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FROM LOCAL GOVERNMENT  

TO LOCAL GOVERNANCE
Oliver D. Meza Canales *

ABSTRACT

The study of local government has undergone several stages that reveal 
the state of the art of the discipline. It is characterized by the gradual, 
continuous discovery of where the object of study is located. This article 
examines some of the stages in the literature. It reviews the questions 
and arguments that every current of thought brings to the study of local 
government, and the way discussions evolve. The idea of local govern-
ment irst involves observing local actors ighting over power autarchi-
cally, which then gives way to approaches currently known as local gov-
ernance. They are now experiencing a political-administrative process 
embedded in a broader, richer institutional context. 

INTRODUCTION

The literature on local government is extensive. Any review of the litera-
ture and authors would omit important authors and arguments on the 
subject. This paper seeks to clarify some of the main ideas in order to 
understand the change in the object of study: from local government to 
local governance. This implies speciically reducing the discussion to the 
debates that have explained how the distribution of power and deci-
sion-making guide the work and results of local governments.  

The central argument of this essay is that studies on local governance 
have evolved into the gradual discovery and acceptance of the diversi-
ty of actors and institutions involved in the work of local governments and 
local politics. These developments were not initially regarded as matters 
of local governance, although recent deinitions of the term appear to 
take up what was discussed in the mid-20th century. Local governance, 
understood as the process of actors and interests whose complex inter-
action affects the formulation and production of local government and 
local policy, (Stoker 2009) has become a concept that is widely used to 
explain what local governments and societies become locally in local 
policy decisions. 
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The literature on local studies has used the term gov-
ernance extensively. However, though the various dis-
ciplines have not agreed on a speciic deinition, the 
interpretation of governance has aligned it with vari-
ous other terms relating to citizen participation or so-
cial participation in public affairs. In Mexico and Latin 
America the effective participation of new stakehold-
ers in public affairs has undoubtedly constituted a way 
of understanding local governance. In many cases, 
citizen participation has managed to inluence the 
actions of local governments, and consequently the 
interests of the latter sectors have been maintained 
throughout the making and results of public policies. 
Manuel Canto Chac writes that “[…] the demand for 
citizen participation (CP) has made governance a fo-
cal point of the 21th century so far…” (Canto, 2010;21). 

In the local sphere, however, the literature has shown 
a more complex construction of the concept. This essay 
seeks to provide an alternative perspective to the term 
“local governance.” To this end, it uses arguments and 
ideas drawn from various trends surrounding the issue 
of local government. It stresses the idea that local gov-
ernance is a far more complex phenomenon in which 
social, public, private, local and non-local stakehold-
ers seek to preserve or promote their interests through 
formal and informal institutions. These interests have an 
impact on government activity and are sometimes vis-
ible in the results of the local government decisions. Lo-
cal governments are therefore important but not nec-
essarily neutral actors, which participate, together with 
other stakeholders, in producing actions and pursuing 
ends in public affairs that also incorporate private inter-
ests. Restricting governance to civic participation is an 
idealized vision that limits the explanatory potential the 
term has constructed over the past 50 years in local 
government studies.1

This paper consists of ive sections. The irst provides 
the historical background to local government. It ex-
plores how the encounter between two theoretical 
currents (pluralism and elitism) produced one of the 
most signiicant debates in the study of local govern-
ment. That discussion laid the foundation, while the 
second section explained how other stakeholders be-

1 For an explanation 
of governance in the 
context of studies 
of public manage-
ment and adminis-
tration, see Chapter 
1.4 in Luis F. Aguilar 
(2006) Gobernanza 
y Gestión Pública. 
Fondo de Cultura 
Económica. Mexico.
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came involved. In local affairs, adding other actors, in the context of 
the Neo-Marxist ideas of the mid-1980s, helped shape the urban regime 
program that is still in force. The third section readdresses the theory of re-
gimes, to explain how they modiied the study of local issues to achieve 
a more systemic approach, where the focus shifts from local aspects 
to the environment. Lastly, the paper explains how this experience pre-
cedes and informs the term of local governance. The essay therefore 
seeks to reformulate the concept of local governance, and understand 
it from the historical perspective of studies on local governments.

