
as discussed in some depth in this chapter, states 
are superior to local governments. Local govern-
ments are not sovereign; they can exercise only the 
powers granted to them from the central authority 
of the states.

An individual state, however, is a strange sort 
of unitary system. Whereas a state government 
is clearly the seat of power, below the state are an 
astonishing number and variety of political juris-
dictions, many of them piled on top of one 
another and related to one another in no clear 
organizational fashion. Many of them operate 
independently of one another even when they 
occupy the same geographical space and provide 
services to the same citizens. For example, a city 
and a school district may overlap each other 
entirely but have different governance structures, 
different leaders, and different purposes. One of 
these governments is not the boss of the other; 
the city cannot tell the school district what its tax 
rate should be any more than the school district 
can tell the city to build another library.

government that Americans tend to trust the 
most, and it is this level of government that citi-
zens generally want to have more rather than less 
power. In 2013, only about 28 percent of 
Americans had favorable opinions of the federal 
government. More than twice as many had favora-
ble opinions of state (57 percent) and local (63 
percent) government.2 What accounts for these 
differences? Clearly, part of the explanation is the 
perceived poor performance of the federal govern-
ment in dealing with important issues. Maybe 
more important is the general notion that local 
governments not only do a good job but also are 
less profligate spenders of the taxpayers’ money. 
In bang-for-buck assessments, local governments 
are seen as doing more with less in comparison 
with state and federal governments, which sug-
gests that Americans, as a general rule, prefer, 
value, and trust government down at the grass-
roots level.3 Given those attitudes, it is somewhat 
paradoxical that local government is, technically 
speaking, the weakest level of government. The 
federal government and state governments are 
sovereign powers, equal 
partners in the federal 
system that draw their 
powers from their citi-
zens. Pull a state out of 
the federal system and 
view it independently, 
however, and what you 
find is not a federal sys-
tem but a unitary sys-
tem. (See Figure 11-1.) 
Hierarchically speaking, 
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Substate “Unitary” System

After reading this chapter, you will be able to

•• identify the three main types of local government and how they are different,
•• describe the three basic forms of county government,
•• explain the four basic governance systems used by municipalities,
•• summarize Dillon’s Rule and how it shapes the relationship between state and local governments,
•• discuss how politics and political participation are different at the local level compared with the state and 

federal levels of government, and
•• describe how the Great Recession changed local governments.
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