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ABSTRACT

Considering the state-society relationships of local governance leads to con-
ceptual and practical questions about local capacity to decide and pursue local
priorities and meet local needs and the role of local government in these
processes. In England’s extremely centralised governmental system, debates
about local capacity tend to be subsumed by the constraints to which it is
subject. Combining scholarship on policy capacity, local governance conjunc-
tures over time and local government’s role within these informs conceptuali-
sation of a plural, relational local state. This draws attention to local
government’s everyday, intra-locality relations with its constituent commu-
nities, broadening a vertical, reductive perspective to a horizontal, more gen-
erative understanding of local capacity to care for place through collective
practices.
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Introduction

Considering the state-society relationships of local governance leads to con-
ceptual and practical questions about local capacity to decide and pursue
local priorities and meet local needs, and the role of local government in
these processes. A focus on English local government, informed by shifts in
local governance conjunctures over the past 50 years as documented by the
discipline of local government studies, informs a theoretical argument rele-
vant to the present and future of local government in England and other
centralised democracies.

In England’s extremely centralised governmental system, debates about
local capacity tend to be subsumed by the constraints to which it is subject.
Local government, created by and subordinate to Parliament, lacks
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constitutional protection and financial autonomy, creating a culture of
dependency wherein local government is an agent of the centre and ‘govern-
ment arrangements’ for citizen participation are consensus-seeking and
exclusionary (Ansell and Gash 2008; Davies 2011; Swyngedouw 2010).
Legislative shifts have accorded some power to local government without
shifting its basis as a ‘creature’ of the central state. The ‘well-being power’
(Local Government Act 2000) enabled it “to promote the economic, social and
environmental well-being of their area’, implying some agency regarding
outcomes sought and ways of realising these. The ‘general power of compe-
tence’ (Localism Act 2011) accorded it ‘power to do anything that individuals
generally may do’, meaning it no longer had to demonstrate the statutory
basis for its actions. In the period since, scholarship has focused on how
austerity localism’s political devolution absent fiscal devolution has wea-
kened local capacity (Featherstone et al. 2012). But, aligned with the new
understandings of political practice and agency that Barnett acknowledges in
this special issue, others bring attention to the agency of the local in identify-
ing scope for more progressive localisms which highlight an ethos of care
(Cooper 2020; Cooper and Herman 2020). Scholarship in Local Government
Studies has sought to blur this binary between austerian realism (Davies et al.
2020) and progressive potentialities by focusing on the ‘actually existing’
practices of local government that create agency and justify its value beyond
being the local representation of ‘the state’ to a broader ‘logic of the local’
(Barnett 2020; Barnett, Griggs, and Sullivan 2020, 2022; Blanco, Griggs, and
Sullivan 2014).

This paper draws from these debates to argue for a more plural, partici-
patory conception of the local state founded in an (intra-) relational under-
standing of local capacity. Such a focus on local government’s relationships
with its constituent communities deepens understanding of what is actually
existing and its potentialities in terms of local capacity to determine and
enact goals to ‘care for place’ (Healey 2018), whilst reasserting local govern-
ment’s vital role in the processes of governing localities. Taking a pro-local
government stance that draws attention to its everyday, intra-locality rela-
tions shifts a vertical, reductive perspective of local capacity to a horizontal
and more generative understanding, aiding reconstruction of a normative
grounding for local government for the future (as called for by Barnett in this
issue).

Understanding local capacity

Policy capacity scholarship, focused on the capacity of national govern-
ment and its agencies to develop and implement policy, ranges concep-
tually in definition and scope. Studies tend to share a focus on how to
build capacity to make decisions or ‘intelligent choices’ (Painter and Pierre
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2005) along with varying emphases on the capacity to assemble resources
and co-ordinate implementation of policy decisions. In combination these
aspects — analytical capacity to understand the policy actions needed;
operational capacity to align resources with actions so they can be imple-
mented; and political capacity to gain and sustain support for these
actions - provide a broad definition of policy capacity as the set of
resources and skills necessary to perform policy functions (Wu, Howlett,
and Ramesh 2018). This wide definition goes beyond the typical govern-
mental focus to encapsulate other actors’ engagement in determining
actions, assembling the resources to implement these, and garnering and
retaining the support and legitimacy to do so.

The importance of considering capacity at sub-national levels is increas-
ingly recognised in calls for the ‘urbanisation’ of political science and public
policy scholarship (Kaufmann and Sidney 2020). But urban politics scholars
have long considered local capacity in terms of the diversity of local actors
and interests, the nature of alliances created, and their capacity to govern.
Different approaches place different normative emphasis on local govern-
ment’s role and the inclusiveness and democratic quality of local governance
arrangements. Stone’s US-focused regime theory starts with city government,
cast as the lead in forming coalitions and developing partnerships to increase
‘capacity to act’, defined in terms of the ability ‘to make and carry out
governing decisions’ (Stone 1989, 6). In policy capacity terms, regime theory’s
‘iron law’ that the regime ‘must be able to mobilise resources commensurate
with its main policy agenda’ (Stone 1993, 21) centres operational rather than
analytical or political capacity. Governance is dominated by the imperative of
assembling private resource, lacking democratic decision-making to under-
pin the determination of local priorities (analytical capacity) and garner
support and legitimacy for their realisation (political capacity).

In contrast, urban governance theorists sought to ‘bring democracy back
in’ (Hendriks 2014) by asserting the political authority of local government
and its ability to make decisions about collective goals and co-ordinate action
to realise these. Accountability is envisaged through citizen voice via the
ballot box but also through other methods of engaging citizens and partner-
ing with intermediary groups and organisations. In policy capacity terms,
local government is focused on analytical and political aspects whilst societal
‘partners’ are engaged in operational aspects, providing resources for collec-
tive projects and their implementation. But the extent to which formal local
political institutions can and do engage in inclusive, accountable governance
relationships that provide a democratic underpinning as part of the ‘colla-
borative and participatory turn’ (Dean 2018) in local governance has been
widely questioned. Studies of arrangements for citizen participation have
critiqued their use as a post-political, consensus-seeking strategy to legitimise
public decisions whilst avoiding conflict and excluding dissenting voices
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(Swyngedouw 2010), thus reducing local analytical and political capacity by
excluding different forms of knowledge and denuding legitimacy.

More recent scholarship has sought to ‘recentre the urban political’ (Dikeg
and Swyngedouw 2017) by challenging formal understandings of urban
(post-)politics through enlarging the range of political actors, forms of and
venues for participation identified particularly in ‘everyday’ living (Beveridge
and Koch 2019; Newman 2014). The ambivalence of these forms, which may
arise in reaction to or despite the constraints of post-political, consensual
forms of rule, and may or may not be progressive (Bruzzone 2019), draws
attention to the multiplicity of spaces within which different forms of agency
can be assembled. Attempts at enacting broadened forms of everyday poli-
tics, most prominently via new municipalisms and specifically the use of
citizen platforms, may be informed by a ‘state phobia’ with local government
perceived as part of the problem (Barnett 2020). But practice experiences
have invigorated debates about the need to as well as challenge of working
‘in and against’ the state (Blanco, Salazar, and Bianchi 2020), underlining the
validity of understanding local capacity in relational terms that incorporate
formal and informal, everyday politics and practices.

English conjunctures of local governance

In England, shifts in thinking about relational local capacity can be tracked
against three different, albeit overlapping, conceptions of local government’s
role in local governance (which reflect the meta-narratives of centralisation,
governance and crisis elaborated by Giovannini and Griggs 2024). These
reflect different understandings of local capacity, from zero sum conceptua-
lisations where capacity is about what is given or accorded centrally, to more
generative conceptualisations which consider the capacity that inheres
within local relations.

The first, ‘central state-centric’ view of local governance describes local
government’s transition to an agency doing the bidding of central govern-
ment in the 1980s (John 2014), acting as service provider or overseer of
service delivery via contractual relationships given the imposition of market
discipline. Here local capacity is delimited by vertical relations. In the 1990s
this was superseded by a second, ‘state-supplemented’ view of local govern-
ance in which local government engaged ‘partners’ in forms of community
network governance. Plural, inclusive horizontal relations were recognised,
thus forwarding a relational conception of local capacity that chimes with the
‘capacity to act’ garnered through alliance formation (Stone 1989). But in
practice, ready critiques of how these arrangements maintained central state
control affirmed the deficits of governance-beyond-the-state (Davies 2011)
whilst also affirming local government’s co-ordinating role in leading local
networks (John 2014).
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Since 2010 and the political project of austerity, a third, ‘state-decentred’
view of local governance has combined a reliance on and degradation of local
relational capacity given expectations for everyday self-help as government
has retrenched. At the outset Stoker (2011) bemoaned the marginalisation of
English local government in its community governance role as it lacked the
‘hard power’ of adequate resource (operational capacity) to combine with its
‘soft power’ of convening and co-ordinating (political capacity), whilst others
document a decline in local government’s ‘back office’ analytical capacity
(Eckersley and Tobin 2019). Austerity localism scholarship asserts that the
downloading of costs and responsibilities, combined with increasing needs,
has removed capacity to act (Davies et al. 2022; Lowndes and Pratchett 2012).
Local government attempts to develop new participatory relationships with
citizens have been interpreted as rendering austerity governable (Davies et al.
2020; Penny 2018), seeking to inculcate service self-provisioning in forms of
unaccountable ‘austerity co-production’ (Habermehl and Perry 2021; Pill
2021). And as financial and in-kind resources to support partnership working
have diminished, local government’s intra-local relations with citizens, infor-
mal community groups and civil society organisations have been degraded
(Pill and Guarneros-Meza 2020). Local government is thus seen as facing
‘institutional incapacitation’ in its ability to articulate and enact ‘the collective
needs and wants of its citizens’ (Penny 2018, 163), whilst its political-
bureaucratic core remains largely impervious to successive crises wrought
upon its outer, more relational, aspects, enduring in retrenchment (John
2014).

But others point to how creative responses have been engendered, iden-
tifying forms of entrepreneurial or pragmatic municipalism beyond those
envisaged in central state strategies (Barnett et al. 2022; Cooper 2020;
Thompson et al. 2020). This positive, normative stance points to how local
government can use ‘ingenious strategies to forge some autonomy’ (John
2014, 695), assembling agency from its local knowledge and professional
expertise, relational networking and negotiating skills, and its position as
the ‘elected and concerned representative’ of its communities (Wilson and
Game 2011, 203). Stoker’s conception of local government’s ‘soft power’ is
salient given emphasis on officers’ ability to make links between formal and
informal politics and practices, generating capacity through their skills and
dispositions, including networking, negotiation and the ability to facilitate
and shape collaborative arrangements (Williams 2019).

In a powerful guest editors’ introduction in this journal, Barnett, Griggs and
Sullivan (2020, 505) seek to move local government scholarship beyond the
binary of current deficiencies of local capacity, at its zenith in austerity
governance scholarship, and a capacity-deferred until realisation of an idea-
lised ‘council-to-come’. They call for an ethos of ‘municipal pragmatism’
focused on ‘actually existing’ practices and the agency of local government
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grounded in its everyday work. In response to this call, a fourth conception is
posited - that of a ‘state-repositioned’ form of local governance, wherein
local government is not a mere agent of the centre as service deliverer or
local co-ordinator, but is key to growing shared, democratic local capacity to
care for place.

A plural, relational ‘local state’

