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The Changing Role 
_ of Capital Cities 

by Sir Peter Hall 

SIX TYPES OF CAPITAL Cl1Y 
The first point to make is the elementary one: that not all 
capital cities are alike. Some owe that role solely to the fact 
of being the seat of government; at least one (Amsterdam) 
is a capital even though it is not the seat of government. 
Capitals in federal systems may have less well-developed 
governmental Junctions than those in centralized systems. 
Though most seats of government attract other national 
functions (commerce, finance, media, higher education), 
not all do so in equal degree. 

We can usefully distinguish the 

following cases: 

CDMulti-function capitals: com
bining all or most of the high
est national-level functions 
(London, Paris, Madrid, 
Stockholm, Moscow, Tokyo). 

® Global capitals: a special case 
of CD, representing cities that 
also perform super-national 
roles in politics, commercial 
life, or both (London, Tokyo). 

@Political capitals: created as 

seats of government, and 
often lacking other functions 
which remain in older, com
mercial cities (The Hague, 

Bonn, Washington , Ottawa, 
Canberra, Brasilia) . 

© Former capitals: often the con
verse of ® , representing cities 
that have lost their role as the 
seat of government but that 
retain other historic functions 
(Berlin , Leningrad, 
Philadelphia, Rio de Janeiro) .1 

® Ex-imperial capitals: a special 
case of @, representing former 

imperial cities which have lost 
their empires though they may 
function as national capitals, 
and may also perform impor
tant commercial and cultural 
roles for the former imperial 
territories (London, Madrid, 
Lisbon, Vienna) . 

® Provincial capitals: a special 
case in federal nations, over
lapping with @; cities which 
once functioned as de facto 
capitals, sometimes on a 
shared basis, but have now lost 
that role, retaining however 
functions for their surrounding 
territories (Milan , Turin, 

Stuttgart, Munich, Montreal , 
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Toronto , Sydney, Melbourne)_ 
New York is a very special case 
here, almost sui generis, of a 

global provincial capital. 

(J) Super-capitals: functioning as 
centres for international orga
nizations; these may or may 
not be national capitals 
(Brussels, Strasbourg, Geneva, 
Rome, New York) . 

Some might argue that not all of 
these cases deserve to be treated 
as capitals . But all perform roles 
that are capital-like, and are per
formed by capital cities else
where. In any case, as I shall try 

to argue, it is important to distin
guish these overlapping roles, 
because they are changing in dif
ferent ways and even in different 
directions. 

The political role 

The twentieth century saw three 
important political changes which 
have profoundly affected the 
roles of capitals as seats of gov
ernment. The first is the dismem

berment of empires, both land
based (Germany, Austria and 
now Russia) and sea-based 
(Britain , France, Portugal) . The 

second is the development of 
new federal systems (Australia, 

South Africa, Germany, Spain, 
and now the Soviet Union) and · 
the development of more decen

tralized systems within a central
ized framework (France) . The 

third is the development of new 
super-national groupings (the 
League of Nations, the United 
Nations and its agencies, the 
Council of Europe, the European 
Communities). All three trends 
had precursors in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries (the 
dissolution of the Spanish 
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Empire; the creation of the 

United States and the Dominion 
of Canada; the Congress of 
Vienna) , but all three exhibited 
sharp acceleration in the twenti
eth. 

The effects on certain cities have 
been profound _ Vienna lost its 
role as capital of a land-based 
empire, and with it much of its 
political and economic role; ever 
since 1918, its public buildings 
have been anomalously too large 
and too grand. The same 
occurred to Berlin after 1945. In 
both cases, the effects were 

exacerbated by the division of 
Europe into two rival blocks, with 
the concomitant loss of trading 
relations and trading functions. 
The leading provincial cities of 
Germany had a new lease of life 
after 1945 as the effective 
power-sharing capitals of the 
Federal Republic; Munich, in par
ticular, regained much of the role 
it had lost to Berlin in 1871 . 
Thanks to the Treaty of Rome, 
Brussels acquired an importance 
and a dynamism that would oth

erwise have been denied to it. 

