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Comparative Local Government: Decentralization and Development 

Fall 201X / Spring 201X 

 

Instructor:   Ryan Tans 

Meeting Time:  Twice weekly (TBD) 

Room:    TBD 

Email:    rtans@stanford.edu 

Office:   TBD 

Office hours:   TBD 

 

This seminar considers local power and policy in comparative perspective. In recent 

years, a wave of decentralization has swept through the developing world, placing political, 

fiscal and administrative authority in the hands of local and provincial officials. Involving so 

many governments in state functions has produced huge variation in important outcomes such as 

public service provision, economic growth, and social discrimination. 

After briefly introducing what it is and why countries decentralize, this course will focus 

on the effects of decentralization—specifically, who exercises power at the local level, and what 

types of policies do they enact? The course will devote particular attention to the effects of 

decentralized government on economic development in the developing world. Because much of 

our knowledge about local governments comes from studies of American cities, this course will 

often examine how useful these theories are when applied to explain local government in 

developing countries. Each week’s readings will consider a particular question in the context of 

specific cases, thereby inviting students to use theory to interpret cases, and to consider whether 

the practical experience of the cases challenges those theories and their expectations about the 

effects of decentralization. 

 

Readings: 

 

 There is no textbook for this class. Rather, journal articles are available on Canvass; book 

chapters at Course Reserves. Students are expected to attend class having read the assigned 

readings for that day and being prepared to discuss them. All readings are required, except those 

marked recommended.  

 

Course Requirements 

 

1. Discussion participation   (14% of final grade) 

 

I will begin each class by briefly introducing the material, then as a class we will discuss 

the assigned readings. Before each class I will circulate questions to guide discussion. I may also 

ask students, especially those who have written response papers, to introduce particular articles 
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for the rest of the class. I encourage everyone to participate during class discussion. Not only will 

I award participation credit, but speaking up and sharing your opinion is a skill that takes 

practice. Please take advantage of this opportunity to develop a very useful skill. 

For the purposes of assigning a letter grade, I will evaluate participation based on four 

criteria: attendance, frequency of participation, thoughtfulness of participation, and 

courteousness. Please note that I define participation broadly to include my interaction with 

students during class, at office hours, and by email. 

I may give pop quizzes if I suspect students are not adequately preparing for discussion. 

 

2. Four response papers   (36%; 12% for each of three best papers) 

 

Students must write four 400-word response papers. In their response papers, students 

should analyze or critique the ideas in one (or two) of the assigned readings. To receive full 

credit for these response papers, students must go beyond mere summarization and strive for 

analysis, which can take various forms. Students might choose to critique, contextualize, or 

extend an author’s ideas, for example. They may show how the facts of a particular case relate to 

the broad themes of the course. Students may also choose to compare and contrast two assigned 

readings, as long as they are mindful of the word limit. 

Response papers have no specific due date, because students may choose to write them 

for any of the assigned readings. However, at least one of your response papers should address 

readings from each section of the course. The course is divided into three sections (Theoretical 

Approaches, Power, Policy), so students should submit one response paper during each section 

plus one additional paper at any time during the semester. Response papers should be submitted 

before class on the day we discuss the reading that the paper addresses. Please email papers to 

me at least one hour before class, and bring a hard copy to class to submit to me. That way I will 

be able to refer to your papers during class discussion. 

Response papers will be graded on a scale of 1 to 4. To earn highest credit, response 

papers should demonstrate original thinking, cogent analysis, and clear writing. Students have 

the opportunity to write four response papers; however, I will only consider their three highest 

scores when calculating their course grade. 

 

3. Review essay    (25%) 

 

Students must write one seven-page review essay that synthesizes three scholarly articles 

with respect to the major themes of the course. I suggest that students choose their favorite 

response paper and expand upon it by incorporating additional readings. Out of the three articles 

discussed in the review essay, students should include at least one article listed on the syllabus 

and one not listed on the syllabus. 

Broadly speaking, review essays should discuss what selected readings teach us about 

decentralized government. To this end, review essays should show how different articles relate to 
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one another. Do they agree or disagree? Does one build on another by expanding its argument or 

providing additional evidence? Do they fit into some larger framework or theory? Most 

importantly, students should advance an argument about what the main takeaway is from reading 

these articles together. The review essay should highlight what readers can learn from reading 

these articles together that they wouldn’t learn if they read each one individually. 