In the past decade, there have been calls for an agenda that creates 
new theories for local studies that are more versatile in time and space 
(Snyder, 2001; Sellers, 2005; Pierre, 2005; Stoker, 2011). This paper is part of 
these calls, and reframes the study of the local, evolving from local gov-
ernment to the study of local governance, as a result of the theoretical 
and historical analysis of local affairs.

1. THE DEBATE ON COMMUNITY POWER
The debate that overshadowed studies of local governments in the 
1960s was called the community power debate. This debate, heavily in-
luenced by political science, focused on the way the power of local 
governments was distributed. The prevailing theoretical framework was 
democratizing principles, and consequently the research sought to de-
termine how democratic local government politics were. Whereas the 
pluralists argued that power led to plurality, through social and institu-
tional processes, the elitists maintained that power was actually concen-
trated in the decisions of a select few (Harding, 1995).

The foundational study in this debate was Robert Dahl’s 1961 Who 
Governs?, a longitudinal study of political evolution in New Haven, Unit-
ed States, which concluded that socio-economic changes modiied the 
distribution of power in localities.  Dahl’s methodology, historical analysis, 
enabled him to observe how new and different industrial groups, cou-
pled with reforms of the democratic institutions of the time, modiied the 
old ways of doing politics. That is, it evolved from a policy dictated by a 
small group of nobles to the emergence of other power groups that po-
sitioned themselves to inluence activity in the city. This new political class 
consisted of professional politicians and the main players in the then in-
cipient political parties. 

Dahl’s conclusions had signiicant normative connotations regarding 
society’s role in government. Clarence Stone (2005) suggests that Dahl’s 
work applied the normative tenets of his predecessor, the pluralist David 
Truman, who in his 1951 work Governmental Process argued that giv-
ing society access to universal suffrage would enable persons to gather 

From Local Government to Local Governance



8

and organize themselves around 
topics that concerned them. Ac-
cording to the pluralist’s ideology, 
including society in democratic 
processes would create a space in 
which societies could interact on 
the basis of their interests. These in-
teractions would inluence the role 
of local government.

In order to qualify his conclusions, 
in 1961, Dahl wrote that although 
the political system became more 
plural, power was not exercised 
by the general population. In fact, 
power continued to be wielded 
by a few professional politicians. 
These new leaders represented 
various sectors, not only the local 
nobility, and formed alliances with 
politicians in government, who 
took decisions that ensured they 
would keep their government po-
sitions. 

From the perspective of democ-
ratization theories, the study of pol-
itics in New Haven shed light on 
how politics is played and power 
is distributed in local governments. 
The object of study of this research 
was power: the actions taken by 
government in order to maintain it. 
Despite the aspect Dahl includes, 
his main legacy in local studies was 
institutionalizing the pluralist trend 
as a theoretical framework to ex-
plain the new distribution of power 
in local governments. 

As a result of Dahl’s study, the 
main criticisms of the pluralist cur-
rent, at a local level, came from 
the elitist trend. Unsurprisingly, this 
preceded the pluralist approach. 
The pluralist vision was integrated 
into the study of community pow-

er as a result of the democratizing 
rhetoric that infused US political 
discourse in the early 20th centu-
ry. Though elitist theories had been 
developed beforehand, they had 
not been challenged by appar-
ently opposite tenets. 

Elitist theories also observed the 
local distribution of power, but un-
like the pluralists, they reached di-
ametrically opposite conclusions. 
The elitists argued that power in 
local governments was concen-
trated in the hands of a few groups 
with the capacities and resourc-
es to inluence the government’s 
decisions, or control local govern-
ment. This argument resembles the 
aspect added by Dahl, but not the 
implication. While pluralists spoke 
of democratic expansion, the elit-
ists described a government domi-
nated by elites. 

Over time, this debate became 
known as the community of pow-
er debate. It was an antagonistic 
confrontation of ideas. Yet both 
currents were able to offer cours-
es that stimulated the creativity of 
their questions and implications. 
They were not able to reach a 
theoretical synthesis on their own. 
Instead, both pluralists and elitists 
submitted their results to a ques-
tioning that actually attempted 
to discredit the research methods 
used by the opposite school of 
thought. Ultimately, the debate 
sought to identify epistemological 
differences in the means of observ-
ing and operationalizing the con-
cept of power (Wolman and Gold-
smith, 1992). 

