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and policy-makers. 

Capital Cities: Varieties and Patterns of Development and Relocation studies the 
approaches and the methodologies that inform such decisions and debates. Special 
attention is given to the study of the universal patterns of relocation and patterns 
specifi c to particular continents and mega-regions and particular political regimes. 
The study emphasizes the role of capital city transfers in the context of nation- and 
state-building and offers a new framework for thinking about capital cities, identi-
fying six strategies that drive these decisions, representing the economic, political, 
geographic, cultural and security considerations. 

Confronting the popular hyper-critical attitudes towards new designed capital cit-
ies, Vadim Rossman shows the complex motives that underlie the proposals and the 
important role that new capitals might play in confl ict resolution in the context of 
ethnic, religious and regional rivalries and federalist transformations of the state, and 
is seeking to identify the success and failure factors and more effi cient implementation 
strategies. Drawing upon the insights from spatial economics, comparative federalist 
studies, urban planning and architectural criticism, the book also traces the evolution 
of the concept of the capital city, showing that the design, iconography and the loca-
tion of the capital city play a critical role in the success and the viability of the state.
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‘A most impressive global history of capital city relocations.’
Göran Therborn, University of Cambridge

‘A remarkable book that is both encyclopedic and expansive in ambition. By 
bringing together the history of dozens of capital cities in one place, Rossman 
offers a kaleidoscopic look at one of the core phenomena of urban life: the 
political capital. More than chronicling a number of separate stories discon-
nected by time and place, Rossman weaves together a single narrative that 
importantly offers several lessons. He goes beyond merely telling his story 
but tries to develop a framework for understanding the extent to which a 
new capital is a “success” or a “failure”. At a time when regimes often con-
sider moving their capital, Rossman’s superb volume is an excellent reminder 
that such transfers are normal events.’

Blair Ruble, Director of the Woodrow Wilson 
Center’s Urban Sustainability Laboratory

‘Rossman has written an indispensable book on the timeless question of the 
correlation between power and space, particularly as evident in capital cities. 
With remarkable acuity and magisterial analysis, the author brings together 
the philosophical refl ections, historical contexts, political ramifi cations, eco-
nomic implications, and social consequences of the (re)construction, elabora-
tion, (re)location of, and contestations over, capital cities in all parts of the 
world. Capital Cities is a tour de force.’

Wale Adebanwi, Professor, Department 
of African American and African Studies, University of 
California-Davis, USA, and Visiting Professor, Institute 

of Social and Economic Research, Rhodes University, South Africa

‘Vadim Rossman is endowed with an uncanny ability to see systems in details, 
and details within abstract systems, and then also the connections between 
the two levels. Not to mention that he writes eminently readable prose.’

Georgi Derluguian, Professor of 
Social Research and Public Policy, 
New York University, Abu Dhabi
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 Vadim Rossman has written a remarkable book that is both encyclopedic in 
ambition and expansive in ambition. Rossman tells the remarkable story of 
how humans build capitals, why we build them, and then, why and how we 
move on to construct new capital cities. By bringing together the history of 
dozens of capital cities in one place, he offers a kaleidoscopic look at one of 
the core phenomena of urban life: the political capital. More than chroni-
cling a number of separate stories disconnected by time and place, Rossman 
weaves together a single narrative that importantly offers several lessons for 
all of us alive at this historical moment. 

 The fi rst of many lessons that Rossman conveys is that moving a capital 
city is a normal part of political life. As a Washingtonian I have been lured 
into thinking about capitals as somehow immutable. They are not, of course, 
and never have been. How many capitals has the United States had? At least 
nine since the process of secession from the British Empire began. 1  The pro-
cess of contemplating further relocations continued well into the nineteenth 
century as advocates of Western expansion continuously argued for moving 
the capital from Washington D.C. to a city on the banks of the Mississippi 
River such as St. Louis. 

 As the American experience reveals, capitals move for many reasons. They 
might decamp to a nearby town for one night in response to military occu-
pation by an enemy; they may shift in response to regional and political 
interests; they may emerge as physical expressions of new political regimes 
and ideologies. If this is the case in the relatively young United States, the 
impermanence of capital cities becomes amplifi ed when turning to the cen-
turies-old regimes of Europe and Asia. 

 The story Rossman tells is an ancient one. His discussion skillfully draws 
upon the transfer of the Roman capital from Rome to Constantinople as 
a way of setting out many of the issues swirling around capital cities that 
have occurred over and over again across the ages. As importantly, his broad 
knowledge incorporates Asian examples together with those drawn from the 
Americas, Africa, and Europe. In other words, Rossman argues forcefully 
that the transfer of a national capital to a new location is part of the natu-
ral sweep of history rather than representing a peculiar, singular, or unique 
moment in the life cycle of a political system. 

  Foreword
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 Rossman’s volume is noteworthy for a second reason. He goes beyond 
merely telling his story but tries to develop a framework for understanding 
the extent to which a new capital is a “success” or a “failure.” Of course the 
criteria of success depend on the reason for transferring a capital in the fi rst 
place. While reasons for moving and criteria of success may evolve over time, 
motivations invariably are political. Thus, as he argues, achieving political 
goals through the act of moving a capital rests in the end on the success or 
failure of the political system that is making the move. In other words, the act 
of moving a capital can’t successfully address a list of political challenges on 
its own. It only can facilitate how a political system responds to those chal-
lenges. A capital city cannot succeed if the political system producing it fails. 

 At a time when regimes often consider moving their capital, Rossman’s 
superb volume is an excellent reminder that such transfers are normal events 
in that they have happened hundreds of times throughout history. More 
importantly, his book reminds all who read it that moving a capital city in 
and of itself will not resolve the deep structural, political, demographic, and 
economic challenges any state faces at a given moment. The challenge is not 
simply building a “successful” new capital city (and there are dozens of ways 
in which we might measure success); the task is to develop and maintain a 
successful state in the fi rst place. 

 Blair A. Ruble 
 Director, Program on Global Sustainability 

 and Resilience 
 Washington D.C. 
 January 19, 2016 

 Note 
   1 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (September 5, 1774 to December 12, 1776; March 4, 

1777 to September 18, 1777; July 27, 1778 to June 21, 1783; and December 6, 
1790 to May 14, 1800); Baltimore, Maryland (December 20, 1776 to February 
27, 1777); Lancaster, Pennsylvania (September 27, 1777 [one day]); York, Penn-
sylvania (September 30, 1777 to June 2 , 1778); Princeton, New Jersey (June 30, 
1783 to November 4, 1783); Annapolis, Maryland (November 26, 1783 to August 
19, 1784); Trenton, New Jersey (November 1, 1784 to December 24, 1784); New 
York, New York (January 11, 1785 to December 5, 1790) and Washington D.C. 
(since November 17, 1800). 
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 The purpose of this book is to study the problems of capital city relocations 
and provide a comparative analysis of them, as well as to review the issue of 
capital cities’ functions and changing role in the present day world. 

 Despite popular perceptions that the practice of changing capitals is sin-
gular and rare, it is, as we will see elsewhere in this book, quite widespread 
and worthy of serious academic attention. Capital city relocation projects 
have emerged, and continue to do so, on all continents in countries with dif-
ferent levels of economic development and ruled by very different political 
regimes. Therefore, practices of this kind and the ideas on which they are 
based deserve much closer attention, both theoretical and practical, than 
hitherto given. 

 The few fi gures provided below unambiguously demonstrate the high 
occurrence of capital city relocations in the political life of modern states. 
Thus, over the past 100 years worldwide, capitals have been relocated every 
three to four years; factoring in smaller states and lesser capitals, this interval 
becomes even narrower, close to every two years (see  Table 2 ). A historical 
view of the problem confi rms such an observation. According to calculations 
made by the American urbanist Lawrence Vale, 74 percent of capital cities in 
the year 1900 were not capitals a century later. 1  Furthermore, over the past 
100 years more than 30 relatively large states have successfully, or somewhat 
successfully, moved their capitals ( Table 1, please note that all tables will be 
found in the appendices at the end of the book ). Arguably the best-known 
examples include Turkey, Australia, Brazil, Pakistan, Nigeria, Kazakhstan, 
Germany, Burma, and Malaysia. The United Arab Emirates and Afghani-
stan have already initiated building their new capital cities. In 2015 Egyptian 
authorities also announced the beginning of a construction of a new capital. 
Several states, notably Iran, Japan, Indonesia, and Liberia, have committed to 
this undertaking in principle. While no fi nal candidates for new capitals have 
been endorsed yet, and no fi nal mechanisms for carrying out these plans have 
been selected, these countries are still working out details of their projects and 
continue to discuss various relevant options and possible scenarios. 

 In the course of detailing their plans or even after the constuction had 
already started, several countries encountered various problems – fi nancial, 

 Preface 
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legal or those caused by changes in political leadership and political 
 continuity – and as a result the previously approved projects were sus-
pended, halted, or frozen. Such were the cases of Argentina, Venezuela, 
Peru, South Korea, Mongolia, and some others. Nonetheless, political 
authorities of these countries periodically resume discussion of this issue, 
and it still remains on their national agendas. 

 In many states, the need for returning a capital city to its original location 
or rethinking the very function of the capital arose at the turning points of 
their history. To exemplify, after the fall of communism, Poland saw a debate 
of whether to move the seat of its government back to Kraków; South Africa, 
after the collapse of apartheid in 1994, raised the question of whether to 
replace the long-standing triple-capital system with a singular capital city; 2  
and in the aftermath of the Second World War, in light of the changes in the 
international political environment, Finland faced the problem of moving its 
capital from Helsinki back to Turku. 

 Presently more than 40 nations of the world are debating the issue of capital 
city relocation. Debates have taken place in numerous Asian (China, Taiwan, 
Thailand, Nepal, and Bangladesh), South and Central American (Venezuela, 
Nicaragua, and Haiti), and African states (Zimbabwe, Kenya, Ghana, and 
Somalia). The establishment of a new capital has also been on the agenda of 
several post-Soviet states including Russia, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajiki-
stan, and Ukraine. While this topic has sparked a lot of discussions, the 
degree of intensity of the discussions may have been different in each coun-
try. This book will analyze the causes and paradigms of these debates. 

 The list provided here ( Table 3 ) includes mainly the countries where the 
idea of a new capital has been enunciated by prominent government fi g-
ures and leaders of major political parties and where the relevant debates 
have been conducted in parliaments and constitutional courts, thus making 
a strong public appeal. 

 However, the interest to this topic is not limited to these nations. In some 
countries, notably Australia, India, Switzerland, the USA, Italy, and Slova-
kia, the debates over capital city relocation are in the purview of a rather 
small group of politicians and intellectuals who fi ddle with the idea. Thus, in 
the course of a recent debate, Geoffrey Blainey, recognized as the most prom-
inent Australian living historian, opined that the country’s capital should 
be moved to Perth, which would refl ect an overall shift in concentration of 
Australia’s key political and business activities from the Pacifi c Coast to the 
Indian Ocean. 3  Furthermore, several decades ago, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, one of 
the authors of the Indian Constitution and leader of the untouchable caste, 
insisted on creating a dual-capital system in India and relocating some of the 
major capital city’s functions to Hyderabad, closer to the geographical center 
of the country. 4  Today certain Indian politicians and followers of Ambedkar’s 
legacy also repeatedly propose to shift the capital closer to the geographical 
center. 5  In Italy and Canada, some marginal political parties have launched 
campaigns to relocate the seat of the government. Thus, Lega Nord (North 
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League) and its leader Umberto Bossi have proposed to make Milan Italy’s 
capital city instead of Rome, and the Rhinoceros Party in Canada has pro-
posed to move the capital eastward, to the middle of the country. In the US 
Republican Senate, candidate Ben Sasses has proposed to move the capital to 
the geographic center of the country in Nebraska. Although these and similar 
marginal ideas are usually viewed by many as odd or unrealistic, they – along 
with the discussions presently having a limited audience – may eventually 
gain national publicity and develop into larger scale public debates. 

 Yet the importance and applied signifi cance of the capital relocation sub-
ject are not limited to debates on the national-state level. Many principles 
of siting a national capital city are also, to a certain extent, applicable to the 
siting of subnational and supranational capitals or administrative centers. 
The debates over shifting a capital city are in progress in numerous prov-
inces and member republics of nation-states, and the siting of the capitals of 
federal states, autonomies, provinces, regions, lands, prefectures, cantons, 
and territories has been widely debated ( Table 4 ). While the locational logic 
of subnational capitals corresponds to that of national capitals, the former 
have been moved as frequently as the latter. Among the most representa-
tive examples of subnational capital relocations, one should mention those 
undertaken in such major countries as India, South Africa, Russia, Ger-
many, and China. Notably, some of these subnational entities are larger in 
terms of territory than some European states. Since 1956 more than ten new 
states and union territories have been created in India, and ten new provin-
cial governments have been created in South Africa, 6  in both cases, due to 
partition, consolidation, and reorganization of subnational entities. Most of 
the above examples have involved capital city relocation issues. 

 China’s administrative units have some history of capital city relocations – 
e.g., the shifting of Inner Mongolia’s capital in 1952. In Germany the capital 
of Thuringia was moved from Weimar to Erfurt in 1948. Furthermore, capi-
tals of both union republics (e.g., Kazakhstan, Moldova, and Ukraine) and 
autonomous republics (e.g., Ingushetia and Karakalpakstan) were moved 
in the Soviet Union. Presently the possibility of capital relocation is being 
discussed in the Sakha Republic (Yakutia), Republic of Karelia, Transnistria, 
Gagauzia, and a number of major Russian regions. Some Indonesian, South 
African, and Canadian provinces, and US states have had similar experi-
ences. Thus, a relocation of the capital of the State of Alaska has been under 
consideration for many years. A capital relocation is being considered in 
British Columbia, Canada, in Ras Al Khaimah, UAE, and in Ireland, UK 
(Athlone was proposed as a new capital). 

 Unfortunately, both the practical importance in understanding capital 
shifting processes and the need in criteria for the decision-making in this area 
have not yet been properly addressed by the academic community. To date, 
the phenomenon of capital city relocations has not been analyzed systemati-
cally in the literature on urban studies and political science. There is as yet 
no book-length study of this topic. There may be several reasons behind this. 
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 Many historians and political scientists tend to believe that, driven by a 
combination of historical trends, capital cities are essentially sited randomly. 
Since the decisions on this matter are often made by individual rulers, one 
may be tempted to view the issue of capital relocation from the perspective 
of subjective and arbitrary decisions, which by defi nition have neither a 
roadmap, nor starting coordinates. As a result, some observers implicitly 
take a nihilistic position that no universal patterns, prescriptions, and con-
ventional problem-solving models are applicable to this issue. They perceive 
the subjects of capital, metropolitanism, and capital shifting as something 
too broad, multifold, purely descriptive, and therefore unsuitable for gener-
alizations and universal solutions. 

 It also must be noted that a study of various existing capital relocation 
models would hardly fi t into a framework of a unidisciplinary and compre-
hensive research project. One of the diffi culties associated with such a study 
is that it is multi-aspect, complex, and necessarily multidisciplinary in nature. 
A selection of a new capital often entails too many variables that are diffi cult 
to completely take into account. 

 As a result, from the standpoint of skeptics, capital relocation is gaining 
a reputation of a topic more interesting to and more easily approachable by 
poets and politicians rather than by scholars. What else, if not a metaphor 
or an inspiring call, can better grasp the will of the people, nation’s dream of 
a new City, high-handedness of the tyrant, prophetic dreams of the dictator, 
charisma of the leader, elusive appeal of new yonder, and passionate fl urries 
of national willpower which suddenly, as some romantic historians claim, 
drive people away from their long-inhabited homes to search for the Prom-
ised Land of the New Capital? How does one capture these impulses and 
their God-inspired moves with the plain numbers and dry lingo of scholarly 
abstractions? And even if we assume for a moment that all of these may be 
quantifi ed and cataloged, how should the mechanics of relocation, after it 
has been quantifi ed and verifi ed, be returned to where it came from – the 
depths of the people’s enthusiasm, the chemistry of the nation’s imagina-
tion, the spontaneity of actions, and the fl ame of this idea, and the collective 
intoxication with it? 

 This book is based on the opposite premise, i.e., that the complex of relo-
cation motives is unitary while the problems which the states seek to resolve 
by relocating their capital are quite universal. Although all decisions to relo-
cate capital city are country-specifi c, they, nonetheless, are not solely driven 
by the unique problems of the country making this decision. It may be said 
that there exist universal models of capital relocation, generations of capital 
cities, and capital relocation cycles caused by new demands made by histori-
cal and political processes developing both internationally and regionally. 

 This book articulates the issues presented by modern political science 
itself. The objective of the book is at least to fi ll the gaps in our knowledge of 
capital cities and their patterns of relocation. First of all, these gaps involve 
practical issues related to intentional and unintentional consequences and 
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implications faced by special committees’ members, heads of states, expert 
consultants, and other policy-makers and decision-makers. 

 Here one can point at several groups of issues that appear most relevant: 
 Is capital city location a neutral factor or does it have a major or perhaps 

even determinant impact on the success of the state and its social and eco-
nomic development? 

 What political strategies and state-building problems can capital reloca-
tion help to solve? How often in the past did capital relocations, once com-
pleted, lead to solution of the problems faced by the government? 

 Which of the problems believed to be solved by relocating the capital can 
be solved within the framework of the existing capital? Can the new tech-
nologies such as intra-city transportation solutions or high-speed intercity 
routes assist to overcome the problems that supporters of capital relocation 
seek to solve? 

 What are the long-term consequences of capital relocation for the econ-
omy and political life of different countries? 

 What are the main problems, both general and pervasive, encountered by 
capital relocation plans? What are effective steps to carry out these plans and 
in what order should these steps be taken? 

 What factors can help decide whether to relocate a capital city? What cir-
cumstances and conditions justify putting this topic on the national agenda 
and when is this topic a false concern? How much weight do speculations of 
futurologists or tactical maneuvers of politicians, armed with populist and 
demagogic slogans, have in the ongoing capital relocation debates? 

 In what case should operations of a capital city be considered effective and 
what are the methods of assessing its effectiveness? Does the size of a capital 
city have a negative impact on the development of the national economy? 

 What methods should be applied to assess feasibility of capital relocation 
projects and to select a location for a new capital? What decision-making 
procedures are most rational and what should be the correlation between 
the experts’ evaluations and people’s declaration of will? 

 While the answers to these issues may facilitate making an optimal deci-
sion, other factors – e.g., knowledge of relevant precedents and understand-
ing of relevant facts, fi gures, budgets, motivations, and approaches – should 
be helpful too. This book contains a lot of such information and provides 
its comparative analysis. Furthermore, it proffers an explanation as to the 
causes of successes and failures of various capital relocation models, high-
lighting the lessons that can be learned from the experience of these models. 

 The issues enumerated above may hardly be fully appreciated and solved 
without addressing certain questions that are more theoretical in nature. 
These include matters pertaining to general history, general sociology, and 
general philosophy. Approaching the problem from the angle of more gen-
eral and more abstract disciplines should facilitate choosing a more produc-
tive language, categories, and methods to be used for conceptualizing and 
proper understanding of the notion of a capital city. It is important to realize 
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that addressing these general theoretical questions may also give an impulse 
and a system of premises for solving the issues and tasks we have set forth 
in this part of the book. 

 To what extent should the siting of a capital city be determined by the 
specifi cs or particularities of the proposed geographical location? Are “good 
sites” or natural seats of power really identifi able in the process of the search 
or are they socially constructed? Or perhaps they are formed by certain 
objective laws? What role does the concept of a capital city play in the gene-
alogy of modern states? 

 To what degree do the assertions that the concept of a nation-state is 
declining and that global cities are rising conform to the importance of the 
role which many nations, by and through their leaders or governments, attri-
bute to national capitals and nation-building? 

 To what degree is capital city relocation a new phenomenon in the political 
practice? Do modern capital relocations replicate causes and motivations of 
such relocations in the pre-modern world? When and how do capital cities 
emerge and what is their place in the nation-building process? Does the very 
concept of a capital city change in the course of time? 

 The author does not undertake to give a conclusive answer to all of the 
above questions. He does, however, hope that the proffered theoretical 
framework and historical narrative will help to better defi ne these issues, 
providing a context where one may fi nd the answers. While capital relo-
cation debates are often accompanied with poetic metaphors and political 
slogans and speculations, this framework will also give an opportunity to 
see structural elements, strategies, and motives that are common to capital 
relocation debates in different countries and that may be relevant or irrel-
evant depending on the circumstances. 

 In addition to this, the understanding of general trends in the evolution of 
the concept of a capital city will make it easier to see the historical paths of 
different nations and to appreciate their sometimes existential choice of capi-
tal relocation, made at the turning points and crossroads of their national 
destiny. Last, this theoretical framework will allow the evaluation of relevant 
historical precedents in a systematic manner. 

 The practical and theoretical aspects of the capital relocation problem are 
barely separable. Nonetheless, the author hopes that by defi ning the relevant 
issues, it would be possible to break the deadlock of subjective and abstract 
approaches where the capital relocation problem has been caught, facilitat-
ing more constructive solutions to this problem. Although capital relocations 
may hardly become the subject of a rigid academic discipline, it may be 
useful and productive to lay out and discuss a theoretical system where this 
problem exists, as well as to determine what is at stake in the discussion of 
this problem and what its political, historical, and other implications are. 
This would avert a monologic, one-dimensional discussion of this subject 
within the tight boundaries of an academic fi eld. 



Preface xix

 It should be stressed that one of the main issues to be addressed in this 
regard is the issue of the interplay between political regimes and capital city 
relocations. 

 The reasons for capital city relocations will be investigated in detail and 
illustrated with specifi c examples elsewhere in this book. However, it would 
be appropriate to highlight here, albeit briefl y, some global development 
trends that both stimulate the growth of interest to this problem and call for 
its examination. 

 First, the problems related to capital cities have been becoming more and 
more topical because, since the beginning of the twentieth century, the inter-
national arena has seen the emergence of numerous new states. Thus, while 
there were slightly over 40 sovereign-state capitals in 1900, their number 
increased to 190 in the year 2000, more than quadrupling in 100 years’ time. 
The emergence of new states necessitates the societal consolidation and the 
creation of new systems of intrastate communication, representation, and 
common symbols. Of course, the formation of a state assumes the choosing 
of a new political center with new symbols and new iconography refl ect-
ing the new identity of this state. Choosing a capital city is an organic and 
nontrivial part of this process. Even in the case when the seat of government 
remains in the same location, such a decision constitutes a rather defi nitive 
and nontrivial choice of several options. Over the past century, state unifi ca-
tions have been generally less frequent and less intense than state disintegra-
tions; yet both of these processes have been putting the issue of a new capital 
on the agenda. A decision on this issue has a direct impact on the viability 
of a new state. Thus, Flemish nationalists insist on the establishment of two 
capitals in Belgium, one in Namur for the Walloons and one in Antwerp for 
the Flemish, whereas pan-Romanian nationalists call for the creation of a 
joint capital city for both Romania and Moldova. 

 Second, the process of urbanization has been such that capital cities 
have a tendency to a much faster growth than noncapital cities. Especially 
evident in the developing countries, this tendency further raises two sets of 
issues: 1) those of technological provisions of a new capital and 2) political 
and social issues. 

 The growth of capital cities poses the problem of whether new urban 
development technologies and standards can meet the demands of a particu-
larly large and constantly expanding city. As the old capitals are becoming 
obsolete in terms of their engineering standards and urban technologies that 
they use to address the issues of security and sanitation, the uncontrolled 
growth of primate cities is creating overpopulation and traffi c jam problems 
leading to additional costs for the whole national economy. Triggering an 
increase of migration to primate cities, this problem is particularly pressing 
in the developing countries. A primate city is defi ned as a city that is twice as 
big as the next city in the urban hierarchy and that plays a disproportional 
role in the life of the country. 
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 The disproportionately fast growth of primate cities, which are usually 
capital cities, exacerbates many political and social problems including the 
problems of social justice, political equality, as well as proportional access 
to power and representation. In many nations, the privileged status enjoyed 
by the capital city and its residents in comparison with the residents of other 
cities may have a destructive impact on the degree of solidarity in the society 
at large. The privileged living standards of the capital city residents involve 
better money-making and investment opportunities, property, wealth, job-
creation pace, etc., possibly casting a doubt on political stability in the nation 
and triggering unfavorable political and social consequences. 

 Last, one should mention here strong tendencies towards self- reproduction 
and self-perpetuation that are embodied in the hypertrophic role played by 
capital cities. Political centralism promotes a concentration of economic 
resources in a single city, further enlarging the gap between capitals and 
provincial cities in income and opportunities. 

 The accelerating growth of real estate prices in the capitals creates social 
polarization in general and negatively affects the availability of affordable hous-
ing for the middle class in particular, reducing the degree of social mobility. Also, 
the hypertrophic growth of the capital cities is often associated with the problem 
of quasi-urbanization, especially in the developing countries where migration to 
the large cities does not result in the growth of the actual urban occupations. 

 All of the above problems stimulate, in different states, debates on the 
new capitals. Supporters of a capital relocation believe that it may help 
to overcome the negative trends enumerated above and, thus, will unclog 
the streets of the old capitals, stop their seemingly uncontrollable growth, 
eliminate imbalances, as well as contribute to the solution of many social 
and political problems caused by the impact of large-city domination on the 
economy and the society at large. 
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   Introduction 

 Disciplines, contexts, and categories 

 As has been already said, one of the diffi culties of the subject of capital 
relocations is its multidisciplinary character. Different aspects of the prob-
lem have been discussed in different fi elds of social sciences, notably history, 
geography, and political science. 1  Although the proposers of capital relo-
cations by no means always rely on the results of academic analysis, very 
often they advance arguments following from certain forms of this analysis. 
To avoid the enthrallment with one specifi c disciplinary approach to the 
neglect of others, it is necessary to describe, albeit briefl y, possible disciplin-
ary approaches to the subject being addressed. This description will help 
us identify the categories and factors considered by said proponents and 
intended to identify a group of candidates for a new capital city. It will also 
allow us to defi ne the place of these disciplinary approaches in our analysis 
and assess their relevance for our study. Identifying and selecting the most 
fundamental categories should make it easier to build a framework for the 
comparative analysis of capital relocations as we see it. Finally, this analysis 
will also assist us to develop the language describing the problem in ques-
tion and to create proper analytical devices, patterns, and tools to be used 
in this book. 

 Political philosophy 

 First and foremost, the problem of capital cities is the problem of spatial local-
ization of power and the problem of correlation between power and space. 2  
Viewed from the more conventional disciplinary perspective, it is also the 
problem of interplay between politics and geography. Yet in addition to this, 
at the core of the capital cities problem are profound philosophical issues. 

 Most of the capital relocation debates are premised on the normative 
notions of state and nation, the idealistic understanding of state tasks, the 
perception of fairness, as well as on the boundaries and intensity of power. 
Both the very concept of capital and the proposals for capital relocation are 
often based on certain concepts of state and power. 
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 Furthermore, the concept of a capital city inevitably refl ects normative 
characteristics of the authorities, state, and political regime benefi ted by 
this concept whereas characteristics of the capital stem from the norma-
tive perceptions of how the state should be ideally, or at least preferably, 
organized. Some political regimes are meant to broadcast and expand their 
power. Others tend to be characterized by efforts to limit their authority, 
and these efforts are embodied in the way a capital city is set up. Norma-
tive characteristics of power are also refl ected in its geographical location, 
size, and inner workings, as well as in its symbolism and proffered forms of 
legitimation of power. 

 The subject of normative premises, which often are not even hinted at in 
relevant discussions and analytical articles, lies in the purview of political 
philosophy. Since these premises are implicit, explicating the ideas underly-
ing the corresponding capital relocation concepts appears to be particularly 
important. 

 Geopolitics and military strategies 

 An important factor in siting a capital city has always been the security and 
defense capabilities of the state. At least, according to some interpretations, 
the siting of a capital city should take into account the possible expansion 
of the sphere of infl uence of the state and even the possibility of its spread 
beyond the national borders. The imperative of security necessitates that a 
capital city should be sited in such a way as to minimize the vulnerability 
of the state, safeguard its territorial integrity, and help it to gain a regional 
status guaranteeing its weight and importance in international affairs. This 
set of issues has been addressed in the works of some experts on geopolitics, 
military strategy, and international relations, although the author of this 
book is not familiar with any study specifi cally focusing on the issue. 

 In the research on geopolitics, the problem of the core and periphery has 
acquired not just a national, but also an international dimension. Today 
the location of a capital city takes into account not only the position the 
capital holds in the region but also its position in the global distribution 
of power. 

 Structural characteristics of capital cities 

 The problem of a capital city has been discussed in a number of publica-
tions on social sciences, economic geography, spatial economics, politi-
cal science, demography, urban planning, architectural history, and other 
allied social sciences. Policy-relevant studies focus on capital cities’ effec-
tiveness and structural characteristics, viewing them from the perspective 
of the normative criteria to be met by states. The signifi cance of these stud-
ies to the topic at hand is that they proffer various criteria and formulas 
for the evaluation of various capital cities’ parameters and characteristics 
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from the standpoint of their compliance with the normative tasks of 
the state. These studies examine the social and economic consequences, 
whether actual or possible, of having a particular city with particular 
characteristics as the capital. Very often they concentrate on the degree of 
correlation and interplay between certain characteristics of capital cities 
and the articulated normative expectations. 

 The causal relationships, important for our analysis, between the features 
of a capital city and the factors affecting the way it was shaped are fur-
ther examined in many of these studies. Studies explaining the reasons why 
 primate-city dominant capitals emerged in some states while small profes-
sional capitals emerged in others may serve as an example of this kind. 

 Such studies may be divided into two groups – those that are mainly eco-
nomic and those that are mainly political in nature. While the former focus 
on the normative criteria of economic and public administration effective-
ness, the latter relate to such normative criteria as fairness, social harmony, 
confl ict resolution, and achieving civil peace. 

 Several studies on economic geography, spatial economics, demography, 
public administration, and urban planning pay a particular attention to eco-
nomic and public administration effectiveness of capital cities. For example, 
they may point to the correlation between the capital city’s size or proximity 
to the nation’s demographic center on one hand and the level of corruption 
in the nation on the other. They may also examine such parameters as the 
demographic structure of a capital city, its ethnic composition, volume and 
rate of migration from the periphery to the capital city, distribution of eco-
nomic resources between the capital and the rest of the country, and social 
and economic consequences of the above for the nation as a whole. By and 
large, at the heart of these studies is the category of capital city effectiveness 
as measured by the existing criteria. 

 Studies of the second group focus on how capital city characteristics affect 
possible settlements of regional, ethnic, religious, and internal tribal confl icts 
in various states. The studies that concentrate on such factors as political 
constitutions of states, the degree of social inequality, states’ resistance to 
civil protests, and the possibility of social confl icts, examining these factors 
from the standpoint of capital city status and its internal organization, are 
particularly interesting to our topic. Unlike the studies of the fi rst group, 
they investigate moral and political issues as opposed to the issues of effec-
tive governance. 

 Although many of these studies are only descriptive, their conclusions may 
be used as a basis of, or reason for, the recommendation to relocate or not 
to relocate a capital city. Understanding the structural and causal relations 
between the structure of a capital city and social consequences created by 
the way the capital city function is organized may certainly serve as an argu-
ment in favor or against the relocation of a capital city; the choice depends 
on the extent the existing conditions promote or hinder the desired social 
and political outcomes. 
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 History 

 The problem of capital cities has also been discussed from a purely histori-
cal perspective in such disciplines as general history, archeology, theory and 
history of nationalism, symbolism studies, urban architecture studies, and 
some other disciplines related to the study of history and anthropology. 3  The 
authors discussing it reconstruct both the notion of a capital city and its main 
attributes as they existed in different historical periods, and explain the ever-
changing role of capital cities in the life of states. The value of these studies is 
that they describe the various traditions, entrenched forms of existence, and 
historical requirements pertaining to the operation of capital cities. 

 Historical discussions of the problem of states’ and nations’ identities are 
particularly important to the objectives of this book. As we will see, the ideas 
expressed in this regard have played a major role in choosing a capital city. 
While the concept of national identity has been acquiring a special status in 
the context of the nation-building process, the places and cities related to 
the formation of this identity have often been proposed as candidates for a 
capital city. 

 Speaking of identity, one should at least touch on the problem of national 
perception of space. By no means is the concept of space universal, and there 
exist very culturally distinctive forms of capital city organization, adminis-
trative division, legitimation of power, and models utilized in the building 
of networks between capital cities, other cities, cores, and peripheries. Cer-
tainly, the elements of national spatial perception have an impact on choos-
ing a capital. However, even the cultural forms that are quite nation-specifi c 
reveal certain universal features to be discussed in this book. 

 Miscellaneous problems of designing 
the capital city function 

 Some of the miscellaneous problems related to the organization of the 
capital city function include the problem of municipal governance in 
the capital, communication system arrangements both in the capital and 
nationwide, the built environment, as well as development of tourism in 
the capital. The status of a capital city during the civil confl icts, along 
with the capital city clauses in the constitutions of many countries, has 
been analyzed by experts in international and domestic law. The studies 
exploring the legitimacy of the claims for power are of particular impor-
tance to this subject. 

