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Capital Cities, 
by Caroline Andrew and John Taylor 

IN ORDER TO THINK ABOUT how to ptan and 
develop successful capital cities, one has to be clear about 
what capital cities are, and in what ways they are special. 
Once this is understood, it is possible to identify the 
characteristics of a successful capital city. 

/ 

This process is somewhat more 
complicated than it might appear 
at first glance. For instance, 
Thomas Hall's monumental book, 
Planning Europe 's Capital 
Cities, 1 avoids the question of 
definition altogether. Hall does 

state that it is "reasonable to 
suppose that the capitals do have 
some conditions and features in 
common in the way they have 
developed, which justify their 
being treated as a single 
group, " 2 but since the inspiration 
for his book is Peter Hall's The 
World Cities, we cannot be sure 
what status he, or we, should 
assign to capital cities. This is 
especially so as Peter Hall, in the 
article reprinted in this issue of 
Plan Canada as in his work else

where, tends to equate capital 
with ''important" or "signifi
cant," and not necessarily with 

" political," though' according to 
his magisterial book Cities in 
Civilization, most of the land
mark contributions of our civiliza
tion have come from "capital" 
cities. The implication is that 

"political" capitals have been sig
nificant makers not only of politi
cal change, but of historical 
change as well. 

At the same time, there is a 
growing interest in capital cities 
as places where political factors 
can clearly be seen to be central. 
In the interest of understanding 
the role of politics and political 
criteria, it makes sense to study 

cities in which economic consid
erations are not the only factors 
seen to be important in decision
making. The study of capitals 
then becomes a way of looking 

at the political realm. 

Another way to get at the special 
nature of capital cities - in the 
narrower sense of "political" 
capitals - is to consider the rela
tionship between the city and the 
state of which it is the capital. 3 

Capital cities are special because 
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they are cities that are capitals of 
states . This sounds trite if not 
downright tautological, but it is 

useful because it allows us to sit
uate capital cities as cities with a 
double role. In one respect, they 
are cities in which people live and 
work and involve themselves in 
the multiple activities by which 
communities define themselves, 
and at the same time they are 
cities with a special, and highly 
particular, relation to the state. 
As Beth Moore Milroy remarks, 
"Capital cities were rec,ognized 
as doubly bound to be good 
physical environments where 

people live out ordinary lives, as 
well as symbolically-rich cities 
that capture the qualities a ;tate 
wishes to portray to the larger 
world."4 / 

This relationship to "their" states 
has a number of aspects. There 
are political and administrative 

aspects, certainly, but there are 
also cultural, informational and 
symbolic ones . The political 
aspect is clear: capital cities are 
places where authoritative and 
legitimate decisions are taken. 
The administrative aspect is usu
ally, but not always, connected 
to the political aspect, in that 
capitals are most often the seat 
not only of the political institu
tions of government, but of the 
administrative ones as well. 
There are, of course, variations 
on this arrangement, with the 
administration of some states 
being far more decentralized 

than that of others. But capital 
cities generally house large 
bureaucracies, and this fact has 

si~ificant consequences not only 
for ec_onomic life but also for 
built form, culture and politics. 

" 
Regarding the-very important 

cultural aspect of'capitals, Goran 
Therborn's study of tf\e develop
ment of European capitals in the 
era of industrialized nationalism 
emphasizes the fact that all capi
tals created a set of institutions 
of national high cu(ture.5 These 
"showcase" institutions are, of 

course, part of the symbolism of 
capital cities, but they also exist 
in their own right, and play a role 
in the cultural, political and 
administrative aspects of the cap
ital, as well as in the life of city 
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itself. 
The informational role of capitals 
has always been a powerful one, 

but the direction and nature of 
the flows have changed. As 
Amos Rapoport has noted, in 
early capitals the flow was often 
outward, with the capital not 
only administering the state but 
shaping its meaning. In recent 
centuries, communication 
became more reciprocal, and 
capitals attempted to reflect 
meaning or identity more often 
than they tried to impose it. With 
the recent development of infor
mation technology and the era of 
the knowledge-based, global 

economy, the capital's function 
as an information node once 
again seems to be changing. 

Finally, capital status implies a 

certain symbolic aspect. Capital 
cities are seen as being, or as 
needing to be, reflections of their 
particular state. As John Meisel 

notes, "capital cities are an 
important index to the dominant 
political values of their coun
tries. " 6 The imperial grandeur of 
Washington, for instance, is seen 
as an expression of American 
hegemony even though, of 
course, Washington was laid out 
well before the global dominance 
of the United States was estab
lished. At the same time, symbol
ism is complex, as the various 
reactions to the Vietnam 
Memorial in Washington have 
demonstrated. Can hegemony 
coexist with humility? 

The multiple levels on which 

symbolism operates make this 
facet of capital cities a very diffi
cult one to analyze - but all the 
more important for this difficulty. 
For instance, the recent decision 
by Canada's National Capital 

Commission to make Parliament 
Hill the site of a sculpture cele
brating the Persons case7 can be 
interpreted in any number of 
ways: as a victory for a more 
open vision of Canadian history; 
as a victory for women; as a dan

gerous watering-down or elimi
nation of the distinction between 
the political and the social; as a 
"cop-out" that depicts the strug
gle of Canadian women for 
equality as the work of five indi
viduals rather than of a callee-
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tive; and as a "cop-out" because 
the "cl assist" and racist attitudes 
of the early Canadian suf

fragettes are being condoned, if 
not celebrated. Such demands 
for a symbolic presence in the 
capital may also reflect a sincere 
desire of organized constituen
cies to have a place at the most 
prestigious site in the nation. 
Indeed, these demands only 
highlight the centrality of the 
symbolic aspect of the relation
ship between capital city and its 
state, and while they complicate 

the question of method, they 
also underline the importance of 
the analysis. 