Thinking about how to reposition local government within local governance
is aided by a plural, relational conceptualisation of a (state and society) ‘local
state’ that engenders local capacity to ‘care for place’ through its collective
practices (Healey 2018). Envisaging this ‘local state’ entails broadening under-
standing to embrace the generative capacity of the relations that inhere
within it. Davina Cooper usefully distinguishes ‘stateness’ from ‘statehood’
to characterise how local government is enmeshed in everyday, non-elite
relations that extend beyond understandings of the state in terms of formal
institutions and representative forms of democracy (Cooper 2020, 180).
Others posit an everyday local state (Hilorandt 2019; Pill and Guarneros-
Meza 2020) in which everyday practices shape a local state that envelops
the ‘formal’ local state. In thinking of actually existing local government as
part of a relational, everyday local state, local government is not consigned to
top-down, constrained conceptions of the capacity of the local in the vertical
state hierarchy. Rather it can creatively use its powers to pay attention to local
experiences and needs (Barnett et al. 2022; Cooper 2020) within a local state
that is made up of specific practices of governance within the locality. In other
words, the local state is constituted by the ‘logic of the local’ or the ‘amalgam
of rules, norms and processes that constitute regimes of practice’ (Blanco,
Griggs, and Sullivan 2014, 3131), thus bridging ‘the dichotomy of the local’
(Giovannini and Griggs 2024) as a space of government or of plurality.

A broadened conceptualisation of the local state brings to the fore local
government'’s relations with its constituent communities (of place, interest
and identity) and their intermediaries, as well as practices of citizen participa-
tion and co-production (included in the myriad of ‘locals’ described by
Giovannini and Griggs 2024). Cooper (2020, 179) draws inspiration from
how British urban left councils of the 1980s incorporated community projects
within local governance. Scholarship documenting pragmatic responses to
austerity localism gives current examples of how local government can
deploy its ‘hard power’ through use of material assets combined with its
relational ‘soft power’ to support community practices. Whilst grounded
inquiry highlights the need for a ‘realistic’ understanding of what can be
achieved and the government supports entailed (Earley 2023; Pill and
Guarneros-Meza 2020), the prototypical example of a publicccommons part-
nership identified in Liverpool (Thompson et al. 2020), wherein public subsidy
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secured property assets controlled by a community enterprise, provides
a salutary example in the here and now. Other examples highlight local
officers’ ‘daily creativity’ in altering services and building from past activities
(Barnett, Griggs, and Sullivan 2020, 2022).

A relational conception of the local state and its multiplicity of practices
requires recognition of unequal power relations and the questions posed by
post-political and austerity co-production critiques of previous conceptions
of local governance, such as the dangers of marginalised self-help. Social
innovation scholarship suggests that local government should enable and
sustain community practices via a ‘bottom-linked’ approach which provides
material and normative supports within a broader, co-constitutive rethinking
of local governance - such as the plural, relational local state elaborated
here - but that, importantly, is underpinned by democratic state-functioning
(Bianchi 2023). Local government needs to be able to oversee and intervene,
thus ‘anchoring’ an accountable, legitimate, practical ‘doing’ of politics
(Barnett 2020). But this also means having to live with the ambivalence of
the everyday that ‘stateness’ entails (Barnett, Giovannini, and Griggs 2024).
Local government is ‘the great survivor’ as ‘the main institution governing
localities’ (John 2014, 689) but it cannot ever realise full coordination of the
provisional, partial and contested ensembles of governmental and non-
governmental actors that make up the local state (Newman 2014).

Conclusion

Combining scholarship on policy capacity, local governance conjunctures
over the past 50 years and local government’s role within these has informed
conceptualisation of a plural, relational local state that broadens understand-
ings of local capacity to decide and pursue local priorities and meet local
needs to care for place. The present can be regarded as a transitional period
in which neither state-supplemented nor state-decentred approaches to local
governance are working. Conceptualising a plural, relational and active local
state helps to reposition local government in local governance in the here
and now and for the future. The inclusion of diverse actors and communities,
and diverse modes of everyday, lived and learned experience open out local
capacity beyond reductive zero sum to generative understandings. We have
many models of ways in which local government can seek to make local
governance more participatory. But conceptualising a plural local state
moves beyond to consider the ways in which everyday, community activities
influence the local state. Thus we seek to hold onto the concept of the local
state while reconceptualising ‘what gathers in its name’ (Cooper 2020, 186) in
terms of its constitutive social relations and the pragmatic ways these are
expressed in actual, everyday practice. This theorising, informed by the
plurality of critical perspectives from other disciplines that have augmented
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our understanding of ‘the local’, better equips the discipline of local govern-
ment studies for the future.
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