 While all of the above problems may be quite signifi cant and far-reaching, 
they remain isolated problems for the purpose of our study. The auxiliary 
character of these problems is determined by the fact that they do not lead 
to a discovery of any fundamental normative categories, but rather, provide 
some kind of “technical support” to ensure the priorities stemming from 
more fundamental objectives of the state. 
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 The four purposes of capital city 

 By analyzing the subject discussed in this book, we have identifi ed four 
fundamental themes or normative concepts which underlie the choice of 
a capital city. In our opinion, these fundamental themes and normative 
concepts are as follows: (1) the theme of state’s security, which also entails 
keeping its territorial integrity; (2) the theme of economic and administra-
tive effectiveness; (3) the theme of fairness; and (4) the theme of identity. 
These four pervasive themes are interconnected with four distinct groups 
of issues: 1) Which capital city location will ensure the highest level of state 
security? 2) Which location will prove, economically and administratively, 
the most effective in achieving the state’s goals? 3) Which location will 
prove the fairest from the standpoint of different parts and constituent 
units of the state? 4) Which location will be the most organic, authentic 
and compatible with both the identity and sovereignty of the nation that 
the state represents? 

 These issues pinpoint the spatial aspect of the problems pertaining to gen-
eral philosophy and general sociology and involving pragmatics, morals, 
and ontology of communities and social groups in their relation with spatial 
categories. How are power, fairness, and identity embodied in space? How 
does the space advance or hinder the implementation of these practical or 
ideal elements in real social and political practices? Can a spatial location 
effectively promote social changes and make power more effective, fairness 
fairer, and identity more authentic? 

 The above four parameters may not necessarily be always successfully 
combined. 

 Furthermore, viewing one of them as a priority of economic or social 
policies and solely relying on it in choosing a capital city will certainly make 
the choice imperfect from the prospective of another normative criterion. 
These situations trigger tradeoffs, whereby some fundamental normative 
parameters are sacrifi ced for the sake of the others. Different stages of the 
development of the state call for different priorities. However, these priorities 
are driven not just by preferences, but rather, by the concerns for the viability 
and success of the state. 

 Thus, the most pressing tasks encountered by a recently independent state 
may be decolonization and the establishment of its identity and sovereignty. 
This situation would justify shifting a capital to the area which is deemed 
to reinforce the historical continuity of national history and emphasize the 
rootedness of the nation in a particular territory. In the case of a nation 
going through the process of modernization, the problem of reconstructing 
its identity, along with that of a new geopolitical positioning, may be more 
compelling. In yet another scenario, harmonizing various components of 
a state, coupled with building a capital city capable of balancing relations 
among different parts and constituent entities of the state, may present more 
importance. 
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 While both the security and effectiveness of a capital city assume, fi rst 
of all, the ability of the state government to organize itself rationally, the 
notions of fairness and identity are of direct relevance to the question of how 
legitimate both the power and emotional aspects of the nation’s existence are. 

 In the context of the debates on capital cities, the issue of fairness manifests 
itself in several perspectives: fi rst, whether the regions, constituent states, con-
stituent lands, as well as the ethnic and religious groups, are represented in the 
capital; second, whether the capital-city benefi ts are available to the majority of 
the nation; and third, whether all relevant groups enjoy a virtual presence in the 
capital city not just in terms of political representation but also in the symbols 
and iconography of the capital. The government that does not take the factors 
of fairness and identity into account loses or weakens its own legitimacy. 

 Building a new seat of government in a city where the nation’s cultural val-
ues were solidifi ed and the key moments of its history took place emphasizes 
the nation’s sovereignty even if the nation has been colonized or dependent 
for a long period of time. 

 Certain assumptions and hypotheses 

 Before we begin to analyze the history of national capital building and exem-
plify it with specifi c case studies, a number of hypotheses and assumptions 
should be postulated here since, to a substantial extent, they defi ne both the 
research design and logic of material presentation in this book. These pre-
liminary suppositions and hypotheses foreshadow and give a partial preview 
of the conclusions made in this study and clarify the ideas behind it. 

 Prospects of nation-building and state-building 

 The dominant perspective that defi nes our approach towards capital city 
relocations is the concept of nation-building and state-building. Many arti-
cles on the subject of capital relocation concentrate mainly on possible eco-
nomic advantages that may be gained by such relocation. However, in our 
opinion, the broad publicity received by this subject and the support it has 
sustained internationally go far beyond the issue of mere economic gains. 

 Nation-building and state-building, whose objectives underscore the 
importance of our topic, are closely interconnected to the extent they become 
sometimes inseparable. For the purpose of this study, the term “state-build-
ing” means, fi rst of all, foreign policy related factors of the state’s exis-
tence, including the factors of state security and national borders. The term 
“nation-building” refers to creating state institutes and symbols based on 
the perspective of intrastate interaction among various communities. The 
range of issues pertaining to nation-building includes identity, political fair-
ness, and relations among parts of the state. The author of this book believes 
that the success of capital city relocations largely depends on the extent the 
relocation meets fundamental needs and challenges faced by the country 
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in each given stage of nation-building. This success is further determined 
by whether or not the relocation is capable of answering more than one of 
these challenges, and whether – in the long, strategic run – the new capital 
will combine important advantages for the development of more than one 
aspects of the building process. 

 Our analysis is also premised on the social constructionist interpretation 
of the capital city phenomenon and the notion of a nation. There are no 
“natural centers” for founding a capital city; rather, they are chosen from a 
set of various factors so that the choice becomes one of the most critical steps 
in forming a new nation. This choice has a great impact on the very concept 
of a nation since nations do not just emerge in the course of natural processes 
but deliberately build themselves, and the development of the concept of a 
capital city catalyzes these processes. 

 Capital cities and political regimes 

 One of the theses of this book is that different political regimes view the 
problem of capital cities differently, focusing on different aspects of this 
problem. In any given country, the existing urban hierarchies do not just 
embody its political nature and the history of its emergence but also solidify 
the principles that this country is based on. Liberal democracies, authoritar-
ian and totalitarian regimes, as well as despotic states, create conditions for 
the development of various urban hierarchies, and in many cases the struc-
ture of the urban network stems from the degree of political centralization 
in the state. Every so often an oversized capital city is an indication that the 
country’s political regime is particularly corrupt or that the pattern of cor-
ruption has been prevalent throughout its history. Such capitals monopolize 
the resources of the country and its international economic ties, hampering 
its political and economic development. 

 Capital relocation plans undertaken by different regimes refl ect the goals 
and priorities of these regimes. 

 The fundamental principles of liberal democracies – separation of pow-
ers, system of checks and balances, principles of federalism, and societal 
control over activities of the state and corporations – are also embodied in 
the structure of cities and that of urban hierarchies. In such countries, capi-
tal relocations usually serve as a reinforcement of these political principles. 

 As a rule, autocratic and despotic states possess both better methods of 
mobilizing resources and a more effective leadership to carry out political 
projects of this magnitude and cost. Since these states are less constrained 
by the prospect of a change of power, they are more inclined to make long-
term investments. 

 In the states governed by autocratic or despotic regimes, capital city 
relocations may also serve as a tool of keeping these regimes in power, 
solidifying exclusivity, centralism, the lack of transparency, and other anti-
democratic principles. This said, some autocratic regimes may also pursue 
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broader objectives such as nation-building and be less concerned with 
self- preservation. Since sometimes the goal of self-preservation may fully 
or partly coincide with the goal of nation-building, a capital relocation 
accomplished by such a regime may become an important starting point for 
the development, modernization, or political transformation of the state. 

 Therefore, under certain circumstances and regardless of the initial objec-
tive, a new capital city built by a despotic or autocratic state may very well 
develop into a viable nation-state capital. By and large, however, the success-
ful political regimes are more effective in transferring their capital whereas 
the corrupt regimes are less effective. 

 The relocation of a capital city is not a panacea for all of the ongoing 
overcentralization problems; nor is it a lever for achieving certain social or 
economic objectives. It may advance a positive political transformation as 
much as a negative one, accompanying both social revolutions and modern-
ization programs, as well as religious and conservative revolutions. 

 Plan of the book 

  Chapter 1  will provide a typological classifi cation of capital cities, both from the 
historical point of view and in the modern perspective. It will also discuss the 
issues of what constitutes a capital city and what the normative content of this 
notion is. It will provide a brief historical insight into the history and genealogy 
of the modern idea of a national capital. This insight will help us to formulate 
certain patterns of capital city formation and evolution on one hand and to 
revise and supplement the existing defi nitions and typologies on the other. 

  Chapter 2  will provide a detailed description and analysis of capital city 
relocations in various countries, civilizations, and transcultural regions. It 
will identify the criteria for siting a capital city as determined by geographi-
cal, ecological, cultural, and other specifi c factors and will also illustrate 
the role capital cities played in the emergence of nations and nation-states. 
Among the issues to be addressed, the following are two of special impor-
tance: To what extent were capitals effective in solving problems of particu-
lar states? To what extent were the different types of capitals suitable for 
solving vital economic and social needs of particular states? 

  Chapter 3  will pay a special attention to the reasons, motivations, and 
arrangements for capital relocations, focusing on those in Turkey, Brazil, 
Malaysia, Germany, Nigeria, and Kazakhstan. It is the experience of these 
nations that has received the widest publicity internationally and had the 
strongest infl uence on the corresponding decisions made by other states. It 
will also present numerous case studies from different regions: Africa, Latin 
America, Asia, Europe, and beyond. 

  Chapter 4  will focus on the comparison of relocations from  Chapter 3 . 
Examining budgets, administration, and the outcomes of these projects, this 
chapter will also highlight critiques of the completed relocations, made by 
urbanists, sociologists, and economists, as well as provide a critique of these 
critiques and detailed balanced analysis of these relocations. 
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 Based on the results of this examination, we will, fi rst, identify six strate-
gies that were used by the relevant countries; second, point to lessons that 
could be learned from these historical experiences; and, third, present a com-
parative analysis of these projects. 

 We will also study several success factors of such capital relocations and 
examine the public policy objectives that they satisfy. While understanding 
the concept and historical forms of capital cities allows us to understand the 
mechanics of and the motives behind capital city transfers, analyzing these 
transfers, likewise, ascertains and clarifi es the objectives and functional role 
played by the capitals. 

  Chapter 5  will investigate methodologies and theoretical approaches 
towards capital city functions and decision-making models, including the 
concepts of spatial economics, growth pole theory, world-system analysis, 
and geopolitical analysis. It will also address the problem of what categories 
should be used to evaluate this experience and to plan out these actions, 
taking into account the existing scientifi c and managerial models. Specifi -
cally, we will discuss the issues of economic effectiveness of capital cities, 
their federative structure, symbolic adequacy, and other signifi cant assess-
ment criteria. As part of this discussion, we will touch upon the problems of 
iconography and architectural language of several newly built cities, as well 
as the interdependence of this language and nation-building. We will pay a 
particular attention to the analysis of the interplay of globalness, primacy, 
and capitalness and consider the advantages and disadvantages of combining 
all of these characteristics in one city. 

 Last, the Conclusion will summarize the results of the analysis made in this 
book, underscoring the causes and rationales that drive the governments to 
undertake these projects, concentrating on the interrelations between these 
projects and the general trends of political and economic development, and 
pinpointing the correlation between the nature of a political regime and the 
successfulness of its capital city relocation. We will also attempt to perceive to 
what extent the various aspects of the international experiences analyzed in 
this book are applicable to the analysis of the situation in the states where the 
issue of capital city relocation is in the process of being added to the agenda. 

 Notes 
 1 The pioneering theoretical studies in this fi eld have been produced by the historian 
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67–78, 143–152; Toynbee, A.  A Study of History: Abridgement of Volumes VII-X 
by D.C. Somervell  (New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); Cornish, 
V.  The Great Capitals: An Historical Geography  (London and New York: Methuen, 
1923). Three other notable works are the collections of articles “Das Hauptstadt-
problem in der Geschichte,” published by Friedrich-Meinecke-Institut (Tübingen: 
Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1952);  Capital Cities/Les Capitales: Perspectives Internatio-
nales/International Perspectives , edited by J. Taylor, J.G. Lengelle & C. Andrews 
(Ottawa: Carleton University Press, 1993); and Sohn, Andreas & Weber, Hermann 
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(Hg.).  Hauptstädte und Global Cities an der Schwelle zum 21. Jahrhundert  (Verlag 
Dr. Dieter Winkler, 2000). Jean Gottmann has produced two important articles on 
this topic. Gottmann, J. “Capital Cities.” In:  After Megapolisis: The Urban Writings 
of Jean Gottmann  (Johns Hopkins University Press: Baltimore, 1990); Gottmann, J. 
“The Study of Former Capitals,”  Ekistics  vols. 314/315, Sept./Oct.-Nov./Dec. (1985), 
541-546. Among more recent contributions are the papers by Géraldine Djament, 
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 1  History and typology 
of capital cities 

 Until recently the problem of capital cities as a subject of  theoretical refl ec-
tion  has not attracted enough attention from scholars, nor has it occupied a 
central place on the research agenda of the fi eld of urban studies. Although 
numerous treatises and articles focusing on the history of specifi c capitals 
and addressing different aspects of city life have been published, capital 
cities have not made an especially popular topic for urbanists. The relevant 
research literature has been dominated by ideographic studies of metropoli-
tanism and capital cities. Conducted within the framework of studies on 
national history or a particular city, they resembled a kind of biography of 
large capital centers. The historian Andreas W. Daum confi rms this obser-
vation, noting that the study of capital cities constitutes a fi eld of research 
that is still in an incubation phase. 1  The distinguished American geographer 
Scott Campbell also notes that “capital cities are an easily defi ned but poorly 
understood class of cities” and laments the lack of a single, explicit theory 
of capital city development. 2  

 These assessments of the state of affairs in the discipline, however, 
should not be construed to mean that the extensive literature on  specifi c  
capitals is characterized by a noticeable lack, or defi ciency, of factual and 
historical material. On the contrary, critics sometimes expressed concern 
that as a result of the biases shown by journalists, historians, and tourist 
guidebooks, the image of a capital city would overshadow the image of 
the whole country. The topic of capital cities has remained unnoticed to 
the extent that to date it has not been integrated into a single discipline. 
The material pertaining to this topic is scattered in publications in different 
subject fi elds all of which have their own language, categories, standards, 
and models of explanation. Until recently only a few more or less general 
theoretical articles focusing on this subject were published. 3  Notably, the 
existing studies are also marked by pronounced Eurocentrism, as Andreas 
Daum has noted, and a global and transnational view of capitals has still 
never been developed. 4  

 Clearly, a call for the creation of a new scholarly discipline, Capital City 
Studies, does not imply a mechanical, eclectic mixture of the data and 
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methodologies taken from different disciplines; rather, it assumes the estab-
lishment of a new integrated fi eld which, through comparisons, would create 
explanation models related to the emergence and functioning of capital cities 
and identify more universal standards of understanding of the changing role 
played by capitals in the modern global processes. This outlook of capital cit-
ies would allow to integrate a variety of the existing disciplinary approaches – 
economic, political, and geographical – overcoming their internal limitations 
and resolving the differences in the way they explain the growth or relocation 
of capital cities. Comparative analysis methods could serve as a foundation 
for this integrated approach. 

 Assessing the situation in the study of capital city problems, Daum and 
Campbell also acknowledge a conspicuous tendency, developed in the urban 
studies over the past two decades, towards analysis and description of global 
cities and urban networks. One may say that in addition to urban hierar-
chies, there also exists a hierarchy of knowledge both about cities and their 
evolutions, and our knowledge of capitals is far from being on the top of 
this hierarchy. 

 Many urbanists and geographers have adopted the economic methods of 
analysis and focused on the discussion of such important phenomena and 
concepts as a world city, or global city, agglomerations, and development 
clusters. However, neither these concepts nor theoretical paradigms of think-
ing are always fully applicable to the analysis of capital cities. 

 Furthermore, the belief that nation-states are declining, often relied on as 
a premise, albeit not always articulated, for many of these studies, implicitly 
assume that today, global cities and international corporations have become 
the main participants in the historical process and that capital cities are los-
ing their role and former signifi cance. Viewed in this theoretical paradigm, 
from a certain time on, capitals have been treated mainly as a place of local-
ization of economic interests, their effectiveness being measured primarily on 
the basis of economic parameters. By the same token, the role of practically 
the only agents responsible for the formation of the existing urban networks 
and hierarchies has become attributable to the markets, whereas the role 
played by autonomous political factors and political exchange networks has 
been systematically underestimated. 5  

 While economic models sometimes shed interesting and unexpected light 
on the ongoing processes, they can also distort the essence of many social 
problems. An exclusively economic approach to the problem does not factor 
in, among other things, the internal criteria of measuring the effectiveness of 
capital cities and assessing how they perform their tasks and functions. In 
recent years, there have been more studies focusing both on capital cities and 
the political networks forming them. It is noteworthy that not only do these 
studies examine modern cities, they also address the formation of medieval 
towns and other historical forms of urban networks. 6  The relatively new 
comparative turn in urban studies literature is particularly interesting and 
promising in this regard. 
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 Preliminary defi nition 

 The most common defi nition of a capital is that it is a city where the seat of 
the country’s government is located, although capitals of some modern states 
do not fully meet this criterion. The government of the Netherlands sits in 
The Hague, outside of the offi cial Dutch capital city. 7  Furthermore, Sucre 
and Kuala Lumpur, the offi cial capitals of Bolivia and Malaysia, respectively, 
are not the places where the governments of these nations are based. Such a 
mismatch between the nominal and the actual capital is, of course, an excep-
tion to the general rule. 

 The modern concept of a capital city is a relatively new political category, 
and it was not until the seventeenth century that it began to develop in its 
present-day form in Europe. Prior to this period, capitals had been either 
completely nonexistent in many societies or played a very limited role, fun-
damentally different from the role presently attributable to them. The rise 
of capitals stems from the emergence of nations caused by the processes 
described elsewhere in this book. 

 The main task of capital cities is to help the nation to visualize itself and 
to present the nation to the rest of the world. With this in mind, capitals 
represent the ideal image of the country and country’s history, a miniaturized 
version of the nation, so to speak. Because of this representation function, 
capitals are sometimes perceived as the equivalent to the nation as a whole. 

 For this reason, the names of the capitals of some countries are based on 
the names of these countries, suffi ce it to mention Algeria, Tunisia, Mexico, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Brazil, and Belize, where the name of the capital 
and that of the country essentially coincide, or did so in the past. Hitler 
planned to name the new capital of his proposed empire, which was also 
intended to become the capital of the world and to replace Berlin, Germania 
( Welthauptstadt Germania ). Not only is this trend observable in the pres-
ent, it is traceable back to the ancient world: Akkad, Babylon, Bactria, and 
Rome were all named after their capitals. Curiously, whereas ancient nations 
were known by the names of their capitals, this trend has reversed, and in 
the modern time, capitals are given the names of the nations and peoples. 

 Based on the same principle of  symbolic representation or symbolic substi-
tution , whole periods in the history of some nations have been named after 
their capitals – e.g., the Saint-Petersburg and Moscow periods of Russian 
history or Heian and Edo periods in Japanese history. Historiographers have 
often attempted to present the entire history of a people or country through 
the kaleidoscope of its successive capitals. Such attempts have been made 
with regard to the history of China, Persia, Japan, and the Arab Caliphate, 
among other countries. 8  Likewise, the Russian critic and historian Konstantin 
Aksakov viewed the whole history of Russia in the kaleidoscope of its various 
capitals, dividing it into the periods of Kievan Rus’, Vladimir Rus’, Moscow 
Rus’, and Saint-Petersburg Russia. 9  This view had its appeal and justifi cation; 
however, not every national history may be described using this framework. 
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 The idea that being representative of the whole nation, a capital is its 
proxy or symbolic double is also refl ected in various military strategies, many 
standard and accepted language practices (we commonly say “Washington 
or London has made a decision,” referring to a whole nation), as well as for-
mal or informal conventions of international law and international relations. 

 In the case of a civil war, decisions of international organizations often 
invoke a presumption that a belligerent exercising stable control over the capi-
tal is both the most legitimate representative of the nation (proxy) and bearer 
of national sovereignty although  de iure  there are no international law instru-
ments establishing or confi rming such recognition. Marika Landau-Wells high-
lights this fact in her recent article addressing decisions on the legitimacy of 
power in four African countries, rendered by various international organiza-
tions. 10  In the eyes of the international community, therefore, a  de facto  capital 
may often serve as a privileged locus of  sovereign authority  or sovereignty, 
especially during a civil war. This, by far, is only a tendency, not a rule. 

 Some classic works on military strategy also emphasize the importance of 
taking control over the capital of the enemy and even equate it with the vic-
tory in the war. This is pointed out by Friedrich von Bernhardi (1849–1930), 
a renowned military theorist of the past, in his fundamental treatise  On War 
of Today . 11  

 Military historians have also drawn attention to the fact that capitals had 
had a much greater signifi cance in highly centralized or pre-modern states. 
In those states, seizing a capital often meant winning the war, as it could be 
illustrated by the examples of France and imperial China. 

 As it has already been noted, many capitals also perform a  symbolic rep-
resentation  of the nation. While this point will be elaborated on in one of 
the following chapters, it should be stated here that in many countries, the 
toponyms of the capital represent a geographical map of the entire  country, 
so that a small piece of space replicates a much bigger one as it was typical 
of many archaic religious centers. For example, Moscow still has neighbor-
hoods that, through their streets and avenues, refl ect the physical geography 
of the entire regions or member republics of the former Soviet Union, e.g., 
the Crimea or Ukraine, in the south of the city. The toponymy of many 
capital cities, both European and non-European, feature a similar geographi-
cal symbolization of their respective countries, replicating larger physical 
spaces. 12  

 Functions of capital cities 

 Researchers have identifi ed a number of fundamental functions carried out 
by capital cities. According to the historian Andreas W. Daum, the most 
important functions of a capital city include the following: (1)  administra-
tion , (2)  integration , (3)  performative, or symbolization , and (4)  preservation  
of cultural monuments, history, and national cultural values. The integration 
he refers to has two aspects – social and ethnic. 13  
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  The integrative function  entails the ability of a capital city to capture and 
embody the elements and aspects of national unity, where the unity is often 
the result of a compromise. Among the most common and most important 
of these compromises, one should mention a compromise reached by two 
or more ethnicities, religious, or ethnolinguistic groups that compose the 
nation; those between the local and the national interests; those between or 
among the largest cities in the country, as well as those between the global 
and the national. Ideally these compromises are meant to make a capital city 
a temporary point of equilibrium among the different forces and interests 
that exist in the country; however, if certain groups do not have political, 
social, or symbolic representation, this equilibrium becomes fragile. Space, 
thus, is the form and locus of the embodiment of regulatory principles, both 
legal and moral. Not only does a capital city refl ect the present and actual 
existence of the nation, it also represents its ideal image – the way the nation 
sees itself and what it would like to become, hence the multifaceted nature 
of the integrative function, performed by capital cities. 

 Carrying out its  performative function , a capital city serves as a venue for 
national celebrations, mass processions, parades, rallies, and other events 
uniting the nation and essentially converting the claims of national identity 
into reality. Closely interrelated with the performative function, the  symbolic 
function  is refl ected best of all in architecture and symbols of authority. Each 
national capital has a story reproducing a revised version of the national his-
tory. This story has its heroes, villains, coded references to national holidays 
and festivals, and images of the past and the future. This imaginary commu-
nity comprises not only the living heroes, but also the epic and mythological 
ones, as well as founders and defenders of the nation. 

 At the outset, each nation builds itself using its  imagination  and seeking 
to visualize itself  in one particular city ; accordingly, a capital becomes a 
manifestation of this visualization. It is expected that eventually this ideal 
model will be extended to the whole country. The arrangement of a capital 
city, its architectural forms and ensembles, serves as construction materials 
for the creation of a nation just as national literature and music do, except 
the former process is more conscious and involves a much higher degree of 
participation on the part of the state. 

 While the above functions are universal, many other functions and tasks 
performed by capital cities are characterized by heterogeneity describable 
with anthropomorphic or anatomical metaphors. Thus, capitals of some 
countries function as the brain or the head of the state (this is even evi-
denced by the etymology of the word, which is derived from  caput , the Latin 
for “head”), and serve as a sort of guiding force for the whole nation. In 
the countries that stress the cultural, spiritual, or religious signifi cance of its 
capitals, a capital city functions as the heart or the soul of the state, playing 
mostly an observatory role. Accordingly, various authors have described 
capitals as the head, heart, face, or even eyes of the state (e.g., an Arab 
traveler referred to Baghdad as “the eye of Iraq”). Furthermore, while some 
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capitals are turned outward (outward capitals), being the face of the nation, 
others are turned to the internal processes (inward capitals) and more likely 
serve as its heart. 14  Continuing the metaphor, one may say that generally 
cities form the skeleton of the nation whereas major market cities form its 
backbone. 

 Typology of capital cities, provided below, will explain some of the pat-
terns in the composition and distribution of capital city functions in different 
countries. 

 Typology of capital cities 

 A popular typology of capital cities was proposed by the British geographer 
Peter Hall. He distinguishes the following seven types of capitals:  multi-
functional capitals , which play a combination of roles at the national level 
(Tokyo, Moscow, London);  global capitals , which combine national and 
supranational functions (Paris, Geneva, Washington);  political capitals , 
whose functions are reduced to national management (Lisbon, Kathmandu); 
 supracapitals , which serve as the headquarters for major international asso-
ciations and organizations (Brussels);  former capitals , i.e., cities that have 
lost their formal role as capitals but continue to perform an important histor-
ical or religious function in the country;  former imperial capitals , which used 
to serve as capitals of the entire empires; and  provincial capitals , which only 
have a regional signifi cance. 15  

 Although often relied on by geographers, this classifi cation, nonetheless, 
seems logically problematic since it divides concepts based on a comparison 
of incongruent grounds. We will attempt to make some adjustments and 
bring the division principles to a common denominator, supplementing this 
classifi cation. The taxonomies proposed below take into account numer-
ous characteristics of capital cities such as the level of scale they operate at, 
level of ambitions, historical and cultural forms, particularities of location, 
functional content, specifi c objectives, chronological cycles of their develop-
ment, etc. 

 Viewing capital cities  in terms of geographical location and the tasks they 
serve , one may distinguish  central ,  forward ,  retreat , and  forward-thrust 
capitals .  Central capitals  are typical for the states that are in the process 
of solving internal tasks of reconciling ethnic, confessional, or social group 
differences.  Forward capitals  are typical for the expanding empires or the 
states integrating new territories.  Retreat capitals  are a characteristic of the 
countries facing external threats or instability on the borders. Finally  for-
ward-thrust  capitals are created in the states developing their hinterlands 
or interior areas. Change of a capital city may be driven by changes in the 
strategic position of these states, as well as their military victories or defeats. 

  In terms of the functions performed , capitals may be divided into adminis-
trative, military, cultural, business, religious, industrial, maritime, and trans-
portation capitals (hubs). 
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  In terms of the level of scale , we may distinguish regional, national, and 
transnational capital, as well as  supracapitals  (e.g., the capital of the Euro-
pean Union). 

  In terms of origin , urbanists often distinguish  evolved  and  designed capi-
tals , also referred to as  planned capitals . The former include Paris, London, 
Tokyo, and Rome. It is believed that these cities became nation-state or 
imperial capitals, gradually evolving from important commercial, military, 
and religious centers and, thus, contain many historical layers. 

 Contrarily,  designed capitals  are built based on a specifi c plan and are 
intended for a specifi c purpose. This category includes, e.g., Washington, 
New Delhi, Canberra, Ankara, and Brasília. In contrast to evolved capitals, 
they are, so to speak, built of a single ideological concept and do not have 
historical layers, usually present in other types of capitals. 

  Designed cities  are approximated by some evolved capitals – e.g., Berlin 
and Tokyo, where most of the historical center, which had been destroyed 
during the war, was rebuilt and reconstructed. It may be said that Madrid 
should also be considered part of this group since it was badly damaged by 
bombings during the Spanish Civil War. The same, incidentally, applies to 
many other evolved capitals. Thus, a military fortress and a small military 
settlement occupying the site of present-day Helsinki had been burned to 
the ground in a fi re in 1809, and the new capital of Finland was essentially 
built from scratch. 16  

  In terms of the level of spatial unity ,  concentrated  and  distributed  capitals 
are distinguishable. The system of distributed capitals is associated with the 
separation of presidential, legislative, and judicial branches of power. In a 
number of countries such as Germany, the Czech Republic, Georgia, Russia, 
and South Africa, the constitutional court sits in a separate city: Karlsruhe in 
Germany, Brno in the Czech Republic, Batumi in Georgia, Saint-Petersburg 
in Russia, and Johannesburg in South Africa. In Chile, Georgia, and South 
Africa, a separate city has been designated as the seat of the legislature. 

 Some of the ancient states also had  spatially distributed capitals , each 
of them performing a distinct function. For example, medieval Tungusic-
Manchurian states – the Kingdom of Bohai (Balhae), 17  the Kingdom of the 
Khitans (Liao State), and the Kingdom of the Jurchens (Jin State) – located 
in the Far East and successively replacing each other, traditionally main-
tained fi ve capitals each. 18  Some historians attribute this capital city system 
to the Chinese Concept of the Five Elements,  Wu Xing . 19  China, however, 
never actually used the Concept of the Five Capitals,  Wu Jing , 20  but it is not 
unlikely that the people of Bohai had borrowed the long-standing Concept 
of the Five Cities,  Wu Du , and reformulated it into  Wu Jing , which, in turn, 
was eventually borrowed from them by other nations. 

 Each of the capitals in the Tungusic-Manchurian states had its own juris-
diction and functioned as the medieval counterpart of modern ministries 
based in fi ve different places. Their jurisdiction was divided into fi nancial 
matters, matters related to money and iron, matters related to salt and iron, 
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matters related to commerce and carriage, and the supreme capital. 21  Only 
one capital was considered supreme and, as a rule, also served as the resi-
dence of the prince or supreme ruler. 

 Spatially distributed capitals are contrasted with  time-distributed capitals , 
although in some cases the existence of the latter had similar goals and led 
to similar results. 

 Many Asian states divided capital city functions on the basis of seasonal-
ity, maintaining both a summer and a winter capital. Examples include the 
cities of Mathura and Purushapura in the Kushan Empire, Ecbatana and 
Susa in Persia, Opis and Ecbatana in Parthia, Khanbaliq (present-day Bei-
jing) and Xanadu in China, Kabul and Jalalabad in Afghanistan, and Thim-
phu and Punakha in Bhutan. Notably, in many cases these capitals were not 
just palaces located near the main city, but rather were separated from each 
other by hundreds of kilometers. 

 Sometimes this dual capital structure had an important religious signifi -
cance. Thus, in Neo-Assyrian states, the period of the ruler’s stay in Assur, 
both the winter capital and sacred capital, was scheduled in such a way that 
he could participate in sacral rituals while for the summer he would return 
to the political capital. 22  

 Every six months the government (Durbar) of the Indian state of Kash-
mir changes its seat from Srinagar, the summer capital, to Jammu, located 
300 kilometers away, and back again. This practice, inherited from the nine-
teenth century, costs the government approximately half a million dollars a 
year, but from the perspective of its supporters, aside from being a tribute 
to the tradition, it also furthers interests of the communities living in remote 
parts of the state since it allows them to participate in the political life more 
actively. A similar dual-capital system also exists in the state of Maharashtra 
and has been proposed in the state of Himachal Pradesh. 

 An even more exotic, tri-capital system – one for the summer, one for the 
winter, and one for the monsoon season – operated in the west of the British 
India in Bombay Presidency comprising several states of present-day India 
and Pakistan. 

  In terms of stability,  one can distinguish  long-term capitals  as opposed 
to  short-term  and  provisional  ones. While capitals migrated quite fre-
quently in some countries, they remained in the same location for a long 
time in others. 

 The Roman Empire was so closely connected with the history of Rome, 
and its position as the capital seemed so unshakable that many historians 
still view the transfer of the capital to Constantinople as the demise of the 
empire. In contrast, capital city relocations appeared much more natural for 
the Persian Empire, a country of a comparable size. 

 In Korea, in the period between the emergence of the Three Kingdoms 
(fi rst century BC) and the rise of the Yi Dynasty (late fourteenth century 
AD), the capital was moved 22 times. 23  On the other hand, Constantinople, 
Kyoto, Cairo, and Anuradhapura, the ancient capital of Sri Lanka, served as 
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capitals for close to a thousand years each. Baghdad, London, and Madrid 
also have been capitals for many centuries. 

 It is interesting to note, however, that the rise of highly stable capitals was 
often preceded by a long, and sometimes multiphase, process of searching 
for a suitable location. Thus, a number of transitional or test capitals were 
established in the process of relocating the seat of the empire from Rome to 
Constantinople. Similar tentative capitals, Harran and Anbar, were set up 
while the capital was being moved from Damascus to Baghdad. In Japan, 
the transfer of the capital from Nara to Kyoto was preceded by more than 
20 intermediate capitals. Dordrecht had been the fi rst seat of the government 
of the Netherlands before the capital was moved to The Hague. The high 
mobility of capitals is quite typical for the early stages of nation-building, 
and numerous cities had served as tentative capitals of the US before it was 
fi nally moved from Philadelphia to Washington. 24  The same holds true for 
the state capitals of the US. 

