cai, with whom I have been working on the
logic of decentralization; Hongbin’s contributions are very evident in this
book. Yi Zhang, Ani Sarkissian, Linda Choi, Matias laryczower, and Rolf
Campos provided excellent research assistance. I thank Margaret Levi and
Lew Bateman at Cambridge University Press for their patient interest in
the manuscript and the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, the German
Marshall Fund of the United States, and the UCLA Academic Senate and
Social Sciences Division for financial support.

I am grateful to my family for continuing to ask how the book is coming
along. I thank my wife, Susi, for her encouragement and companionship.
I dedicate this book to Alex and Lara, whose lives have overlapped with
its gestation. Although they do not yet know how to spell decentralization,
both are strong believers that many decisions in the Treisman household —
especially those concerning ice cream and bedtime — would be better made
if decentralized to those with the most direct interest in the outcome.
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Nm=12...N) indexes governments within a tier
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services

G central provision of public goods or services
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¢ government consumption
s consumption by citizens of privately supplied
goods
§i0) increasing, concave production function
y(g_y) utility of residents of jurisdiction » from
externalities from spending in other
jurisdictions at the same tier
nw community size
1) discount rate
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