These various aspects of capital 
cities must always be linked to 
the second part of the dual role 
of capitals: the fact that capitals 
are also cities. Indeed, it is the 
necessary tension between these 
two roles that makes the politics 
of capital cities so fascinating. 
Residents of a capital city want 
to control decision-making in the 
city, while at the same time 
acknowledging that the ameni
ties of the capital add to the 
quality of life there. Residents 
want to make sure that their city 
is liveable and not only official or 
ceremonial. Capital cities tend to 
have a lot of well-educated civil 
servants living in them, and these 
people mark the political life of 
their community. Not surpris
ingly, given their relatively high 
levels of income and education, 
they have generally been willing 
to pay for high-quality public ser
vices. This is not to say that 
debates about taxation have not 
been vigorous in capitals, but on 
a broad scale they are cities 
whose populations are concerned 
with quality-of-life issues. At the 
same time, citizens of capital 
cities, even if salary-rich, tend to 
be capital-poor, and rarely have 
the large financial resources 
needed to endow major buildings 
and institutions. 

Juxtaposing the roles of 
"Crown" and "Town" should 

imply neither a dichotomous 
relationship between them nor 
an entirely harmonious one. The 

way the two relate to each other 
must be looked at in specific con
texts. The classic question has 
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been whether a capital city needs 
a political structure that is differ
ent from that of other cities. 
Does the state govern the capital 

or do the residents? This ques
tion is probably too general a 
question to yield useful answers, 
since all systems for governing 
capital cities have some particular 
mix of national and local access 
to decision-making. The interest
ing questions lie in the specific 
mechanisms used for particular 
areas of decision-making. 
Indeed, as Donald Rawat 
remarks in the conclusion of his 

survey of approaches to govern
ing federal capitals, in which he 
emphasizes the problem of con
trolling the urban developments 
of the fringe areas of capital 
cities, there is a wide array of 
issues related to the governance 
of capitals. 8 

The question of how to ensure 
the successful development of 
capital cities was at the heart of a 
conference that gave rise to 
Capital Cities: International 
Perspectives, a book that the two 
of us edited. The debate circled 
around two issues: whether or 
not the traditional functions of 
capitals make sense in the mod
ern world, and how to satisfy 
simultaneously the two roles of 
capital cities. Answering these 
questions would allow us to 
begin devising a blueprint for the 
successful development of capital 

cities. 

For some of the authors who 
contributed to the book, capital 
cities no longer play the symbolic 

role that they once did. For 
instance, Amos Rapoport argues 
that "built environments are no 
longer needed to communicate 
high-level meanings," 9 in part 
because the local community can 
often out-build them. Therefore, 

alternatives to buildings and 
plans need to be found to give 
symbolic meaning to modern 
capitals. 

Anthony Sutcliffe also perceives a 
historical evolution of capital 
cities. "The First World War 
ended the heyday of the great 
capitals," he writes. "In a period 
of deregulation and privatization, 
and the erosion of the big 
national antagonisms in Europe 
and between the superpowers, 
the survival of the old public 
functions and values of the capi
tal are perhaps in doubt." 10 

On the other hand, Lilia Labidi's 
article on the ways in which the 
question of women's participa
tion in politics was played out in 
the capital of Tunisia in the 
1930s suggests that capitals play 
an important role as political 
stages on which social actors 
visualize their demands for full 
citizenship. 11 Amos Rapoport 
may be right that there are other 
ways to convey high-level mean
ings (he mentions legal codes 
and bureaucratic requirements), 
but it is also possible that in an 
era of television the importance 
of being able to make new social 

forces visible provides an argu
ment for capital cities as political 
stages. 

Jean Laponce discusses this ques
tion in his own article by sug
gesting that some capitals - per

haps including Canada's - should 
have a relatively modest symbolic 
presence, given that the task of 
balancing the various interests 
that make up the country might 
be made more complicated by an 
unambiguous, emphatic state
ment about what the capital is 
and isn't. As Laponce points out, 
a low-key strategy "might be 
preferable" for a capital like 
Ottawa, "in order to de-empha
size the country's linguistic divi
sions." 12 Yet, at the same time, it 

might wish to play a forceful 
international role. 

Others argue that the spread of 
democracy and the growth of 
pluralistic societies call for differ
ent kinds of capital cities. 
Maureen Covell contends that 
"there is tension between an 
impressive capital and an accessi
ble capital," and that "when 
people are estranged from their 
political system, they are often 
estranged from the capital that is 

its symbol. " 13 While discussing 
the related distinction between 
the capital as symbol and the 
capital as a place to live, Beth 
Moore Milroy notes the way that 
many states "apparently [attend] 
to the location and brilliance of 

their capital cities in lieu of tack
ling deep social problems." 14 

It is clear from these discussions 

that the simultaneous playing of 
local and national roles requires 
the creative management of ten
sions rather than some idealized 

search for harmony. As Paul 
Drewe maintains, the future of 
capital cities "depends as least as 
much on their functioning regu
larly as cities as on their being 
capitals .... It may indeed be pos
sible to achieve a more or less 
balanced development: coping 
successfully with economic-tech

nological change, respecting 
both ecological limits to urban 
growth and cultural imponder
abilia, and reducing distributive 

injustice." 15 
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