Alan Harding (1995) provides a 
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clear example to explain the debate between pluralists and elitists. He 
explains that elitist theories had found it dificult to gather empirical evi-
dence that supported their hypotheses. This dilemma was by no means 
new, and was the main problem faced by Marxist theorists. The funda-
mental problem lay in making the elites recognize or admit their pre-
dominant role in the decisions made by local governments. When the 
elitists subjected the latter to the scrutiny of their actions, they obtained 
answers that were legitimized by more abstract concepts, such as divine 
right or the functioning of representative democracy. If, at the end of 
the day, the explanation lay in the catalog of institutions, asked the elitist 
theorists, how then could one empirically identify the existence of elites?

The irst rigorous attempt to solve the problem was made by Hunter 
(1953), who used a method called analysis of reputation. It consisted of 
listing inluential members, and placing them in four categories: entre-
preneurs, government, civil groups and social organizations. This list was 
submitted to a panel, which identiied the members with the greatest 
inluence, based on their reputation. Hunter applied in-depth interviews 
to the stakeholders perceived as being the most powerful, and thus de-
ined who the elites were and how they organized and worked. 

The pluralists immediately objected to Hunter’s results. They accused 
the elitists of using methodologies that obviously supported their hypoth-
eses. The elitists also criticized their opponents’ methodologies (Bachrach 
and Baratz, 1970). Among these objections, they said that the pluralists 
selected, from the wide range of decisions made by local government, 
those that would help support their theoretical positions (Judge, 1995). 
Thus the positions held within the community of power debate were not 
readily abandoned. This debate overshadowed the method of studying 
local government during the 1960s and much of the 1970s. While this the-
oretical sphere was in force, it permitted the production of many studies 
that applied these approaches to various contexts and moments.

2. BUREAUCRACY AND URBAN REGIMES
Studies of local government gradually distanced themselves from the plu-
ralist-elitist debate, and three factors marked the change. The irst was a 
natural result of the debate. When it came to an end, it became possible 
to question the tenets, ultimately creating new ideas and explanations. The 
second factor, also related to the irst, were the results of studies on local 
governments applied in other parts of the world. This revealed other ways 
of interpreting local power, and above all, showed the other dominant 
actors involved. Finally, the historical literature observed a third factor in 
Neo-Marxist trends, which coincides with the weakening of the debate be-
tween pluralists and elitists. With the decline in importance of the discussion 
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on community power, paradigmat-
ic changes occurred in local gov-
ernance study. The object of study 
shifted from the distribution of power 
to others, such as the government’s 
production or decision-making. A 
new school of thought subsequently 
emerged, which has prevailed until 
recently, and explains key aspects 
of local governance: the theory of 
urban regimes.  

To return to the irst factor, tem-
porality became important in the 
debate on community power. This 
was particularly because more 
and new actors were perceived 
as having various degrees of inlu-
ence on the distribution of power 
(Judge, 1995). One key example 
was provided by Peter DeLeon 
(1992) on the city of San Francisco, 
which he described as hyperplu-
ralist. That is, an exacerbated plu-
ralism that makes any local gover-
nance arrangement unsustainable 
or fragile. Like DeLeon, the litera-
ture would then question a purist 
vision between pluralism and elit-
ism. Instead, it questioned whether 
the distribution of power observed 
in any location depended on the 
city’s socioeconomic and political 
context. If so, then, how should a 
clearly pluralist or elitist political 
process be deined? If the labels 
“pluralist” and “elitist” are regard-
ed as being on a continuum, then 
where should one draw the line 
between pluralist and elitist poli-
tics, when both approaches can 
ind empirical evidence to support 
each of their postulates? 