  Provisional capitals  usually originate as a result of a threat posed to the 
main city of a country at war. To exemplify, during the Napoleonic wars, 
the capital of Portugal was moved overseas to Rio de Janeiro, while the 
capital of Prussia was transferred to Memel (Klaipeda). During the Second 
World War, most of the Soviet government was evacuated eastward to the 
city of Kuibyshev (Samara), whereas the Republican government of Spain 
was relocated to Valencia. 

  In terms of the degree of control exercised , hard and soft types of capitals 
are distinguishable. The Italian writer Umberto Eco spoke on this distinc-
tion in his speech on the concept, model, image, and framework of the new 
pan-European capital in Brussels. 25   Hard capitals  – Eco called them “the 
Louis XIV type of capitals“ – are characteristic of a larger, centralized state; 
they dominate most of the living environment, being rather cumbersome and 
combining multiple functions. 

  Soft capitals  are more typical of smaller polycentric European countries 
such as Belgium or Switzerland and are usually characterized by compact-
ness. Using a computer metaphor, one may say that soft capitals provide the 
state with software, whereas hard capitals serve as hardware, determining 
the totality of economic and social relations. 26  The same distinctions apply 
to states. Thus, prior to the French Revolution, as well as in the fi rst half of 
the nineteenth century, there were six  alternating soft capitals  in Switzerland: 
Lucerne, Bern, Basel, Fribourg, Solothurn, and Zurich. After the religious 
civil war in 1847 and as a result of the 1848 revolution, the confederation 
became a single nation, with Bern as its capital. 27  

 The criteria of hardness and softness have also played a signifi cant role in 
the designation of the capital in many other countries. For example, in the 
1864 debate over the new Italian capital, the Italian politician Ferrari spoke 
out against the hard model of a capital city: “The very idea of a preponder-
ant capital has always been resolutely rejected by everyone. [. . .] We do not 
want an Italian Paris, we do not want an Italian London.” 28  During that time 
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when the debate was still in progress, the choice of Rome as a new capital 
of Italy was neither predetermined, nor obvious. 

 Nonetheless, not all European hard capitals, however gigantic and mega-
politan they may be, are comparable with each other. Likewise, there are 
substantial substantive differences in terms of status between Anglo-Saxon 
capitals and continental European capitals. 

 This could be illustrated by a sharp contrast between London and Paris. 
Although both capitals are characterized by a high concentration of func-
tions, Paris has always overshadowed London in terms of splendor and 
monumentality. Even the British Stuarts envied the metropolitan magnifi -
cence of Paris, Madrid, and capitals of some smaller continental countries. 29  
The Stuarts were known to have made several attempts to turn London 
into a full-fl edged royal capital using European princely baroque cities as a 
model; however, these attempts were not successful. 30  

 The reason for this difference was that the state and political power in 
France played a much more prominent role, whereby the latter could cen-
tralize planning more effectively, mobilizing fi nancial resources and building 
its capital at the expense of the provinces. As a result, the urban planning 
models of Paris became exemplary not only for England but also for the 
majority of other European countries. 

 In England, the capital city was under control of private interests. 
Municipal authorities of the British capital could not possibly afford recon-
structing London in the classical monumental style, especially on the same 
scale, with the same magnitude, and with the same degree of splendor as 
it was done in the Paris of Georges-Eugène Haussmann, the Prefect of the 
Seine Department during the Second Empire. With this in mind, observers 
have pointed to what they perceived as a contradiction between the status 
of Great Britain as one the most powerful industrial and colonial nations 
in the world and the image of its capital, which was not in the position to 
compete with its continental counterparts. 31  This Anglo-Saxon concept of 
 an economical or parsimonious capital , apparently, has been subsequently 
refl ected in the concept of a low-key capital city developed in other Anglo-
Saxon countries including the US, Australia, Canada, South Africa, and 
New Zealand. 

 Arguably, the Anglo-Saxon concept of an economical capital also gave 
rise to a distinctive municipal administration system. While London was 
governed through 33 city districts ( boroughs ), with an elected mayor 
playing the lead role in the process, governance of Paris was highly cen-
tralized and until recently concentrated in the hands of the prefect of the 
Seine. 32  

 Jean Gottmann, an eminent French geographer, also proposed to distin-
guish between two models of capital cities, which he referred to as the  Pla-
tonic and Alexandrine models . 33  Using another terminology, they could be 
also called the Continental and the Atlantic capitals. 
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 The concept of the Platonic capital is rooted in the Plato’s dialogue  The 
Laws , where the Greek philosopher describes the proximity to the sea as a 
disadvantage for any city of the country. 

 It is agreeable enough to have the sea at one’s door in daily life; but, for 
all that, it is, in very truth, a briny and bitter neighbor. It fi lls a city with 
retail huckstering, breeds shifty and distrustful habits of soul, and so 
makes a society distrustful. 

 ( The Laws , VII, 705a) 

 The port-capitals following the Alexandrine model are distinguished both by 
the proximity to the sea and by the presence of commercial activity that cor-
rupt cities by fostering love for money-making and by allowing close contact 
with foreigners. In contrast to the Platonic capitals, the Alexandrine capitals 
are cosmopolitan and combine politics with commerce. 

 The geographer Scott Campbell has proposed another interpretation of 
the Alexandrine model, construing it to include capitals of the states that 
have no single center. As the legend has it, Alexander the Great, when asked 
where he wanted to site the capital of his empire, presumably spread his 
hand on a map and used his fi ngers to point to several directions simulta-
neously. According to Campbell, if the Platonic model defi nes the modern 
capital, the Alexandrian defi nes the postmodern acentrism, a phenomenon 
which he attributes to the idea of a virtual de-centralized administrative 
network of capital city functions. 34  Albeit interesting and original, this 
interpretation, however, is factually and historically inaccurate. Alexan-
der the Great is known to have dreamed of having a new seat of empire 
in the city of Babylon; 35  furthermore, linking Platonism to the concept of 
modern capital cities deprives the original distinction made by Gottmann 
of its value. 

 What is more signifi cant in differentiating between these two models is 
their orientation and the way they position themselves: While the continen-
tal Platonic capitals are inward capitals, Alexandrine capitals are outward-
oriented. Given this interpretation, Kabul, Madrid, and Moscow may be 
viewed as examples of the former while Constantinople or Stockholm may 
be considered examples of the latter. 

 Speaking of the Platonic and Alexandrine models, a short digression may 
be in order here. Aristotle, who was a student of Plato and the teacher of 
Alexander the Great, does not have a separate work discussing the issue of 
capitals. However, his  Politics  contains fragments that may be interpreted as 
direct recommendations in this regard. In a famous passage of the  Politics , 
Aristotle defends cosmopolitan cities on the seas (Politics, Book VII), obvi-
ously alluding to  The Laws  of Plato, and aiming at Alexander the Great, 
who dreamed of a new capital in the East. Polemicizing with both Plato and 
Alexander, Aristotle seems to water down their intransigencies into a typical 
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Aristotelian compromise suggesting Crete as a new natural seat of power. 
This is how Aristotle describes this natural strategic center of ancient Greece. 

 The island seems naturally situated to rule in Greece. It lies across the 
entire sea, and most of the Greeks are settled around the sea; it is not far 
distant from the Peloponnese on the one side and on the other from the 
part of Asia around Cape Triopium and Rhodes. Hence Minos estab-
lished rule over the sea, subduing some of islands and settling others. 36  

 Given that Greece has numerous island territories, the fact that Aristotle 
chose an insular capital appears logical and strategically justifi ed. It is also 
important to realize that Crete was the historical center of the Minoan cul-
ture standing at the origin of the Greek culture. Besides, the island also had 
several strategic advantages – mainly a convenient geographical location, 
making it an important center that connected Africa, Asia, and Europe. This 
connection went beyond the advantages noted by Aristotle and enjoyed in 
other parts of the Greek world. Last, this idea entailed the possibility of cre-
ating a capital of the entire Mediterranean region centered around an island, 
a vision embodying the archetypal European spatial model. 37  

 It is fair to say that in this passage Aristotle, to a substantial extent, rec-
onciles the concept of Plato with that of Alexander. Like Plato, he keeps the 
capital within the historical boundaries of Greece, but contrary to Plato, like 
Alexander, he makes it a cosmopolitan center open to other civilizations. 
This is the  Aristotelian capital , built on his principle of the golden mean. 

 The typology of capitals provided above is particularly important because 
it is based  on the different concepts of capital cities, existing in different 
countries or civilizations . It will provide the reader a road map for further 
study of the subject and build a glossary required for further discussions. 

 It would be also appropriate to precede our further analysis by a short 
historical account illustrating the above listed types, determining the evolu-
tion of these cities, and outlining the trajectories of their development. All in 
all, six historical types of capitals will be discussed in the following chapters: 
mobile, sacred, royal, national, imperial, and disembedded. 

 Historical types of capitals 

 Mobile capitals 

 In the ancient times and the Middle Ages, i.e., approximately until the 
Westphalian system was formed, capitals as residences of the rulers had not 
played a critical role in the life of states. Strictly speaking, until the seven-
teenth century, capitals  in the modern sense of the term  did not even exist. In 
various languages, the word “capital” simply means a fortifi ed city, fortress, 
royal residence (e.g., the Russian for  stolitsa , “capital,” stems from the word 
 stol , a “table” or a “throne”) or “mother of the cities.” 38  Traditionally the 



History and typology of capital cities 23

mosaic of human settlements included military fortresses, notable and suc-
cessful commercial centers, residences of princes and kings, as well as city-
states, important religious centers, and places of worship. However, capitals 
in the modern sense were not known even in the major imperial states of 
antiquity, notably the Macedonian Empire. 39  They emerged in Europe as late 
as in the early modern period. 

 The mobile capitals are defi ned by the lack of permanent and single site 
for them. Two types of mobile or peripatetic capitals were identifi able in the 
pre-modern times:  itinerant capitals  and  wandering or roving capitals . 

 Itinerant capitals were typical of many medieval states, where the “peripa-
tetic” kings would move around their itinerant kingship, relocating from one 
city to another. 40  For example, the Capets moved mainly between Orleans, 
Paris, and Laon. Aside from maintaining an offi cial residence in Dijon, rul-
ers of the Burgundian Kingdom could be also stationed in one of the cities 
of Brabant (Mechelen and Brussels), in Paris, or in the Flemish (Ghent and 
Bruges) or French Flanders (Lille). 41  

 Geographically speaking, itinerant paths of the German monarchs were 
much wider. Emperors of the Holy Roman Empire did not even maintain a 
permanent residence and headquarters, nor did they employ a regular staff of 
offi cials and recordkeeping clerks. 42  For example, Charlemagne spent most 
of his time in Aachen, but sometimes could be also stationed in Worms or in 
the Rhineland. Depending on the location of the emperor, the capital func-
tions passed from one city to another, wandering from Worms to Nurem-
berg, Prague, Vienna, Rome, Berlin, Frankfurt, and Mainz. It was in Mainz 
where the coronation originally took place. Names of some of the renowned 
rulers of the Holy Roman Empire were associated with their favorite cities 
although these cities were not necessarily capitals. Thus, Bamberg was asso-
ciated with the name of Henry II; Würzburg and Nuremberg, with Frederick 
Barbarossa; while Speyer, with Conrad III. 43  Outside of Germany, Toledo 
under Charles II and Prague under Charles IV and then Rudolf II were impor-
tant and rather stable capital cities of the empire. 

 These traditions of the Holy Roman Empire may have laid the founda-
tions of de-centralization and gave rise to the concept of capital pluralism 
and multi-centric polity at the time when the ancient unity of Europe was 
being formed. Nearly a decade ago, Romano Prodi convened a meeting with 
a number of notable fi gures to discuss the image of the European capital. An 
itinerant capital in lieu of Brussels was exactly what some of the invitees pro-
posed. One of them was Bronislaw Geremek, a Polish dissident and expert 
on the history of the Middle Ages, eventually serving as Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Poland and a member of the European Parliament. He supported 
his proposal with references to European feudalism and the experience of 
the Holy Roman Empire. 44  

 Certain elements of this approach can be seen in the current distribution 
of capital city functions among some European cities beyond Brussels, e.g., 
Strasbourg, Luxembourg, and Frankfurt. It is noteworthy that an alternative, 
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monocentric US-modeled concept of European capital to be built on the 
artifi cial Europe Lake, on the border of France, Germany, and Luxembourg, 
was offered in the 1960s by the American architect James Miller. 45  

 The phenomenon of itinerant capitals and their rulers was not confi ned 
to Europe. Like the emperors of the Holy Roman Empire, the Persian  shahs  
also often moved from one capital city to another. Thus, a king of the kings 
usually spent the summer in his mountain residence in Ecbatana. Several 
months a year he lived near the healing springs in Susa, sometimes staying in 
Babylon but always celebrating the New Year festivities in Persepolis (Parsa), 
the religious capital centered on the Temple of Ormuzd. 

 While itinerant capitals had a more or less constant path of movement, 
wandering capitals did not. These capitals had been characteristic of the 
early medieval Japan until the fi rst permanent capital was established in 
Nara. The idea that each new ruler had his own unique charisma necessi-
tated frequent changes in the capital location, which essentially acquired a 
ritual character. 46  In the fi fteenth through seventeenth centuries, wandering 
capitals also existed in Ethiopia, where they served as a strategic tool of wag-
ing a guerrilla war against the Muslim invaders. Functioning as a kind of 
temporary military headquarters, these capitals managed to remain impor-
tant symbolic and intellectual centers. 47  Wandering capitals also existed in 
Rwanda and Uganda in Africa. 

 Itinerant capitals were also characteristic of many nomadic peoples. The 
residence of the Mongol rulers had been wandering since the seventeenth 
century, changing its location more than 20 times before settling at its pres-
ent site in Ulaanbaatar in 1778. However, contrary to popular belief, many 
nomadic tribes, e.g., the Uyghurs, Khazars, and Bulgars, developed relatively 
stable political capitals. 48  Such political capital cities also emerged among the 
Scythians (Scythian Neapolis in the vicinity of Simferopol, Ukraine), Cuman-
Kipchaks (Sharukan near Kharkov, Ukraine), and Tatars (Sarai Batu near 
Astrakhan, Russia). The Mongolian Ilkhanid dynasty in Persia established 
a capital Sulṭāniyya (“sultan’s capital”), continuing the practice of seasonal 
migrations and staying there only in summer. 49  

 Sacred and royal capitals played an important role in the ancestry of mod-
ern capitals, serving as both the precursors and antipodes of national capital 
cities. We will now try to trace the genealogy of sacred and royal capitals and 
their evolution path to national capitals. 

 Sacred capitals 

 In the context of the genealogy of modern capitals, the phenomenon of 
sacred, i.e., religious or ritual, capitals is particularly noteworthy. Many 
urban theorists, including such brilliant historians and anthropologists as 
Fustel de Coulanges and Paul Wheatley, have pointed to the  religious origins 
of urbanism . 50  The most revealing in this respect is the book of the latter 
entitled  The Pivot of the Four Quarters: A Preliminary Enquiry into the 
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Origins and Character of the Ancient Chinese City , which became a mile-
stone in our understanding of urban history and anthropology. In one form 
or another, sacred capitals have developed on all continents: Teotihuacan in 
Mexico, Machu Picchu in Peru, Persepolis in Persia, or Great Zimbabwe, a 
ritual center of the ancestors of the Shona people in Africa, etc. 51  

 Sacred capitals were essentially temple cities, established and spread 
around temple complexes. Containing main sanctuaries and repositories of 
the most revered holy relics, they also served as a residence for priests, clerics, 
and representatives of the pontifi cal power, and sometimes as the burial place 
of the kings and rulers or the venue for coronation ceremonies. 

 One of the main reasons determining the importance of sacred capitals 
was that they were perceived not only as an instrumental part of the social 
order of the state but also as a part of the cosmic order of the universe, 
whereby their governance function was viewed as a continuation of the 
world-creating function of the gods and the ancestors. The signifi cance of 
these cities was not as much in their geographical centrality in ancient states, 
but in the cosmic centrality, in their role as a link between Heaven and Earth, 
a connector between the divine order and the human order of the universe. 

 For instance, once Marduk, a leading deity of the Babylonian pantheon, 
put the chaos in order, he proceeded with erecting the sacred and prime-
val city of Babylon, which would serve as a dwelling for him and other 
gods. 52  Sacred cities were built as a model of the universe, imitating a larger 
space on a smaller scale and linking the corners of the world. Traditional 
cosmographical images modeling sacred cities after Heaven reinforced the 
legitimacy of the ruler’s power. Such cosmographical schemes and forms of 
spatial organization are found in the civilizations of Egypt, Babylonia, and 
ancient China. 53  

 The American anthropologist Clifford Geertz describes the sacred Hindu 
capitals of Indonesia in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries as exemplary 
centers, noting that many of their traits have survived in much later periods: 

 The capital city was at once a microcosm of the supernatural order – 
“an image of . . . the universe on a smaller scale” – and the material 
embodiment of political order. The capital was not merely the nucleus, 
the engine, or the pivot of the state; it was the state. In the Hindu period, 
the king’s castle comprehended virtually the entire town. A squared-off 
“heavenly city” constructed according to the ideas of Indic metaphys-
ics, it was more than a locus of power; it was a synoptic paradigm of 
the ontological shape of existence. At its center was the divine king (an 
incarnation of an Indian deity), his throne symbolizing Mount Meru, 
seat of the gods; the buildings, roads, city walls, and even, ceremonially, 
his wives and personal staff were deployed quadrangularly around him 
according to the directions of the four sacred winds. Not only the king 
himself but his ritual, his regalia, his court, and his castle were shot 
through with charismatic signifi cance. The castle and the life of the castle 



26 History and typology of capital cities

were the quiddity of the kingdom, and he who (often after meditating 
in the wilderness to attain the appropriate spiritual status) captured the 
castle, captured the whole empire, grasped the charisma of offi ce, and 
displaced the no-longer-sacred king. 54  

 Sacred capitals were seen as the promised or  chosen cities , singled out from 
the rest of the natural and social worlds. Therefore, their symbolism empha-
sized not only the governance component but also the cosmic one, making 
them a part of the cosmological chronology and mythological narratives. 
Not only was a sacred capital believed to be located in the center of the state, 
it was also perceived as the center of the world and described as the navel of 
the earth or the  Axis Mundi . 55  For example, according to the ancient Inca, 
the ritual capital of Vilcabamba was located at the intersection of the four 
cardinal points of the universe. 

 Religious legitimization of the status of the ruler played an important role 
in all the states whereas the concept of spatial organization served as an 
important instrument of political control and propaganda. Ancient states 
were a kind of theocracy, with their supreme ruler described as a descendant 
of gods (Egypt), Son of Heaven (China), or Son of the Sun (Inca). Never-
theless, different civilizations have developed different models defi ning the 
relations between political and religious centers within a country. 

 Ancient states of Mesopotamia, as well as ancient Israel and Greece, devel-
oped a sort of division of labor between their religious and political centers. 
Ceremonial centers or spiritual capitals played a crucial role in the cultural 
integration of various tribes and peoples, remaining a neutral territory, rela-
tively autonomous in relation to a political center. They often emerged in 
a situation where political power was fragmented or where a federation to 
protect against common enemies was being created. 

 Examples of this could be Delphi in Greece, Shiloh in ancient Israel, and 
Nippur in ancient Mesopotamia, which served as  the main religious centers  
of the pan-Hellenic, pan-Judaic, and pan-Sumerian civilizations, respectively. 
At that time, each of these peoples constituted a confederation of city-states, 
clans, or tribes. In the Era of the Judges (thirteenth through eleventh centu-
ries BC), Shiloh was where the Tabernacle of the Covenant (Joshua 18:1) was 
kept and where high holidays of the Israelites were celebrated, while Delphi 
was the site of the Oracle, a prophet equally important for all Greek  poleis . 56  
None of the entities composing the confederation claimed a monopoly on 
these religious capitals; hence the neutrality of these religious centers and 
their role in the intertribal integration and resolution of intertribal confl icts. 

 Ancient China also knew a period when a sacred capital was separated 
from the centers of political power. Thus, in the ninth through eighth centu-
ries BC, at the outset of the Zhou Dynasty, there existed the sacred capital of 
Qixia in the west of the country, with the administrative capitals operating 
elsewhere. 57  In the article focusing on capital relocations during the Zhou 
era, relying on an in-depth analysis of the relevant texts and archaeological 
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data, Marina Khayutina, a sinologist and expert on this period of Chinese 
history, shows that, despite the rise of the new administrative capitals, the 
ancient city of Qixia (or Qishan, so named after the sacred Mount Qi) con-
tinued to serve as the sacred capital of the Zhou state. Having the main altar 
of the Zhou rulers, it was a site where the holy relics of their clan were kept 
and where the Mandate of Heaven to rule was revealed to them through the 
phoenix and the red crows. 58  Qixia was similar to the sacred capital of both 
the Greeks and the Jews, separated – as Delphi and Shiloh – from the centers 
of political power. While the main relic of the Israelites was the Tabernacle, 
the main relics of the ancient Chinese were the Nine Tripod Cauldrons that 
embodied the nine regions of China and afterward served as the symbol of 
power of the emperor. 59  

 Eventually the rulers of these ancient states tried to acquire a monopoly on 
the religious legitimacy of their power by transferring the symbolism of the 
sacred capitals to the political centers. This transformation took place, for 
example, in Babylon under King Hammurabi and in ancient Judea during the 
reign of King David. In the third millennium BC, the rulers of Babylonia and 
Assyria transferred the characteristics of the city of Nippur’s cosmic centrality, 
primalness, and sacredness to their political centers, so that the characteristics 
of Enlil, one of the Nippur’s supreme deities, were applied to the Babylonian 
Marduk, as well as the Assyrian Ashur; Nippur’s topographical elements and 
the system of its temples were reproduced in the political capitals. 60  

 However, despite the few cases where the political capital and the sacred 
capital were merged into one entity, the division of powers continued to per-
sist in many Mesopotamian and Middle Eastern states. For example, while 
Assur remained the sacred capital of Assyria, its political capital was migrat-
ing. For a long time, Nisa served as both the sacred capital of Parthia and the 
main religious center of the Saka tribes, as well as the coronation venue for 
the Parthian kings. A distinct separation of the sacred and political capitals 
was typical of Armenia, where King Yervand IV (Orontes IV) simultane-
ously founded both a political capital, Yervandashat, and a religious capital, 
Bagaran. After Petra, the old capital of the Nabataean Kingdom, had lost its 
function as the political center, it preserved its role as the sacred one. Petra 
remained a city-temple and a city-tomb in contrast to Avdat, located in the 
present-day Israel, and Bosra (present-day Syria), which in different times 
served as political capitals of the Nabataeans. After the Greeks had destroyed 
Persepolis in 330 BC, the sacred capital of Persia, 61  the city of Istakhr became 
the spiritual center of Zoroastrianism, accommodating its main fi re temple 
and the repository of the Avesta. Neither Mecca, nor Medina ever functioned 
as a political capital of the Arab Caliphate. 

 In contrast, in a number of other states, political capitals were much more 
closely linked to the religious cult and sacredness. Exemplifi ed by Egypt, Byz-
antium, Russia, and Hindu kingdoms of Southeast Asia, these states tended 
to be more centralized, having a less developed commercial system, urban 
culture, and intercity network. 
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 In ancient Egypt, the status of the capital city entailed a strong association 
with religion. The rise of the specifi c  nomes  and cities where capital functions 
were transferred to was accompanied by the rise of religious cults peculiar 
to these entities. Thus, Heliopolis was known for its cult of the god Ra; 
Memphis, for the cult of Ptah; Thebes and Amarna (Akhenaten), for the cult 
of Amon and Aton, respectively. It can be inferred from the consolidation 
of political power with religious cults that in Egypt the nexus between state 
and religion was closer than in the Mesopotamian states. 62  

 The consolidation of religious and secular elements was also typical of 
capitals in the Caesaropapist Byzantine Empire. Similarly to ancient Egypt, 
where priests were in fact offi cials of the pharaoh, pontifi cal power in Byzan-
tine was subordinate to political power. The system of  pentarchy  that devel-
oped here comprised fi ve Orthodox patriarchates, those in Constantinople, 
Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem, and Rome. Rather than being viewed as 
sacred centers of their own, they were mainly perceived as extensions of the 
administrative authority exercised both by the Byzantine emperor and the 
Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, his seat being in the Hagia Sophia 
cathedral. The nonreligious, administrative nature of the division among 
the fi ve patriarchates is exemplifi ed by the fact that initially the Church was 
dominated by the Alexandrian and Antiochian patriarchates while Jerusa-
lem, despite being the cradle of Christianity, was merely afforded the status 
as a diocese, upgraded to a patriarchate only as late as in 451 AD. The fi nal 
word in the election of the patriarch and the fi ve major patriarchal offi cials 
belonged to the emperor. 63  

 A similar trend existed in Russian history, traditionally characterized by 
the merger of the religious and secular capitals. In Russia, the ancient reli-
gious center in the Kremlin, which still has the appearance of a church com-
plex, evolved over the centuries into a center of political power. During the 
pre-imperial era, the dominant model of relations between Russia’s sacred 
and political centers was essentially the Caesaropapist model. Thereafter, in 
the imperial period, Moscow was stripped off its status as the political capi-
tal and functioned mainly as a religious center. Paradoxically, when in the 
post-imperial period it became the political capital again, the pre-imperial 
pattern was restored, and nowadays the patriarch of the Russian Orthodox 
Church still resides in Moscow. 

 Certainly, religious centers of the modern world are not sacred in the 
sense they were in the ancient times. Nonetheless, the tendency to separate 
religious centers from political capitals, persisting in the present-day Europe, 
is to some extent reminiscent of the historical experience endured by ancient 
Greece and Rome. The role of Rome as the pan-European religious center 
was somewhat consistent with the role played by Delphi in Greece, and the 
division largely determined the nature of the relations between the secular 
and clerical authorities within nation-states. 

 Numerous European cities became  religious centers, physically separated 
from the centers of political power . The list includes Canterbury, England, 
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where St. Augustine’s Abbey operated; Toledo, Spain, where the residence 
of the primate was located; Reims, France, where the ceremonial anoint-
ing of the French kings took place; the Vatican, Italy; Mtskheta, Georgia; 
Etchmiadzin, Armenia; Gamla Uppsala, Sweden; Niš, Serbia, serving as the 
residence of the Metropolitan of the Serbian Orthodox Church; Gniezno, 
Poland, the traditional seat of the Primate of Poland and Archbishop of 
Gniezno; Trnava, Slovakia, where the Archbishop of Trnava resides; Eszter-
gom, Hungary, where the seat of the primate is situated, etc. Every so often 
the old political capitals were converted to religious centers. Some of the 
examples of this practice, extremely common to both European and Asian 
states, include Toledo, Gniezno, Mtskheta, Nara, and Kyoto. 

 Given the realities of the modern world, the argument that the sacred 
status of a city warrants making it the offi cial capital is a clear anachronism. 
Nonetheless, such an idea has been expressed in the debates on capital city 
relocations. Thus, the appeal to recognize Jerusalem as the political capital, 
whether of Israel or the Palestinian state, has been often justifi ed by its status 
as a sacred city. 64  Likewise, many conservative groups discussing the problem 
of moving the capital of Russia argue that the purported sacredness of Mos-
cow affords it a unique and indisputable right to be the capital. 65  In today’s 
world, such arguments are rather rare examples of the view that  a political 
capital must necessarily have the attribute of holiness.  

 One should note parenthetically that in many traditional civilizations, the 
designation of a holy place or sacred city was a much more pragmatic and 
arbitrary act than it may appear to modern historians and commentators. 
Historically the selection was always made from a huge pool of qualifi ed 
sacred areas. The analysis of the location of major ancient religious centers – 
Delphi, Mecca, and Jerusalem, to name a few – shows that their heavenly sta-
tus was conferred on them for very earthly reasons including considerations 
of pragmatism and political profi t. 66  In fact, today many fundamentalists 
seem to be more religiously motivated in their attempts to reinstate the old 
sacred centers as the offi cial capital or to establish control over them. 67  

 Royal capitals 

 Although monarchical power has manifested itself in diverse forms in vari-
ous societies, capitals of the monarchies share distinct common character-
istics allowing to classify them as a separate group that we will term  royal 
capitals . 

 In ancient and medieval times, capital cities were, so to speak, inseparable 
from the body of the king or emperor. Royal or princely capitals were usu-
ally cities where the royal family resided ( sedes regni , “the seat of the king”), 
which made them more mobile in comparison with sacred capitals. The 
examples of royal capitals include Burgos, Toledo, Segovia, and Valladolid in 
Spain; Newcastle, Irving, Stirling, and Perth in Scotland; Clichy, Tours, Blois, 
and Fontainebleau in France; and Płock, Kraków, and Poznań in Poland. 
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For the purpose of establishing a royal capital, the presence of the ruler was 
more important than the geographical location of the ruler’s residence. In 
some cases, the royal residence may have also served as the sacred center of 
the state, whereby aside from fulfi lling government tasks, the king could also 
perform various religious and ritual functions. 

 Often located in the immediate vicinity of the largest cities in the country, 
the royal power was not always suffi ciently rooted in these cities and sort of 
stayed away from them, as if vaguely feeling their hidden hostility. In France, 
Spain, and England, the countries that still remain highly centralized, the 
royal capital and the court, albeit located in the proximity to major cities, 
never mingled with them and were often in confl ict with their interests. It 
took a long time for the political power to settle fi rmly in the largest and 
main city of a particular country. 

 The history of relations between the royal court and the main city was 
characterized by a confrontation between the crown and the urban classes. 
According to Jean Gottmann, it is this confrontation that, among other rea-
sons, laid the foundations of modern democracy. 68  

 In Paris a collision between the crown and the urban classes began as 
early as in the Middle Ages. As a result, the University of Paris on the Left 
Bank of the Seine managed to obtain a special charter from Rome, granting 
it self-government privileges. On the Right Bank, the court was opposed by 
merchants, and to ensure a better control over them, the royal palace was 
removed there. However, ever since the sixteenth century, the court would 
rarely stay in the capital, migrating from one royal  château  in the Loire 
Valley, Saint-Germain, and Fontainebleau to another. Stationed in Blois in 
the era of Marie de’ Medici, the court made two moves in the seventeenth 
century: fi rst to Saint-Germain-en-Laye and then to Versailles. Practically the 
only reason the King would visit the Louvre was to give a formal audience. 69  

 A similar confrontation between the crown and the main town was also 
characteristic of England. The attempts of the English kings to “tame” Lon-
don and turn it into a royal capital failed. In the thirteenth century, the 
Treasury moved from Winchester to Westminster, which gradually became 
the capital and headquarters for the royal administration. At that time, West-
minster was a small town near London, the commercial center of the coun-
try. Only in the beginning of the seventeenth century did Westminster and 
London merge into a single entity, and yet despite the persistent efforts of 
the fi rst Stuarts, the English kings did not succeed in making it a full-fl edged, 
continental-style capital. A series of confl icts and the civil war, which in fact 
was not as much a war between the King and the Parliament as it was a war 
between the King and the city, completely destroyed the royal ambitions and 
plans related to London. 70  

 In Spain the relations between the authorities and the cities were some-
what analogous to those in England. The antiroyal opposition and the 
Revolt of the  Comuneros  in Toledo and Valladolid aimed at the protection 
of municipal rights were largely responsible for provoking the Spanish court 
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to move from Valladolid and Toledo to Madrid (1561), from Madrid to Val-
ladolid (1601), and then back to Madrid (1606). 71  Located in Escorial, 50 
kilometers northwest of Madrid, the royal capital of Spain – as the Spanish 
historian David Ringrose puts it – was perceived only as some kind of “an 
optional addition to the court,” a theatrical stage to demonstrate its splen-
dor. Madrid’s role as the capital was essentially confi ned to hosting proces-
sions and ceremonies legitimizing monarchical power. Ringrose stresses that 
before 1561 the Spanish kings did not have a fi xed court, and it was not until 
the rise of the Bourbons in the eighteenth century that monumental royal 
buildings began to appear in Madrid. The fact that the Habsburgs – Philip 
II, Philip III, and Philip IV – always consistently and deliberately avoided 
this city was no accident. 72  

 All of the above examples illustrate what Jean Gottmann refers to as “an 
obvious will to separate the big city from the center of political power that 
could not be entrusted to the turbulent metropolis. . . .” 73  “This arrangement,” 
he notes further, “lasted a century. One of the fi rst acts of the Revolution of 
1789 was to bring the king and court back from Versailles into the city. To 
make the central city safer for the government after the troubles of 1848, the 
Second Empire supported the huge urban renewal directed by Haussmann.” 74  

 Thus, regardless of whether the royal palace was located inside or outside 
of the capital’s boundaries, political power was not an  integral part of the 
capital . 