In all these cases, change 
occurred suddenly and drastically 
in the aftermath of war. 
Elsewhere, the changes were 
more gradual, even unnoticeable. 
London and Paris have not self
evidently suffered from the loss 

of empire; if their economies are 
experiencing partial contraction , 
that was not the cause. The 
major Australian cities have not 
notably lost importance since the 
belated rise of Canberra, nor has 

the autonomy of Barcelona, 
Bilbao or Sevilla threatened the 

primacy or vigour of Madrid. The 
United Nations is still no more 
than marginal to the whole New 
York City economy. 

These historical examples point 
to a number of lessons, all impor
tant for the future of capital 
cities . It requires a rather drastic 
political change - the sudden and 
total dismemberment of an 
empire, the division of a country 

- to bring about a major shift in 
the role and the fortunes of a 
capital city. Otherwise change 
tends to be marginal, and exist
ing urban economies tend to 
retain a great deal of resilience. 
Major global cities may lose 

political empires but may retain 
much of the associated economic 
and cultural hegemony over their 
former territories. Very large 
cities are not greatly affected by 
additions to, or subtractions 
from , their overall role. 

The economic role 

The categorization of capital 
cities shows very clearly that 
there is no rule that a political 

capital automatically attracts 
concomitant economic functions. 
Rather, the capitals that devel
oped such functions did so 
because of historic contingency. 
In particular, the great European 
capitals grew on the basis of cen
tralized regal power in the period 
between the sixteenth and the 
eighteenth centuries, which also 

happened to be the period when 
great trading empires developed . 
The two forces interacted and 
assisted one another; the political 
dominion and the economic one 
grew in parallel. On the basis of 
the trading function, financial 

functions developed . Central 
power and a trading function 
demanded legal codification and 
legal enforcement, engendering 
a set of specialized functions -
courts, lawyers and ancillary 
functions. Further, because these 
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cities were centres of culture and 
of conspicuous consumption, 
local demand gave rise to activi
ties such as universities, theatres, 

art and architecture, concert 
halls, newspaper and book pub
lishing, and their twentieth-cen
tury media offshoots. These 
functions tended to assist each 
other, demand from one being 
met by supply in another. And 
with the progressive growth of 
the service economy, most of 
these functions have tended to 
expand in scale and importance. 

However, these functions do not 

necessarily belong together. In 
states which from the beginning 
had specialized political capitals, 
we find that typically many or 
most of the other functions 
remain elsewhere, either in the 
former capital or in the most 
important existing commercial 
centres. In the United States, for 
instance, New York dominates 
the commercial, financial and 
entertainment worlds, and has a 
very important role in law, edu

cation and publishing. 
Washington has developed some 
independent cultural life in the 
last quarter-century, but is still a 
shadow of its near neighbor. In 
Canada, these functions are dis
tributed among the provincial 
capitals but are disproportion
ately clustered in Montreal and 
Toronto; they are notably under
developed in Ottawa. In 
Australia the situation is precisely 
the same, with Sydney and 
Melbourne dominating the oth
ers; Canberra has acquired a cul
tural status through deliberate 
government action (ANU, the 
new art gallery), but still cannot 

compete with the older centres. 
Notably, in every one of these 
cases the political capital was a 
relatively late arrival, when the 
initial urban hierarchy was 
already well developed. 

Even in Europe, the continent 
where the all-powerful multi
function capital is best devel

oped, it is not absolutely univer
sal. States that from the start 
were federal or confederal may 
share economic and cultural roles 
among several centres, as 
Switzerland shows. In Italy, 
where commercial life was 
already well advanced from 
Roman times onward in the 
Northern Plain, Milan and Venice 
retained their commercial and 
cultural roles after unification; 
Milan in particular has remained 
the dominant high-level service 

city of Italy, only slightly behind 
London and Paris.2 In Germany, 
the federal structure after 1949 
only underlined a long tradition 
of urban autonomy going back 
to the Middle Ages, in which 
Hamburg, Frankfurt and Munich 
retained the functions and the 
prestige they had partly lost in 
1871. In the Netherlands, 
Amsterdam has always been the 

primary commercial, financial 
and cultural centre (and , by rea

son of the presence of the Royal 
Palace, the capital) though the 
government has been located in 
The Hague. Notably, The Hague 
has attracted some headquarters 
functions such as Royal Dutch 
Shell , but it still remains funda
mentally a mono-functional city. 
In all these cases, accidents of 
historical evolution explain the 
separation of functions; but these 
are not rare anomalies. 

