
Riddle me this: It is a city. It is sort of a state. It is ruled 
by Congress. What is it? It is the District of Columbia, 

otherwise known as Washington, D.C. It is also the 
nation’s capital—and surely the most unusual local gov-
ernment in the country.

Technically, Washington, D.C., is a federal city. Article 
I, Section 8, Paragraph 17 of the U.S. Constitution gives 
Congress the power to rule over an area not to exceed 
10 square miles that constitutes the seat of national 
government; yet it has never been quite clear what 
that means in terms of governance. Should Congress 
rule the city directly? Should the citizens of the city be 
given the right to elect a representative government? 
If they do this, should the government be subordinate 
to Congress or should it be counted as equivalent to a 
state and thus free to make any laws that do not violate 
the U.S. Constitution?

Throughout the city’s history, these questions have 
been answered very differently. In the early 1800s, the 
district was a strange collection of cities and counties, 
each governed by different means. Washington City and 
Georgetown were municipalities run by a chief execu-
tive (a mayor) and a legislature (a council). Depending on 
the time period, however, the mayors were sometimes 
appointed by the federal government and sometimes 
elected. In addition to the two cities, there were also two 
counties. Maryland laws governed Washington County; 
Virginia laws governed Alexandria County.

In the 1870s, Washington City, Georgetown, and 
Washington County were combined into a single govern-
mental unit, a federal territory with a governor appointed 

by the president and a legislature elected by the terri-
torial residents. This eventually became the District of 
Columbia, or Washington, D.C. For most of its history, 
commissioners appointed by the federal government 
governed the district. It was not until 1974 that the resi-
dents of Washington, D.C., gained home rule and the 
right to elect their own mayor and council.

This mayor–council arrangement, however, is unlike 
any other municipal government in the United States. 
The laws passed by the council have to be reviewed 
and approved by Congress. The laws that govern fed-
eral–state relationships treat the district as a state, even 
though it is not a state and cannot operate like one. The 
mayor is not considered the head of a federal agency, 
but he or she is expected to act like one when seeking 
appropriations from Congress.

This odd hybrid of local, state, and federal govern-
ments is reflected in the unique electoral status of 
Washington, D.C., voters. Voters in the district have a 
local vote but only half of a federal vote. They can vote 
for the president but not for a member of Congress. They 
can vote for a mayor and council, but they have no voting 
representative in Congress; yet Congress has the power 
to overturn laws passed by the council. The district now 
has three electoral votes. Prior to 1963, it had none and 
D.C. voters could not cast a ballot for president.

All this makes Washington, D.C., the nation’s most 
unusual local government. It is the only municipality that 
is a creature of the United States rather than of a state 
constitution, and, as such, it is the only really national 
city in the country.

Source: Selected material from Council of the District of Columbia, “History of Self-Government in the District of Columbia,” 1997, www.dccouncil.washington.dc.us.

simply take orders from the state capital. Many 
have independent taxing authority and broad 
discretion to act within their designated policy 
jurisdictions.

These policy jurisdictions, nevertheless, are fre-
quently subject to formal limits. The authority of 

school districts, for example, extends only to fund-
ing and operating public schools. State government 
may place limits on districts’ tax rates and set 
everything from minimal employment qualifica-
tions to maximum teacher-to-pupil ratios. Even 
within this range of tighter restrictions, however, 
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