 With the royal capitals in existence, the monarchical power and the city 
were divided and opposed to each other so that the city, given its cellular 
memory of the Magna Carta and medieval forms of self-government, pre-
sented an alien and often hostile environment for the localization of power. 
However, the royal court and the city were growing to meet each other, and 
eventually, with the emergence of nation-states and new national identities, 
political power became consolidated in capital cities. 

 One has to admit that in some European countries the very growth and 
ambitions of royal capitals were a precursor to nationalist movements. With 
their power mobilization resources, their practice of income redistribution 
between the core and the periphery, and their tendency towards overcentraliza-
tion and bureaucratization of political power, the absolutist regimes of Europe 
laid the foundation for the emergence of national capitals and nation-states. 
The monarchs’ attempts to bring their grace to the cities led to an eventual 
nationalization of the monarchies. What the kings and queens failed to accom-
plish was fi nally accomplished by the nations, a new subject of history. 

 As it will be shown in the following chapters, national capitals owe many 
of their most important forms and ideas to their predecessors, sacred and 
royal capitals. The next several sections of this chapter will examine  various 
aspects of the history and arrangement of national capitals . The other two 
forms of capital cities, imperial and disembedded capitals, which we have 
already mentioned above, will be discussed in  chapter 2 , mainly in the con-
text of their relocations. 
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 History and arrangement of national capitals 

 On the wealth of capital cities: seventeenth century 

 In the seventeenth century, it was capital cities that enjoyed particularly high 
growth rates compared to all other European cities. While in the previous 
periods all European cities had been growing at a more or less equal propor-
tion and pace, the seventeenth century, however, saw a transition from the 
domination of the  world-economies  centered around mercantile cities such 
as Genoa, Venice, and Antwerp, for example, to the rise of major national 
economies, concentrated in the capitals. In his treatise on the history of 
European capitalism, Fernand Braudel was the fi rst to point out this fact. 75  
While some modern historians call this view and the related observations 
“impressionistic,” 76  the relatively recent studies on urban dynamics – the 
works of Jean de Vries, in particular – have provided a reliable quantitative 
substantiation of Braudel’s “impressionism.” 77  

 According to the historians of European urbanization,  one third of the 
total growth of European cities  in the sixteenth through seventeenth centu-
ries fell on the capital cities. 78  Economically dependent on the expansion of 
the royal courts and state bureaucracy, the infl ux of large landowners, and 
the development of the luxury items industry, capital cities became inter-
national centers of fashion and role models, setting standards in clothing, 
lifestyle, architecture, manners, leisure activities, and methods of material 
goods consumption. 

 From 1600 to 1700, the urban population in England grew from 8 percent 
to 17 percent. During this period, the share of London in the total population 
of the country increased from 5 percent to 11.5 percent, while the percentage 
of London residents in the urban population of England went up from 60 
percent to 67 percent. 79  Such a dynamic growth of the city was of concern 
to King James I, who ironically remarked that “with time England will only 
be London, and the whole country will be left waste.” 80  

 The case of London, however, was consistent with general European 
trends, and in continental Europe, the growth rate of capital cities was 
equally high. Thus, the population of Paris grew from 200,000 inhabitants 
in 1590 to 550,000 in 1700; Madrid showed an increase from 40,000 in 
1560 to 170,000 in 1630; and Berlin, from 10,000 in 1650 to 170,000 by 
1800. Other European capitals with the population more than doubling over 
the same period of time included Copenhagen, Dublin, Stockholm, Vienna, 
Lisbon, and Rome. 81  

 As we know, Adam Smith called his opus magnum  The Wealth of Nations . 
The acclaimed American social urban theorist Jane Jacobs made a signifi -
cant amendment to Adam Smith’s theories; from her point of view, the real 
historical benefi ciaries of growth and wealth are not nations, but rather cit-
ies. Therefore, she opines, due to the uneven economic development within 
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national borders, it would be much more accurate to juxtapose the rich 
and the poor cities (or regions), rather than the rich and the poor nations. 82  
As it follows from the above fi gures, however, in terms of the seventeenth 
century, it would be even more accurate to speak not of the wealth of the 
cities but of  the wealth of the capital cities  since it were the capitals where 
in this period practically all resources and capabilities of each given coun-
try were concentrated. Accordingly, the concentration of the wealth in the 
capital cities largely determined the trajectory of the further development 
of Europe. 

 Many economic historians have traditionally attributed the dramatic 
growth of European capitals primarily to market development, viewing them 
merely as sprawling commercial centers. From the perspective of these histo-
rians, the key economic centers inevitably turn into political centers, convert-
ing their economic power into political power. Thus, to them, the market 
network structure explains the broad integration of the seventeenth century 
urban market and political spaces, which replaced the old fragmented urban 
systems and networks. 

 According to David Ringrose, this explanation is rooted in the disciplinary 
prejudices of economic historians. Ringrose believes that it was political fac-
tors, not economic urban networks, that created preconditions for growth of 
major European capitals, which eventually became the engines of economic 
development of both their countries and Europe as a whole. 83  

 Describing the system of supplying capital cities, Fernand Braudel explains 
the mechanism of this process as follows: the development of major capital 
cities would always reach a point where the local, medieval-style agricultural 
markets could no longer satisfy the economic needs of capital cities. The 
standard supply zone for medieval cities covered an area within a radius 
of 40–50 kilometers of the city, 84  not enough to provide for the rapidly 
growing population of the capitals. This situation led to the development 
of long-distance trade and the rise of large business structures capable of 
maintaining it. It was in their capacity as consumption machines that capital 
cities contributed to the consolidation of the capitalist system, intensifying 
activities of large retail chain suppliers. In this regard, Braudel sarcastically 
observes that the greatest credit for innovations must be given to the stom-
achs of London and Paris, which revolutionized the supply and manufacture 
of food products, carried out by big sellers. 85  

 Following Braudel, David Ringrose further emphasizes that the growth 
rate of capital cities was driven by the industries that were economically low 
effi ciency. The demand for luxury goods and exotic goods consumed by the 
royal courts and delivered by the sea and by land formed the confi guration 
of global markets. All these processes redistributed wealth in favor of capital 
cities, where the royal court sat and where the demand for these products 
was localized, impoverishing and neglecting the cities and other areas adja-
cent to the capital. 86  
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 Centralization and the concept of nation: advantages 

 Centralization processes in Europe were accompanied by abrupt social 
changes, considered unfavorable by many theorists and affecting the nature 
of relations between the core and the periphery, as well as those between the 
capital and the provinces. For example, as noted by Alexis de Tocqueville, 
the centralization process in France, which had begun as early as in the time 
of Richelieu, i.e., the era of absolutism, gradually transformed the country 
into a system of provinces, similar to the eastern satrapies. 87  Although this 
trend often caused distress to the provinces, it gave important advantages 
to the state at large. 

  In terms of economy , a major centralized state served as a political sponsor 
for national merchants and provided for a formation of a larger domestic 
market ensuring, in its turn, a more successful trade on international mar-
kets. In addition to this, since the new projects, where innovations were 
playing an increasingly important role, required a narrow specialization and 
the availability of substantial capital, the larger states were receiving a com-
petitive economic advantage over the old commercial city-states. Venice, 
Genoa, and Florence, which had dominated the European economy in the 
Renaissance, were not in the position to develop the level of long-term spe-
cialization necessary for large-scale industrialization. 

 Large capital cities were part of this economic success, as the agglomera-
tion of population in one city led to spatial consolidation of demand, reduc-
tion of transportation costs, and expansion of business structures supplying 
these cities. 

  In terms of the ability to resolve internal confl icts , large centralized states 
also had a number of advantages. Thus, they had the ability to exercise a 
tighter control of civil and religious confl icts and tensions, minimizing the 
level of violence in the country and maintaining stability and strength of 
the domestic market. This ability was one of the main reasons why the idea 
of a strong state power gained a tremendous popularity in the seventeenth 
century. 

  In terms of military capacity , these states had the most essential and deci-
sive advantages, as they were able to effectively mobilize fi nancial capital 
to wage a war. As many historians have opined, it was primarily military 
advantages that determined the transition from an absolutist state to a 
nation-state. 

 Compared to a nation-state, an absolutist power with its monarchical 
system of personal dependence was much less effective in waging wars. As 
the basis of the new notions of identity and social solidarity, the concept of a 
nation was more suitable for meeting new historical challenges. With major 
economic changes occurring in the society, the three pillars of loyalty that 
had grown up in the womb of feudalism – cities, religion, and  vassalage – 
sustained major damage and no longer met the interests of the states. The 
new idea of a nation, which replaced the old forms of identity, carried out 
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administrative and military tasks more effi ciently. Nation-states became 
more effective as “war machines” and less vulnerable to external enemies. 
While in pre-modern – especially despotic – states, the fall of a capital as 
the center of power usually meant defeat in the war, in European countries 
of the modern age, the concepts of citizenship and nationalism made states 
more stable, signifi cantly reducing the probability that the seizure of a capital 
would necessarily entail defeat in the war. 

 Originated as an ideological trick, the concept of a nation was gradually 
taking possession of the minds of the masses until it fi nally turned into a 
solid political reality. The nations, which had been brought to life by calls to 
defend the motherland and engage in hostilities, reached a point when they 
perceived themselves as real agents of history and began to create their own 
political institutions. In large centralized states of Europe, the nations built 
themselves through opposition to religions and monarchies, with the growth 
of civil consciousness accompanying this process. Ultimately, the nations 
“nationalized” the states themselves, including the economy, religion, and 
system of political power. 

 Capitals and the nation-building process 

 Unfortunately, to date, social theorists have not fully understood or articu-
lated the role capital cities played in the formation of the idea of the nation 
and the other processes mentioned. Even the fathers of the theory of the 
nation-state – Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm, and 
Anthony Smith – are almost silent on this subject. Thus, while discussing 
the role of the newspapers, cartography, and European novels in the con-
struction of a new identity, Benedict Anderson practically makes no mention 
of the capitals. 88  However, the role the European capitals had in the eman-
cipation of people from the interests of religion, aristocracy, and monarchy, 
as well as in the process of constructing a new identity, has been equally 
important, if not crucial. The capital city became a true center of national 
unity and a visual  laboratory of national imagination.  

 To engender itself, a nation needs a center that can unite various disparate 
groups and create symbols legitimizing the current regime and providing it 
with a broader social base. Such centers, as we have seen, began to emerge 
as early as during the period of absolutism. However, they were not yet 
suffi ciently effective since their urban nature did not allow them to become 
a reliable stronghold of the monarchical authority. The rise of the nations 
changed this situation. 

 National capitals emerged as a  new model of localization of power , an 
alliance of the nation, cities, and political power. Such an alliance was made 
possible only by the creation of a new national identity. 

 Given these developments, the capital became a state agent of its kind, 
entrusted by the state with mobilizing the population and distributing 
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political power throughout the whole country. It evolved into a very spe-
cial city, which was not closed on itself, but rather, was actively engaged 
in reorganizing the state economy at large, as well as the very relationship 
between the political authorities and the people, and becoming  a mediator 
between the state and the nation. Being the physical body and the engine 
of governance, the state found its soul and legitimacy in the face of the 
nation  whereas the nation received its visual representation in the capital, 
which became a collective propagandist and a collective organizer, to use the 
Lenin’s expression applied to the press. 

 Before national capitals emerged, political power embedded in the royal 
court had migrated around the country or been situated in the vicinity of the 
main city. In nation-states this power was localized in the main city or urban 
network, which had been previously alien or even hostile to it, and in many 
cases the location of a capital was fi xed by the constitution. Pre-modern 
states with their amorphous frontier borders were being replaced with mod-
ern states that had strict borders and fi xed capital cities, and multiple capitals 
were becoming a rare exception. 

 With a progressively larger share of population concentrating in capi-
tal cities, and the population of capitals growing rapidly, these cities were 
becoming more insistent on positioning themselves as representatives of the 
interests of their entire country. 

 In addition to the above changes, as a result of increased social mobility, 
capital cities became “a melting pot of the nation.” 89  Pulling people from 
different regions and provinces of the country, capitals were symbolically 
replacing the face-to-face interaction, which was the basis of social solidar-
ity in physical communities, with a new type of social ties and interaction, 
thereby nurturing the idea of an imaginary community. 

 The alliance between the state and the city, however, was being made 
based on mutual concessions. 

 The strengthening of centralized states, along with the rapid expansion of 
capital cities, created problems that were much greater than the resources in the 
possession of the capitals. This prompted the state machine to actively intervene 
in the capital’s life, stripping it of its traditional urban functions and turning it 
into  something other than just a city . As a result, not only did the capital come 
to embody the urban spirit as such, it now represented the spirit and interests of 
the whole country. This transformation caused profound changes in the system 
of loyalty so that the key determinant of the people’s identity became loyalty to 
the state or the nation, superseding that to the city. 

 Likewise, alterations affected the social image of a capital city. The 
rise of capitals consolidated the rise of social classes other than the aris-
tocracy and clergy. In a traditional society, each class had its own space: 
the king had the palace, the clergy had the church and monastery, the 
aristocracy had the castle, the peasants had the village, while the bour-
geoisie and artisans had the city. The rise of the absolutist state and the 
subsequent birth of national capitals led to the emergence of a new class, 
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state bureaucracy, i.e., administrative and civil servants, with whom the 
old urban classes were forced to share their living space. The servants of 
both the king and god had to give way not only to the bureaucracy but 
also to other growing urban classes and professional communities. In this 
regard, of a particular interest is a description of the rapidly develop-
ing Madrid, which was attracting offi cials, king’s messengers, patronage 
seekers, lobbyists, and royal guards from across the country. 90  

 This compromise started a new far-reaching process that was destined to 
transform the state itself so that it would eventually cease to be absolutist 
and gradually give way to the prerogatives of the parliament and all the 
social classes who were seeking representation in the parliament and in the 
capital. 

 In the course of time, many of the privileges enjoyed by townspeople were 
extended to the rest of the residents of the territorial states. As the city-states 
were being replaced with the  state-cities , urban forms of self-government, 
self-identity, and even certain day-to-day activities were transferred to the 
whole country. As a result, the entire population became to some degree 
townspeople, that is, citizens, and this signifi cantly expanded loyalty to state 
power. 

 The Israeli sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt noted that the emergence of 
national capitals was one of the most important results of the nation- building 
process. 91  It would be much more accurate, however, to view national  capitals 
as  one of the most important catalysts and instruments of nation-building . 
Preparing the ground for national revolutions and transformation of the 
state, capitals of the absolutist states served as the tools that the nations used 
in the cities, religion, and vassalage to create or reinvent themselves, as well 
as to present themselves visually through their architecture; these capitals 
became a sort of  a screen on which the nations would project images of 
their identity.  

 As a material for utopian art and architectural experiments, one single 
city was quite rewarding and easy to use. Imitating the great utopians Tom-
maso Campanella and Thomas More, nations attempted to build their own 
 social utopia in a single city , its size commensurate with the objectives of 
this utopia. Initially, a nation presented itself in urban forms of the capital, 
where the alienation of urban life could be removed with the metaphor of the 
“imaginary community.” The capital city became the national laboratory of 
creativity, testing the ideas generated by the nation and analyzing its visions 
of the past and the future. Like midwives, capitals were bringing to life the 
imagination of the nation. 

 Thus, the capital united the three previously disparate elements –  political 
power, reverence, and urban environment  – which gave rise to new forms 
of the collective consciousness spreading throughout the country. It was 
this combination that determined the might of the nations, their viability 
and sustainability, as well as the cardinal features of the capital as a distinct 
urban category. 
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 Sources of architectural and other forms 

 Separation from both religion and royal power, as well as (in the case of 
colonized and dependent states) from external political dominance, became 
the main launching pad for the process of shaping the image of national 
capitals. Dynastic and religious forms of identity, which traditionally had 
been more universal in nature, were striving to compete with or challenge the 
new national identity. Despite this confrontation, however, both the nations 
and their new capitals were actively adopting the old forms and ideas from 
the cultural reservoirs and repertoires of the royalty, aristocracy, and clergy. 
These old forms became construction material for national substance, ico-
nography, and architecture. As it is often the case, the victors imitate the 
vanquished, and, thus, rejecting old identities, the national capitals came to 
imitate the royal courts and sacred capitals. 

 Louis Mumford sees the origin of national capitals in the seventeenth cen-
tury baroque capitals. 92  Certainly, some elements of the royal court’s way of 
life, traditions, and design were transposed, albeit in a modifi ed and heavily 
exaggerated version, to national capitals. 

 Architectural forms of the national capital are reminiscent of  an inside-out 
palace  stretched along the entire length of the capital city’s central avenues 
and squares. The royal theater gave birth to the national drama theater, 
opera, and concert hall; the royal and aristocratic art and curiosities collec-
tions gave rise to the national museums, while the royal parks and menag-
eries engendered the public landscape parks and zoos, respectively. 93  The 
classic Latin of royal architecture evolved into the vernacular of the capi-
tal’s streets and shopping districts. In a sense, the court had unintentionally 
tested and endorsed all the major urban functions and elements of the urban 
experience, which subsequently became classic expressions of the capital 
city’s  ethos . The squares of the transformed capitals absorbed the splendor 
and the spirit of the royal parks, palaces, and mansions. Finally, the newly 
emerged nations came to mimic the aristocracy by displaying (or perhaps 
only pretending to do so) excessive concerns over the issues of their origin, 
ancestry, and pedigree in recording their national history. Thus, by and large, 
all the substantive elements of royal and aristocratic culture were gradually 
nationalized and democratized. 

 Developing their ritualistic forms, the nations increasingly imitated 
sacred capitals, modifying the old rites and ceremonials and creating the 
new, civil cults, along with numerous symbols, paraphernalia, and ceremo-
nies intended to substitute their religious predecessors. Terence McGee 
aptly calls national capital cities “modern  cult centres ,” acknowledging 
their role as symbolic theaters of nationalism. 94  Indeed, the design elements 
and ceremonial components of sacred capitals became building blocks in 
the devising of the iconic forms of holidays, solemn processions, parades, 
festivals, and the very cult of both the nation and national history, around 
which they were formed. 
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 In the newly constructed pantheon, the old Christian saints and mar-
tyrs were replaced with the new characters, i.e., victims of the struggle for 
national liberation and national unity, immortalized in mournful memorials. 
Temples of national fame were built across the countries, commemorat-
ing new national saints, especially writers and poets who had usually died 
young. Majestic monuments glorifi ed the sacrifi ces these heroes had made 
to ensure that the triumphant sun of glory would shine on the nation. One 
may say that the central squares of the capitals were turned into  inside-out 
churches featuring the national iconostasis , monuments to the heroes of 
the struggle against foreign oppressors and invaders, religious dogmatism, 
or absolute power of the king. These heroes were perceived as the atoning 
sacrifi ce on the altar of the national cause. 

 Aside from explicitly adopting old forms, national-states were also creat-
ing new forms and shifting the emphasis in the structural composition of 
capital cities. Thus, the center of capitals gradually drifted from the main 
cathedral and main palace to the stock exchange and parliament. After for-
tresses had lost their military signifi cance and status as the protector of the 
city, they were transformed into symbols of military might, embodied in the 
grandeur of the capital city, albeit sometimes cyclopean in form and size. 
Symbolization and exaggeration of military power, thus, replaced actual mil-
itary fortifi cations. Production, exchange, and consumption were allocated 
between different parts of the capital city. 

 The narrative of national history also changed. Transformed by the imagi-
nation,  chronos  of this narrative streamed into the visual  topos  of the capi-
tals, forming sinkholes of national achievements represented with victory 
squares and monuments to the heroes of liberation movements. The capi-
tal city became a national history book in miniature format where the old 
symbols of royal or imperial power were adapted to the new realities and 
presented as chapters or decorative elements of the new historical narrative. 

 The ideology of nationalism was shaped in the process of opposition, 
whether it was the opposition to the royal power, religion, foreign invaders 
and colonizers, or local separatism, and all these emphases and aspects of 
nationalism were refl ected in the iconography of capital cities. 

 As observed by Michiel Wagenaar, planners of the nineteenth century Euro-
pean capitals were seeking to create “open-air national museums,” 95  subject-
ing old meanings and symbols to mandatory  museumifi cation . Accordingly, 
not only did the capital city function as the display of the national time, it 
also served as the map of the national space so that iconography and topon-
ymy of the capital refl ected the variety of parts and constitutive elements of 
the nation. Authorities used the capital to sing the praises of their own great-
ness and glory. As a result, metaphorically speaking, the capital city became 
the national anthem, its streets and squares full of military-band bravado. 

 To summarize, nationalization of capital cities ended the process of nation-
building.  State power, religious reverence, and urban environment – the three 
previously disparate and spatially separated components – were fi nally united 
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in the capital city . Emerged shortly before the rise of the nations, the capital 
allowed the nations to consolidate, perceiving themselves as something real 
and unifi ed and condensing their ideas and symbols. 

 Philosophical refl ections on national capitals 

 In the seventeenth through eighteenth centuries, two traditions of intellectual 
refl ection on capital cities originated in the works of the leading philosophers 
of that time. While the fi rst tradition presents a sort of apologia of the capital 
city, the second one is a romantic reaction to this apologia. 

 Describing the functions of the capital in his treatise entitled  La Métropoli-
tée  (1682), Alexandre le Maître was probably guided by Thomas Hobbes’ 
ideas of the absolute state as well as by the geometrical preoccupations and 
sensitivities of his century. 96  If the cities and settlements constitute the body, 
then, in relation to them, the capital must act as the head. It must also be 
the absolute capital of the society, playing the leading role in carrying out 
all state functions including those in the fi elds of economy, politics, morality, 
and intellectual developments. The capital should be the center of commerce 
and the richest of the cities since the economy cannot function normally 
unless it is directed by the suzerain. The capital gives to receive and receives 
to give away. Thus, the provinces supply the money to the treasury; in return, 
the capital gives greatness and glory to them, protecting them and serving as 
the guarantor of the fairness in the state. 97  

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau represents the opposite, romanticist approach 
towards the rise of capital cities, pointing out the burden that the very exis-
tence of capital cities imposes on the rest of the state and state’s population. 
He also calls attention to the problem of unequal distribution, inherent in 
the interaction between the capital and the provinces. 

 The more our capital cities strike the vulgar eye with admiration, the 
greater reason is there to lament the sight of the abandoned countryside, 
the large tracts of land that lie uncultivated, the roads crowded with unfor-
tunate citizens turned beggars or highwaymen, and doomed to end their 
wretched lives either on a dunghill or on the gallows. Thus the State grows 
rich on the one hand, and feeble and depopulated on the other . . . . 98  

 Rousseau equates each site where a palace is erected to a desolate waste-
land. In his mind, capitals, as exemplifi ed by the Paris he disliked heartily, 
are a much greater source of degradation and decay than any other city. 

 As an alternative to the dominance of capitals, Rousseau, in  The Social 
Contract , suggests “to allow no capital, to make the seat of government 
move from town to town, and to assemble by turn in each the Provincial 
Estates of the country.” 99  

 It is most likely that this idea was inspired by the six-rotating-capital sys-
tem, which had been implemented in his native Swiss Confederation long 
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ago. It is interesting to note that in France Rousseau’s ideas continuously 
infl uenced the concept of territorial development for centuries, even as late as 
the twentieth century, and were relied upon in laying out a number of plans 
for downsizing Paris. The Rousseauistic resentment against large capital cit-
ies also has often fostered the argument and the feeling that small towns are 
the most appropriate venue for capitals. 

 Stein Rokkan’s theory 

 The theory developed by the Norwegian sociologist Stein Rokkan (1921–
1979) provides the answer to the question as to why “hard” political capitals 
emerged in some countries while “softer” capitals emerged in others. 

 As it has been noted above, two types of capital cities may be distinguished 
in Europe: (i) those that are characterized by a complete dominance over the 
national urban system; and (ii) those that may yield to other cities – j for 
example, in terms of economic supremacy. Following Umberto Eco, we term 
these types as “hard capitals” and “soft capitals,” respectively. 

 Stein Rokkan offers a novel explanation of the reasons for the difference 
between the countries having  a monocephalic urban structure  and those 
having  a polycephalic structure . According to him, this difference is deter-
mined by whether a given country occupies a peripheral or central position 
in relation to the continental urban epicenter, where the density of cities is 
particularly high and where trade routes and commercial cities are tradition-
ally concentrated. 100  

 Rokkan points to the North-South axis in Central Europe, which housed 
the most important trade routes linking its northern part, the Hansa, with 
Italy and the Mediterranean, calling this axis “ the belt of cities .” Today 
this belt still encompasses the cities of Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, 
Switzerland, northern Italy, and southern France. 101  

 The farther from major trade routes a political center leading the state-
building process is, the more dominant and signifi cant a capital city it 
becomes, both in terms of population concentration and in terms of the role 
it plays in comparison with the rest of the country. Worded differently, the 
closer major trade routes are, the less dominant a capital city is. 

 Another thesis Rokkan sets forth is that the denser the networks of cities 
in a given country, the lesser the role of the capital city, and the higher the 
chances of forming a polycephalic urban structure. Conversely, the thinner 
the network of cities, the greater the role of the capital city. According to 
Rokkan, the development of the territories to the east and west of the belt of 
cities was driven by the strong urban centers involved in the state-building 
process, distant from the established trade routes, and having no serious 
competitors among the cities close to those routes. 

 Following this pattern, centralized monocephalic states such as France, 
Spain, Portugal, Great Britain, and Scandinavian states emerged west of the 
city belt 102  while the area lying east of the belt saw the emergence of Austria, 
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the Ottoman Empire, and Russia, all of which were also centralized and 
monocephalic. 

 Of all the states formed to the west of the city belt, Great Britain was by 
far the most centralized one. This led its capital city, whose supremacy had 
a long historical tradition, to reach a very higher degree of primacy. Arguing 
that this primacy was deeply rooted in the historical past of the country, the 
British historian John Morrill compares London with other European cities: 

 Paris, the largest city in France, had 350,000 inhabitants in the mid-
seventeenth century. The second and third largest cities were Rouen and 
Lyons with 80,000–100,000 inhabitants. In Europe, there were only fi ve 
towns with population of more than 250,000, but over one hundred 
with more than 50,000 inhabitants. In England, however, London had 
more than half a million inhabitants by 1640 or 1660; Newcastle, Bristol 
and Norwich, which rivalled one another for second place, had barely 
25,000 each. London was bigger than the next fi fty towns in England 
combined. 103  

 In contrast to the fragmented economies of autonomous commercial cit-
ies, large centralized states transformed into nations and were industrialized 
much faster. This allowed them to participate in large-scale industrial and 
commercial projects, as exemplifi ed by business activities of such a corporate 
giant as the English East India Company. 

 Rokkan did not analyze operations of urban networks outside of Europe. 
However, many countries of the world had their own trade routes and 
their own “belts of cities” defi ning their international trade, affecting their 
level of centralization, and infl uencing their urban structures. Aside from 
the Silk Road, the examples of the international trade routes that gave rise 
to the belts of cities include the Grand Trunk Road in India, the Arme-
nian trade routes in the Middle East and Asia Minor, and many others. 
Although the topic of confi guring non-European political spaces in the con-
text of the size of their capital cities is highly promising, it, nonetheless, 
requires a separate analysis. 

 The Westphalian system and non-European countries 

 The Westphalian system formed the basis of the concept of a  territorial 
state , defi ning the boundaries of state authority. At the heart of this concept 
was the idea that jurisdiction of state authority is determined only by ter-
ritorial borders, and not by other factors such as religious denomination or 
the ruler’s relations with his subjects. In modern states, modern territory 
replaced bounded political space that was characteristic of the supremacy 
system in pre-modern states. 

 The concept of the territorial state was naturally complemented with the 
new concept of the nation. From that moment on, the identity of the state’s 
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population would be determined neither by religious concepts, nor by ties 
with the royal dynasty, nor by association with a particular city, but rather, 
by association with a particular nation. National capital cities became an 
instrument allowing to mobilize a nation and creating a locus of identifi ca-
tion for the population of a given territory. 

 Edward Schatz offers an innovative hypothesis that without the histori-
cal experience of the Westphalian systems, the non-European capital cities 
in their capacity as agents of the state interests were less effective than their 
European counterparts. 104  

 In the case of Europe, the Westphalian system merely gave a legal recog-
nition to the then existing actual situation. Leading to the emergence of a 
new system of loyalty, the processes of state-building and nation-building 
preceded the creation of a modern state. In contrast, outside of Europe, the 
processes involving both nation-building and the formation of a new loyalty 
system achieved their peak after the rise of independent states, although by 
the time these states gained independence, they had already been recognized 
as nations within the meaning of the international legal system formed on 
the basis of the Westphalian system. Peoples of the majority of non-European 
countries had yet to develop into a nation in the European sense of the 
word. 105  

 Schatz believes that under these circumstances, European capitals served 
as much better instruments of establishing political and territorial control. 
According to him, post-colonial non-European states were predisposed to 
capital city relocations because they were attempting to create more effective 
national capitals similar to their European prototype. 

 Albeit quite interesting, this hypothesis needs some extra assumptions and 
modifi cations. Schatz’ analysis is based on the concepts of nation-building 
and state-building, and he rightly excludes capital city relocations in pre-
modern states from it. However, such states as the US, Australia, and Can-
ada fi t into this analysis quite well. Furthermore, they have introduced an 
important alternative form of nation-building that has become wide-spread 
and attractive to many other countries. Contrary to the European model 
of national capitals, which was premised on a highly centralized model of 
the state, federal capitals were more suitable for a de-centralized model. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, many Latin American countries were seriously 
considering the concept of a neutral federal capital as one of the possible 
scenarios of their development. By and large, the nation-building process in 
Latin America was also much closer to the experience of European countries 
than to that of Asian and African countries. 

 It is noteworthy that some European peoples did not quite develop into 
full-fl edged nations. Thus, many historians have concluded that the pace of 
the nation-building process in Russia has been delayed and too slow com-
pared to the level of its development as a state. 106  

 It should be also emphasized that non-European countries often lacked 
not only the concept of a nation but some other notions that they also 
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had to adopt and that were closely related to it, e.g., the citizenship and 
the city. 

 The most fundamental categories of a European political consciousness 
have been traditionally based on the normative concepts related, whether 
logically or linguistically, to the notion of the city. Some of the examples 
include the concept of citizenship (derived from the word “city”), politics 
(derived from “ polis ,” the Greek for “city”), civilization, civism, and civics 
(derived from “ civis ,” the Latin for “city-dweller” and related to “ civitas ,” 
Latin for “community”). The very concept of the European state originated 
from the idea of the city; furthermore, the modern state was modeled after 
the city,  made in its image, after its likeness . The city-related norms of politi-
cal life – fi rst and foremost, the concept of self-government – were gradually 
spreading among all the people living in the state and turning them from 
mere residents into city-dwellers, that is, citizens. 

 Many plans for the construction of new capitals in non-European coun-
tries may have taken into account the gaps in the historical experience of 
these countries. The new capitals were intended to compensate for the lack 
of a developed urban system and to foster the formation of new political 
institutions. Even building just one city was highly important to the states 
where there were but a few economically prosperous cities and where the 
economy was strongly dependent on agriculture. In these cases, the state, by 
and through the capital city, had a particularly vital need to penetrate the 
periphery, where political loyalty often remained rudimentary. 

 As it has been shown, in most of the European countries, the change of 
political regime or the conquest of independence was accompanied by a 
rather radical change of the capital city’s iconography. For non-European 
countries, such a change was often insuffi cient. The geographical location 
of the capital city played a more important role than in Europe, which had 
a substantial historical experience of nation-state building. Proximity to the 
territories where loyalty to the nation-state had not yet been formed was 
more essential for non-European countries. 

 To illustrate and to test the above theses,  chapter 3  will look at capital 
city relocation plans and scenarios that have been set forth in different parts 
of the world. 
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 2  Capital city relocation 
experience 

 Principles of capital city siting 

 So far this book has focused on the history of different types of capital cit-
ies, leaving aside the issue of their siting principles. However, it is mainly 
these principles that give rise to capital city relocations, and, therefore, 
identifying them would certainly help to better understand the motivations 
behind these relocations. One of such principles appears to be the implicit 
principle of centrality, often appealed to today by the supporters of capital 
relocations. 

 Intuitively, this principle seems quite logical since the central location 
allows a capital city to control both the population and the territory of a 
given country more effectively. Furthermore, such an arrangement seem-
ingly stems from common mythological concepts based on the mythologem 
of the Center. As it has been demonstrated above, some systems of national 
mythology perceived capitals as the center of not only the state but also the 
whole world. 1  

 The idea that geographical centrality is a norm for the state-building pro-
cess dominated even state theories of the modern age. Thus, Alexandre le 
Maître in his  La Métropolitée  prescribes a centrally located capital city. 
Likewise, in Thomas More’s  Utopia  the capital is sited in the very center of 
the island. 