Forces for change 

We can distinguish a number of 

possible forces for change in the 
next two decades: political , tech
nological, economic. 

1. Political 
For the next decade, at least, the 
most momentous political 
change seems certain to be the 
effective dismemberment of the 
Russian empire , both within its 
1917 boundaries and outside 
them. Nationalism has become a 

major political force once again , 
just at the point when in Europe 

it seemed to be surrendering to 
super-nationalism. Within Eastern 
Europe, this seems to spell a 
return to the political geography 
of 1918-39, with strong national 
capitals. But the unknown factor 
is the impact of German reunifi
cation on that country 's urban 
hierarchy. Berlin has again 
become the political capital , with 
residual functions left in Bonn. 
What is still unclear is whether 
this will lead to a reconcentration 
of other aspects of national life in 
the capital, including finance, 

commerce , culture and the 
media. With the emergence of 
Frankfurt as an economic super

capital housing the European 
Federal Bank, this seems less cer
tain. 

2. Technological 
Two virtually certain develop
ments , already in progress, seem 
likely to affect the relationships 
between capital cities and the 
other centres in their national 
urban systems. These are the 
information revolution and the 

development of new systems of 
high-speed ground transporta
tion. 

Information: 
A good deal of recent research 
on information-based services 

seems to agree that higher-level 
producer services, dependent on 
face-to-face information 
exchange, remain concentrated 

in the cores of the most highly
developed central metropolitan 
areas of the most highly-devel

oped national economies 
(London, Paris, New York , 
Tokyo). However, specialist activ

ities, such as research laborato
ries and routine producer ser
vices, may decentralize either to 
sub-centres within easy traveling 
distance of the major metropoli
tan centre, or to provincial cities 
offering lower rents and avail
ability of the right kind of 
medium-skill labor.3 An open 

question is whether certain types 
of "head office" activity are also 
decentralizing to "edge city " 
locations, leading to the develop
ment of polycentric metropolitan 
areas, as observed both in the 
San Francisco Bay Area and 
South East England .4 But in this 

process the major metropolitan 
regions as a whole continue to 
expand - in particular the "com
mand and control" global cities, 
which increasingly relate more to 
each other than to the rest of the 
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High-speed ground 
transportation: 
An equally important develop
ment is the spread of high-speed 
train systems. It seems virtually 
certain that by 201 O Europe will 
have a network linking the 
national capitals and leading 
provincial cities, and taking much 
of the present air traffic up to a 
critical limit of about 880 kilome
ters, as has already occurred in 
Japan and France. Observation in 
these countries suggests that the 
new systems aid their terminal 
cities (Tokyo/Osaka, Paris/Lyon) 
while weakening intermediate 
cities (Nagoya). A crucial role will 

be played by a relatively few 

interconnection points between 
rail and intercontinental air ser

vices, as at Paris Charles de 
Gaulle and Amsterdam Schiphol. 

The overall impact of 
technology: 
Technological change is therefore 
likely to fortify rather than 
weaken the roles of the major 
cities, including the national capi

tals. But the effect will not be 
uniform, because the high-speed 
trains will find their optimal locus 
in the range of roughly 300 to 
600 kilometers. High-order cities, 
including capital cities, bunched 
within these limits may enjoy 
some advantage over the rest. 
The effect will be most notice
able in Europe, where the new 
trains should give a real advan
tage to the "Golden Triangle" 
bounded by London, Paris and 
Frankfurt as against more periph
eral centres such as Madrid, 

Berlin , Copenhagen and even 
Milan . But much will depend on 

the operational characteristics, in 
particular the average speed , of 
the new system . 

3. Economic 
The most important economic 
changes are the shift to the infor

mation economy and the global
ization of the corporation. Both 
will favor the highest-order 
global cities, but perhaps increase 
the pressure within them for local 
deconcentration. These of course 
are not necessarily capital cities, 
as New York illustrates. Though 
there are important linkages -
between media empires and gov
ernments, for instance - these 
will necessarily take place in each 
national capital. But the com
plexities of control of such vast 

conglomerates seem likely to 
concentrate the headquarters 

operations in one place or at 
most two. Critical here will be 
the quality of international infor
mation linkages. The largest cities 
tend to have the richest and 
highest-quality information tech
nology networks as well as the 
richest facilities for personal 
movement (e.g., international 

airports, high-speed train con
nections) . These advantages tend 
to be cumulative, though they 
might be weakened by conges
tion of airspace around major air
ports and by the progressive 
build-up of connections at their 
second-rung competitors. 