A second factor undermining 
the pluralist-elitist debate was the 
implementation of these theo-
ries in other countries, particular-
ly Great Britain. This made it clear 
that the debate between pluralists 
and elitists was not precise enough 
to explain the concentration or dis-
tribution of power in local govern-
ments, and moreover that there 
was a need for a key actor such 
as local bureaucracy. For exam-
ple, Dearlove (1973) argued that 
studies on local government had 
a heavy bias towards democrat-
ic theory, since their production 
was based on the North American 
context. Dearlove’s theory (1973) 
circulated the idea of the need 
to explore the ideological aspect 
of the incumbent leaders. The au-
thor of The Politics of Policy in Lo-
cal Government, a study based on 
two British localities, demonstrates 
that the local governmental or-
ganization was already fairly au-
tonomous in relation to the local 
political environment, and that in 
addition to the local sphere, the 
ideologies of the governing bodies 
should be considered to explain lo-
cal policy decisions:

My results vary in relation to 

mainstream theories […]. In-

stead of suggesting that the 

government is weak, open and 

responsive to environmental 

inluences, I suggest that it 
is strong, closed and non-re-

sponsive, capable of resisting 
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and avoiding demands for change. Instead of suggesting that the gov-

ernment is controlled by the environment, I would suggest that it can 
control the latter, at least as regards its actions. Rather than emphasize 
factors outside the government to understand its behavior, I highlight 
internal factors. Rather than minimizing the role of ideology, I choose to 
underline its importance. Finally, instead of emphasizing the way public 
policies are carried out, I focus on the way public policies are main-

tained (Dearlove, 1973).

Dearlove clearly states his position on the traditional paradigm to study 
local government, and incorporates two basic elements. He suggests 
looking at the importance of bureaucracy, in this case through the ide-
ology it imposes on the government’s decisions. This makes it possible to 
observe the second aspect, namely that the object of study has shifted 
from the distribution of power to government decisions.  

In a similar vein, Dunleavy (1980) criticizes the pluralist-elitist dichot-
omy. In his book Urban Political Analysis: The Politics of Collective Con-
sumption, he highlights the differences between countries. He states 
that the explanations offered in the United States are not suitable for 
explaining what happens in Great Britain. Dunleavy focuses on the role 
of local bureaucracy and its clients, as well as observing traditional politi-
cal actors such as elected governments. An analysis of the local political 
organization concludes that in the British context, the increasingly wide 
range of services provided by local governments has politicized local 
bureaucracy and the new groups that use these public services. Sec-
ond, these interactions between bureaucracies and consumer groups 
have had a proven impact on the way public policy is conducted in 
local governments. Dunleavy thus distances himself from the debate on 
community power to include a new stakeholder: local bureaucracies, 
and their inluence on governments’ activity.  

According to Alan Hardin (1995), the theoretical inluence of the com-
munity power debate was already waning when the criticisms sparked 
by the neo-Marxist approaches of the 1970s emerged. Neo-Marxist theo-
ries to explain local government were short-lived, but made a signiicant 
contribution. Its contribution was to reframe the role of local government 
in the wider context of its role in relation to the state. This proved ex-
tremely useful, as I will explain below, in suggesting new models that will 
make it possible to understand local power relationships and propose a 
new study program.  

The common argument of the neo-Marxist vision is that the capitalist 
state must reconcile two contradictory objectives. It involves a conlict 
between the interests of two social classes: capitalist and proletarian. 
Pickvance (1995) notes that local government, together with the state, 
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encourages the capitalist class to 
accumulate capital through an 
adequate legal system and favor-
able macroeconomic conditions, 
while maintaining the legitimacy 
of the system among the working 
class, through social welfare initia-
tives that prevent proletarian up-
risings. Under this premise, Marxist 
schools of thought justify the exis-
tence of local governments. 

As a matter of fact, numerous 
theories try to explain the existence 
of local governments. For Pick-
vance, the three best known an-
swers were Cockburn’s local state 
(1977), Cawson and Saunders’ dual 
politics (1983), and Duncan and 
Goodwin’s uneven development 
(1988). The central idea of these ex-
planations is for local governments 
to work together with the state to 
preserve the two objectives of a 
capitalist State: accumulating cap-
ital and enjoying legitimacy. There 
are numerous examples of this in 
Europe. In Great Britain, writes Pick-
vance (1980), local government 
implemented social welfare poli-
cies based on the structural order 
of the capitalist state. These same 
welfare functions are observed in 
several Nordic countries. Though 
the example loses its empirical ba-
sis when this framework is applied 
in North America, some postulates 
remain valid, giving rise to a new 
study program.