 A central location also appears to be most rational from the perspective of 
general economic principles. The economic theory generally predicts that a 
capital city should be centrally located to maximize tax revenue or improve 
governance. 2  To select the most optimal location for their headquarters or a 
production facility, corporations must analyze a whole complex of factors, 
e.g., the availability of raw materials, power supply, qualifi ed labor, trans-
portation network, and potential markets for the products to be produced; 
the proximity of end-users; the distance to competitors; and the possibility 
of effective communication among the participants in the processes of pro-
duction, sales, and management. In many cases, this is the logic of a trans-
portation hub serving customers in different parts of an evenly populated 
and relatively homogeneous area. If one applied production facility siting 
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principles to the task of selecting a capital city, the most decisive principle 
would be the proximity to the end-users, that is, proximity to the citizenry 
consuming public benefi ts produced by the capitals. Ideally these benefi ts 
would have to be equally available to all the citizens, thus justifying the idea 
that a capital city should be sited in the center of the state. 

 However, for modern states, centrally located capitals are an exception 
rather than a rule. State territories are rarely homogenous, and sometimes 
the very question of what constitutes the center of the state becomes prob-
lematic too. 

 Although many capitals were originally sited based on the principle of cen-
trality, boundary changes caused by territorial losses or gains often turned 
centrally located capitals into peripherally located ones. This phenomenon 
is illustrated by the cases of Vienna and Istanbul, both of which, as a result 
of major territorial losses, found themselves situated at the very edge of 
Austria and Turkey, respectively. Moscow was once located in the center of 
the European part of the Soviet Union but, after the union collapsed, moved 
much closer to the western periphery of present-day Russia. Paris also lost 
its original central location as the capital of the Capetian possessions in 
northern France but did so not as a result of losses, but rather, as a result of 
territorial expansion of the state. 

 Despite its shortcomings, the principle of centrality represents an impor-
tant ideal model and as such is helpful for the purpose of our study. This 
model may serve as a reference point to determine the degree of deviation of 
modern capitals from the ideal center. 

 In the course of history, capital city siting has been affected by a set of 
diverse factors, not all of which can be easily identifi ed today. However, four 
groups of factors – geographical, military, cultural, and political – appear to 
be of utmost signifi cance. Not always determinative in selecting the optimal 
site, they have always imposed constraints on capital city siting, often leading 
to deviations from the principle of centrality. 

 Geographical factors 

 Physical geography – including  the landscape and climate conditions  – has 
always played a greatly important role in placing a capital city, affecting the 
nature of the populating process and creating the geometry that gives mean-
ing to the concepts of centrality of intermediacy. In the countries where the 
ecumene signifi cantly differs in size from their total territory – e.g., Russia, 
Australia, or Algeria – the central location of the capital does not necessarily 
imply its geographical centrality. 

 Capital cities were often sited in the locations where food supplies from 
the outside storehouses could be easily delivered using natural transportation 
routes. In this regard, rivers linking the capital with food suppliers were of 
particular importance. Sometimes a capital city could be built at the intersec-
tion of different landscape types, for example, the forest and the steppe, the 
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mountains and the plain, or the desert and the oasis. The natural nodality 
of the city was always taken into account. 

 These natural geographical reference points and physiography often went 
through some sort of a symbolic adaptation, and the intersection areas could 
acquire a special meaning if they coincided with the natural boundaries of 
composite ethnicities or other groups. 

 In many countries, capital city relocations were directly caused by natu-
ral cataclysmic events such as an earthquake, diversion of the river chan-
nel, or even climatic changes. Thus, in 1598 the capital of Khwarezm was 
moved from Gurganj (now Urgench) to Khiva because the Amu Darya 
river channel diverted from the old river bed. Furthermore, a diversion 
of the Euphrates led to the relocation of the capital from Babylon to 
Seleucia-on-the-Tigris. Also known as the New Babylon, the latter had 
been founded by the Seleucus I Nikator, a former general of Alexander 
the Great, and located in a short distance from the old Babylon. Climate 
changes – e.g., general climatic  cooling – could also lead to the relocation 
of a capital city. 3  

 Last, the availability of construction materials, most notably building 
stone, associated with the notion of power, was also one of the factors affect-
ing the siting of capital cities. 4  

 Military factors 

 Throughout the centuries, military considerations have been the biggest fac-
tor causing the deviation of capital cities from the geographic center. 

 Certain geographical factors played a vital role in state defense. Thus, 
elevated locations surrounded by natural water reservoirs or ravines pro-
vided ideal natural fortifi cations. 

 The British geographer Vaughan Cornish, whose theory will yet be dis-
cussed in more detail below, believed that the eccentric location of most 
of the imperial capitals are explained by military factors. As a rule, capi-
tals were situated on the frontier which served as a springboard for further 
expansion of the state or, contrarily, which was exceedingly susceptible to 
external attacks. 

 For example, no capital city of China has ever been located in the center 
of the country. Historically, practically all of the campaigns to reunify China 
have started in the north where the borders were extremely vulnerable and 
frequently invaded by various northern nomadic tribes, the Mongols, Turks, 
and Tungus, to name but a few. Due to this factor, most of the prominent 
Chinese capital cities were sited on the dangerous northern frontier despite 
the fact that, as early as the tenth century, the economic center of the coun-
try had shifted to the south, the Yangtze River Valley. 5  Some historians have 
opined that siting China’s capitals near the northern border, at the gateway 
to the steppe, was justifi ed by the need to control the army and its generals, 
who would have otherwise organized a coup d’état and taken the power 
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in the country. This logic, however, was hardly universal since many other 
states, both ancient and modern, have tended to do exactly the opposite, 
moving their capitals away from the border to less vulnerable locations. 

 Cultural factors 

  Cultural factors  that may affect capital city siting are not inferable from 
or solely explained by the geographical location of the country. Although 
geography certainly affects them, it does not exhaust their content. Relevant 
cultural factors include fi rst of all,  fundamental orientations, values, visions, 
religious beliefs, and spatial organization schemes . This list may be supple-
mented with numerous other factors such as the symbolic meaning of the 
cardinal points, proximity to religious centers, nature of economic activities, 
level of universal or global ambitions of a given state or civilization, etc. 
The capital’s location with respect to the sea and the model of a land-sea 
relationship may also play a signifi cant role defi ning the difference between 
land and maritime empires. 

 The Chinese Empire had a convenient access to the ocean and the seas, 
and its coastline was well suited for navigation and sea-port siting. It is 
interesting to note in this regard that regardless of these geographical 
advantages,  none of the numerous China’s capitals except Lin’an  (present-
day Hangzhou), the capital of the Southern Song Dynasty (1127–1279), 
 was located on the sea coast . 6  Many sinologists believe that this situation 
stemmed from the fundamental continental orientation of China, lengthy 
historical period of isolation from the outside world, and the lack of world 
domination ambitions. 

 The Russian sinologist Artemiy Karapetyants explains the differences 
between the European Mediterranean and Chinese civilizations by funda-
mentally confl icting spatial models underlying these civilizations. While 
the European political space was centered around the Mediterranean, sur-
rounded by various lands and countries, China saw both itself and the whole 
civilized world as a piece of land washed on all sides by four seas. 7  Karapety-
ants maintains that this opposition also gave rise to two different types of 
primary civilizing activities defi ning these cultures: (i) irrigation in the case 
of Europe and (ii) land reclamation from the water bodies in the case of 
China. Accordingly, the efforts of the Mesopotamian and Egyptian civiliza-
tions were focused on irrigating land and providing water supplies whereas, 
by contrast, the Chinese civilization, as exemplifi ed by its mythological and 
cultural heroes, strived to conquer the element of water, reclaiming land 
from the seas and the oceans. 8  These spatial perceptions, along with other 
factors, made the siting of China’s capital cities in the coastal area undesir-
able and unlikely. 

 Some historians attribute the decline of the Ming Dynasty to the fact that 
its capital, Beijing, was located in the extreme north of the country. Such a 
location made the cost of supplying Beijing very high, resulted in a loss of 
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infl uence in the southern regions, and prevented China from developing a 
successful maritime geostrategy. 9  

 Many countries and regions have had distinctive cultural practices associ-
ated with the relocation of a capital city. Thus, China and some other orien-
tal cultures developed the concepts of corporeality and energetic “fullness” 
of space. Geomancy, a branch of science studying these problems allowed 
to identify the most favorable sites for cities and, of course, capital cities. 
The geomantic approach to this topic will be discussed in more detail in one 
of the following chapters. In some African countries the royal villages were 
founded on selected and sanctifi ed sites, and there were some rules and ritu-
als that governed their selection and symbolic organization. 10  

 Speaking of cultural practices, one should also mention capital relocation 
concepts based on religious beliefs. Various states have had mythologies 
grounded in covenants related to capital city siting. Sometimes the notion 
of chosenness stemmed not from religion, but rather, a protective  genius 
loci  associated with a capital city. The concept of sacred space or “the natu-
ral capital,” albeit appearing anachronistic today, continue to infl uence the 
ongoing capital city relocation debates in many states and affect decisions 
on the shifting of capital cities. 

 When siting a capital city, the above mentioned factors were always taken 
into account although they were not always in harmony. Furthermore, one 
should realize that because different political regimes favored different siting 
and relocation logics, these factors did play the identical role in the respec-
tive processes. 

 Unquestionably, the siting of a national capital city tended to take geo-
graphical, military, and cultural factors into consideration; yet, by and large, 
it was based on political reasons which we will analyze below. For empires 
and despotic states, military effectiveness and retention or strengthening of 
political power were more decisive parameters of capital city relocations. 

 The next two sections will discuss two logics of capital city relocation, the 
fi rst of which is characteristic of empires and is primarily concerned with 
military confrontations while the second one involves despotic states and is 
intended to establish a new balance of power and authority within the state 
affected by internal political confrontation brought about by political fac-
tions. The goal of these despotic regimes was to create new technologies of 
governance, legitimizing their own political dominance. 

 Capital city relocation in empires 

 The British geographer Vaughan Cornish and the British historian Arnold 
Toynbee have attempted to analyze the principles of capital city siting and 
relocation followed by great powers and major empires. 

 Examining how  great powers  sited their capitals, Cornish introduces the 
concept of a  forward capital . According to Cornish, the siting of capitals 
of great powers was determined by three basic elements: (i) Storehouse 
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or production zones supplying food and human resources to the state; (ii) 
Crossroads, which ensured the delivery of these supplies; and (iii) Strong-
holds, which served as protection devices ensuring the safety of this delivery. 
In most cases, the location of the state’s Storehouse determined the location 
of both the Crossroads and Strongholds. Usually imperial capitals were sited 
on the states’ most active and at the same time most vulnerable frontier that 
dictated its foreign policy. 

 The geographical center of the state was an extremely unusual location 
for imperial capitals; usually they were situated either inside the produc-
tion zones or near the frontier, at the forefront of protecting the access to 
the Storehouse. Changing the state borders led to the search for a new site 
ensuring that the position of the capital with respect to the three fundamental 
elements would remain the same. If the borders did not undergo changes, the 
geographical location of imperial capitals was stable; sometimes, however, 
they migrate, in a very conservative way, within the boundaries of a single 
strategically important region. 

 Cornish illustrates his theory with numerous historical examples. Thus, 
most of the capitals of India were located in the Delhi area, a vulnerable 
northwestern region which conquerors from Central Asia and Afghanistan 
frequently used as the gateway to invade India. The Indian capitals often 
migrated within this strategically important region but did not leave it, 
since doing so would have greatly increased the risk of the country’s being 
conquered. 

 Likewise, nearly all of the capitals of China were sited in the north, where 
the main threat to the security of the empire, nomadic invasions, was par-
ticularly high. Migrations of the capitals were confi ned to a small northern 
region, while “the rice bowl of China” – the rice-producing areas – was cen-
tered south of Beijing, in the plains between the Huang He and the Yangtze 
rivers. 11  Following the same patterns, the location of Ctesiphon, the capital 
of Persia, refl ected the western orientation of the country while providing 
a connection between Persia’s demographic center with the Mesopotamian 
Delta, which served as the granary of the empire. Another example involves 
the Roman Empire, where the throne was moved from Rome to Byzantium. 
Cornish attributes this move to the new, eastern orientation of the empire, 
as well as to the need to ensure protection of this vulnerable area from the 
barbarians. 12  It might be added that with their southern border constantly 
threatened by the Persians and by the Greeks, and fi nding their northern ene-
mies far less formidable, the Armenian kings entrenched themselves strongly 
in the south by siting most of their capitals there. Furthermore, the cases of 
the Austro-Hungarian, British, French, and Inca Empires, according to Cor-
nish, reveal similar trends in placing their forward capitals. 13  

 In his treatise entitled  A Study of History , in the section studying “uni-
versal states,” Toynbee formulates a principle providing that both the siting 
of a new capital and the direction of the shifts in political power essen-
tially depended on who the builders of the empire were – alien invaders, 
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barbarians, marchmen, or metropolitan inhabitants 14  The litmus test of his 
classifi cation is the origin of ruling dynasties that built capital cities of  uni-
versal empires . Toynbee points out that the dynasties of foreign extraction 
sited a capital city in near proximity to their original point of invasion to 
facilitate a reinforcement of men and a replenishment of food supplies. He 
substantiates his thesis with the examples of the capitals of barbarian dynas-
ties in north China, those of the Arab and Greek conquerors in the Middle 
East (Damascus and Antioch, to be precise) and the Parthians in Babylo-
nia; and the capital of the Hyksos in Egypt. 15  Toynbee further develops and 
details this theory in his later book, reaching conclusions similar in many 
ways to those made by Cornish. 

 Relying on the motives that led to the foundation of a capital, Toynbee 
also proposes an alternative classifi cation of capital cities, wherein capitals 
are distinguished by the motives leading to their establishment: geographical 
convenience, considerations of prestige, and strategic reasons. 16  This classi-
fi cation, however, does not seem to be suffi ciently accurate and logical. For 
example, considerations of convenience include excessively numerous and 
sometimes confl icting factors, both economic and political in nature. “Capi-
tals of prestige,” as described by Toynbee, encompass cities whose sacredness 
and signifi cance transcended the borders of a specifi c state and specifi c time, 
cities that played a unique and special role in the history of their state, and 
cities that retained their capital status merely by force of historical habit, 
e.g., Rome of the late Empire. 

 Overall, both Cornish and Toynbee, in a very informative, colorful, and 
interesting way, illustrate and detail the principles that they believe to be 
crucial for understanding the subject. Both present their concepts not as nor-
mative descriptions, but rather, empirical laws of capital city relocation and 
capital city functioning. However, real historical geography has many cases 
that do not confi rm their principles, and the universality of their analytical 
schemes is not always convincing. For example, while Spain undoubtedly 
meets the defi nition of a “great power,” the central location of its capital, 
Madrid, refutes the universality of the concept of a forward capital. Some-
times the principles proposed by Toynbee sink in the details that do not even 
support his generalizations. It was in part for these reasons that the well-
known Indian sociologist G.S. Ghurye strongly criticized Toynbee’s analysis 
of the migration of India’s capitals. 17  

 Interestingly enough, the empirical laws Toynbee discovered did not pre-
vent him from making two unsuccessful predictions on capital city reloca-
tions. Thus, in 1935 he claimed that in accordance with these laws, the 
capital of China would never be returned to Beijing. 18  In the period between 
the two world wars, China’s capital was located in Nanjing; however, after 
the communists came to power in 1949, it was safely moved back to Beijing. 
In another instance, during the Greek-Turkish war of 1919–1922, Toynbee, 
who then was serving at the British Foreign and Commonwealth Offi ce, 
predicted the relocation of the Turkish capital to Izmir. In fairness to him, it 
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should be admitted that at that time he had not yet completed formulating 
his laws of capital relocation. 

 The direction of imperial capitals relocation is determined not as much by 
who founded the empire, but rather, by general direction of the expansion 
and the need to consolidate territorial gains, or, on the contrary, by territorial 
vulnerability and the need to locate a fi rmer social and political base, loyal 
and committed to the existing governance system. Transferring capitals in 
the empires was driven by the  logic of empire-building , and within this logic 
one can distinguish several distinct objectives. 

 The fi rst logic is the logic of absorption and incorporation, represented by 
imperial states in the phase of stability and military expansion. To facilitate 
the military command process, supply of the troops, and communication 
system, these states often moved their capital closer to the frontier, to the 
forefront of their conquest and expansion. 

 An example of this type of logic is Prussia, which in 1648, after the Thirty 
Year’s War, moved its capital from Königsberg to Berlin, in parallel with its 
expansion westward. 

 The fi rst capital of the Norwegian kingdom was located in Trondheim, 
in the center of the historical ecumene of the Vikings, north of Sognefjord. 
However, when the Vikings began their penetration into the south, conquer-
ing the British Isles and Normandy, Trondheim became too distant from the 
targets of the conquest, and the capital was transferred to Bergen, which 
was much closer both to the these targets and to the theater of military 
operations. 19  

 In 77 BC the Armenian king Tigranes the Great moved the capital from 
Artashat (Artaxata) in the east to a newly founded city of Tigranakert 
(Tigranocerta) located in the southernmost region of Armenia, close to the 
border with Mesopotamia, into which his kingdom was expanding. He forc-
ibly resettled residents of the Greek cities and other frontier areas to the new 
capital. 20  

 This capital relocation strategy, illustrated by the above examples, was 
described by Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406), an Arab historian and sociologist. 
Exploring the anatomy of political power, he wrote in his fundamental trea-
tise  An Introduction to History : 

 Each nation must have a home, (a place) . . . from which the realm took 
its origin. When the realm expands and its infl uence grows, it is inevi-
table that the seat of government be amidst the provinces belonging to 
the dynasty, because it is a sort of center for the whole area. Thus, the 
(new seat of government) is remote from the site of the former seat of 
government. 21  

 A more radical, albeit quite common form of the same strategy, is the  transfer 
of a capital city directly to the territory of the recently annexed states , not 
yet fully integrated into the empire and still alien to it, whether ethnically, 
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religiously, or both. The type of capital cities created by such a relocation 
may be termed as  incorporated capitals . 

 King David moved his throne to Jerusalem, situated on the land that had 
been recently seized from the Jebusites. 

 In 762 the Arabs shifted their capital to Baghdad, the area that had previ-
ously belonged to the Persian Empire and was located not far from Ctesi-
phon, the summer residence of the Persian  shahs . 

 Expanding to the west, the Ottoman Turks were also transferring their 
capitals. Since around 1300 their fi rst capital was Yenişehir; then they moved 
from Yenişehir to Bursa (1335–1363) and then to Adrianople, Thrace, in 
1363, renaming it to Edirne; and later to Constantinople, which after the 
fall of the Byzantine Empire, became Istanbul. 22  

 As the Persian Empire was growing westward, the  shahs  often founded 
new capitals on the territories recently taken from the conquered peoples. 
The list included Ecbatana, the former capital of Media; Susa, the former 
capital of Elam; and Ctesiphon, the former capital of Parthia and Babylonia. 
These relocations were respectively effectuated by the Achaemenids – in 
550 BC and 521 BC – and the Sassanids in 227 AD (notably, the capital of 
Parthia was seized in 224 AD). Perhaps, the unusual mobility of the ancient 
Persian capitals should be attributed to the nomadic past of the Persians. 

 The Parthian capitals were also moved east to west: from Nisa, located on 
the territory of present Turkmenistan, to Dara; then, in 216 BC, to Gekatom-
pil, eventually renamed to Mitridatkert; thereafter, in the middle of the fi rst 
century BC, to Ecbatana, and fi nally, in the middle of the fi rst century AD, to 
Ctesiphon. Enlarging their territorial possessions, the Yuezhi, the founders of 
the Kushan Empire, transferred their capital from Linshi, located near mod-
ern Dushanbe, to Kushania in Sogdia; then to Bagram, a district of modern 
Kabul; and then, for a short period of time, to Taxila in the northwestern 
part of modern Pakistan. In the heyday of the Kushan Empire, its capital was 
Purushapura, situated on the territory of modern Indian State of Peshawar. 

 Alexander the Great followed a similar logic. According to the testimonies 
of the ancients, he planned to site a future capital of his Hellenistic state in 
Babylon, thereby seeking to consolidate his territorial acquisitions and inte-
grate the East into the Macedonian state. 23  This plan probably refl ected both 
the infl uence and strength of the view presenting Babylon as the axis of the 
world, a widely accepted concept in the ancient East. 

 Political reorganization of the Mongol Empire pursued the same objec-
tives. Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan, moved his throne from 
Karakorum to Beijing in China, thus integrating this huge territory into his 
empire and absorbing China’s population, culture, and state administration 
technologies. At a later time, the Manchus, after they had conquered China, 
followed the example of the Mongols and moved their capital from Mukden 
(Snenyang) to Beijing. 

 Another example illustrating this political power technique involves 
the Empire of Turan. In 1369 Tamerlane moved its capital to Samarkand, 
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located on the newly conquered land that had been previously dominated 
by the Persians, Khwarezmians, Kara Khitans, and Turkish Karakhanids. 
Prior to Tamerlane, in 1212, the Khwarezmians had done the same, and 
after defeating the Kara Khitans, transferred their capital city from Gurganj 
(Urgench) to Samarkand. 

 In 969 AD, the Fatimids (909–1171) conquered Egypt and built a new 
capital of Cairo far from their ancestral lands while in 1170 the Almohads 
(1121–1269) transferred the seat of the caliphate to Sevilla. Thereafter, the 
Berberian Arab empires of North Africa, which absorbed both the Fatimid 
Caliphate and the Almohad Caliphate, also sited their capitals far away from 
their Algerian or Tunisian homeland. 

 In 1161 the Afghan conquerors Ghaznavids moved the capital from 
Ghazni in southern Afghanistan to Lahore, located in the Indus Valley, on 
the territory of modern Pakistan. 

 In 1485 Hungarian king Matthias Corvinus captured Vienna and made 
the city his capital. 

 In 1712 Russia’s Peter the Great transferred the capital of Russia to Saint-
Petersburg, sited on the territory seized from Sweden, an act that by nine 
years predated the offi cial recognition of the annexation of this land. 24  In the 
tenth century, the Russian Prince Svyatoslav, who had defeated the Khazars, 
was entertaining the idea of turning Preslav (Pereyaslavets), the old capital of 
the Bulgarian khans on the Danube, into a new Russian capital. In the letter 
to his mother, Princess Olga, he described his plans as follows: “I do not care 
to remain in Kiev, but should prefer to live in Pereyaslavets on the Danube, 
since that is the centre of my realm, where all riches are concentrated; gold, 
silks, wine, and various fruits from Greece, silver and horses from Hungary 
and Bohemia, and from Rus’ furs, wax, honey, and slaves.” 25  

 Following the same strategy, in 1832 Said bin Sultan moved the throne of 
the Sultanate of Muscat and Oman thousands of kilometers away to East 
Africa’s Zanzibar, which had been colonized by the Omani Arabs. 26  

 Following his vision of Great Britain’s future as represented in his novel 
 Tancred , the British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli insisted on transfer-
ring the capital of the British Empire from London to Delhi and strongly 
recommended that the Queen and the entire imperial administration also 
move there. The new location was meant to refl ect the new nature of the 
state as the true world capital and underscore the special role that the East 
was playing in its imperial structure and political design. 

 Similarly, the program of many Russian imperial ideologists and pan-
Slavists called for the transfer of the capital of the Russian Empire from 
Saint-Petersburg to Istanbul. According to them, Russia as the rightful heir 
of the legacy of the Byzantine Empire had to revive Constantinople as the 
capital of this empire. In the nineteenth century, Fyodor Tyutchev, a poet 
and diplomat, and Nikolai Danilevsky, a historian, emphasized the need 
in consolidating Russian conquests and Russian Orthodox identity in the 
southern part of the Black Sea and advocated the unifi cation of the Slavic 
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peoples under the Russian emperor. Notably, the plan to relocate the throne 
to Constantinople had been formulated earlier, in the eighteenth century, by 
Catherine the Great. 27  

 Friedrich Ludwig Jahn (1778–1852), a German nationalist writer, claimed 
that the geographical position of Vienna made it not very suitable for the 
role as the capital of a vast empire. “Vienna, which is one of the causes of 
the decay of Austria, is not a central point to the provinces of the empire.” 28  
He believed that the capital of the Austrian Empire would be much better 
sited in Belgrade or Semlin, that is, in Serbia or Poland. The formation of one 
federal empire from these provinces could be carried out more effectively if 
it were accompanied by the change of the capital city. 

In “A Secret Plan of Government” produced in 1798 by Honda Toshiaki, 
a prominent political economist and a polymath, had a provision to move 
the capital city of Japan to Kamchatka belonging to Russia to colonize the 
northern territories, to break away the isolation and to develop an empire. 
 Although these daring, fanciful plans never became a reality and appear to 
be historical curiosities, the proposal of Disraeli, the intentions of Catherine 
the Great, as well as the ideas of Jahn were quite consistent with the capital 
siting concepts typical of many strategies of empire-building. 

 The state-building strategy presented in the above examples and involving 
capital city relocation to the newly conquered territories was formulated as 
early as by Niccolo Machiavelli, who wrote in his treatise  The Prince : 

 When states are acquired in a country with a different language, differ-
ent customs and different institutions, then there are problems; great 
good fortune and great abilities are required in order to keep such states. 
One of the best and most effi cacious solutions would be for those who 
acquire them to go and live there. This would make their possession 
more secure and lasting; and this is what the Turks have done with 
Greece: even if they had used every other method of keeping hold of 
that state, they could not have held onto it without going to live there. 29  

 He proceeds, noting general governance considerations behind this strategy. 

 In addition, the province is not looted by one’s offi cials; and one’s sub-
jects are happy to have immediate recourse to their prince; consequently, 
those who wish their prince well have more reason to love him, and 
those who do not wish him well, more reason to fear him. Any potential 
external aggressor will think twice, for he who lives there can only be 
dislodged with extreme diffi culty. 30  

 Associated with  high risks , sometimes this tactic of empire-building led to 
vulnerability of the empires having a capital city of this sort. For example, 
to build a new seat of empire on alien lands, the Persians had to leave their 
stronghold in the mountains and descend to the valleys, a move that left 
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their ancestral lands unprotected and ultimately resulted in their loss. The 
legend has it that as early as the sixth century BC, Cyrus the Great warned 
the future Persian  shahs  of this danger. 31  The history of both Greek Bactria 
and Parthia reveals the same pattern of losing the original land base due to 
imperial expansion. 

 Similar strategies – at least in the form of political statements and slogans – 
can be seen in the modern world. Today’s radical Islamists of the Mursi-led 
Muslim Brotherhood that recently were in power in Egypt dream of restoring 
the Arab Caliphate (of the United Arab States). They envision Jerusalem as 
the capital of this new political entity and believe that siting the capital in 
Jerusalem will allow the caliphate to absorb the entire territory of Israel. 32  
Another example worth mentioning in this regard entails the political pro-
grams of radical Albanian nationalists with their plans of creating Greater 
Albania on the territory of Kosovo, Macedonia, Serbia, and Montenegro. 
The maps of Greater Albania show Skopje, capital of Macedonia, as the 
capital of the united pan-Albanian state. 

 Driven by the unfavorable political climate in the empire, the opposite type 
of logic led to the establishment of a  retreat capital . 

 Under the onslaught of the Muslims, the capital of the Khazar Khaganate 
was gradually shifting from the south to the north, to the safe haven of the 
regions far away from the southern frontier. First, it was moved from the 
original capital of Balanjar, situated in a dangerous proximity to the border, 
then to Samandar, in the coastal area of Dagestan, and therefrom to Atil 
(Khamlij), located in the Volga River delta, just above the modern Russian 
city of Astrakhan. 

 Around the same time, under the onslaught of the Muslims advancing 
from the seacoast, the capital of the Kingdom of Axum, precursor of today’s 
Ethiopia, began to shift from the coastal region to the inland. Once a rival 
of the Byzantine Empire, this Christian state even developed some sort of 
special tactic of guerilla war against the far superior forces of the enemies, 
whereby it was constantly moving its capital around the country. It was not 
until the end of the nineteenth century that, with the foundation of Addis 
Ababa in the far south, at the maximum distance from the coast, the state 
fi nally stabilized. 33  

 The 1126 Mongol invasion of China triggered the relocation of the throne 
from Kaifeng to Lin’an (presently Hangzhou). This move marked the begin-
ning of the Southern Song Dynasty. 

 In the fi fteenth through sixteenth centuries, yielding to the advance of the 
Siamese forces, the rulers of Cambodia were moving their capital southwest, 
to the inland—from Angkor Thom, destroyed by the Siamese, to Phnom 
Penh, therefrom to Longvek and Udong and then, at the end of the nine-
teenth century, back to Phnom Penh. 

 Similarly, under the onslaught of Dai Viet, a Vietnamese state that had 
recently freed itself from the yoke of China, the capitals of the Hindu King-
dom of Champa, located in the central and southern regions of Vietnam 
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was gradually relocating southward. From the northern city of Hue, which 
eventually became the capital of Vietnam, the seat of the kingdom was suc-
cessively transferred to My Son, Indrapura, Vijaya, and a number of other 
cities until it fi nally reached Cha Ban, the last site of the Champa Kingdom. 

 Under the offensive of both the Hindus and the Tamil Muslims coming 
from the north, the capital of the Buddhist Sri Lanka was shifted to the 
south. The main goal pursued by the Sinhalese was to preserve the sacred 
relic of the Buddha’s Tooth kept in the capital city. 

 In 1563 King Setthathirat, ruler of Lan Xang, a country that was the 
predecessor of present-day Laos, moved his throne from Luang Prabang to 
Vientiane, fearing an advance of the Burmese from the north. 

 In the eighteenth century, pressured by the advance of the Afghan troops, 
the capital of Persia was relocated. After the liberation from the control of 
the Safavid Dynasty, the Afghans attempted to reign in Persia and, seizing 
one city after another, even established an Afghan dynasty in the country. 
As a result, the throne was moved from the centrally located Isfahan, where 
it had been since 1598, to Shiraz in the south (1766–1791) and then to the 
safe haven of Tehran, near the Caspian Sea. The Tehran area was primarily 
inhabited by the Turkic peoples, which was an additional factor in winning 
the loyalty of this area to the Qajar Dynasty, Turkic in origin (See  Table 5 ). 

 In the fi fteenth century, pressured by the expansion of the Ottoman 
Empire, the capital of Montenegro was transferred from Žabljak to the bet-
ter fortifi ed town of Obod and therefrom to Cetinje. By the same token, 
due to the expansion of the Ottoman Empire in the early sixteenth cen-
tury, the capital of Hungary was moved from Buda to Pozsony (present-day 
Bratislava, Slovakia). 

 This defensive logic is comparable with some capital city transfers in 
Poland, effectuated to strengthen its defense capability against the aggres-
sion of German principalities. 34  

 Another fairly common principle of capital city siting, characteristic both 
of empires and despotic states, was a search for  more reliable and loyal cen-
ters of state power . Empire-builders sought to consolidate their authority by 
gaining support of the most loyal region in the country. The task of a new 
capital city was to neutralize or weaken the infl uence of hostile or competing 
social and religious clans, factions, families, and elites. This logic drove the 
transfer of the capital of the Arab Caliphate from Medina to Kufa in 657. At 
that time, during the civil war, Kufa was the only city supporting Ali, who 
was fi ghting against the rebels. 35  Likewise, in Japan, the objective to secure 
support of the area most loyal to the ruler led to the relocation of the throne 
from Nara to Nagaoka. 36  

 Loyalty to the metropole was an important criterion for capital city siting 
in colonies or dependencies. Furthermore, geographical proximity to the 
metropole constituted an additional favorable factor in the siting process. 

 After Russia had conquered Finland from Sweden, the capital was moved 
from Turku to Helsinki. Because anti-Turkish sentiment was widespread 
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among the Romanian  boyars , i.e., aristocrats, in the old capital of Târgovişte, 
and due to the proximity of Bucharest to the Ottoman Porte, the capital 
was transferred to Bucharest. Norway’s increasing dependence on Denmark 
shifted the center of the country’s political life to Christiania (Oslo), and the 
city’s proximity to Copenhagen played a decisive role in this process. In the 
Hellenistic period, the Greek conquerors of Egypt moved the capital from 
Thebes to Alexandria. In 1887 the Japanese relocated the seat of the adminis-
tration of Taiwan from Tainan to Taipei because the latter was located closer 
to the metropole in Japan. 37  

 In sum, it may be said that there existed two most common tactics of impe-
rial capital siting, the one contrary to the other. The fi rst tactic entailed a 
search for a more loyal base for building a capital city in a period of domestic 
political instability, while the second one was aimed at the siting of a capital 
city in a potentially separatist area, least loyal to the empire, in a period 
of stability. In both cases, military and strategic considerations played the 
decisive role in the process. 

 Other important factors included the proximity of food supplies, sources 
of manpower reinforcement, and transport systems. In the empires that were 
expanding and seeking to annex new territories, capital cities were usually 
sited  on the forefront  of the expansion, ensuring an effective mobilization of 
military resources for the use on the border and beyond. 

 From Rome to Constantinople: reasons 

 Given the tremendous and unique infl uence exercised by the Roman Empire 
both on the formation of the European urban system and the nature and 
logic of the European imagination, it is appropriate to examine, in a separate 
section, the specifi cs of the Roman metropolitan life and analyze the reasons 
leading to the  transfer of the capital from Rome to Constantinople.  