Review essays will be assigned a letter grade according to the same criteria as the review 

papers. That is, they should demonstrate original thinking, cogent analysis, and clear writing. 

I encourage students to consult with me early and often about their review essays. 

Review essays will be due on the last day of class. 

 

4. Final exam    (25%) 

 

The final exam will consist of three essay questions; students will answer two. The 

questions will ask students to take a position with respect to the major themes of the course, and 

to support that position with evidence from specific cases. The exam will take between one and 

two hours to complete. Please bring a blue book. 

 

Course Policies 

 

Accommodation for students with disabilities 

In accordance with university policy, I am committed to providing appropriate accommodations 

to individuals with documented disabilities. If a student has a disability-related need for 

reasonable academic adjustments in this course, he/she should provide the instructor with an 

accommodation notification letter from the appropriate office. Students are expected to give two 

weeks’ notice of the need for accommodations. If you need immediate accommodations or 

physical access, please arrange to meet with me, the instructor, as soon as your accommodations 

have been finalized. 

 

Academic integrity 

The honor code is in effect throughout the semester. By taking this course, students affirm that it 

is a violation of the code to cheat on exams, to plagiarize, to deviate from instructions about 

collaboration on work that is submitted for grades, to give false information to a faculty member, 

and to undertake any other form of academic misconduct. Students agree that the instructor is 

entitled to move them to other seats during examinations, without explanation. Students also 

affirm that if witnessing others violating the code they have a duty to report them to the 

appropriate authority. 
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Electronic devices 

Laptop computers and, to a lesser extent, smart phones are powerful and useful tools for learning 

if used appropriately. I will tolerate electronic devices in the classroom as long as they are being 

used for this purpose. However, I reserve the right to ask students to put them away if I believe 

that they are distracting students from learning. 

 

Classroom courtesy 

Class discussions of political issues can often stimulate strong feelings and heated debate. 

Because this is a college classroom, all discussions need to be scholarly. Scholarly comments 

are: 

 Respectful of diverse opinions and open to follow up questions and/or disagreement. 

 Related to the class and course material. Scholarly comments advance the discussion 

about issues related to the course and/or course material rather than personal beliefs. 

 Are delivered in normal tones and in a non-aggressive manner. 

 

Unacceptable behaviors in our classroom include: 

 Personal attacks. This includes attacks on a person’s appearance, demeanor, or political 

beliefs. 

 Interruptions of other students. Raise your hand and wait to be called on by the 

instructors. 

 Use of raised tones, yelling, engaging in arguments with other students, and physical 

aggression. 

 Ignoring of the instructors’ authority to protect the integrity of the classroom. When 

students are asked to discontinue a conversation that violates the guidelines that are 

outlined above, they are expected to stop. 
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Schedule 

 

Week 1: Course Introduction and Syllabus 

 

THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

 

Week 2: Why decentralize? 

Federalism versus decentralization. “Coming together” or “holding together”? Fiscal federalism 

and market-preserving federalism. Interjurisdictional competition and “voting with your feet”. 

 

 Riker, William. 1964. Federalism: Origin, Operation, Significance. Boston: Little, 

Brown, and Co. (Chapter 1) 

 Stepan, Alfred. 1999. “Federalism and Democracy, Beyond the US Model,” Journal of 

Democracy 10(4) 

 Oates, Wallace. 1999. “An Essay on Fiscal Federalism,” Journal of Economic Literature 

37:1120-1149. 

 

Recommended 

 Weingast, Barry. 1995. “The Economic Role of Political Institutions: Market-Preserving 

Federalism and Economic Development.” Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization 

11(1):1-31. 

 Tiebout, Charles M. 1956. “A Pure Theory of Local Expenditures.” The Journal of 

Political Economy 64(5):416–424. 

 

Week 3: Why decentralize? 

Types of decentralization: administrative, fiscal, political. Political incentives motivating 

decentralization. 

 

 Falleti, Tulia. 2005. “A sequential theory of decentralization: Latin American cases in 

comparative perspective,” American Political Science Review 99(3):327-346. 

 Ziblatt, Daniel. 2004. “Rethinking the Origins of Federalism: Puzzle, Theory, and 

Evidence from Nineteenth-Century Europe.” World Politics 57(1):70-98. 