 Although neo-Marxist theories 
were only useful for explaining lo-
cal government for a short time, 
they left an indelible mark. This 
impact is relected in the appear-
ance of a new program to study 

local government. Based on the 
Marxist concepts of value in use 
and economic value, in the con-
text of the United States, Logan 
and Molotch (1987) developed 
the theory of growth-machines. 
The intuition suggested by the au-
thors is very simple and therefore 
extremely powerful. Landowners 
have a monopoly on one of the 
three production factors, land. Un-
like the other two, capital and la-
bor, land is immovable. Landown-
ers face the dilemma of increasing 
their economic power with a more 
or less ixed production factor, and 
the strategy that enables them to 
achieve this is increasing the add-
ed value of their asset. The strate-
gy involves developing attractive 
spaces for capital and work, by 
maximizing the economic value 
of their income. The growth-ma-
chines theory involves establishing 
partnerships between the land-
owner and government sectors to 
implement urban plans that allow 
the creation of new economic de-
velopment hubs (Hardin, 1995).

Observing the formation of ur-
ban alliances, as Logan and Mo-
lotch suggest (1987), proved to be 
an essential part of the new pro-
gram to study local government. 
It is therefore hardly surprising that 
for Stoker (1995), the approach 
called urban politics regime was 
born from the contribution made 
by neo-Marxism in this sphere. The 
founder of this trend is Clarence 
Stone, who put forward the con-
cept of urban political regimes in 
the late 1980s and used that study 
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plan to crystallize and explain many of the paradigmatic changes that 
had taken place in local government studies. The theory of urban re-
gimes focuses on the production of local government rather than the 
distribution of power. It takes up the importance of local bureaucracy 
without overlooking traditional stakeholders with power; it widens the 
range of relevant actors to business and social sectors, which, “although 
in conlict, form coalitions and guide the political decision process” 
(Mossberger and Stoker, 1994; 206). According to Mossberger and Stoker 
(1994), the perspective of urban regimes is actually one of local gover-
nance or urban governance. 

The study of regimes in Atlanta provides evidence of how certain pri-
vate sectors with economic resources and social sectors such as the Af-
rican American community converge in a stable coalition that moves 
government action to economically stimulate and shape the city. Ur-
ban regime theories identify power groups that lack exclusive access to 
decisions yet possess economic, political or information resources that 
are useful for performing non-routine public actions, and require fairly 
stable coalitions to pursue speciic public policy objectives. Stone (2005) 
described political regimes as the bridge built on the basis of the link be-
tween private and public interests.

3. COMPLEX GOVERNANCE SYSTEMS
Like earlier trends, the tenets of the urban regimes were tested in various 
contexts (Deter and Mossberger, 2006), which served to enhance the 
understanding of local governance. The team led by Dowding (1999), 
which used the methodology of ideal types, proposed checking wheth-
er English localities could be explained using the regimes theory. To this 
end, the team proposed a deinition of regime based on the following 
eight points to be checked in the ield:

1. An agenda of distinguishable public policy.

2. A long-term partnership.

3. A coalition supported by interests not necessarily derived from the 
institutional government structure.

4. It crosses economic and social sectors, and formal institutional limits.

5. It survives staff changes and successions of political leaderships, 
relecting the fundamental ideology or values of coalition members, 
and allows a certain degree of electoral success.

6. It promotes the mobilization of external resources, creating positive 
sum games within the locality with the possibility of forming pub-

From Local Government to Local Governance



14

lic-private arrangements that transcend party di-
visions.

7. Associated with exceptional leadership, capable 
of forming a coalition with a distinguishable polit-
ical vision.

8. It builds bridges between institutions and com-

munity interests that overcome the division be-

tween private and public sectors (Dowding and 
others, 1999, p. 515-545).

The exercise applied to urban areas in Great Britain 
reached two signiicant conclusions. First, the regime 
theory was able to explain political processes in that 
country, which suggests certain similarities with the 
United States. However, not all the locations share a 
political process of the urban regime kind, and some 
possess a different governance framework. For exam-
ple, districts such as Croydon, Wandsworth and Isling-
ton feature urban regimes similar to those observed in 
the United States. On the other hand, areas such as 
Westminster, Tower Hamlets and Lambeth provide evi-
dence of other patterns of local governance. 

