
local elected offices. These small-scale leaders 
continue to debate and organize to provide valued 
services using a process consistent with a loftier 
vision of democracy. Tocqueville noted nearly 200 
years ago that democracy in America is practiced 
unusually effectively at the local level, where 
“inhabitants with the same interests” manage to 
provide “all the elements of a good administra-
tion.”35 At least in this way, recession or not, local 
government hasn’t changed much at all.

Conclusion
Alexis de Tocqueville viewed local governments 
in the United States as sort of mini-republics. He 
saw them as civic entities in which citizens were 
closest to government and in which government 
reflected accurately what citizens desired. In many 
ways, that perspective is still valid. Local 
governments wield actual power, and they are 
responsible for important programs and services. 
They come in a bewildering variety of types, many 
of which reflect state or regional history, culture, 
and preferences. Taken as a whole, all these 
differences can seem confusing. Yet in any single 
place—your hometown or local county—the 
government and what it does or does not do 
probably seem perfectly reasonable and natural.

Local government certainly remains the most 
common form of government in the United States, 

and it is still the form of government the average 
citizen is most likely to come into contact with on 
a day-to-day basis. Counties, municipalities, and 
special districts build and maintain roads, police 
those roads, run schools, manage libraries, and 
provide other programs and services too numerous 
to list. And they do all this while employing very 
different approaches to government. Some are run 
by powerful executives, others are run by more 
egalitarian councils or commissions, and still oth-
ers are mostly run by professional managers.

Yet local government is far from ideal. These 
mini-republics are constrained by Dillon’s Rule. They 
tend to have relatively low voter turnout for elections. 
The idiosyncrasies of local government structure can 
mean that someone with no real administrative 
experience may be elected to run a complicated 
bureaucracy with a multimillion-dollar budget.

Local governments today face significant chal-
lenges, most notably an uncertain fiscal future. 
Part of the fallout of the Great Recession seems to 
be a “new normal” characterized by relatively 
stagnant property and sales tax revenues. Yet 
while revenue is stubbornly slow to grow, demand 
for local government services remains high. The 
conflicting pressures of restrained revenues and 
high demand for services are forcing local gov-
ernments to take a hard look at doing things dif-
ferently or not doing them at all. That makes 
tough choices unavoidable. Just because the poli-
tics is local does not mean it is less difficult.

The Latest Research

Despite their numbers and importance to the day-to-
day lives of citizens, local governments are surprisingly 
understudied by political scientists. Certainly, system-
atic comparative studies on local governance are few 
and far between in the discipline’s major journals. Part 
of the reason for this may be the astonishing variety 
of local governments and their sometimes bewildering 
numbers of responsibilities. It is hard to say something 

generalizable about local governments because, unlike 
state governments, they are not necessarily comparable 
units. A county, a school district, and a municipality not 
only have different responsibilities, but they may also be 
organized and run very differently. Yet one thing com-
mon to all governments is the need for accountability. 
Local governments exist to provide certain goods and 
services, and some do a better job of it than others. 
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