The impact of policy 

During the 1950s and 1960s, 
governments in Europe made 

vigorous efforts to promote 
decentralization from their 
national capital regions. But in 

the 1980s and 1990s these poli
cies lost force, because they were 
based on moving manufacturing 
industry, which has catastrophi
cally declined - not least in these 
cities. Instead , government poli
cies targeted relatively small 
zones - typically inner-city areas 
adjacent to central business dis
tricts - for intensive redevelop
ment carried through by public
private partnerships. This policy 
shift is now almost complete . 
However, it has left wide areas of 
the big cities - east London , the 
north side of the Paris region -

struggling to find a new eco
nomic role to replace the factory 
and goods-handling jobs that 
have disappeared. 

Winterlude, Skating on 
the Rideau Canal, c.1980. 

From /be Colleclion of 
NCC, Ollawa. 
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New Capital Cities in Africa, Asia and Latin America since 1960 

Year Country New Capital Old Capital 

1956 Brazil Brasilia Rio de Janeiro 

1957 Mauritania Nouakchott Saint Louis 
(Senegal) 

1959 Pakistan Islamabad Karachi 

1961 Bostwana Gaberone Mafeking 

1963 Libya Beida Tripoli/ Benghazi 

Malawi Lilongwe Zomba 

Belize Belmopan Belize City 

Tanzania \ Dodoma Dar Es Salaam 
\.' j 

Nigeria Abuja Lagos 

Ivory Coast Yamoussoukro Abidjan 

Argentina Vied ma/Carmen Buenos Aires 
de Patagones 

Source: A. Gilbert 0989), "Moving the Capital of Argentina," Cities 6: pp. 234-242. 
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The ultimate solution: 
moving the capital 

During the last thirty years, a 
dozen countries in South America 
and Africa have actually relo
cated their capital cities, gener
ally establishing a completely 
new capital, Washington- or 
Canberra-style, in a greenfield 
location or on the basis of a small 
existing city; Argentina is in 
process of doing the same.7 The 
reasons are varied and involve 
political motives, but congestion 
and resulting inefficiency in the 
old capital are usually cited. 

Some were logical and even nec
essary, in that new nation states 
were being created; many were 
over-ambitious in terms of avail
able financial and organizational 
resources, and have proved fail
ures. There are far fewer cases of 
recent deliberate relocation in the 
most advanced industrial coun
tries; Bonn's establishment in 
1949 as Federal German capital 
was a reflection of the division of 

the country a year before. Since 
1960 the Japanese have twice 
seriously considered moving the 
seat of government from Tokyo; 
the current explosion of land val
ues has triggered the debate for 
a third time, with Sendai north of 
Tokyo and Nagoya among the 
favored alternatives.8 In the 
United Kingdom, alternative cap
itals have been discussed from 
time to time, but the idea has 
never received serious official 
consideration. 
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The likelihood is that govern
ments will draw back from both 
the direct financial costs and the 
indirect disruption that would 
inevitably be entailed. The 
German government has faced 
huge costs in relocating the capi
tal to Berlin while paying for the 
modernization of the East 
German economy. Other coun
tries, with no such major political 
change in prospect, are even less 
likely to take the plunge. 

Apart from the cost and disrup
tion, there are two other reasons 
why they should be cautious. 

The first, pointed out by Jean 
Gottmann, is that capital cities 
often act as hinges between dif
ferent regions of the country; 9 it 
would be very difficult to move 
them without engendering huge 
regional rivalries which would 
express themselves politically. 
The other is that cities, above all 
major global cities, now increas
ingly compete with each other to 
attract top-level global activities, 
transnational capital and elite 

populations.10 Because of this 
fact, national governments are 

less likely to countenance a move 
that could compromise the posi
tion of their leading city and, by 
implication, their country. 
Therefore, the likelihood is that 
they will seek to decentralize 
more routine governmental func
tions to provincial cities, leaving 
the capital as an ever-more spe
cialized command and control 
centre for government and, by 
implication, their nations' eco
nomic and political life. 
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