The second conclusion that can be drawn from the 
research by Dowding (1999) for the purposes of this 
paper, is that when the evidence supports the theory 
of urban regimes, there are considerable differences 
between them. There are numerous types of urban 
regime, and at times they incorporate actors that the 
original version of regimes had excluded. Economic 
sectors are not the only ones to form urban regimes, 
“[…] In the European context, key agents promoting 
urban regimes include party actors whose interests are 
shaped on the basis of a broader mosaic in the com-
petition between factions within national parties.”

From the outset, Clarence Stone had left open the 
possibility of observing several types of urban regime.2 

Indeed, creating regime categories was one of the 
main publication topics during the 1990s; these include 
the models proposed by Jon Pierre (1999) and Peter 
Ward (1998). Designing local governance models char-
acterized by two dimensions became a very common 
method in studies of local issues. 

2 The names of these 
regimes are Main-
tenance, Develop-
mental, Middleclass 
progressive and 
Lower class oppor-
tunity.
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What distinguished the indings 
of Dowding’s team was their in-
clusion of new agents in the urban 
coalitions whose locus transcend-
ed the local. These were non-local 
agents involved in urban regimes, 
and though this is not a new contri-
bution to the study program, it rep-
resented a clear example of how 
institutional contexts, government 
structure, inter-governmental re-
lations and national political-par-
tisan interests inluence local gov-
ernance and the results obtained 
from it (Stoker, 2011).

Two conclusions can be drawn 
from this. First, urban regime theo-
ries do not contain suficient ele-
ments to explain political process-
es in contexts different from the 
United States. Second, neo-Marxist 
inluence is relected in the reac-
tions to urban studies that paved 
the way for the study of institutional 
contexts, and eventually provided 
a new framework to advance lo-
cal governance, as described by 
Gurr and King (1999):

“We disagree with both the tra-
ditional theories and the neo-Marx-
ist perspective […] that localities in 
Western cities maintain the auton-
omy of both the central state and 
private economic interests” (Gurr 
and King, 1999; 43).

There were thus several facets to 
the analysis of supra-local factors 
in local governance. One of these 
was addressed by studying con-
cepts such as local governance 
and autonomy. Early contributions 
to this topic were made by Rhodes 
(1999), whose book Control and 
Power in Central-Local Relations 

underscores how the various levels 
of government use their legal, po-
litical and economic resources to 
establish inter-governmental net-
works. There the autonomy of the 
local government is important, in-
sofar as it creates networks of poli-
cies that give it more room for ma-
neuver as a government.    

In other parts of the world, con-
textual factors were studied in the 
United States by authors such as 
Gurr and King (1999), who argued 
that autonomy of local govern-
ment had two kinds of restriction. 
Type (I) is represented by the so-
cio-economic conditions that limit 
the decisions of the local state. The 
autonomy of local governments 
is circumscribed in that their deci-
sions are challenged by local eco-
nomic or social groups, which can 
extract resources from the local 
economy through taxes. Type (II) 
refers to the fact that local govern-
ments are subject to structural hier-
archies within a national context. 
These consist in restrictions imposed 
by other levels of government 
though constitutional and legal 
provisions that limit their functional 
attributions, the economic resourc-
es transferred to them, and their 
autonomy in relation to legal de-
cisions and valid inter-governmen-
tal doctrines, such as the ultra vires 
doctrine.3

Gurr and King’s study in The 
State and the City was one of the 
irst of its kind to attempt to explic-
itly systematize the study of local 
governance and autonomy. It ob-
served factors that transcended 
the localist approach that charac-
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terized earlier approaches. At the 
same time, Page and Goldsmith 
(1987), followed by Page (1991), 
made a similar argument. Accord-
ing to those authors, greater or 
lesser local autonomy was conig-
ured through inter-governmental 
relations, and involved two dimen-
sions: legal localism and political 
localism. The irst is a characteris-
tic of inter-governmental conig-
uration, in which the central state 
delegates, punctually and by law, 
the allocations and space for ma-
neuver accorded to local govern-
ments. Great Britain and the Scan-
dinavian countries, for example, 
imposed clear legal limits on the 
activity of local government. 

Regarding political localism, 
the concept refers to the need 
for local authors to resort to polit-
ical-inter-governmental alliances 
to secure the economic and po-
litical resources to fulil their gov-
ernment objectives. France, Italy 
and Spain belong to this category. 
Though the authors do not empiri-
cally prove it, they suggest that a 
correlation exists between the two 
dimensions. The level of political 
localism, for example, served as 
the prevailing strategy in response 
to an ambiguous or complex lo-
cal legal framework. On the other 
hand, strict or clear legal provisions 
inhibit the possibility of accessing 
supra-local resources through in-
ter-governmental alliances. 

Page and Goldsmith (1987) 

relate the numerous alternative 
schemas that emerged to distin-
guish inter-governmental relations. 
Although the literature has ad-
vanced in this area, the structures 
for inter-governmental relations re-
main one of the focuses of study for 
understanding the capacities and 
autonomy of local governments.

4. LOCAL
GOVERNANCE 
Throughout the 21st century, local 
government studies have yielded 
a large number of inter-related 
concepts, which made it dificult 
to distinguish between the debates 
already occurring. These notions 
included some that appeared to 
assist the understanding of urban 
studies, notably the concept of ur-
ban governance and local gover-
nance, which ultimately became 
of great interest in the literature. Its 
usefulness was based on its lexibili-
ty and capacity to encompass in a 
single analytical framework theo-
ries on regimes, central-local State 
and urban policy, among others 
(Pierre, 1999). 

The term “governance” began 
to be used in local studies from the 
1990s onwards. The incipient dei-
nition applied to urban studies fo-
cused on identifying two aspects: 
the exchange processes between 
public and private spheres, and 
the results of these exchanges, 
rather than institutional formali-
ties (Pierre, 2005). Moreover, the 
term served to describe a broad-
er range of arrangements for both 

3 This refers to the legal doctrine that prohibits 
public bodies from carrying out actions that are 
not explicitly authorized by the law. In this case, 
they are the powers of local government. 
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horizontal and vertical exchang-
es between stakeholders at vari-
ous levels of government (Stoker, 
2011). Before long, the literature on 
urban issues integrated the conlu-
ence of structures, forces, networks 
stakeholders, resources and local 
and supra-local interests into this 
concept to explain the situation in 
local politics.  

However, the historical back-
ground leading up the term, and 
its full meaning, has not been 
achieved in regions such as Latin 
America. The sense given to the 
term governance is often associ-
ated with the newly established 
interaction between the state and 
citizens. In this context, in his inter-
pretation of Manuel Canto Chac, 
Flores-Xolocotzi suggests using the 
term “[governance] as the coop-
erative action of the State with 
various social actors (including no-
tably individuals and social orga-
nizations).” (Flores-Xolocotzi, 2012; 
177).  Martin (2009) points to the 
transparency, accountability, the 
assumption of responsibility and 
citizen participation as central el-
ements in the new form of collab-
orative governance (Martin, 2009; 
15), thereby taking up the deini-
tion of governance by the United 
Nations’ Development Program as 
“…the way in which society orga-
nizes to take and implement de-
cisions, achieving mutual under-
standing, agreement and action. 
[…]”. Sosa López, in reference to 
works by Pardo and Aguilar, states 
that governance “is sustained and 
legitimized by the widespread ap-
plication of the principles of decen-

tralization, citizen participation, 
improved management, dereg-
ulation, transparency, eficiency 
and accountability to the struc-
tures and operation of public or-
ganizations…” (Sosa-López, 2012). 
Finally, Hevia, Vergara-Lope and 
Avila (2011), describing the theo-
retical input used by academics to 
understand the new mechanisms 
of citizen participation, suggest 
two categories that combine the 
concept of governance and the 
broadening of actors in the public 
sphere (Hevia, Vergara-Lope and 
Avila, 2011; 66). 