 Rome was the fi rst in Europe to discover the idea of centrality, that is, a 
state’s concentration in a single city, and this idea has defi ned certain features 
of the entire European history. While the capitals of Persia, the most power-
ful empire of the ancient East, were often moved, the stable capital city loca-
tion was a major characteristic of the Roman state. Playing with the words 
 urbis  and  orbis , Roman poets and politicians sometimes equated a city to the 
world, and in the mind of numerous notable personalities and ideologists, 
Rome was synonymous of the whole state. The City was so central to the 
identity of the empire that many perceived the fall of this city as the demise 
of the entire state, although in actuality the Roman Empire did not vanish, 
but rather, just shifted its center of gravity. In retrospect, it would be accurate 
to say that Rome failed to resolve the contradiction between the city and the 
citizenship and perished, unable to handle this strategic dissonance. 

 Transferring the throne from Rome to Constantinople, Constantine the 
Great was driven by weaknesses of the former and  military and strategic 
strengths  of the latter, which was less vulnerable to the attacks of the invaders 
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and situated deep in the interior. Indeed, compared to Rome, Constantinople 
had signifi cant and obvious advantages both in terms of defense capabili-
ties and topography, which was subsequently proved in the course of many 
military campaigns. 38  

 Centuries earlier Rome had enjoyed the advantages of being located on 
the Apennine Peninsula, which facilitated military operations on land. In 
the course of time, however, these advantages became less obvious as the 
Roman state developed maritime power, started sea wars against Carthage, 
and gradually conquered the entire Mediterranean basin. The control over 
the mouth of the Tiber River and the adjacent areas ensured both a suc-
cess in land military operations and a stable delivery of food supplies from 
Central Italy. 

 However, over the centuries, this location became less convenient. First, 
with the development of trade and new technologies, marine vessels grew 
bigger in size; second, the Tiber shoaled, and its waterway was heavily silted 
up. As a result, navigation of larger warships and merchant vessels was no 
longer possible. To transport goods to Rome, suppliers had to reload them 
on smaller boats and barges, which highly increased the total cost of the 
goods. The artifi cial harbor built on the Tiber did not solve all the problems 
completely. 

 When the entire Mediterranean perimeter fell under the direct or indirect 
control of Rome, the main resources of the empire had already been con-
centrated not on the Apennine Peninsula, but rather, in the Levant, which 
encompassed Egypt, Syria, and Asia Minor, and which became the principal 
industrial and commercial engine of the empire.  However, these three key 
regions were located much closer to Constantinople than to Rome . 

 Much earlier, Julius Caesar and Octavian Augustus had already been con-
templating building a new capital in the East. During the visit of Cleopatra to 
Rome, rumors of the capital transfer to Alexandria began to circulate around 
Rome, and Troy was seen as another possible candidate for the new capital. 
These two cities provided control over the Aegean Sea and the Dardanelles, 
which were the key transit points on the way from Europe to Asia. By the 
time Constantine assumed the throne, the main route from Europe to Asia 
had already shifted to the Bosporus, thus making Byzantium an important 
hub between the Aegean and the Black Sea. Another reason why Byzantium 
was preferable to Alexandria was that the former had a massive natural 
harbor, Golden Horn, protecting it on both sides. Thus, the topography of 
the city was highly favorable for both the deployment of the fl eet and the 
anchoring of merchant vessels, giving the area a tremendous advantage in 
resisting the attacks of the barbarians. 39  

 It should be also noted that contrary to some present-day views, by the 
time the new capital was established, the economic advantages of Byzan-
tium had already diminished to some degree. When the Greek city-states 
dominated the region, Byzantium was an extremely important trade center, 
linking these cities with their colonies on the north coast of the Black Sea. 
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Supplying Greece with grain, these colonies served as a major market for 
Greek industrial and artisanal products. According to some historians, it was 
the trade with the Black Sea region that triggered the economic revolution 
in Greece, which ultimately led to the transition from the agrarian economy 
to the industrial and commercial economy. 

 At the time the new capital was founded, this  grain route  had already been 
in decline, and eventually, as a result of the Goths’ invasion into what is now 
Ukraine, ceased to exist. Afterward, Byzantium was supplied with grain from 
Egypt and other areas that were supplying Rome itself. As to the other eco-
nomic advantages Byzantium presumably had, they were quite ephemeral. 

 Roman historians and writers talked about the burden of the second, 
“parasitic capital” imposed on the empire: Constantinople had to be fed 
with “bread and circuses” at a very unfavorable moment, when the empire’s 
cost of maintaining the military dramatically increased. The capital transfer 
coincided with an immense economic crisis that hit the Roman Empire in 
the fourth century. All of this indicates that the main and only motives for 
moving the capital were military advantages of Constantinople, as well as 
the new strategy of the state, rather than economic causes or reasons related 
to the change of religion. 

 This is not to say, however, that the new capital did not have any other 
signifi cant advantages. This area did have a certain volume of internal 
resources to ensure provision of food supplies and various communication 
needs, functioning as a natural connection link between different regions. 
Jean Gottmann notes in this regard: 

 The capital is not only the hinge between the country it governs and the 
outside, but a pluralistic hinge, articulating the various sections, net-
works, and groups of interest within the territory. Constantinople was to 
be a hinge between Europe and Asia, Mediterranean and Pont, Romans 
and Greeks, land and sea power. That was probably why it remained for 
so long a great capital under very different regimes. 40  

 It is interesting to point out that  de facto  Rome had lost its status as the capi-
tal long before the relocation, when the actual center of the empire shifted 
towards the Balkans and Asia Minor. As early as the reign of Diocletian 
(293–305), the empire had been divided into four prefectures with admin-
istrative centers in Trevorum (Trier), Antioch, Mediolanum (Milan), and 
Nicomedia. This system of government became known as the  tetrarchy . 
Being the head of the tetrarchy, Diocletian moved his throne to Nicomedia 
in Asia Minor; thus, Constantine merely continued the reform initiated by 
his predecessor, extending its vector east of Rome. It should be noted, how-
ever, that neither the siting of the new capital nor the relocation path was a 
predetermined matter, and prior to the foundation of Constantinople, Con-
stantine had tried many other sites, successively transferring his residence to 
Trevorum, Mediolanum, Sirmium, and Serdica (Sofi a). Thus, over the span 
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of one century, the empire had a roving capital city, the situation approxi-
mating the one in the Holy Roman Empire. 41  

 Constantinople did not become the capital immediately after Rome; even 
after the foundation of the former, it was still unclear whether it would 
remain the long-term capital of the empire. With the demise of Constantine 
the Great, Trevorum, which became the residence of his son, Constantine II, 
began to rise. Calling it  Roma Secunda , the Romans rightly regarded it as 
their capital north of the Alps. Constantinople temporarily lost its status as 
the “second Rome,” and under the reign of Juliane the Apostate, Constan-
tine’s nephew who attempted to revive the cult of pagan gods, the actual 
capital city of the empire became Antioch. By making his quest to the East, 
he apparently hoped to fulfi ll the dream of Alexander the Great, whom he 
identifi ed himself with, and establish a new capital in Babylon (Ctesiphon). 
It was not until after Constantine’s grandchildren ascended to the throne 
that Constantinople’s status as the capital was restored, to be retained for 
centuries. 

 Disembedded capitals: despotic states of the ancient East 

 The so-called  disembedded capitals  constitute a distinct category of capital 
cities. 

 This term originated in the depths of archeology – more specifi cally, in 
publications related to excavation of the ancient cities of the New World, 
Mesoamerica (Monte Albán), in particular. Initially, it was mainly used to 
describe  a special type of administrative capitals located in some distance 
from major economic centers and excluded from direct economic activities 
and product exchange processes.  Subsequent excavations revealed, however, 
that Monte Albán was in fact a commercial center, supplying itself with 
agricultural products and, thus, did not meet this defi nition. Accordingly, 
archeologists rejected this term as unsuitable and abandoned its use in refer-
ence to administrative capitals of the Mesoamerican cultures. 

 Alexander H. Joffe, an American archeologist and expert on ancient Mid-
dle Eastern civilizations, has attempted to rehabilitate and to recycle this 
term by demonstrating its more accurate applicability to ancient and medi-
eval capitals of Western Asia – Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, and Arabia. He 
showed, among other things, how the newly emerged disembedded capitals 
of Mesopotamia and Egypt, created from scratch, developed into centers 
of power for the new elites and functioned as  institutional alternatives  to 
wandering capitals and provisional capitals. 42  

 According to Joffe, the main purpose of disembedded capitals was to 
acquire competitive advantages in the internal factional struggle, incubate 
new elites, and consolidate state power. 43  It could be said that in contrast 
to the more common integration strategies, royal founders of disembedded 
capitals were pursuing  strategies of disintegration and alienation  from the 
existing centers of power. 
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 To illustrate his thesis, Joffe gives three groups of examples from the his-
tory of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Arabia, respectively. 

 1 The primary examples of disembedded capitals in Egypt are Memphis 
and Amarna (Akhenaten). Seeking to integrate the various lands along 
the Nile River, the rulers of Egypt developed a system of common ritu-
als intended to adopt local deities into the offi cial state religion. To 
secure a better access to trade routes and resources of Lower Egypt, 
the Upper Egyptian elites established Memphis in the north.   Amarna 
was located between Memphis and Thebes and built by Akhenaten 
(1379–1362 BC), a pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty. Its foundation was 
triggered by the religious reform of Akhenaten, who had introduced 
a worship system centered on Aten, the Sun, and stressed the divine 
origin of the ruler. For the reform to take effect, it was necessary to 
isolate the new capital from the older generation of priests. 

 2 Capitals of the Akkadian Empire fall into the same category. In 2300 
BC, the Akkadian ruler Sargon the Great moved his throne to the city 
of Agade. After Tukulti-Ninurta I, an Assyrian conqueror reigning 
from 1244 to 1208 BC, had destroyed and deserted Babylon, in fear 
of the revenge of the conservative part of his subjects, who believed 
that the destruction of Babylon was a sacrilege (the Assyrians revered 
the Babylonian gods), he moved the capital and the cult statue of the 
god Marduk to the newly built city of Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, several 
kilometers away from the ancient Assur. Shortly thereafter, as a result 
of a plot organized by his outraged subjects, the king was imprisoned 
in his own palace and subsequently murdered.  

   In the ninth century BC, another Assyrian ruler Ashurnasirpal II 
(reigned in 883–859 BC) moved his throne to Kalhu (Nimrud), a small 
and previously unknown city 65 kilometers north of the old capital. 
In the eighth century BC, Sargon II transferred the capital therefrom 
20 kilometers northeast, to Dur-Sharrukin (Fortress of Sargon). After 
he had been killed during one of his military campaigns, his son, Sen-
nacherib shifted the capital to the ancient city of Nineveh, located 
between Kalhu and Dur-Sharrukin. 

 3 The next group of disembedded capitals involves the Arab Caliphate 
and includes Baghdad, Raqqa, and Samarra. In 762 the Abbasid Caliph 
al-Mansur founded Baghdad to broaden the support of his reign. Unlike 
the Umayyads, the Abbasids were attempting to create a universal 
empire and integrate the Persians into it. To forestall tribal wars, Harun 
al-Rashid transferred his throne to the city of Raqqa in Syria. In 835 
his son al-Mu’tasim founded Samarra. Deprived of the support of 
Baghdad, he relied on the army of Turkish slaves, as well as the doc-
trines of Mu’tazilism. The new disembedded capital was meant to 
become the stronghold of the new religious teaching and distance itself 
from commercial, cosmopolitan Baghdad.  
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 Joffe provides yet other examples of disembedded capitals that emerged in 
this region. Speaking of their common features, he points to their short lifes-
pan caused by the very nature of their origin. 

 Because the legitimacy and effi cacy of a capital were so closely tied to 
a particular individual or dynasty, successors often found it necessary 
to break away and recreate new capitals. With such an urban pattern 
in full play, disembedded capitals were often extremely short-lived and 
highly unstable, not to mention expensive to build and operate. . . . Only 
a developed urban society could shoulder the various costs involved 
but the option created conditions that necessitated more expensive and 
extractive policies which often undermined other processes . . . . [T]he 
needs of cities frequently run counter to those who comprised the society 
in them. In most cases it appears that disembedded capitals were short-
term solutions and long-term burdens. Their instability and degrees of 
spatial and social artifi ciality are refl ected in their ultimate fate, which 
minimally and almost invariably included the loss of status as capitals 
and, at the extreme, complete abandonment. 44  

 The concept of the disembedded capital is quite interesting and provides a 
valuable synthesis of the experience of Western Asian civilizations. Nonethe-
less, Joffe’s explanation of the phenomenon is inconclusive, and this concept 
requires important qualifi cations. 

 The examples Joffe gives are somewhat contradictory. Noting that a 
short lifespan was a common feature shared by all disembedded capitals, he 
puts into this category the cities of Memphis and Baghdad, each of which 
served as the capital of Egypt and the Arab states, respectively, for centuries. 
Although he does state that in some cases disembedded capitals could be 
 reembedded  into the social and economic system of the country, both Mem-
phis and Baghdad are still clearly distinguishable from the rest of his exam-
ples not only by virtue of being long-standing capitals but also by virtue of 
having a completely different task assigned to them. This task was to create 
a new format of the state as opposed to isolating the old elites. In the case of 
Memphis, this was intended to be achieved by integrating Upper and Lower 
Egypt, while in the case of Baghdad, by integrating new cultures and newly 
acquired lands, most notably Persia, under the authority of the Abbasids. 

 Furthermore, Joffe unreasonably limits the region where disembedded 
capitals emerged to Western Asia. Interestingly, however, most of the cases he 
describes involve political regimes situated far beyond the region. Although 
according to Joffe, the type of capitals in question was specifi c to despotic 
states, prevalent in the ancient East, examples of these capitals may be found 
in the history of China, Russia, and the Middle East. In ancient China, 
disembedded capitals were represented by the new capital of the Qin State, 
Xianyang, established by the vision of Shan Yang (390–338 BC), a famous 
philosopher of the Legist School. The city faced the task of weakening the 
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infl uence of the old clan elites. After King Zheng of Qin unifi ed the Chinese 
states under his control and proclaimed himself Emperor Qin Shi Huang, 
the city of Xianyang became the capital of the new empire. In Russia an 
example of a disembedded capital was Alexandrov Kremlin, the sixteenth 
century  oprichnina  stronghold of Ivan the Terrible. In Parthia the city of 
Vologesocerta (Valashabad) functioned as a very short-term disembedded 
capital founded to eliminate the infl uence of the Hellenized elites of the state. 

 To some extent, Joffe dilutes the very concept of a disembedded city, 
drawing parallels between it and some modern designed capitals, notably 
Washington D.C. Apparently, the basis of the comparison is that like some 
disembedded capitals, these capitals were built from scratch and, in a sense, 
were disembedded from the economic life of their countries and distanced 
from their economic centers. The main difference between disembedded 
capitals and modern designed capitals, according to Joffe, is that disembed-
ded capitals were “designed as tools of factional competition”  while modern 
designed capitals were designed to balance different factions and political 
forces . 45  However, these two types of capitals also have other equally impor-
tant differences, the most signifi cant of them being the methods of their 
creation and the nature of the identity they epitomized. 

 Many of the above enumerated disembedded capitals were constructed 
in a way typical for the despotic states of the East (the German historian 
Karl A. Wittvogel calls them “hydraulic civilizations”) – using the labor of 
numerous foreign slaves. 

 Furthermore, while the modern capitals attempted to refl ect identities of 
various ethnic and other groups, the new capitals of the despotic states, by 
contrast, sought to diminish or neutralize the old historical and particular-
istic identities. Very often disembedded capitals tried to win greater loyalty 
by destroying local identities or by incorporating sacred symbols of the sub-
dued or conquered states. Another common tool used by despotic rulers 
was their special demographic policy of massive resettlements of particularly 
recalcitrant tribes and residents of other kingdoms. This tactic was followed 
by Emperor Qin Shi Huang, who drove members of the most prominent 
families from the newly conquered states to his capital Xianyang. 46  Likewise, 
Armenia’s Tigranes the Great resettled numerous Greeks living in the king-
dom and inhabitants of the areas he had conquered to Tigranakert (Tigrano-
certa), his new capital. 47  

 Thus, despotic regimes built disembedded capitals mainly to isolate them-
selves from most infl uential political and religious elites, as well as to create 
new forms of loyalty required of the state subjects. 

 Interestingly enough, the process of relocation to such a capital was often 
accompanied by both fundamental religious reforms and the rise of heter-
orthodox and heretical movements. The Egyptian cult of the Sun, the con-
struction of the new Babylon in Assyria, and the ideas of Mu’tazilism in 
the Umayyad Caliphate led to the formation of the new forms of power 
legitimation for the rulers and marginalized the old elites of the old political 
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and religious centers. These elites – the Theban priesthood, old clan nobility 
of the conquered Chinese states, the Persian elite (aristocracy of Khorasan) 
in the court of the Abbasids, and major  boyar  families of Russia – were to 
be replaced by the new servicemen elites, which built from scratch a base of 
loyalty to the new regime. In the cases where the relocation to a new capital 
was not associated with religious reforms, it was often meant to emancipate 
the regime from undesired cultural infl uences and use new cultural grounds 
to create new elites. For example, by moving his throne to a new capi-
tal, Tigranes the Great sought to Hellenize his kingdom and do away with 
the infl uence of the Persian culture. Likewise, by building a new capital in 
Raqqa, Harun al-Rashid intended to emancipate the country from the infl u-
ence of the Persian elites in Baghdad. 

 Most of the disembedded capital projects failed. The reason for their fail-
ure was the disproportionate scale of the goals (mostly tactical ones) to the 
tools used by the rulers to achieve these goals. Tactical tricks and moves of 
the rulers were made by using strategic and very expensive instruments. 

 The concept of a disembedded capital is extremely important as a capital-
building strategy different from the capital city model of universal empires. 
Erecting a new capital gave a despotic ruler an opportunity to establish a new 
base of loyalty, to develop his own special identity and language of symbols, 
and to surround political power with an atmosphere of mystery and secrecy. 
Certainly, it is not always easy to draw a clear distinction between the strate-
gies used by empires and those used by despotic states. Thus, Tigranes the 
Great built his capital on the far edge of his territories to ensure control over 
the conquered lands in accordance with the above imperial strategies. At the 
same time, it was established as a disembedded capital with the use of des-
potic methods and tools. Nonetheless, in most cases the difference between 
strategies of despotic states and those of empires was quite obvious: The 
former were based on domestic political considerations whereas the latter 
were centered on foreign policy considerations. 

 The list of examples set forth by Joffe may be supplemented with several 
more examples of the despotic states of the East, illustrating how unfavor-
able the results of such relocation projects could be. 

 In Japan the 794 transfer of the capital to Kyoto was preceded by 25 
unsuccessful attempts. In 645 the emperor’s residence was shifted from 
Asuka, to the seaport of Naniwa, near Osaka. Seven years later, however, it 
was moved back to Asuka since temples, monasteries, and infl uential clans 
had refused to relocate. In 667 the seat of the empire was transferred to Otsu, 
only to be returned to its previous location. In 710 it moved to Nara, mod-
eled after the then capital of China, Chang’an (presently Xi’an). However, 
the extraordinary infl uence of the Buddhist monasteries and clans in Nara 
destabilized the position of the emperor. To strengthen his loyalty base, in 
784 Emperor Kanmu erected a new capital in Nagaoka, Yamashiro region, 
which was his mother’s native area, but the assassination of the city’s chief 
builder was deemed a bad omen. As a result, despite the ten years of hard 



72 Capital city relocation experience

work (784–794) and the expenses equal to the whole country’s annual bud-
get, the project was abandoned. 48  Finally, with the fi nancial support of the 
Chinese immigrant weavers, the capital was moved to Kyoto. To neutralize 
the monastic infl uence, only a few of the monasteries were permitted to 
relocate to the new capital. 49  

 Subsequent periods of Japanese history saw similarly problematic and 
ill-considered capital city relocations. The epic  Heike Monogatari  ( The Tale 
of the Heike ) contains an important narrative describing the unsuccessful 
transfer of the capital from Kyoto to Fukuhara undertaken in the twelfth 
century by Lord Kiyomori, the head of the Taira (Heike) clan at the peak of 
its prosperity and glory. Bypassing the legitimate heir, he enthroned his minor 
grandson and attempted to put an end to the infl uence of the opposition Bud-
dhist clergy in the old capital of Kyoto. Furthermore, Fukuhara was located 
on the lands owned by the Taira clan, and the relocation was intended not 
just to provide Kiyomori with a stronger loyalty base but also to generate 
lucrative profi ts from leasing out the Taira lands. The epic represents the 
moving of the throne to Fukuhara as yet another link in the chain of crimes 
committed by Kiyomori: 

 Most splendid and auspicious was the Ancient Capital [of Kyoto] . . . . 
But now few wagons plough their way over the deserted roads, and 
but an occasional passer-by is to be seen in some lowly equipage. The 
houses of the city that formerly jostled each other for room are now daily 
becoming fewer and more ruinous; broken up and made into rafts . . . 
and the furniture and possessions of their owners are piled up on boats 
and brought down to Fukuhara. Ah, how sad to see the Flower Capital 
thus turn into an expanse of rice fi elds. 50  

 Within several weeks Kyoto was turned into a ghost city, scattered groups 
of paupers and vagrants eking out a meager existence on its wrecked streets. 
The temples and palaces were dismantled, most of the houses were untiled, 
and the income of monasteries plummeted. The aggrieved were petitioning 
for the return of the capital, and the popularity of the Taira clan began to 
decline. A few months after the beginning of this unsuccessful project, the 
throne was moved back to Kyoto. 

 Another interesting example of this kind is an attempt to transfer India’s 
capital from Delhi to Daulatabad (also known as Devagiri), made at the 
beginning of the fourteenth century by Sultan Muhammad bin Tughluq. In 
the opinion of the sultan, Daulatabad had a number of obvious strategic 
advantages, lying roughly equidistant from Delhi, Gujarat, Lakhnauti, Tel-
ingana, and other important centers of medieval India. Striving to isolate 
the Hindus, who often provoked riots and uprisings in Delhi, as well as to 
strengthen both the Muslim presence and missionary activities in the south 
of the country, the sultan believed that the Muslim clergy would be able to 
convert huge masses of the Hindus living in the Delhi empire, especially the 
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poor and the members of the lower castes. For this reason, among those who 
were required to move to the new capital, there were a lot of Islamic mys-
tics, the most successful preachers of Islam at the time. Sultan Muhammad 
Salman Khan Tughluq also took a series of reasonable preparatory actions; 
thus, he built a broad road to Daulatabad, planted shady trees on both sides 
of the road, and established a regular postal service between Delhi and the 
new capital. Since the residents of Delhi did not wish to relocate, he ordered 
a forcible resettlement of the Muslim elites,  ulemas  (Islamic scholars), and 
civil servants. Since the relocation was carried out during the hot summer 
months, many people died on the way. 51  

 This move greatly damaged the sultan’s popularity. The Mongol inva-
sions in the north and possible revolts of the Hindus put the country in a 
dangerous situation because now its capital was too remote from the north-
ern regions. Realizing his mistake, the sultan initiated the transfer back to 
Delhi. Many of those who had survived the fi rst relocation did not survive 
the second one. As a result of these events, Delhi fell into decay, losing its 
wealth and splendor. Although thereafter the sultan attracted new men of 
letters, merchants, and traders to the city, a substantial part of it remained 
desolated. Many Muslim graves at Daulatabad cemeteries keep the memory 
of these sad events alive. 

 A possible lesson to learn from the above examples is that even the unlim-
ited power and resources of the despotic rulers were not always suffi cient to 
compensate for the lack of a reliable strategy. While building disembedded 
capitals was tremendously costly, they tended to destabilize both the state 
political course and the very political regime, often remaining the capitals 
only for a very short period of time. As we will see below, some modern rul-
ers have repeated these mistakes. 
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 3  Capital city relocations 
and debates of this topic 
in different world regions 

 Generations of national capitals 

 It would be a mistake to view the selection of capital cities and their reloca-
tions separately from the international processes and to consider them to 
be only a result of domestic decision-making. International developments 
have always had a signifi cant impact on the ways in which capital cities 
were understood and chosen. Therefore, it is important to distinguish several 
generations of capital cities that emerged as part and parcel of the cycles of 
formation of nations, nation-states, and nationalisms. It must be noted that 
membership in a particular generation of capital cities has greatly infl uenced 
the choice of urban iconographies, architectural styles, and urban solutions 
for the newly formed capital cities. 

 Conceptually, there were three main paths of nation-formation. Following 
the fi rst path, nation-states emerged in England and France in the course of 
opposition to the Crown and to the Church. The second type of nation-
states emerged when fragmented territories were brought together under one 
leading center. This path was characteristic for Netherlands, Switzerland, 
and Germany. The third type of nation-states emerged in opposition to the 
foreign princes and to foreign rule in general. In many cases following this 
path, the nation asserted itself not only against the foreign rule but also 
against other ethnic groups. 1  Most of the presently existing countries of the 
world have developed their nationhood in the course of the third type of 
development. 

 Remarkably, the nation-formation process in many countries represented 
the combination of two paths. For instance, the Italian nation asserted itself 
both against the foreign rule of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and against 
the fragmentation and separatist trends. In a similar vein, the American 
nation was formed in opposition to the British rule and to the separatist 
tendencies of southern US states. The Dutch nation has asserted itself against 
the Spanish domination in the course of the Eighty Years’ War and against 
the trends of feudal fragmentation. 

 Under the fi rst path of nation-formation, the selection of the new capi-
tal city was not a matter of great concern, and the seats of government 
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were typically preserved in old capital cities. 2  On the other hand, under the 
second path, the choice of the new location was an essential element and 
the milestone in the formation of a nation. For instance, Germany did not 
have a permanent seat of power in the pre-modern period, and Berlin was 
by no means the only choice. Curiously, the concept of a new capital city 
was already contemplated in the nineteenth century long before national 
unifi cation in the Bismarck era, when some prominent German nationalists 
and intellectuals pondered this issue. Friedrich Ludwig Jahn (1778–1852), 
a German nationalist writer, insisted that the new capital city of the united 
Germany should be situated near the Elbe River, in a district equally distant 
from Geneva and Memel and from Trieste and Copenhagen. Jahn attributed 
the idea of such a well-defended Prussian capital on the Elbe, the middle 
river of the north of Germany, to Frederick the Great. He proposed to name 
this new capital city Teutona. 3  In the Netherlands and in the United States 
the choice of the capital cities was an important part of the formation of 
a new nation. The 17 states of Netherlands and the 13 colonies in the US 
had identifi ed a neutral place for this role. Amsterdam and in some measure 
Philadelphia remained loyal to the Spanish/Burgundian empire and to the 
British Crown respectively, and it made these cities unsuitable for the seat of 
government of these emerging nations. 

 Even more important the issue of a capital city was for the countries 
that have followed the third path. The majority of modern nations were 
formed in the course of the fi ght for independence against the British, French, 
Spanish, German, Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian empires. The 
nationalisms in these newly-emerged nations were more ethnic and cultural 
rather than civic in nature. The establishment of the new seat of power 
was often a critical element in the identity formation of these new nations. 
Accordingly, in Italy and Greece the fi rst capitals Turin and Nathplion were 
later replaced by Rome and Athens. 

 Chronologically, the following historical developments served as important 
milestones in the course of the new nations’ formation. The establishment of 
the Westphalian system in 1648 has established the legal groundwork for the 
development of the concept of the modern territorial state that was defi ned 
by the national capital and its borders. It has replaced the pre- modern con-
cepts of the royal seat of power and the frontier. The Dutch nation was 
forged at this period, gaining its independence from Spain in 1648 and estab-
lishing its capital in The Hague. The end of the Napoleonic wars and the 
formation of the Vienna system in 1815, the end of the First World War 
(1919) and the Second World War (1945) have determined the process of 
new states’ and nations’ formation and stimulated the emergence of new 
capital cities. Accordingly, several generations of capital cities were formed 
that were united by common themes, symbols, common elements of their 
nation-building plans, and their concepts of a capital city. The iconographies 
of these capital cities and their choice of heroes and monuments were infl u-
enced by the time period when they were selected. 
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 After the Napoleonic wars in the nineteenth century, many new nation-
states emerged, establishing their capitals in Brussels (1830), Bern (1848), 
Athens (1834), and Kragujevac (1818). After the Russian Empire conquered 
Finland from the Swedish empire, the Finnish capital Turku was transferred 
to Helsinki in 1812, closer to the new metropole. 4  Approximately at the 
same time, due to the demise of the Spanish dominance on the continent 
(1810–1826), Latin American countries gained independence, and some of 
them started to reconstruct their capital cities and contemplate the possibil-
ity of moving them elsewhere (such ideas were fl oating in Brazil and Argen-
tina). Italy, Bulgaria, and Romania gained their independence a little later, 
establishing their capitals in Rome, Sofi a, and Bucharest. Berlin, the ascent 
of which was the result not of emancipation from foreign control but rather 
national consolidation of German principalities, has closely followed this 
generation of capitals. 

 The First World War precipitated the collapse of the four land empires, 
the Austro-Hungarian, the German, the Russian, and the Ottoman. As a 
result, newly independent states and the third generation of national capitals 
had emerged in the Near East, in the Balkans, in Eastern Europe, and in the 
Baltic region. 5  In 1920, in Albania, the capital was relocated from Durres, 
a port city on the coast of the Adriatic Sea, to Tirana. Dublin, the capital 
of the Irish Republic, which gained its independence in 1919, also belongs 
to this generation of capitals. In the aftermath of the war the capitals of the 
majority of modern Arab nations were also formed. 

 The next generation of capitals emerged after the Second World War, when 
Asian and African states gained their independence in 1945–1954 and in 
1960–1975 respectively. 

 Finally, the last generation of national capitals emerged in Eastern Europe 
and Eurasia after the demise of communism, the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
and the fall of the Berlin wall. These were mainly capitals of newly emerg-
ing post-Soviet republics and the capitals of the former Yugoslavia, as well 
as Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia. Berlin and Astana as the new capitals 
of Germany and Kazakhstan respectively also emerged as a result of these 
processes. 

 In the colonial countries of Africa and Asia, the capitals were typically 
sited in port cities and former trading posts, which funneled the agricultural 
products, timber, minerals, and other raw materials out into world markets. 6  
Prior to colonization of these countries, most of these sites were small settle-
ments that did not play an important role in their political life. The main fac-
tors determining the choice of such cities as administrative capitals were the 
considerations of logistics and transportation system. The colonial capital 
cities, fairly cosmopolitan both in their demographics and attitudes, linked 
the agrarian hinterlands of these countries with global trade and industrial 
centers. Calcutta, Karachi, Kuala Lumpur, Manila, Batavia, Dakar, and 
Lagos are illustrious examples of this type of cities. Not surprisingly, after 
gaining national independence, the establishment of their own administrative 
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centers in the interiors of these countries often became a priority issue for 
these nations. The debates about the need to transfer the seats of government 
of these post-colonial countries were often motivated by the need to liberate 
these newly independent states from the colonial heritage. 

 This type of motivation was less evident in Latin American countries, 
since Spain kept the administrative capitals of most of its American colonies 
in their pre-colonial political centers. In those rare countries where coastal 
colonial capitals were established, the issue of moving them inland was con-
templated and debated in the post-independence era as we will see below. 

 It must be noted that decolonization was only one of the reasons to move 
capital cities, among others. There are at least four other reasons that have 
motivated these decisions and the debates – the changes in the capitalist sys-
tem and the improvement of the transportation infrastructures, the issues of 
large metropoles, the diminishing role of military considerations, and ethnic 
problems. 

 The coming of the post-colonial era coincided with the introduction of the 
new means of transportation and forms of communications that contributed 
to the breakdown of hub-and-spoke transportation systems inherited from 
the colonial times. With the advent of new transportation systems, the high-
ways and the higher-speed railways, along with the development of air trans-
port, the administrative capitals located in the port cities ( entrepôt ) largely 
have lost their logistical and communication advantages. More centrally 
located capital cities have promised to provide more effective administration 
of the countries and enhance their communication infrastructure. 7  

 The coastal capitals also created a host of social problems. Due to the 
low level of urbanization in most of the colonial countries, their capital 
cities have attracted large migration infl ows that led to their uncontrolled 
expansion, increasing social polarization in these cities, creating a misbal-
ance between the core areas, and stagnating and declining the rest of these 
countries. 

 The development of new military technologies, specifi cally the ballistic 
weapons, and the changes in the character of modern warfare has vastly 
reduced the importance of the geographical factors in military success or 
failure. Additionally, the development of international law and the rise of 
international organizations that warrant additional security to nation-states 
have also contributed to the reduced importance of capital city location in 
terms of security. Certainly, military-strategic rationales for siting the capital 
cities are not becoming completely irrelevant and obsolete. However, the 
weight of such considerations was largely reduced in the last several decades. 

