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PREFACE

This volume aims to bring together a number of selections on mu-
nicipal government and administration drawn from sources that are
widely scattered and not easily accessible in the average library. As
the Contents indicates, the book is divided into two parts. Part I
deals with the various general phases of city government, such as the
history and growth of cities, the relation of the city to the state, legal
problems, city charters, and municipal organization. Part II is de-
voted to problems of administration.

In the choice of material an attempt has been made to select read-
ings which not only bear directly upon the more important phases of
the subject but are authoritative, interesting, and timely as well. In
the case of controversial topics an endeavor has been made to present
opinions on both sides.

The book is primarily intended for use as supplementary reading in
university and college courses. The general arrangement of material
follows the plan used in the better-known textbooks on municipal gov-
ernment and administration, but the selections have been drawn from
a wider range and deal with a greater variety of topics.

Grateful acknowledgment is here made to Professor A. C. Hanford
for his advice and help in the preparation of the volume. My thanks
are also due to the many authors who have so willingly consented to
the use of their material and to the publishers (mentioned at the
beginning of each selection) who have generously permitted the

republication of copyrighted material.
JOSEPH WRIGHT



INTRODUCTION

The city has played an important part in civilized life during the
entire period of human history. It was the chief unit of early civiliza-
tion. The ancient city-state was the standard-bearer of progress
among the Pheenicians and the Greeks. It deserves study, if only for
the purpose of indicating that most of what we nowadays call “cur-
rent problemé” of municipal government and administration are as
old as the days of Pericles. The problems of a modern municipality
are different in orientation, but not in essence, from those which
Athens and Rome encountered prior to the dawn of the Christian era.
The ancient world was a world of cities and towns ; its civilization was
molded by townsmen ; its achievements were the work of those who
lived in the cities and towns.

But the collapse of Roman power brought the hegemony of the city-
dweller to an end. During the Dark Ages the cities decayed, and in
some cases entirely disappeared. With them went all that made for
the progress of civilization. The study of municipal life in the early
Middle Ages is important for the lesson that it teaches concerning the
close relationship between urban life and cultural progress. What we
call civilization is in truth a very fragile thing. It could scarcely have
occurred to an intelligent Roman of the first Christian century that
his mighty empire would be swept away, its armies disbanded, its
commerce disappear, its roads and public works crumble into ruins,
and its culture fade into oblivion. But that is what happened. The
era from the sixth to the ninth century is a blank page in the history
of municipal institutions. They were engulfed in medieval darkness.

Eventually there came a recrudescence of city life. With the growth
of stronger central governments the towns (or what was left of them)
obtained protection and began to revive. Trading cities in the Medi-
terranean region began to show signs of new prosperity. In the north-
western part of Europe, likewise, the free cities made headway. And
with this came the renaissance in European culture. The intimate
relation between urban growth and cultural progress has at no time
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Xvi INTRODUCTION

been more impressively demonstrated than in the centuries which im-
mediately preceded the opening of the modern age.

The modern city is the greatest achievement of the human race.
Or it is the greatest blot upon our civilization of today. It all depends
upon the way in which you look at it. There can be no doubt that
most of the inspiration to industrial and commercial progress comes
from the cities. They are the mainsprings of national wealth and
prosperity. On the other hand, it is in the cities that one encounters
the extremes of poverty, degradation, and economic oppression. There
is much in the modern city that justifies its claim to be called
the vanguard of civilization, but there is much also that warrants
Mr. Frederic Harrison’s indictment of it.*

The city of today may be studied from several points of view. It
is a social, a political, a legal, and an economic unit. It is a social
unit, and as such interests the student of sociology, because it includes
large numbers of people living so densely together that a multitude of
social problems are created or accentuated. The sociologist devotes
particular attention to the problems of poverty, crime, bad housing,
and so on—all of which are primarily the problems of the city. The
city is also an area of government, and a very important one. It is
endowed by the authorities of the nation or the state with certain
delegated powers of local self-government. In some cases its rights
of self-determination are extensive, in others they are relatively
limited. How much home rule a city ought to have is a question that
has had much discussion in the United States, but no more than it
deserves. At any rate such local authority as the city obtains by
delegation from the higher powers is exercised by various officials
whom its own citizens directly or indirectly choose. All this affords
an extensive field for study—the city charter, the frame of govern-
ment, the method of selecting the various officers, their respective
powers, and the relation of each official to the others.

The city is also a legal entity, a corporation at law, known as a
municipal corporation. It has a status in the courts, may sue and be
sued, may hold property and make contracts, and may do most other
things that a private corporation may do. On the other hand, it
differs from the ordinary non-public corporation in some essential
respects, notably as respects the scope of its powers and the responsi-

1See below, Chapter XLV.
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bility which it assumes for the torts of its employees. This is a phase
of the subject that has had too little attention from students of munici-
pal government, possibly because it is a very difficult one. Very few
citizens, even among those who profess to be learned in the law, have
any clear ideas concerning the actual scope of their city’s legal powers
or the extent of its legal responsibilities.

Finally, the city is a business concern. It is a builder of streets,
a purveyor of water, a purchaser of supplies, and an employer of labor.
Many of its problems, but not all of them, are problems of an economic
character. They are not widely different from the problems which
private citizens are facing day by day in the conduct of their own
affairs. But the city authorities have no such free hand in solving
them. Political considerations thrust themselves forward at every
point and dictate a departure from such adherence to business prin-
ciples in the conduct of the administrative departments. The art of
municipal administration, indeed, is the art of securing as much
efficiency and economy as is practicable in the face of steady political
pressure to the contrary.

We are often told that the city’s business ought to be taken out of
politics, but such a consummation is scarcely practicable so long as
municipal government rests upon a democratic basis. So long as the
ultimate authority in city administration continues to be vested with
the representatives of the people there will inevitably be a responsive-
ness to what the citizens demand. And what the citizens demand is
not by any means invariably synonymous with what is best or most
economical. Much of the waste and inefficiency that characterizes
the administration of municipal business is due neither to a lack of
competence or of honesty on the part of those who are immediately
in charge. It is merely that they are trying to give the people what
they think the majority of the people want. They may be mistaken,
but the frequency with which they are reélected or reappointed does
not indicate that this is the case.

So the fundamental problem of municipal government is that of
educating the sovereign authority, which is the electorate. No elec-
torate ever deliberately chose to be misgoverned. But on many occa-
sions an electorate has declared for misgovernment unknowingly. It
has made the wrong choice because it did not possess enough knowl-
edge to make the right one. And this is not surprising when one



Xviii INTRODUCTION

realizes how little attention we have given to the political education
of the people. The government of a city is an exceedingly complicated
thing. It takes a considerable amount of study to acquire a fair
mastery of it. And even the most elementary knowledge of its work-
ings cannot be had without a larger modicum of thought than the
masses of the voters are now bestowing upon the subject. How to
disseminate sound political information among the people is the most
crucial problem that democratic government is now facing. On the
solution of this fundamental problem its ultimate success or failure
will depend.
WILLIAM BENNETT MUNRO
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