 Pisani, Elizabeth. 2014. “Indonesia in Pieces: The Downside of Decentralization,” 

Foreign Affairs, July/August. 

 

EMPIRICAL CASES: POWER 

 

Week 4: Who governs? 

Pluralism and elite capture. Who wields local power? How are decisions about policy made? 

New Haven; Indonesia; Philippines. 
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 Dahl, Robert. 2005. Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City. Yale 

University Press. (Chapters 1, 8 and 10) 

 Pepinsky, Thomas. 2014. “Pluralism and Political Conflict in Indonesia,” in Michele 

Ford and Thomas Pepinsky, eds. Beyond Oligarchy: Wealth, Power and Contemporary 

Indonesian Politics. Ithaca: Cornell University Press 

 Fegan, Brian. 2009. “Entrepreneurs in Votes and Violence: Three Generations of a 

Peasant Political Family,” in Alfred McCoy, ed. An Anarchy of Families: State and 

Family in the Philippines. University of Wisconsin Press. 

 

Week 5: Types of local regimes 

“Bossism” in the Philippines. Development oriented regimes in USA, Russia, and Philippines. 

 

 Sidel, John. 1999. Capital, Coercion, and Crime: Bossism in the Philippines. Stanford 

University Press. (Chapter 2) 

 Kawanaka, Takeshi. 2002. Power in a Philippine City. I.D.E. Chiba, Japan: Occasional 

Papers Series No. 38. (Introduction, Chapter 6, Conclusion) 

 Stone, Clarence. 1989. Regime Politics: Governing Atlanta, 1946-1988. (Chapter 9) 

 Remington, Thomas. 2011. The Politics of Inequality in Russia. Cambridge University 

Press. (Chapter 3) 

 

Week 6: Local governments under democratic and authoritarian regimes 

How are local officials installed in office? Subnational authoritarianism in democracies? 

Accountable government in autocracies? China, Argentina, and Indonesia. 

 

 Lü, Xiaobo and Landry, Pierre. 2014. “Show Me the Money: Inter-Jurisdiction Political 

Competition and Fiscal Extraction in China,” American Political Science Review 

108(3):706-722. 

 Gervasoni, Carlos. 2010. “A Rentier Theory of Subnational Regimes,” World Politics 

62(2):302–40. 

 Mietzner, Marcus. 2009. “Indonesia and the pitfalls of low-quality democracy: A case 

study of the gubernatorial elections in North Sulawesi,” in Marco Bunte and Andreas 

Ufen, eds. Democratization in Post-Suharto Indonesia. Routledge: 124-150. 

 Buehler, Michael. 2009. “The Rising Importance of Personal Networks in Indonesian 

Local Politics: An Analysis of District Government Head Elections in South Sulawesi in 

2005,” in Maribeth Erb and Priyambudi Sulistiyanto, eds. Deepening Democracy in 

Indonesia? Direct Elections for Local Leaders (Pilkada). Singapore: ISEAS:101-124. 
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Week 7: Exclusion and incorporation 

Why are certain groups excluded from representation in local government or the benefits of 

public services? How do marginalized groups gain influence within local government? USA; 

Indonesia; India. 

 

 Burns, Nancy. 1994. The formation of American local governments: Private values in 

public institutions. Oxford University Press. (Chapter 1) 

 Browning, Rufus, Dale Rogers Marshall and David Tabb. 1984. Protest is Not Enough: 

The Struggle of Blacks and Hispanics for Equality in Urban Politics. University of 

California Press. (Chapter 1) 

 Peters, Robbie. 2009. “The Assault on Occupancy in Surabaya, Legible and Illegible 

Landscapes in a City of Passage,” Development and Change 40(5):903-925. 

 Heller, Patrick. 2001. “Moving the State: The Politics of Democratic Decentralization in 

Kerala, South Africa, and Porto Alegre,” Politics & Society 29(1):131-163. 

 

EMPIRICAL CASES: POLICY 

 

Week 8: Patronage 

Patronage and machines. How and why do local governments abuse their administrative 

authority? USA, Italy, Vietnam. 

 

 Erie, Steven. 1988. Rainbow’s End: Irish-Americans and the Dilemma of Urban Machine 

Politics, 1840-1985. University of California Press. (Chapter 1) 

 Chubb, Judith. 1981. “The social bases of an urban political machine: the case of 

Palermo,” Political Science Quarterly 96(1):107-125. 