 The issues of ethnicity also played a tangible role in the debate. In many 
cases one ethnic group that was dominant in the region which was chosen 
by the colonial administration as a capital had signifi cant perceived advan-
tages over other groups. Yoruba in Nigeria, Tutsi in Burundi and Rwanda, 
Barolong in Botswana are good examples. In the aftermath of independence, 
the underprivileged ethnic groups were seeking to establish the capital in a 



Capital relocations in world regions 81

more neutral place. Relatedly, in many regions of the world after indepen-
dence, the various ethnic minorities different from the titular nation were 
dominant or constituted a sizable part of the capital city population, vastly 
disproportional to their share in the total population of the country. We will 
see below that this type of situation was not exceptional but was rather typi-
cal for many colonized and dependent countries in Southeast and Central 
Asia, the Caucuses, the Balkans and Central and Eastern Europe. In some 
cases the nationalist leaders who promoted nationalism along ethnic lines 
perceived this situation as a serious problem. The most notable examples of 
this phenomenon were the Chinese in Southeast Asia and the Jews in Central 
and Eastern Europe. 

 In the colonial period the titular nation was not a majority or was not eco-
nomically dominant in many capital cities in the countries in Southeast Asia, 
including Malaysia, Vietnam, Indonesia, and Thailand. In these countries 
the Chinese often served as quintessential outsiders and the intermediar-
ies between the colonized populations and the metropoles, constituting the 
majority or disproportional share of population in the capital cities of these 
countries. The Chinese population of Kuala Lumpur was close to 80 percent 
of the total at the end of the nineteenth century. The Chinese population in 
Batavia (present-day Jakarta) was about 20–25 percent of the total; however, 
if the slave laborers are excluded, this number would be close to 50 percent. 
In 1749 the Chinese population of Manila, the capital of Philippines, was 
more than 60 percent, 40,000 of the total population of 60,000. 8  During 
the French colonial period, estimates of the number of Chinese residents of 
the Saigon-Cholon area were upwards of half of the total population. At the 
time when Saigon became a capital of South Vietnam, it was still close to 
30 percent. 9  Only at the turn of the twentieth century the Thai population 
approximated the number of the Chinese in Bangkok. 10  In 1919 in Mongo-
lia, shortly before the declaration of independence, the Chinese population 
in the capital city of Urga (present-day Ulaanbaatar) was 70 percent). After 
India gained independence the Muslim population of Delhi was at least 40 
percent. In East Africa the Hindi and Arabs often played the role of global 
intermediaries between the colonialists and the indigenous population. 

 Such an ethnic situation in the preeminent cities of these countries was 
often perceived as a matter of concern by many nationalist leaders at the 
time when these countries had gained their independence. There were two 
options to address this situation – to alter the ethnic balance in the capital 
in favor of the titular nation or to transfer the capital to a new city. We will 
see below that such a motivation for transfer of the capital of a country was 
very important, for example, in Malaysia. 

 In many countries of Central and Eastern Europe, as well as in the post-
Soviet countries, the problem of the ethnic make-up of a capital was also 
a matter of concern. The indigenous population of Central-East European 
countries was mainly rural. Perhaps, not surprisingly, in many of these coun-
tries the ethnic minorities – the Jews, the Germans, the Poles, the Russians, 
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the Greeks, or Muslims – often dominated in their largest cities that were 
also their capitals. For example, in Sofi a there were more Jews and Muslims 
than Bulgarians. The Romanian capital Bucharest was to some degree a 
Greek city. 11  Belgrade was founded by Bulgarians; a Serbian writer Milan 
Milićević recalled that “it was part Turkish, part Greek, part cosmopolitan 
and less of all Serbian, and had an appearance of a typical Levantine city 
with Ottoman architecture.” The population in the Baltic capital cities, Tal-
linn (Revel) and Riga, as well as in Prague, was predominantly German or 
at least German-speaking. Up until 1875, the majority of the population 
of Buda (Ofen) was German, though the city remained German-speaking 
even after it became predominantly Hungarian. In 1910, in Bratislava, the 
current capital of Slovakia, the Slovakian population did not exceed 15 per-
cent, while the aggregate German and Hungarian population was more than 
80 percent. Bratislava also served as the capital of Hungary for more than 
two centuries, and even in the early twentieth century the Hungarian lan-
guage dominated as the spoken language in the city. In Warsaw, a third of 
the population was Jewish (in 1917–1918 almost half), and the city was 
ruled in Russian. At the turn of the twentieth century more than half of the 
population of Minsk (52 percent), the capital of Belarus, was Jewish (census 
of 1897), and Yiddish was a dominant language there. That year the Lithu-
anians in Vilnius constituted no more than 2 percent of the total population, 
while the Jews accounted for nearly half of the city’s residents. In Kyiv there 
were 2.5 times more Russians than Ukrainians. 12  In Chisinau, Moldova, in 
1897 the share of Moldovans was no more than 18 percent, the Russian 
population was 29 percent, and the Jewish population was 47 percent. 

 The ethnic minorities were also dominant in the capitals of Trans-Caucasian and 
Central Asian republics that were part of the Soviet Union, that is Georgia, 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Tajikistan. In 1897, Tifl is was predominantly Armenian, while the Georgian 
population of the capital of Georgia was a mere 26 percent of the entire popu-
lation of the city. In 1913, the share of Turkish Muslims in Baku, the capital 
of Azerbaijan, did not exceed 21 percent. 13  In 1897 in Yerevan, the capital of 
Armenia, the number of Azeri and Armenians was almost equal at 43 percent. 
However, prior to the Russian military forces entering the capital of Armenia 
in 1827, the number of Armenians in Yerevan was no more than 20 percent. 14  

 A similar picture can be seen in Central Asian countries. In Samarkand, the 
capital of Uzbekistan, Tajiks made up the majority of the population. Ashga-
bat, the capital of Turkmenistan, was a Russo-Persian city with practically no 
Turkmen population, though with a signifi cant number of ethnic Armenians 
and Azeri. In Frunze (currently Bishkek) the Kyrgyz people made up only 
23 percent of the population. In Alma-Ata the Kazakh language was consid-
ered native by only 22 percent of the population. Even in 1959 the share of 
Tajik people in Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan, did not exceed 20 percent. 

 The ethnic considerations, however, motivated capital city shifts and the 
discussion of this topic only in some countries. We will see that such consid-
erations played an important role in the decision made in Malaysia and in 
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the current debates in Central Asian countries. In 1930 the capital of Uzbeki-
stan was moved from Samarkand to Tashkent ostensibly in part because of 
the Tajik majority in Samarkand. Another curious example of the discus-
sion motivated at least in some measure by ethnic considerations was the 
proposal in the 1920s to move the capital city of Lithuania to Memel; this 
intriguing example will be discussed in more detail in due course. Although 
this proposal was never realized, the emergence of such proposals indicates 
that this motivation was not unfamiliar to European countries. In Slovakia 
there were also some proposals to move the capital closer to the center of the 
country, which would better refl ect its ethnic identity. 15  

 Perhaps, the scarcity of such precedents in Europe can be explained by 
several factors. Culturally the Central and Eastern European countries have 
been much better integrated into the rest of Europe, and the location of their 
capitals was never determined by the considerations related to the export 
of raw materials. These countries were much more ethnically homogeneous 
in comparison with the countries of Africa and Asia, and their developed 
urban systems did not produce an excessive concentration of population 
in one city. 

 It is quite possible that capital city relocations would be more prevalent 
in Europe if the historical transformations of the Second World War period 
did not take place. The forced migrations of some ethnic groups, the ethnic 
cleansing and the genocide of the Jewish population living in the preeminent 
cities of these newly-formed nations during the second world war have dra-
matically changed the demography and ethnic make-up of their capital cities. 
Such measures were also taken in some Balkan countries. As a consequence, 
their capitals have become much more ethnically homogeneous. 

 In the East-Central European countries the large-scale reconstructions of 
the capital cities and drastic changes of their iconography consistent with the 
new visions of their national identity were much more prevalent compared 
to capital city relocation plans. In his perceptive review of 17 capital cities of 
East-Central Europe, Göran Therborn has described their gradual architec-
tural and symbolic adaptations to the changing ideologies. 16  The iconography 
of these capital cities has changed, adopting fi rst to gaining independence, 
then to the advent of communism and later on to de- communization after 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. The choice of heroes to be commemorated, the 
toponymics, and the historical memory of the capital cities refl ected the 
changes of ideologies that were chosen by these nation-states. 17  

 The relevance of the concept of the generation of capital cities is under-
scored by the fact that the plans to relocate the capital city drew heavily on 
the regional models deemed to be successful. The models of the countries 
that have relocated their capitals had an appeal for many countries in the 
same region or belonging to the same culture. As we will see below, the 
neighborhood effects played an important role in the decisions made in dif-
ferent countries of the same mega-region. The countries of Latin America 
were more receptive to the model of Brazil. The British Commonwealth 
countries have used Washington D.C. as their model. The Abuja concept in 
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Africa and the example of Astana in the post-Soviet sphere also have been 
used by the African countries and by the post-Soviet countries respectively. 
Understandably, the countries in the same mega-region often faced similar 
problems of nation-building and learned from the experiences of each other. 
Not infrequently, the countries also drew on overseas models that emerged 
in response to the same cycles of development. 18  

 Needless to say that the character and the specifi c features of the capital 
cities were never completely determined by the historical period in which the 
capital cities of the same generation were established. They have followed the 
models that resonated with their political systems, sense of identity, and were 
consistent with their stage of nation-building and national development. 
There were also factors of cultural affi nity. The capital cities of Canada, New 
Zealand, South Africa, and Australia drew heavily on the model of Washing-
ton D.C., although they had been established much later. In building Astana, 
Kazakhstan drew on the Ankara model, although the latter was established 
much earlier. Although Ankara, Brasília, Putrajaya, and Astana emerged in 
very different historical periods, their urban plans and architectural styles 
are typologically similar, and one can clearly see some signs of infl uence of 
the fi rst two on Astana. 

 In the pages below I will provide brief descriptions of capital city relo-
cations in the last 100 years and explore their rationales, focusing on the 
particular patterns and features specifi c to each continent and mega-region. I 
will also discuss the debates in the countries that have mulled this issue, espe-
cially in the parliament setting. The patterns of discussion in these countries 
are no less interesting and valuable for our analysis than actual relocation 
cases because they will help us to see the reasons that drive the interest in 
this topic. The presented case studies will also facilitate our understanding 
of the factors that determine the success or fi asco of these projects and will 
elucidate the trajectories of development of the national self-consciousness of 
different nations and their strategies of nation-building. After the presenta-
tion of these case studies, we will summarize the results in the next chapter, 
showing that all discussed cases exemplify one of the six strategies and that 
some of these strategies were more prevalent in specifi c continents and meg-
regions. I will also highlight the broad themes that are articulated in the 
urban plans of different regions. 

 Our survey is based on both the academic studies of this topic and the arti-
cles in newspapers and magazines, most of which are informational rather 
than analytic in their character. 

 Post-colonial nation-building in Africa 

 Africa is a continent where capital city relocations were happening most 
often in the course of the last century. In the last 100 years the seats of 
government have been moved already in 10 out of 54 African states or in 
18 percent of all African nations. Presently, serious discussions on this 
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topic take place in another 10 African nations. Capitals have been relocated in 
several African countries before independence, notably in Côte d'Ivoire (1896, 
1934), Togo (1897), Mozambique (1902), Rhodesia (now known as Zambia) 
(1935), and Guinea-Bissau (1942), among others. However, in contrast to 
more recent precedents, these older cases were motivated primarily by the con-
venience of colonial administration and by economic reasons and not by the 
considerations of nation-building, the principal topic of the current chapter. 

 The prevalence of capital city relocations on the African continent can be 
explained by several reasons that gave them specifi c character. 

 Most importantly, the decolonization of the continent gave rise to the 
emergence of newly-formed nation-states that aimed to break with and dis-
sociate themselves from the colonial legacy. A geographer Gamal Hamdan 
has famously named Africa “the continent of eccentric capital cities.” 19  
Before independence most of the African capital cities were located in the 
coastal cities that served as  entrepôts  in the peripheries of these countries. 
Most of the time, the capital cities of the landlocked countries of the conti-
nent (Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Central African Republic, 
Malawi, Zambia, among others) were also placed in the peripheral parts of 
these countries due to the structure of colonial communication and trans-
portation system. The peripheral location of the continent’s capital cities also 
refl ected and reinforced the exterior orientation of the economies of African 
countries and contributed to the low level of intra-African connections. 

 This peculiar situation of post-colonial geography has challenged the new 
African nations in several ways. Economically and geographically the Afri-
can countries were poorly integrated both at the national and at the conti-
nental level – therefore, the integration of their interiors was the most urgent 
task. Some African countries such as Mauritania and Botswana did not even 
have their own capital cities within their territories. Consequently, their new 
capitals, Nouakchott and Gaborone, were established out of necessity. The 
colonial cities did not refl ect the identity of the newly-emerging nations. To 
use the expression of Gamal Hamdan again, they were “the most evident fi n-
gerprints of Europe on African life and the most solid palimpsests of colonial 
history.” 20  The defenders of relocations believed that capital city moves con-
ceived in the context of decolonization will help to address these problems. 

 Curiously, the attempts of decolonization of African capitals took place 
already in the nineteenth century. In 1885 after the liberation of Sudan from 
Ottoman-Egyptian rule, the leaders of the Mahdi revolution immediately 
destroyed Khartoum, the colonial capital, and started to build a new capital 
city of Omdurman on the western part of the Nile, across the river from the 
former capital, according to their thoroughly anti-colonialist program of 
development. The new city was constructed based on the ascetic and unpre-
tentious needs of the dervishes. Omdurman survived only for a very short 
period of time until 1898 when the British forces took it over. They moved 
the capital city back to Khartoum, rebuilding it according to the principles 
of European urban planning. 
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 Central to many capital city relocation projects that we will describe in 
more detail below (in Nigeria, Tanzania, Côte d'Ivoire, and elsewhere) was 
the idea of moving the seat of government from the coastal port cities inland. 
In case of landlocked countries such as Malawi and Rwanda, where the 
colonial capitals, Zomba and Butare (then known as Astrida), were sited in 
the peripheral locations, more central locations for the post-colonial capital 
cities, Lilongwe and Kigali, were later chosen. In both cases they were given 
preference over more economically developed but less centrally located cities 
of these countries. 

 The urge to remove the colonial legacy that defi ned the politics of many 
African countries also manifested itself in the renaming of many capital cities 
of the continent. Léopoldville named after Belgian king Leopold became Kin-
shasa (Congo), Salisbury was renamed into Harare (Zimbabwe), Lourenço 
Marques into Maputu (Mozambique), and Pretoria into Tswane (South 
Africa). 21  

 As noted earlier, decolonization was not the only issue at the center of 
capital city debates in Africa. Another trend relevant for our topic was the 
exponential capital city growth in many of the African nations. This trend 
was especially pronounced in Lagos (Nigeria), Conakry (Guinea), Harare 
(Zimbabwe), and Abidjan (Ghana) where the capital cities were showing 
double digit annual growth over extended periods of time. The high level of 
primacy of many African capital cities can be explained by the low level of 
urbanization of the African continent, the least urbanized of all the conti-
nents. 22  The proposals to move the seats of government are still often moti-
vated by the interest in development of the territories and the interiors of 
African countries. The supporters of this measure believe that the excessive 
primacy of the capital cities in Africa impedes the national economic devel-
opment and the development of Africa as a continent. They believe that new 
capitals with better infrastructure will be better places to absorb the migrants 
and to contribute to the de-centralization of the skewed urban system of 
these countries. 

 Another important reason for the prevalence of capital city shifts in Africa 
is the very high level of ethnic diversity on the African continent. Some social 
scientists have pointed to a high degree of correlation between the ethnic 
diversity of the region and the propensity to change capital cities. 23  Indeed, 
the considerations of diversity were central to the capital city relocation deci-
sions in Africa and the debates thereof, as many countries of the continent 
sought to consolidate different ethnic groups via construction of the new 
capital cities as their integrative national center. The nation-building needs 
of newly-emerged independent states required the construction of the new 
identity of the diverse ethnic groups. The case in point is Botswana where the 
capital city was moved in 1969 from Mafeking, which was the traditional 
base of  barolong , one of the most infl uential tribes of the country, to Gabo-
rone, which traditionally served as a meeting point and congregation place 
for different tribal chiefs. Moving the political power closer to the city in the 
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sphere of infl uence of six out of eight main tribal groups, the government 
was aiming to reach political compromise. 24  

 It must be noted that in spite of all the important and noble reasons cited 
above – balanced development, de-colonization, and the like – many of the 
leaders of post-independent Africa pursued their own agendas unrelated 
to nation-building. Thus, in reality the selection of the capitals were often 
infl uenced by their paternalistic interests, the attempts to strengthen their 
power base, and to establish new loyalties and new forms of allegiance. 
Hence, not infrequently, the capital cities were moved or proposed to be 
moved to the birthplace of the rulers, notably in Côte d'Ivoire, Malawi, 
Senegal, Zimbabwe, and Libya. Mobutu in Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Bokassa in Central African Republic, and Ahmadou Ahidjo in Cameroon 
also have turned their home village into fl ights of fancy. Notably, Ahidjo had 
intended to move the capital to Garoua, his home village, but it has never 
been endowed with this status. 

 Finally, another important reason for more frequent capital reloca-
tions in Africa was the availability of the external funds for these projects 
immediately after independence. At the time many nations in Africa have 
embarked upon large infrastructure projects, fi nancing them by external 
borrowing and domestic infl ation. In the 1980s, however, the Western 
banks and other international fi nancial institutions took a less lenient 
attitude towards the debts of these countries and imposed “structural 
adjustment programs.” These programs made it more diffi cult for African 
nations to consider capital relocations or large-scale reconstructions of 
their existing capital cities. 

 Most of the above applies only to the countries of sub-Saharan Africa. The 
countries of Maghreb were more commercially developed and were much 
better integrated into the global systems of politics and commerce. Conse-
quently, their urban systems were much better developed and more polycen-
tric compared to the countries of sub-Saharan Africa. They had important 
urban centers beyond their coastal lines. Their urbanities were also much 
more infl uenced by Arabic architecture and urban planning. The case in 
point is Morocco where there were four imperial capital cities – Rabat, Fes, 
Meknes, and Marrakesh – that served at different periods as the capital cit-
ies of the country and preserved their role of important regional economic 
centers. The coastal Rabat, where the French colonial administration moved 
the capital in 1912, remained the seat of government after the country was 
granted independence. 25  But the proposals to move the capital back to Fes 
are still occasionally debated. In Egypt and Libya the proposals to move 
capital cities were motivated not so much by the new identity considerations 
and emancipation from the legacy of colonialism but more by the concerns 
about overpopulation in these cities and by the need to reach a compromise 
in the rivalry between different regions. 

 Below I will describe several of the most representative and high-profi le 
cases of capital city relocations in African countries. 
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 Côte d'Ivoire 

In 1983 the president of Côte d'Ivoire and the father of the nation Félix 
Houphouët-Boigny moved the capital city of the country from the large 
coastal city Abidjan to Yamoussoukro. The capital city move was realized 
at the time of the fi fth reelection of the president, who led the country from 
1960 to 1993 and who was one of the most tenured post-colonial rulers in the 
continent. Prior to relocation, Yamoussoukro was a little village in the tropi-
cal swamps in the center of the country and the place of birth of the president. 

 The movement of the seat of government was intended to emphasize the 
independence of the country, its new aspirations, and its economic prosper-
ity. The decision was made at the peak of “the Ivorian miracle,” that is 
the economic boom of the 1970s that was a result of the high agricultural 
commodities prices (cacao, coffee, and cotton). Apparently one of the tasks 
of this project was the better integration of the Muslim agrarian north of 
the country. Boigny believed that Christianity is a more modern and more 
progressive religion. Accordingly, the Christian identity of the country was 
to be highlighted in the key construction projects of the new city. For that 
particular reason the Basilica of Our Lady of Peace was built in the center 
of Yamoussoukro. It is still considered the largest Christian cathedral in the 
world that imitates in its shape and architecture the Cathedral of St. Peter in 
Rome. Another key building of the city is the President’s Palace surrounded 
by an artifi cial lake and guarded by the totemic crocodiles, a gift from the 
president of Mali. Reportedly, crocodiles play a role in the mythology of the 
ethnic group to which Boigny belongs. 26  

 Many opponents have vehemently criticized the capital city relocation proj-
ect in the Ivory Coast, claiming that the new capital city did not help to 
integrate or pacify the Muslim north of the country. The rise of the rebel move-
ment in the north, which was strengthened by the labor migrants from the 
neighboring Muslim countries, led to the protracted civil war. The construc-
tion of the poorly attended basilica did not make Christianity a more popular 
religion in the country and only doubled the country’s debt. Furthermore, in 
the late 1980s the country had lost its economic velocity and, consequentially, 
the fi nancial means that had made the establishment of the new city possible. 

 Nigeria 

 In Nigeria, which liberated itself from the colonial control of Great Britain, 
the capital city was moved from Lagos, once the biggest slave port in West 
Africa and the largest city in the country, to Abuja. The general, Murtala 
Mohammad (1938–1976), who came to power as a result of the coup d’état 
and who was soon assassinated by the rebels, was the person who inspired 
this idea. His successor Shehu Shagari, the second president of the country, 
carried on his cause and moved several ministries from Lagos to Abuja. 
However, it was only the next president, General Ibrahim Babangida, who 
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made several more decisive steps on the path of his predecessors in 1985. 
The oil revenues were used to fi nance this project. 

 One of the purposes of this decision was to ease the congestion and over-
population in Lagos and to improve its living conditions. Describing the 
catastrophic situation, the acclaimed Nigerian geographer Mabogunje has 
called Lagos “the area of disaster that took the form of a city.” The popula-
tion of Lagos almost trebled in the decade preceding 1963 and continued to 
grow at a pace of 11–15 percent a year in the 1960s. The estimated popula-
tion of greater Lagos rose from 1.14 million in 1963 to 3.55 million in 1976 
and 4.07 million in 1982. 27  Obviously, this growth has created challenges for 
housing and transportation, overloading the urban infrastructure of Lagos, 
which could not withstand such pressure. 28  Abuja was built based on the 
growth projections, and its land size was twice larger than that of Lagos, 
which had limited room for expansion. 

 However, the most fundamental problems that the new city was intended 
to address were political issues. The new capital was intended to strengthen 
the central political power and to alleviate the North-South divide of the 
country with its religious, ethnic, and economic aspects. 

 The shift of the seat of government was expected to move the center of 
political power closer to the geographic center of the country. Such a central 
position would lay the groundwork for better administration of the territory 
and for political engagement of the tribes and ethnic groups that were not 
participating in political life, being geographically remote from the political 
and commercial center of the country. Historically Lagos was dominated by 
the Yoruba, and its dominance has evoked dissatisfaction from other ethnic 
groups and tribes. The ethnic and geographic confl icts also had a religious 
aspect, the cleavage and confrontations between the Christian south and the 
Muslim north. Most of the Yoruba ethnic group members were Christian. 
Hence relocation promised to rebalance and mitigate religious and ethnic 
tensions. 29  

 One of the factors that also might have infl uenced the decision was the 
proximity of a new capital to the centers of one of the oldest cultures on 
the African continent, the Nok culture (1000 BC—300 AD). The most valu-
able artifacts of Nok culture were found in a Taruga archeological site that 
is located 60 km from Abuja. In addition to other reasons, the relocation 
was expected to solidify and reconnect the Nigerian culture to its ancient 
ancestral roots. 

 The offi cial government declarations emphasized the advantages of the 
central location of Abuja in the context of complicated ethnic relations. 
Abuja was presented as a neutral city on the border between the Muslim and 
Christian populations of Nigeria. 30  The move promised to integrate other 
ethnic minorities that populated the middle belt of the country, which served 
as a sort of a buffer zone between the south and the north. 

 In 1990 the incentive to move the capital city faster was provided by 
the coup d’état attempt in Lagos that was initiated by the southerners 
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and the ethnic groups of the middle belt. Although this coup has failed, 
Ibrahim Babangida started to move government functions to Abuja and 
signifi cantly increased the funding of this project. Under the rule of his 
predecessor Muhammad Buhari, the construction was going slowly and 
all government functions were still lingering in Lagos. Ibrahim Babangida 
built for himself a presidential villa that was fortifi ed almost like a castle 
and was equipped with underground tunnels and bomb shelters in case of 
civil war or consequent attempts of coup d’état. In 1993 he cancelled the 
results of the elections and transformed himself into a military dictator 
of Nigeria. 31  

 The Abuja project attracted a lot of criticism and revealed the corrupt 
nature of the Nigerian political regime. Notably, the term “Abuja contracts” 
became a synonym for corruption. The substantial funds dedicated to the 
project were embezzled by the government offi cials, developers, and subcon-
tractors that were close to the government. 32  The prices for projects were 
infl ated, and kickbacks were taken on contracts awarded to multinational 
fi rms. Contracts for administrative buildings, housing projects, and other 
sundry contracts were handed out to political cronies and party members 
who handed kickbacks to politicians (Akam, 2011). According to some 
economists, in the case of Abuja the extra expenses associated with corrup-
tion were estimated at 25 percent of the cost of the project. These estimates 
were based on the cross-country price comparison in sub-Saharan Africa. 33  

 The political and social outcomes of the project were also problematic. 
Lagos remains an overpopulated city plagued by many problems of a large 
metropolis. 34  The prospects of reaching the ethnic harmony and of overcom-
ing inter-religious and inter-ethnic confl icts, which were declared the main 
drivers of the project, also remain weak and remote. Some experts even 
claimed that the new capital might have exacerbated some of the existing 
tensions. 35  

 Hausa, the northern tribe, has received signifi cant advantages over other 
tribes as a result of switching the capital. The Islamization of Abuja, mani-
fested in the architectural style of many public buildings, also did not con-
tribute to religious harmony. The ruling elites from the north have tried to 
present the obvious Islamic imagery in the architectural plan of the city as 
eastern decorative elements common to the countries of the Orient. How-
ever, the dome of the National Assembly is unmistakably reminiscent of a 
mosque. “No-man’s-land”, as Abuja was described at the time of the prom-
ulgation of shifting the capital, turned out to be not a neutral place but an 
expansion to the northern sphere of infl uence. 36  The Muslim population has 
become the demographic majority of the country due to higher reproduction 
rates, and Abuja only reinforced the Muslim political and cultural domi-
nance. Therefore, many critics have complained that the leadership of the 
Muslim elites did not make Abuja an inclusive capital as it was promised. 
Not surprisingly, many Christians and members of minority groups have 
perceived the project as an attempt to marginalize them and push them out 



Capital relocations in world regions 91

of the political life of the country. This situation has undermined the moral 
foundation of the project. 

 Another strand of criticism has found the public places of Abuja ineffi cient 
both from the standpoint of the ideals of democracy and from the standpoint 
of inclusivity. The main public spaces of the city, such as The Three Arms 
Zone that houses the presidential complex and the National Assembly and 
the Square of the Eagle that was designed for the large-scale national ceremo-
nies, are not accessible for the public beyond the participation in the offi cial 
state demonstrations and holidays. 37  On regular days these public spaces are 
surrounded by barbed wires and are tightly guarded by soldiers. 

 The capital city relocation project also did not help Babangida to achieve 
his personal goals of preserving political power. In 1993, shortly after the 
capital city relocation, amidst a round of strikes and protests, he declared 
that he was stepping aside as head of the military regime. 

 More recently, there were some more positive assessments. With the 
arrival of democracy in 1999, the new capital became more relevant, hous-
ing two legislative houses. Abuja has grown to almost 4 million people, up 
from 800,000 in 2006, redirecting some of the development from Lagos. 
Reportedly, it is still not the most attractive city to live, but it is becoming 
more livable and is overcoming its original sterility. 

 Tanzania 

 The plan to move the capital city to Dodoma was initiated by the president 
of the country, Julius Nyerere, one of the architects of African socialism 
in 1973. The special Agency for the Construction of Capital City was 
tasked to develop and realize this plan. The construction of a new capi-
tal city, it was expected, would take 10 years and the new capital would 
be completed in 1986. 38  The National Assembly was moved to Dodoma 
in 1996. However, to date the government is still run from both Dar es 
Salaam and Dodoma. 

 Dodoma was selected as the most centrally located site, equidistant from 
the centers of the major tribes. The town was also a crossroads of communi-
cation with main national roads. The new capital city was expected to har-
monize the interests of 120 ethnic groups that populate the country. Dodoma 
region was also a place that needed economic development. The region was 
lagging behind other regions, plagued by drought and famine, and the new 
capital was seen as an impetus for regional growth. It was also necessary to 
de-centralize the country, as all business activities were concentrated in Dar 
es Salaam, the colonial capital city. 39  

 The construction of the new capital also was ideologically motivated. 
Nyerere’s national development project known as  ujamaa  (“extended fam-
ily”) aimed to remove all entrenched social divisions in Tanzania and to 
establish a new social system based on the idealized view of traditional 
pre-colonial African community. In pursuit of this goal, Nyerere aimed to 
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undermine the traditional tribal rule and to regroup the rural population 
of the country into larger units through a compulsory policy which came 
to be known as “villagization.” This policy was intended to create stronger 
national identity in the country, on the one hand, and to break the colonial 
era dependency and promote self-reliance, on the other. Dodoma was meant 
to become a Chief Village in the country of villages and to promote a model 
African city, without skyscrapers or superhighways but instead a rural city, 
produced and lived in by peasants. 40  This vision was strongly infl uenced by 
Maoist ideology that emphasized the confrontation between the peasant 
countryside and the capitalist urban path of development. The new type of 
capital city was also designed to eliminate the gulf between the rural peasants 
and the government elite. 41  

 Nyerere did not have enough time to realize his plans: he relinquished 
power in 1985. Since the 1980s the country does not follow the social-
ist model of development, and the idealistic ideas that have animated the 
Dodoma project have long been abandoned. Dar es Salaam remains  de 
facto  political capital, and the embassies of other countries are still located 
there. As for Dodoma – the infrastructure is not ready yet to assume the 
capital city role. 

 Some of the problems that prevented the implementation of the vision 
were clearly fi nancial. In those years when the construction took place, no 
more than 1 percent of the state budget was devoted to the project instead of 
the 10 percent that was promised and approved. 42  Government grants from 
1973 to 1986 provided only 39 percent of the sum required for implementing 
its fi rst fi ve years and less than $3 million (T.Shs. 5.3 billion) was granted 
from 1987 to 2002. 43  In the 1980s some corruption scandals associated with 
this project have also ensued. 44  In spite of the government incentives and tax 
breaks, very few businesses have moved to Dodoma. 

 Even more importantly, there was no unity within government ranks and 
no real commitment to “the Cause.” In fact, some politicians argued to 
rescind the relocation decision as the transportation system has improved 
regardless. Nevertheless, the successive presidents of Tanzania have invari-
ably pledged their commitment to the Dodoma project. But the implementa-
tion is still going extremely slow and more needs to be done to improve the 
infrastructure and services to the required standards. Questions continue 
being raised about funding and the timeline within which the government 
will execute the move. 

 The Dodoma project is rightfully recognized as the most problematic and 
unsuccessful capital city relocation project so far. However, many politicians 
in Tanzania still see a need for the new capital city that was envisaged by 
Nyerere and call for the resurrection of his “grand idea.” Some urban plan-
ners also have praised the master plan of the city that has many “brilliant 
physical planning ideas.” Among other things, it includes the city-region 
plan, people-centered transportation system, provisions for urban agri-
culture, mixed densities, and residential social mix; it also addresses some 
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important inter-regional and intra-regional problems. This group believes 
that proper resource allocation and strong political will can help this impor-
tant project to become more successful in the future. 45  

 Malawi 

 In 1975 the capital of Malawi was moved from Zomba in the south of the 
country to the already existing city of Lilongwe. This relocation was moti-
vated fi rst and foremost by the need to establish an independent center for 
this new African nation in the core area of the country. Although Mali does 
not have any access to the ocean, the capital city in the south was part and 
parcel of the colonial economic and communication system – the epitome of 
its dependency both on its British metropole and more economically devel-
oped neighbors – and refl ected the export character of its economic life. 

 The new capital city was also tasked to stimulate the economic develop-
ment in the north and in the core regions of the country. It was expected that 
the new capital would become a new economic and demographic growth 
pole, which will balance the economic development in the south and par-
ticularly counter-balance the business capital in Blantyre. 

 So far the students of Malawi fi nd little evidence that Lilongwe has become 
a veritable growth pole of the country. Critics also accentuate the personal 
nature of the presidential motives. Lilongwe is located close to the core areas 
of the Chewa ethnic group to which President Hastings Banda (serving from 
1963 to 1994) belonged. The project was at least to some extent self-serving, 
as it assisted the president in strengthening his own base of loyalty. 46  

 Senegal 

 In Senegal the seat of government was moved in 1958 to Dakar from Saint 
Louis, which was the capital since 1872. The initiative to move the capital 
belonged to Mamadou Dia, the prime-minister of the country, whose deci-
sion was supported by the majority of the parliament. During the colonial 
period Dakar served as an administrative capital of the whole of Afrique 
Occidentale Française. When the plan to establish the federation uniting 
eight former French colonies was put forward, Dakar was envisaged as a 
city that had a much greater integrative potential compared with other can-
didates. However, this emerging federation quickly fell apart (1960), and 
Dakar’s role as a capital was reduced back to Senegal only. It is remarkable 
that, contrary to all other African precedents, after independence the new 
capital city of Senegal stayed in the coastal area and moved to a larger city. 