This is not a false move. The 
deinition of the term is currently 
being developed. Porras (2007; 
168) notes that certain deinitions 
are even incompatible with the 
Latin American context,4 but that 
in general, governance has been 
used to signify a new govern-
ment process that distances itself 
from hierarchical control (Porras, 
2007; Zurbriggen, 2011). Though 
the meaning of local governance 
goes far beyond citizen participa-
tion, the evolution from central-
ist governments to decentralized 
government systems with greater 
citizen contact and involvement 
constitutes a substantial change in 
Latin American local governance.  
In Mexico, for example, local gov-
ernment studies have used the 
concept to describe new local 
governance processes conigured 
exclusively for local stakeholders. 
Ziccardi and Arzaluz (1995) explain 
how the new municipal social pol-
icies are the product of the inter-
4 This refers to the concept of “good governance.”
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action between popular sectors 
not previously regarded as import-
ant actors, which, through citizen 
participation, manage to exercise 
inluence on local governments. 
Grindle (2007) recently provided an 
explanation of innovations in local 
governments, based on the dem-
ocratic advances experienced by 
Mexican municipalities in the past 
30 years. Local Mexican govern-
ments have triggered a wave of 
political alternation that enables 
other parties to rise to municipal 
power. Grindle also carefully stud-
ies the local stakeholders and insti-
tutions that mainly explain the local 
agenda. The Public Action study 
by Enrique Cabrero (2006), for in-
stance, develops the concept of 
governance as a similar process to 
that of Stone’s urban regimes. It in-
volves designing the agendas and 
work of Mexican municipalities, 
based on the inluence resulting 
from partnerships established be-
tween economic and government 
actors. Cabrero uses the analogy 
of the double helix to undertake 
public action, which also creates a 
coordinated government agenda.

5. CONCLUSION
The term “local governance” has 
a long history that is sometimes 
overlooked by studies of local 
government. There is a tendency 
to equate it with citizen participa-
tion. Undoubtedly, greater citizen 
participation in decision-making 
represents a change in local gov-
ernance, although these are not 

interchangeable concepts. This 
work has emphasized one of the 
numerous theoretical-discursive 
lines that characterize the term 
“governance.” It should be stressed 
that this line has different meanings 
from the concept of governance, 
which incorporates the newly es-
tablished relation between state 
and society, but goes beyond it. 

Local governance has been 
studied from its beginnings as the 
distribution of local power. This 
stage was largely dominated by 
the debate between pluralists and 
elitists in political sciences. At the 
heart of the debate was the rhe-
torical and political argument con-
structed by democracy theories to 
support it in the mid-20th century. 
The debate on community power, 
as it was then called, collapsed as 
a result of numerous factors, includ-
ing the appearance of new evi-
dence in regions outside the Unit-
ed States. At the same time, the 
neo-Marxist perspective positions, 
for the irst time, local government 
with speciic functions vis-à-vis the 
capitalist state. This approach soon 
became obsolete but assisted by 
new indings the authors agreed 
that it had considerable impact 
on local government studies. The 
study of local politics transcends 
the government to incorporate 
various stakeholders and other 
tiers of government, and goes far 
beyond the distribution of power 
as an object of study to determine 
production and local political de-
cisions. This has given rise to what is 
now known as urban governance 
or local governance.  
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The agenda for local govern-
ment studies is far from being ex-
hausted. There are worldwide calls 
for a better understanding of the 
systems that produce various types 
of local governance. The emphasis 
is currently on formal and non-for-
mal institutions (Stoker 2009), and 
on the inter-governmental rela-
tions that could lead to various 
governance processes, which will 
provide information on our local 
governments.  Authors including 
Richard Snyder, Jefferey Sellers, 
Jon Pierre and Gerry Stoker (2001; 
2005; 2005; 2011) clearly mention 
this situation, and the need for a 
perspective that summarizes the 
inluence of the structure in a sin-
gle argument. According to Jon 
Pierre (2011), studies on local gov-
ernments are characterized by the 
dificulty of producing theoretical 
works whose generalization tran-
scends spatial borders. It is there-
fore worth considering Lindstrom’s 
(1998) suggestion of comparing 
governance systems rather than 
actual local governments. 

Over the past ten years, there 
have been numerous requests for 
an agenda that creates more and 
new theories for local, subnational 
and urban studies, and which trav-
el better in time and space. (Sny-
der, 2001; Sellers, 2005; Pierre, 2005; 
Stoker, 2011).  This work is also a 
call to re-focus the study from local 
government to local governance 
in its broadest sense.
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