capable of conducting himself with magnanimity and a
modicum of both personal and political humility. Perhaps

that is not asking too much.
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In making water resource decisions, water agency officials
respond to three core values— availability, quality, and
cost—in that order, with cost rated a distant third (e.g., see
Steve Rayner, Denise Lach, and Helen Ingram, “Weather
Forecasts Are for Wimps: Why Water Resource Managers
Do Not Use Climate Forecasts,” Climatic Change 69 [2],
2005). However, cost to the Flint, Michigan city budget
was the overarching concern when the state-appointed
Emergency Manager (EM) made the decision to switch to
cheaper sources of water and not to apply anticorrosive
treatment to new water supplies from the Flint River,
instead of its previous source, Lake Huron. The taste,
smell, discoloration, and high levels of lead in the new
water supply were noticed immediately, and people took
to the streets in protest. The EM who made the decision to
change the water source adopted the cover-up that came
after, armed with municipal takeover laws that gave him
sweeping authority. He shuttered city offices, laid off
employees, restructured collective bargaining agreements,
sold city assets, and raised water rates. The EM and his
cadre of advisors were freed from internal restraints such as
voting or public participation, enabling them to introduce
and pursue their draconian agenda. According to Ashley
Nickels, such municipal takeovers, when implemented at
the local level, have both material and symbolic effects. She
concludes that state laws intended to get the local govern-
ment’s fiscal house in order led to the restructuring of
power, helped determine who participates and who pro-
tests, and in the case of the people of Flint, caused lower
levels of service, higher costs, and a less attractive commu-
nity for residents and new businesses.

Nickels draws on standard public policy theories from
writers such as Deborah Stone, Paul Pierson, Anne Schnei-
der, Helen Ingram, Suzanne Mettler, and others to argue
that the feedback effects of policies create winners and
losers, encourage the participation of some while margin-
alizing others, and modify institutional structures and
processes. Municipal takeovers are intended to remove
politics from the equation but are inherently political and
have lasting political impacts. Putative benefits to urban
finances fade quickly while policy-making processes are
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more permanently changed to further disadvantage the
already disadvantaged, such as the poor and people of
color. Narrative and causal story analyses are employed to
reveal the dominance of a development regime that
Nickels associates with the rationality project: this per-
spective assumes that the root causes of financial failings
are lack of leadership and management skills to resist
irrational and self-serving interests. Nickels’s recom-
mendations are that politics needs to be restored and
strengthened by removing state-appointed managers,
rebuilding and strengthening democratic access and par-
ticipation, and designing policies that foster democracy.

The book delves into the history of state interventions
into local fiscal matters and court decisions that grant
states broad powers to intervene. At least 19 states have
formal laws allowing interventions, but such actions have
happened most frequently in Michigan, where laws are
particularly aggressive. More municipalities are likely to
get into fiscal trouble as devolution of responsibility to
local levels continues at the same time that climate change,
the frequency of extreme weather events, and the high cost
of infrastructure overwhelm local resources.

According to Nickels, the diffusion of takeover laws and
more applications of such laws to troubled cities will harm
democracy. Takeover laws advance elite interests that are
favored by developmental agendas and narratives portray-
ing local governments as inept and unable to deliver
balanced budgets or economic progress. Although some
nongovernmental organizations are considered as poten-
tial actors that challenge decisions harming the environ-
ment and discriminating against the poor, this book comes
to a different kind of conclusion about some nonstate
actors in Flint. It notes that the C. S. Mott Foundation is a
powerful participant in Flint politics that promotes eco-
nomic development at the expense of other values.

The book is worthwhile reading and will serve under-
graduate and graduate public policy classes well, as illus-
trative readings showing how prominent policy theories
can be applied. Nickels adds importantly to the small
literature examining how policy feedback affects democ-
racy and participation. Urban water policy serves as a focal
point for elucidating how political forces shape policy and
how policy reshape the exercise of political rights.
Although pursuing balanced budgets may yield short-term
benefits to the city, the long-term impact of such policies
erodes democracy. While EMs are in control, structural
changes are made that strengthen elites and undercut
public participation. By decreasing access to local decision
makers, such policies increase distrust among residents
and lower their likelihood of involvement in local affairs.
Democratic accountability is lessened considerably.