 Presently, the issue of capital city relocation is still debated in Senegal 
in the context of the overpopulation and congestion problems in Dakar. 
Being located on an isthmus in the Atlantic Ocean, Dakar does not have any 
place for further expansion and natural growth. With the highest density 
of population in the country and the highest concentration of industry (75 
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percent) the city is beset by traffi c and sanitary problems. Due to all of the 
above, in 2007 Abdulla Wade (serving from 2000 to 2012), the president of 
the country, renowned for his large infrastructural projects, unveiled plans 
to relocate the seat of government to the coastal village of Lompoul, 150 
km to the north of Dakar. Notably, this village was close to the president’s 
place of birth. 

 Lompoul was promulgated as an ultra-modern futuristic city in the sand 
dunes on the Atlantic coast. Olivier-Clement Cacoub, the French architect 
known for his construction of African Versailles for the ruler of DRC (Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo), was already charged to draft the blueprint for the 
new city. Dubai World and its partners promised to fund the construction 
and then to lease buildings for up to 50 years to the state and businesses. The 
city described as the “New African Dubai on the Atlantic” was expected to 
be built on 25 hectares of land. Its cost was estimated at $30 billion. Accord-
ing to the original plans, the project was to be completed in three years. 47  

 Critics expressed concerns about the feasibility of this project against the 
background of high unemployment and poverty in the country. However, 
the fi nancial crisis and the end of the presidential term of Wade have put a 
natural end to the plan. Meanwhile, the debates about a possible change of 
capital city in Senegal go on. 

 Libya 

 After getting independence from Italy, Libya declared itself a federal monar-
chy – United Kingdom of Lybia, with three provinces and a rotation of the 
capital city between Tripoli and Benghazi. Initially, the key capital city func-
tions were consolidated in the royal palace of King Idris, close to Benghazi. 
Then the construction of the new federal capital in Bayda (Jebel Akhdar, 
Green Mountains area) was started in the 1950s, and most of the necessary 
government buildings were erected there. However, later the plan to move 
the capital from Tripoli to Bayda was cancelled, as in 1963 the federative 
constitution of the country was discarded and Libya became a unitary state. 
Most of the capital city functions were moved to Tripoli, which has been 
endowed with the status of the fi rst national capital. 

 In 1987 Muammar Gaddafi  unveiled his plans to de-centralize Libya and 
to distribute capital city functions between different cities of the country. 
This policy was motivated both by nation-building and security consid-
erations. The US Air Force attack on the residence of Gaddafi  in Tripoli 
in 1986 revealed the vulnerability of the country from the sea. Sebha and 
Benghazi were the capitals of the two out of three provinces of the Libyan 
federation (Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and Fezzan), and moving some of the 
ministries there was intended to facilitate the integration of the country. The 
distribution of different capital city functions between cities was also geared 
to stimulate the economy of other regions and to free Tripoli, where a third 
of the Libyan population resided, from overpopulation. Gaddafi  stressed the 
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need of the country to abandon the conventional concept of a capital city; 
in his perception it was closely tied with the concepts of the bourgeois state 
and bureaucracy that hindered the development of the Libyan revolution. 48  

 Although the full scope of planned de-centralization could not be accom-
plished, most of the ministries were indeed relocated. Tripoli retained only 
part of its functions associated with international affairs. The majority of the 
administrative functions and government departments, however, were posted 
to Sirte, the birthplace of Muammar Gaddafi , which became a de facto capi-
tal city. The sessions of Libyan General National Congress were held in 
Sirte, where the palaces, squares, parks, and other attributes of capital city 
have been built. Besides considerations of security and loyalty, the choice of 
Sirte was determined by its central location relative to the three provinces 
of the country, equidistant from their historic capital cities. In the course of 
the 2011 uprising, Sirte was destroyed and the essential activities, including 
the sessions of the parliament, were transferred to Cyrenaica in the west, 
which was the springboard of the revolution. 

 Proposals and debates in other African countries 

 The plans to relocate the capital city are currently being discussed in 10 other 
African countries. In several of them, the principal decisions to transfer a 
capital city have been already made and the construction of new capital cit-
ies have commenced. 

 As a tendency in West Africa (Liberia, Ghana, Senegal, and Equatorial 
Guinea), most projects were motivated by overpopulation and physical char-
acteristics of their capital cities that limit their expansion and create security 
concerns. 

 The proposed transfer of the capital city of  Ghana  is motivated by the fact 
that Accra, the current capital and the second largest city in Western Africa, 
is overpopulated and congested and is naturally constrained for its growth by 
the sea. Accra is also located in the seismically active zone. The proponents 
of the capital city transfer also stress the importance of de-centralization of 
the country and separation of its economic and political capitals. 49  

 The three contenders for the role of a new capital city are Kintampo, 
Atebubu, and Dodowa. Dodowa was proposed by the previous political 
administration of Ghana as an administrative capital and is only one hour 
drive from Accra. Kintampo is centrally located and has stronger ties with 
the national identity of the Ghanaians, as it has in its proximity the archeo-
logical site associated with the Neolithic culture of the same name. Atebubu 
is another location in the interior of the country that is also considered to 
de-centralize the country. 

 In 2012 Theodoro Obiang, one of the longest serving presidents of  Equa-
torial Guinea , have unveiled his plans to abandon the coastal capital in 
Malabo and commenced the construction of the new capital city in the jungle 
in the barely settled eastern part of the country. A small city of Oyala was 
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chosen as a new capital. The necessity of the capital city transfer is explained 
by the considerations of security and the threat of the invasion of the country 
from the sea. Being the third country in sub-Saharan Africa in terms of oil 
production, the project is funded from its oil revenues. It is planned that a 
quarter of the population of the country, that is 200,000 people, will reside 
in the new capital city. It is also envisaged that the University in Oyala will 
be a pan-African center of education. 

 The critics warn that the more urgent needs of the citizens such as the 
shortage of drinking water, meager incomes at $2 a day, and paucity of 
roads and schools make the ambitious plans of the president very ill-timed 
and injudicious. 

 In  Liberia  the plans to move the capital city were mulled already by the 
20th president of the country, William Tolbert, who was assassinated in the 
course of a coup d’état in 1980. He proposed Gbarnga in central Liberia for 
that role. This old idea of Tolbert’s was recently recycled by Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf, the current president. In 2012 she said that due to the rise of the sea 
level and the possible threat of fl ooding, the capital city should be moved 
from Monrovia to a centrally located city on the border of several coun-
ties. Her candidate for this role was the city of Zekepa. The oil revenues of 
the country, she claimed, will be suffi cient to fund this project. 50  In 2013 a 
small task force had been set up and charged with conducting the research, 
technical analysis, master planning, and design that will be necessary for the 
comprehensive development plan for the proposed city of Zekepa. 

 East African countries (Somalia, Kenya, Uganda, and South Sudan) experi-
enced more political turbulence, civil wars, and ethnic and clan strife, and new 
capital city proposals there focused more on the new institutional arrange-
ments for ethnic or clan reconciliation, including federalization. Curiously, 
the current discussions of the establishment of a new East African Federation 
that would unite fi ve principal Swahili speaking countries (Tanzania, Kenya, 
Uganda, Burundi, Rwanda) and possibly South Sudan also involve proposals 
to create a common capital city of this federation. The proposed capital is the 
Tanzanian city of Arusha, almost on the border between two most powerful 
members of the proposed federation, Tanzania and Kenya. 

 In  Somalia  the debates about a new capital started in 2004. The reasons 
cited were the congestion and overpopulation in Mogadishu, which was 
reduced to a pile of bullet-pocked bricks by the protracted civil war and has 
a very high crime rate. Besides that, the proponents of this measure claim 
that the control of the city by the Hawiye clan creates unfavorable condi-
tions for peace-making and nation-building efforts, giving dominance to the 
south. The new capital city should address the anomalies of development of 
the country and offer the basis for reconciliation between many clans that 
represent extended family networks. Some of the analysts and political lead-
ers, including the vice-mayor of Mogadishu, insist that a smaller centrally 
located city will be much more suitable for this role and will facilitate the 
efforts to federalize the country. Many proponents believe that after major 
reconstruction, Mogadishu should remain the commercial hub of the state. 51  
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 The end of the protracted civil war in Sudan in 2005 led to the indepen-
dence of South Sudan; the idea of establishing a new capital city for the 
youngest nation on the African continent emerged almost immediately. The 
new capital city was supposed to emphasize the sovereignty of a new nation. 
In 2011 the cabinet of ministers of the country approved a $10 million bud-
get for the new project. 

 There were several contenders for the role of the new capital city. Origi-
nally there was a proposal to radically transform and rebuild Juba in the 
shape of a rhinoceros, the pan-African symbol. 52  However, there was a vocal 
opposition and strong arguments against Juba, the old regional capital of 
South Sudan, and the Juba region in general, as many people considered it 
unsuitable for the new role. 

 First off, Juba did not have appropriate infrastructure for the capital city of 
a new nation. As a result of the civil war and the infl ux of refugees, the popu-
lation of the city grew tenfold from 100,000 to 1 million people. 53  Moreover, 
the clan warfare in the city and its high crime rates created security problems 
for the future government residing there. Second, the Bari tribe members 
owning the lands in the Juba area and constituting only 10 percent of the 
population of the country were concerned that if Juba will be a capital of 
the new nation, they will lose control over their own tribal territories due to 
the preponderance of the Danka tribe members in the government and in the 
ruling Sudan People’s Liberation Movement. 54  Third, the ascent of Juba as 
the capital of South Sudan was originally linked with the Muslim elites from 
the north and was associated with painful memories. Therefore, its historical 
connotations made it an undesirable candidate after the independence. 

 The candidacy of Ramciel was regarded as more realistic as it is located 
much closer to the geographic center of the country. The larger agripastoral 
ethnic group of Dinka that owned these lands was much more enthusiastic 
about the prospect of siting the capital city on their lands. However, later 
there emerged other proposals to move the capital city further north to the 
city of Wau, which was considered more neutral and also loyal to the pres-
ent government. 

 The skeptics have questioned the rationality of the decision to relocate the 
capital, as Juba has a large international airport and a more developed trans-
portation and communication system connecting the country with Uganda 
and other neighboring countries. They also believe that such large resources 
could be deployed more acrimoniously for other vital projects important for 
the new nation. 55  Nevertheless, many analysts recognized the need for a new 
capital city and consider it an important aspect of the survival and political 
viability of a new nation comprising around 60 indigenous ethnic groups. 

 In 2009 several ministers from the government of Uganda convinced the 
president of the country, Musaveni, to consider plans to relocate the capital 
city from Kampala to Nakasongola and do all the necessary research and 
preparations. 

 While the primary motivation of this decision stems from the congestion 
and gridlocks in Kampala, this project also has important federalist aspects. 
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In the past Uganda was a federalist country. However, the new constitution 
abolished several of the traditional kingdoms and included Kampala into the 
territory of the neighboring kingdoms. While some politicians of the coun-
try are trying to strengthen the unitary concept of the country and insist on 
expanding the territory of the capital city at the expense of other kingdoms, 
others insist that the country needs to develop as a federalist state and that 
for this reason it needs a new capital city. Hence the topic of capital city 
relocation became important in the national presidential election campaigns. 
Following the federalist agenda, in 2010 Abed Bwanika, the presidential can-
didate from the People’s Development Party endorsed by several opposition 
parties, pledged to move the capital to Nakasongola. 

 This topic is not new in Uganda politics. After independence in 1962 the 
president of the country, Milton Obote, proposed to move the capital to 
Mbrara, the city that is still considered for this role today. 

 In Kenya the overpopulation and fast growth rates in Nairobi are most 
often cited reasons to relocate the seat of government. The defenders of 
the new capital also stress the importance of development of the north 
of the country to balance the country’s economy. The centrally located 
small city is advocated as the most suitable concept of the capital city 
that should both help to better integrate the northern regions and to cre-
ate a neutral ground for the different ethnic groups of Kenya. 56  Some of 
the proposals have called for the conversion of Konza Techno City that 
is being built by the Kenyan government as a “silicon savannah,” into a 
new capital city. The government is spending $14.5 billion on this city 
that lies 60 km from Nairobi and plans to complete this project by 2019. 
Some of the politicians reason that a dedicated technology city is not as 
essential and urgent for the needs of the country as the need for a new 
capital. In 2007 the Association of Architects of Kenya also prepared the 
blueprint of the new capital and specifi ed a number of requirements for 
it, including seismic resilience of the new construction, and referenced 
Nigeria, Tanzania, and South Africa as the models for de-centralization 
of the country. 

 The proposals to switch current capital cities also emerged in the south of 
Africa, notably in Zimbabwe and in Zambia. 

 In 2012 Robert Mugabe, the president of Zimbabwe, has unveiled plans 
to move the capital from Harare to a small settlement at Mount Hampden 
in the Zvimba region, which is the place of his birth. For many years Harare 
was considered one of the least livable capital cities in the world, having 
precarious water supply and excessive congestion. It was also noted that 
the city was doubling in size every 14 years. Several members of the gov-
ernment criticized this plan, noting the poverty of the country and lack of 
funds in the budget for such projects. They also stressed that the currently 
envisioned capital city will benefi t the wealthy elite of the country and will 
not contribute to the welfare of other citizens and other cities that have very 
poor infrastructure. However, in spite of criticism, Mugabe continued to 
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carry out his plans and signed a contract with a Chinese fi rm to commence 
the construction of the new city in 2016. 

 In Zambia there were many proposals to move the capital from Lusaka 
to a more central and a better planned place to de-centralize the country 
and to de-congest Lusaka. The candidacies of Chisamba, Kabwe and a new 
designed capital have been proposed. 57  

 Post-colonial nation-building in Asia 

 In this section of the book we will review the peculiar features of capital 
city relocations and the debates thereof in several distinct regions of Asia: 
the Far East, Southeast Asia, Middle East, and South Asia. Each region has 
exhibited specifi c patterns of relocations and emphasized different rationales 
to move their capital cities. 

 Similar to Africa, the countries of Southeast Asia and South Asia were aim-
ing to de-colonize the countries and to move them inland from their coastal 
locations. 58  In contrast to African countries, the countries of these regions are 
on average less ethnically diverse, and many of them were more concerned 
about promoting their own status within regions and about region-building 
in general. 59  

 In the Far East the central problems that the shift of the seat of government 
was supposed to address were the problems of the misbalances in the eco-
nomic development of the regions. The de-centralization goals fi gure promi-
nently in the political agendas of these countries. These problems haunted 
China, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. 

 In the Middle East the needs of de-colonization in the choice of capital 
cities were also less articulated. The fall of the Ottoman Empire has led to 
national consolidation and the relocation of the capital city only in Turkey 
and Jordan. The current debates in Iran, Afghanistan, and Egypt are stimu-
lated mainly by the problems of oversize capital cities. The debates in Yemen 
are motivated primarily by the needs of national reconciliation. Central to 
the UAE debates was the concept of a federalist capital city. 

 The variations and differences represent the tendencies of development, 
the differences of a degree rather than the differences of a kind, as the conti-
nental membership of particular countries did not determine all the features 
of relevant relocations as we will see below. 

 Southeast Asia 

 Malaysia 

 The offi cial decision to move the capital city of Malaysia was made in 1993, 
and in 1997 the new administrative capital city of Malaysia was already built 
in Putrajaya, 25 km from Kuala Lumpur, the old capital. In 1999 the new city 
was open for corporations. Kuala Lumpur remains the  de iure  capital of the 
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country, while both the parliament and the prime-minister have their offi ces 
in Putrajaya, which serves as  de facto  seat of government. This project turned 
out to be one of the favorite projects of Mahathir Mohamad, the charismatic 
and the longest serving prime-minister of the country. It is remarkable that 
the state oil monopoly Petronas has served as the largest investor, developer, 
and builder in the process of construction of the new capital. 

 The offi cial reasons to construct the new administrative capital city of 
Malaysia were the periodic fl ooding and congestion in Kuala Lumpur. 

 Another reason, some critics claim, is the colonial and ethnic history of the 
country. Similar to other countries of SEA, Kuala Lumpur became a capital 
city of Malaysia because it was an important colonial port of the British 
Empire. Being founded in 1857, it turned into a capital of British administra-
tion in 1880, replacing the royal capital of Klang in Singalor state. 

 The colonial Malaysia was characterized by the ethnic division of labor. 
While Malaysians were primarily rural people, employed mostly in agricul-
ture and in military service, the ethnic Chinese were dominant in commerce, 
having important international connections. Practically all larger cities of 
Malaysia – Kuala Lumpur, Malacca, and Georgetown – had a predominantly 
Chinese population. In 1891 the population of Kuala Lumpur was 80 per-
cent Chinese. 60  The spatial structure of the cities refl ected the ethnic division 
of labor described above: the houses of the offi cials of British administration 
and of the merchants were located in the center of the city, the Chinese com-
mercial quarters were in the middle, and the houses of the ethnic Malaysians 
were located on the outskirts. The political life of the country also refl ected 
the confrontation and opposition of the Chinese cities and Malaysian periph-
ery, which has intensifi ed after the Second World War and especially after 
independence in 1957. The nationalist leaders of Malaysia were concerned 
that the economic dominance of the Chinese can also manifest itself in the 
political sphere. 

 Under the circumstances the post-colonial nationalist leaders started 
to pursue the politics of “economic nationalism” that was geared to alter 
the class structure of the Malaysian society along the ethnic lines. The 
goal was to create Malay capitalists and the middle class more generally. 
In the framework of this politics, the state has promoted ethnic Malay 
businesses and given them large state monopolies and large infrastruc-
ture construction projects. Mahathir Mohamad who became the prime-
minister in 1981 adopted this politics. The construction of Putrajaya to a 
large extent was a manifestation of this politics, as it led to the creation 
of a Malay urban class and nationalization of business ventures. Putra-
jaya has laid the foundations for the concept of an ethnically Malay city 
that was intended to serve as an incubator for the creation of a Malay 
urban class, as the absolute majority of the civil servants there are Malay. 
Ross King dubs this phenomenon counter-colonization and even counter-
urbanization, as it was directed against the Chinese dominance in the 
historic cities of the country. 61  
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 The urban and architectural plan of the new capital city refl ected the 
new orientations and sentiments of the Malay political elite. The dominant 
architectural styles adopted in Putrajaya represent not so much the endog-
enous artistic forms and styles but the Middle Eastern, Indian, and Central 
Asian architectural infl uences. Most government buildings are supplied with 
stylistic elements of Islamic architecture that make them look like mosques 
rather than government offi ces. This style was intended to reinforce the reli-
gious components of Malay national identity contrasted with Chinese ele-
ments and identity of the historic cities of the country. King keenly observes 
that this eclectic pan-Islamic architectural style betrays the new elements of 
self-colonization. 62  

 Besides the above mentioned Islamic elements, the architectural plan of 
the city contains certain political programs and emphasizes the global aspira-
tions of the Malaysian nation. The offi ce of the prime-minister rather than 
the parliament occupies the central place in the ceremonial and symbolic 
space of the capital city. Putrajaya also exhibits the ambitions of the nation 
to become an important global center of modern civilization. The modernist 
elements of the architectural plan include symmetrical forms and an artifi cial 
lake with seven bridges over it. These global and technological ambitions are 
stressed through the proximity of Ciberjaya that was built at the same time 
to become the Silicon Valley for Malaysia and for SEA in general. 

 In general the realization of the plans of the new capital city was praised 
both by the urban planners and politicians. The city was built quickly in 
the middle of a plantation of palm trees. Some critics have lamented about 
some sterility of the city, which does not have the vitality, ethnic diversity, 
and chaos of the great world metropolises. In this vein and in the spirit 
of Michel Foucault, Ross King contrasted the utopia of Putrajaya to the 
heterotopy of the real big cities with their antagonisms, confl icts, and 
cosmopolitanism. 63  However, this type of criticism is common for most 
other planned cities. 

 Putrajaya still has some vacant spaces and land that are waiting to accom-
modate the embassies of different nations that has so far chosen to remain 
in Kuala Lumpur. 

 Indonesia 

 The current debates in Indonesia about the change of capital city have a 
long history. 

 Between 1945 and 1949, at the time of the struggle for independence, the 
capital city was in Jogjakarta. Jakarta resumed its capital function after inde-
pendence. Sukarno, the founding father of independent Indonesia, started 
the construction of a new capital city in the geographic center of the country 
in Palangkaraya on Kalimantan Island. Sukarno believed that the establish-
ment of a new capital would help to mitigate ethnic confl icts in the coun-
try; Kalimantan was also considered a safer and less tectonically precarious 
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place. However, Sukarno did not have suffi cient fi nancial resources to com-
plete this large-scale project. 

 In the 1990s Suharto, the general and the military ruler of Indonesia, 
reintroduced this topic to the public debates, proposing Jonggol, 50 km 
from Jakarta, as an alternative location. 64  The two locations were associated 
with two different concepts of the capital city. While Jonggol was probably 
inspired by the model of Putrajaya in Malaysia, the concept of Palangkaraya 
that is currently debated, is more reminiscent of Brasília. 

 The current discussions initiated in 2010 by Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, 
the president of the country, owe much more to the original concept of a new 
administrative capital introduced by Sukarno rather than to that of Suharto. 
He has established a special group of experts and analysts who continue to 
study the feasibility of this project. 65  The current debates are motivated by 
several groups of reasons. 

 First, the main problems of the current capital are the frequent fl oodings, 
especially in monsoon period, the high population density, and the vulnerabil-
ity for earthquakes. Considering that Jakarta is located in the most seismically 
active zone of earth, the current capital is most vulnerable to earthquakes that 
will defi nitely bring a high level of human casualties. 66  Lying at the western 
part of Java Island, this metropolis has already merged with its satellite towns 
to form a humongous agglomeration. Only the offi cial estimates putthe popu-
lation of the capital at 12 million people, while most experts believe that it 
vastly underestimates the real number. Most independent experts agree that 
the real population of this city is double this number at 25 million. In com-
bination with high rates of urbanization, this population size causes many 
serious problems, from the infamous Jakarta traffi c and gridlocks and the 
average speed of traffi c at 10 km per hour to the subsiding of the city lying on 
the banks of the Java Sea under the heavy weight of the skyscrapers. Most 
of the territory of Jakarta already lies below the sea level. 67  The underdevel-
oped public transportation system, the shortage of highways and roads, 68  the 
10 percent annual growth of the number of personal automobiles magnify 
and exacerbate all the above problems. The economic cost of the gridlocks 
on the national economy is estimated at $3 billion a year. 69  

 Another important reason and another signifi cant aspect of the debate is 
the international standing of the country in the transnational region of SEA 
that can also be measured by the quality of its capital city. Indonesia strives 
to promote itself as an economic leader of the Pacifi c; it is also a personal 
ambition of its president to establish a reputation as an important regional 
reformer. 70  The headquarters of the ASEAN are located in Jakarta, and the 
city expressed ambitions to become the Brussels of Southeast Asia. The size 
of the country and the dynamics of its development give some basis for this 
supranational status. However, the capital city of Indonesia is considered 
by many as substandard, being inadequate even for domestic and national 
needs, which became especially evident after the construction of the new 
capital city in Malaysia. Hence the new capital city project is viewed by some 
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politicians as a chance for the country to strengthen its leadership role and 
make a statement about its new economic and political standing. 

 The government of Indonesia has recruited experts and established research 
centers that study different options and alternatives. Indonesia 2033 Vision 
Team, one of such groups, was formed to explore different possible scenarios. 

 Most of the experts support the candidacy of Palangkaraya (“Great Sacred 
Place”), considering the central location of Kalimantan Island relative to the 
archipelago of Indonesian islands as a signifi cant advantage and recognizing 
the need of accelerated economic development of this region to balance the 
national economy concentrated in Java. They also see some demographic 
benefi ts in the migration of part of the 130 million Java populations to Kali-
mantan.  It should also balance the ethnic dominance of Javanese and help to 
overcome the separatism in Irian Jaya, Aceh and other regions.

 Besides Palangkaraya there are two other contenders for the role of the 
capital city on Kalimantan: Pontianak that is located on the western edge 
of the island and Banjarmasin on the south of the island. While the advan-
tages of Pontianak are associated with its proximity to Singapore and the 
potential for better integration into Pacifi c economies and for improvement 
of the country’s nodality and connectivity, the advantages of Banjarmasin 
stem from its role of a communication and transportation center connecting 
the new capital with the islands in the Java Sea. It was estimated that the 
establishment of a new capital city on Kalimantan will draw about 75,000 
offi cials and 125,000 members of their families. 

 Thailand 

 Thailand is the only country of SEA that never served as a colony of another 
country. However, its capital city migrated from the inland areas closer to the 
coast where active sea trade took place, following the pattern and general 
logic in the colonial countries. 

 The fl ooding of Bangkok in 2011, which transformed the city into a zone 
of national disaster propelled the debates into the national discussion about 
the possibility of a capital city transfer to one of its provinces in the heart-
land. 20 MP from the ruling  Pheu Thai Party  ( PTP ) in the parliament led 
by Sataporn Maneerat have submitted a motion to move the capital city. A 
special commission to study the options and alternatives was established. 
The proposed candidates included Nakhon Nayok and Phetchabun to the 
east and northeast of the current capital. 71  

 Concerns about fl ooding were dwarfed by the preoccupation among many 
Thai scientists and engineers with the subsiding issue. It is estimated that 
parts of the city may be permanently under water within two decades. Bang-
kok is sinking at a rate of 1cm a year due to subsiding land. Bangkok and 
adjacent provinces are only 50cm to 2m above sea level, which is rising 4mm 
every year. It was also predicted that due to the combination of rising water 
and subsidence Bangkok will be submerged within the next 30 years. 72  
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The debate about fl ooding and subsiding has brought into sharper 
focus the monocephality problem. The second largest Thai city has only 
200,000 citizens and thus is 40 times smaller than Bangkok. Therefore the 
level of primacy of the Thai capital is probably the highest in the world for 
the countries of similar size. Besides that 80 percent of all investments go 
to Bangkok and around half of the GDP of the country is generated in the 
capital. 73  Such concentration of resources in Bangkok fuels social problems 
and political agitation in the country and contributes to political instability. 
The Red Shirts protesters mainly represent rural and provincial Thailand, 
while the current ruling party represents mainly Bangkok. Capital city trans-
fer, the defenders of the new capital believe, will facilitate political stability 
and appease the people in the countryside. The relocation of the capital city 
will diminish the pressure on the urban infrastructure, will slow down the 
sinking process, and will redirect the economic energy to regions that require 
more serious attention. 

 Remarkably, the plans to move the capital of Thailand have been mulled 
before much earlier in the history of the country. Field Marshal Plaek Piboon-
songkram, the fi rst prime-minister of the country, insisted on the transfer of 
the capital city to Phetchabun. 74  Some members of the government under 
Thaksin Shinawatra also contemplated the candidacy of Nakhon Nayok, 
which was considered to be less vulnerable to earthquakes. One of its merits 
is that it is located close to the international airport Suvarnabhumi. The 
Bureau for National and Social Development was tasked to research this 
issue further. 

 Philippines 

 In 1948 the capital city of the Philippines was moved to Quezon City based 
on the initiative of Manuel Quezon, the president of the country, who 
founded this planned city. The main reason for the transfer was associated 
with the military vulnerability of the Manila Bay for the attacks from the 
sea. Until today many bodies of government are located there, including the 
House of Representatives. However, offi cially the capital city was moved 
back to Manila in 1976 by Ferdinand Marcos, the president of the country, 
who also considered several other places as candidates. 

 The congestion and overpopulation of Manila brought the issue back into 
the realm of public and parliamentary agenda in the last couple of decades. 
Manila is considered the most densely populated city in the world at 43,000 
people per square kilometer and is poorly designed to accommodate its 
residents. 

 The need to consolidate the discontiguous territories of the country better 
is another reason for the debate. In pursuit of this goal, Gloria Arroyo, the 
former president of the Philippines (serving from 2001 to 2010), urged to 
move the seat of government to Cebu City, the oldest city in the  country. The 
most important advantage of this island, she claimed, is its central location 
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relative to the whole archipelago of the Philippine islands. Another con-
tender is Fort Bonifacio, the candidacy of which was discussed under the 
president Fidel Ramos and Clark. 75  There are also proposals to move the 
seat of government back to Quezon City, which already has the necessary 
infrastructure for capital city functions. 

 Under the initiative of Senator Antonio Trillanes IV, a special commission 
was set up in 2013 to study the possible scenarios for capital city reloca-
tion and to conduct feasibility studies to solidify knowledge of the available 
options. According to Trillanes, “Metro  Manila  is a capital which could 
hardly stand proud in the ranks of national capitals throughout the world.” 
This rationale has its parallel in Indonesia, where the capital city is some-
times looked at as a political prestige item that should assert the infl uence 
and prestige of the country within the mega-region. 

 South Asia 

 India 

 In India the capital city relocation from coastal Calcutta to Delhi took 
place at the time of colonial rule in 1911. Originally the choice of Cal-
cutta was determined by the considerations of more effective colonial 
control as it was better placed to project power both over the coast of the 
Indian Ocean and over Burma. Calcutta also served as a classical  entrepôt , 
allowing entrance to the heartland of the Indian subcontinent through the 
Ganges. 

 The original impulse for moving the seat of government probably came 
from the circumstances of anticolonial protests in Bengal, of which Calcutta 
was a capital. In 1905 Lord Curzon divided Bengal into two parts, western 
and eastern. The Hindu western Bengal was wealthier and more economi-
cally developed compared to Muslim eastern Bengal. It was assumed that the 
division of Bengal would weaken the protest movement. However, this mea-
sure only aggravated the situation, and the Bengalis united against the Brit-
ish rule. The demonstrations against the division of Bengal, the creation of 
the secret societies, the guerilla warfare, the assassinations, and the boycott 
of British goods were a part of the protest. The protest movement reached 
its peak in 1905–1911. In response the British Empire reunited Bengal but 
decided to move the seat of government from the rebellious province. Unlike 
Calcutta, Delhi and the northern Indian princedoms were much more loyal 
to the British raj at that time. 

 Nevertheless, the reasons to move the capital city were not limited to 
the internal warfare and protests. The Brits had chosen the city not in the 
middle of the country but a place that was recognized as the center of Indian 
state and culture by the wide public of India. The neighborhood of Delhi 
had resonated with the sense of identity of the Indian people. Historically 
Delhi was the most important pre-colonial center of country. “The Seven 
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Cities of Delhi,” seven distinct fortifi ed capitals built by kings and emperors 
before the seventeenth century, including Qila Rai Pithora, Siri, Tughlqabad, 
Jahanpanah, Firozeabad, Deen Panah, and Shahjahanabad, 76  lie on the ter-
ritory of today’s Delhi. In the ancient Mahabharata epic, the half-mythical 
Indraprastha (“City of Indra”) sited in the neighborhood of Delhi was the 
capital of the kingdom led by the Pandavas. The other seats of power of the 
Moghuls such as Agra and Fatehpur Sikri were also built relatively close to 
Delhi. During the 1857 war of independence, the sepoys proclaimed the last 
Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, the emperor of India since he ruled 
from Delhi. It was also in Delhi where three successive durbars took place, 
including the last and most opulent one where the construction of the new 
capital of India was announced and the fi rst stone was laid in its foundation. 

 By returning the seat of government to the capital of the Great Moghuls, 
the Brits intended to split the nationalist movement in India, marginalizing 
Bengali nationalists and making a compromise with the all-Indian national-
ist movement. While in the early twentieth century the center of protests 
moved to Bengal, Delhi was still recognized as a protest center and moving 
the capital there was a concession to Indian nationalism. 

 In spite of the clearly imperialist architecture of New Delhi, the transfer 
of the capital was already laying the groundwork for de-colonization due to 
its very location close to the heartland of historical Hindu civilization. Inside 
India the decision about the movement of the capital to the north was per-
ceived as an invitation for a more open and confi dential relationship with the 
metropole. Indeed there were some plans to make the governance of India 
more open for local people and to establish joint Hindi-British administra-
tion of the country. 

 There was still another reason that refl ected the geopolitical interests of the 
British Empire and was no less important. By the beginning of the twentieth 
century the goals of control over Burma and the territories in the east of the 
Raj had been sidelined or lost their signifi cance. The western gates into India 
in the mouth of the Ganges came to be more important than the eastern 
gates in the delta. 77  The protection of the entrance to India from Afghanistan 
and the control over territories in the north became more critical. Though, 
ostensibly, the Big Game with the Russian Empire was formally fi nished 
with the signing of the Anglo-Russian convention of 1907 that demarcated 
the spheres of infl uence of the two empires, the threat of invasion of India 
through Afghanistan was still a possibility. Afghanistan was not a reliable 
ally as it typically attempted to play both sides of the confl ict for the best 
deal and failed to keep in check the tribal leaders. This threat was later mate-
rialized in the third Anglo-Afghan war (1919). The relocation of the capital 
strengthened the control over this strategically important region, helping to 
prevent the advent of the Russian army or Afghan tribes. It was consistent 
with the historical role of this region from where invaders have been best 
able to assert their control over the rest of the subcontinent. 
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 The architectural layout of Delhi still preserves the symbolism and atmo-
sphere of a colonial British capital. