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Reigning theories of urban power suggest that in a world dominated by footloose transnational
capital, cities have little capacity to effect social change. In City Power, Richard C. Schragger
challenges the existing assumptions, arguing that cities can govern, but only if we let them. In
the past decade, city leaders across the country have raised the minimum wage, expanded
social services, and engaged in social welfare redistribution. These cities have not suffered
capital flight. In fact, many are experiencing an economic renaissance. Schragger argues that
city policies are not limited by the demands of mobile capital, but instead by constitutional
restraints serving the interests of state and federal officials. Maintaining weak cities is a political
choice. In this new era of global capital, the power of cities is more relevant to citizen well-being
than ever before. A dynamic vision of city politics for our new urban age, City Power reveals how
cities can govern despitethese constitutional limits - and why we should want them to.

"I have been recommending this book to my friends working in community economic
development, who are trying to understand what distinctive competency can mean in a global
market. I have also been recommending it to students of urban theory, who share the pleasure of
following along in the construction of theory-and the space to deconstruct it further. Researchers
will find here a raft of theoretical propositions begging for empirical confirmation. And I
recommend it to anyone else, for the enthralling fun of watching someone build something new
and marvelous from a heap of simple pieces. After reading this book, you will no longer see
things quite the same as you did before." -- Tony Filipovitch, Minnesota State University,
Mankato, Journal of Urban Affairs"What if cities could exercise the power Schragger suggests?
City Power provides a brilliant and challenging legal analysis of the possibilities of local
government reform." -- Myron Orfield, University of Minnesota"City Power challenges
conventional thinking about what cities should be empowered to do. Instead of focusing on an
inter-jurisdictional battle for economic growth, it argues, cities should concentrate on improving
basic city services for their own citizens. Whether you agree or argue with it, this book will
sharpen your thinking about city power and city powerlessness. A real contribution." -- Gerald
Frug, Harvard Law School"Cities are coming back and experimenting with new policies to
improve the quality of life and reduce economic inequality. A tour de force of urban scholarship,
City Power is the best single source on the possibilities and pitfalls of emerging local progressive
movements." -- Todd Swanstrom, University of MissouriAbout the AuthorRichard Schragger is
the Perre Bowen Professor at the University of Virginia School of Law, where he has taught for
almost fifteen years. His scholarship focuses on the intersection of constitutional law and local
government law, federalism, urban policy and the constitutional and economic status of cities.
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David Wetzel, “City Power is for real. This is a very interesting, well-researched book. Rich does
a great job assessing different views about how city policies can and do impact the economy
from a legal, political, and historical perspective. He debunks several widely-held myths
regarding cause and effect of city policies through thoughtful analysis and many case studies.
Highly recommended for anyone who wants to learn more about the influence (and limitations)
of cities.”

Richard Bolan, “This is one the best books I've ever read pertaining to local government. This is
one the best books I've ever read pertaining to local government. It provides an excellent history
of American local government and a first rate accounting of the laws and powers of local
government vis-à-vis state and federal government. I think every student of public management
or public planning who sees a career working for cities and urban areas should read this book.
My career working for and writing about local government would have been significantly
enhanced had Schragger published this many years ago.”

ChrisG, “Insightful, engaging and timely. An insightful and engaging book. As a local government
attorney it makes me hopeful that at least some localities can make meaningful strides in
supporting the social welfare of their citizens and environment. Particularly timely given current
intransigence in federal and state government...A resurgence of hope where that is rare
currency.The author is engaging - both in print and in person. In particular, it should be noted
that his office is well-appointed with a lovely view of the grounds.”

William Tucker, “Five Stars. Excellent comprehensive look at contemporary urban legal issues.
Dense, but worth it.”

Michael Lewyn, “not always persuasive but interesting. This book has three major arguments:1)
American cities aren't very powerful because state governments limit their ability to tax and
borrow; even where cities have the authority to raise existing taxes, they might not have the
authority to tax in different ways without state permission. Moreover, states have an incentive to
pass laws that shift costs to local governments, so they can get credit for increasing services
without getting the blame for raising taxes.2) municipal economic development policy is fruitless,
because we have no idea of what causes some cities to grow and others to decline, or what mix
of tax breaks, subsidies, etc. encourages business growth. For example, state and federal
officeholders try to blame city problems on corruption or incompetence- but there is no objective
way of defining these terms, and cities grew rapidly a century ago when they were arguably
more corrupt than they are today.3) cities might as well tax their citizens heavily, since it isn't
clear that high-tax cities drive away enough mobile capital to impair their economies.The first
two arguments make sense to me, although sometimes Schragger generalizes when he could



provide more specific examples to support his points. However, the third didn't really age well: in
2020, the cities that have suffered the most from COVID-related population loss seem to be the
high-cost, high-tax cities that did well in the early 2010s, even if (like San Francisco) their COVID
infection rates are far below those 0f the nation as a whole.Schragger likes regulation as much
as he likes taxes: for example, he seems to support efforts by unions to use zoning to extract
concessions from employers. But as long as zoning laws are cumbersome and discretionary
enough to support this kind of extortion, they are cumbersome enough to make housing scarce
and expensive, thus eventually making cities like San Francisco less resilient when there is a
crisis such as COVID. More broadly, the long-term national trend is towards migration to low-
cost, low-tax states, even if there are some exceptions here and there.Along the way, Schragger
makes a variety of interesting points. For example, some economists argue that competition
among cities leads to economic efficiency, as cities adopt pro-growth policies to retain capital.
But sometimes competition leads to negative side effects. For example, a city might be overly
risk-averse to avoid losing business, or might overinvest in infrastructure to attract business but
incur long-term debt. Or towns within a metro area might compete through beggar-thy-neighbor
policies such as exclusionary zoning which hurt the economy as a whole by increasing commute
times (either for the beneficiaries in a job-free suburb, or for those excluded in a job-rich suburb).”

DarrenIngram_dot_com, “Interesting. This book takes a look at a difficult, quite specialist subject
– the concept of local authority governance – and manages to transform it into an open,
interesting and thought-provoking read.Focussing on how U.S. cities may, or may not, govern in
this ever-globalised world, it tweaks conventional economic wisdom that states that they cannot
do a lot and, backed up by political wisdom, that they should not be doing a lot either. The
answer is in our (city residents’) hands, argues the author, who suggests that cities can do a lot
towards governing and transforming their own locality, but only if we let them, if we want them to
do so and if we are prepared to give them sufficient resources and support.Of course, cities
cannot be an island and they will face pressures from other cities in their own country as well as
from overseas, yet this does not mean that they have to throw in the towel and roll-over in
desperation either. Who benefits from a weak city and why… this is one of the interesting
conundrums examined. Maybe the more open-minded will see the benefits of placing individual
cities at the heart of economic, legal and political thinking with a view of leveraging this massive
powerbase in the process for the municipal, federal and even national good.Clearly a lot of this
book may be directly relevant to readers living in the United States, yet elements may still be an
interesting read to foreign residents. It can be possible that much of this book’s central
arguments could be adopted by other municipalities around the world. The author notes that in
the U.S. people are often ambivalent about the exercise of local, participatory democracy with
cities usually viewed as relatively inconsequential political units, the poor step-children of states
and the nation. Maybe things are different in other countries, yet the author wants U.S. cities to
govern and break out of any wrongly perceived stereotypes, impressions or cultures.It would



have been nice if this book could have been a little more accessible to the generalist reader,
without dumbing it down of course. It is an important, fascinating subject that deserves wider
distribution and it did demand a little too much focus than might be reasonably be expected from
someone who doesn’t need to consider this as part of their day job. Yet, it is still worth the
investment in time and trouble to read through it! It might even lead, gradually, to change.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Perfect condition.”
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