 Malesky, Edmund, Cuong Viet Nguyen and Anh Tran. 2014. “The Impact of 

Recentralization on Public Services: A Difference-in-Differences Analysis of the 

Abolition of Elected Councils in Vietnam.” American Political Science Review 

108(01):144–168. 

 

Week 9: Public goods 

Why do some local governments provide public goods but not others? Patterns of distribution. 

Social capital and associations in China and India. 

 

 Levy, Frank, Arnold Meltsner and Aaron Wildavsky. 1974. Urban Outcomes: Schools, 

Streets and Libraries. University of California Press. (Chapters 2 and 4) 

 Tsai, Lily. 2007. “Solidary groups, informal accountability, and local public goods 

provision in rural China,” American Political Science Review 101(2):355-372. 

 Dasgupta, Adi. 2016. “Exit and Voice in a Clientelist System,” working paper. 
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Week 10: Good neighbors 

Solving problems together; solving problems individually. 

 

 Ostrom, Elinor. 1991. Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for 

Collective Action. Cambridge University Press. (Chapter 4) 

 Schrank, Andrew. 2005. “Entrepreneurship, Export Diversification, and Economic 

Reform: The Birth of a Developmental Community in the Dominican Republic,” 

Comparative Politics 38(1):43-62. 

 McDermott, Gerald. 2007. “The Politics of Institutional Renovation and Economic 

Upgrading: Recombining the Vines that Bind in Argentina” Politics & Society 35(1): 

103-143. 

 

Week 11: Bad neighbors: The case of Argentina 

Conflict among local governments. Race to the bottom and destructive competition. Crisis in 

Argentina. 

 

 The Economist. 2002. “Argentina’s collapse: A decline without parallel,” February 28. 

 Remmer Karen and Erik Wibbels. 2000. “The Subnational Politics of Economic 

Adjustment: Provincial Politics and Fiscal Performance in Argentina.” Comparative 

Political Studies 33(4):419–451. 

 Jones, Mark, et al. 2000. “Politics, institutions, and fiscal performance in a federal 

system: an analysis of the Argentine provinces,” Journal of Development Economics 

61(2):305-333. 

 

Recommended 

 Ardanaz, Martin, et al. 2014. “The Politics of Federalism in Argentina and its 

Implications for Governance and Accountability,” World Development 53:26–45. 

 Wibbels, Erik. 2000. “Federalism and the Politics of Macroeconomic Policy and 

Performance,” American Journal of Political Science 44(4):687-702. 

 Treisman, Daniel, 2000. “Decentralization and Inflation: Commitment, Collective 

Action, or Continuity.” American Political Science Review 94(4):837-857. 

 

Week 12: Social strife: The case of Indonesia 

What is the effect of decentralization on communal conflict? 

 

 Aspinall, Ed. 2010. “The Irony of Success,” Journal of Democracy 21(2):20-34. 

 Van Klinken, Gerry. 2007. Communal violence and democratization in Indonesia: Small 

town wars. Routledge. (Chapter 1) 

 Davidson, Jamie. 2009. “Studies of massive, collective violence in post-Soeharto 

Indonesia,” Critical Asian Studies 41(2):329-349. 
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 International Crisis Group. 2012. “Indonesia: Defying the State,” Asia Briefing No. 138, 

August 30. 

 

Week 13: Economic growth: The case of China 

Does decentralization accelerate economic growth? Contending perspectives and variation. 

 

 Gabriella Monitnola, Yingqi Qian and Barry Weingast. 1995. "Federalism, Chinese 

Style: The Political Basis for Economic Success in China,” World Politics 48(1):50-81. 

 Cai, Hongbin and Daniel Treisman. 2006. “Did Government Decentralization Cause 

China's Economic Miracle,” World Politics 58(4):505-535. 

 Donaldson, John. 2009. “Why do Similar Areas Adopt Different Developmental 

Strategies? A study of two puzzling Chinese provinces,” Journal of Contemporary China 

18(60):421-444. 

 Pepinsky, Thomas and Maria Wihardja. 2011. “Decentralization and Economic 

Performance in Indonesia,” Journal of East Asian Studies 11(3):337-371. 

 

Week 14: Summary and conclusions 

 

Review essay due 

 

Date TBD: Final exam 

 