The book is not without problems. There are issues of
how bureaucracy can serve democracy that Nickels does
not sufficiently consider. She views water agency decisions,
to which she gives little or no attention, as part of the
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development coalition that is dominated by the rationality
project. Referring to the work of Deborah Stone (Policy
Paradox: The Art of Political Decision-Making and Climatic
Change, 1997), Nickels claims that the takeover law
favored experts who obfuscated the real effects of water
pollution by chemical and economic analysis that lay
persons could not understand. However, the book short-
changes the ability of bureaucracy to deliver democracy-
serving change. Agencies are certainly not rational actors,
whatever their claims. They are dedicated to their mis-
sions: agency welfare and service to their constituencies.
Water agencies embrace initiatives to protect water avail-
ability and water quality. Agencies may resist legislative or
higher administrative directives by mobilizing opposition
from constituents and using procedures to skirt directives
that do not serve their core values. Therefore, water utility
professionals in Flint must have played a role in the
decisions leading to the controversy. Professional water
managers know well the history of backlash when other
cities failed to add anticorrosive chemicals when switching
to new water sources. The Tucson water udility’s switch
from groundwater to water from the Central Arizona
Project is a well-known example. Except for the actions
of the EM, the book gives us little insight into the actions
of local and state administrators facing the crisis.

Strengthening democracy and participation in water
issues means making water agency decisions more trans-
parent and accountable. But the process of democratic
policy making needs to include a role for scientific expert-
ise. In this dangerous age of science denial, democracy is
best served when public protestors can rely on science to
bolster their case. When environmental and water utility
agencies’ science is falsely branded as biased or irrelevant,
democratic policy making becomes more remote. Nick-
els’s book is an important reminder of why these issues
macter.
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In Documenting Americans, Magdalena Krajewska sets out
to provide a “comprehensive political history of national
ID card proposals and identity policing developments in
the United States” for the years 1915-2016 (p. 40).
Krajewska defines “identity policing” to include state
efforts to gather information on citizens, other residents,
and visitors, and to issue documents confirming this
information. She finds that national ID systems were
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seriously considered within US presidential administra-
tions and by legislators during the first and second world
wars. More recently, a national ID system has been
proposed as a response to tetrorism and to irregular (or,
as the author insists, “illegal”) immigration. However,
whereas most countries do have a national ID system, in
the United States these proposals were never imple-
mented. One result is that government agencies now take
a piecemeal approach to identity policing that relies on
data and documents originally intended for other uses,
especially Social Security numbers and driver’s licenses.

As Krajewska explains, state-issued IDs can be used for a
range of purposes, from convenience to surveillance.
Worldwide, national ID cards are often but not always
linked to databases that allow individualized government
assistance or monitoring. These systems may cover the
entire population or just a subset such as the foreign born.
Some Americans are worried about the potential for the
misuse of surveillance powers, which have expanded with
the digitization of databases. Krajewska finds, however,
that US public opinion polls have quite often shown
majority support for a national ID system and argues that
this cuts against the conventional wisdom that Americans
are especially hostile to ID programs, although she con-
cedes that the level of support depends heavily on the
details of question wording. In place of an explanation
based on public opinion, Krajewska makes a plausible case
that the many veto points in the US political system have
allowed small sets of intense opponents—including civil
rights groups, the NRA, and even some evangelical Chris-
tian groups that fear ID numbers as a sign of the end of
times—to block national ID proposals (pp. 234-37). The
book includes brief comparisons to the United Kingdom,
a parliamentary system with no veto points, where
national ID cards were introduced during the first and
second world wars and briefly in the late 2000s, but were
subsequently withdrawn each time. In this, the United
Kingdom is an unusual point of comparison, because in
most countries national ID systems, once introduced, are
retained.

Krajewska explains that the book “is not intended as a
theoretical contribution to citizenship theory, American
political development, or a particular theoretical argument
in political science” (p. 37). Instead, it is cast as a “detailed
and practical narrative” by an “objective scholar” (p. 40).
Evidence is drawn from “archival research; interviews with
politicians, policymakers, and ID card technology experts;
and public opinion data” (p. 245).

I think the book would have benefited from more
theoretical reflection. As Rogers Brubaker and Frederick
Cooper put it, researchers who neglect theory run the risk
of uncritically accepting the “categories of practice” used
by advocates as the “categories of analysis” for scholarship
(“Beyond ‘Identity,” Theory and Sociery 29 [1], 2000).
Krajewska is uncritical, for instance, in using the official
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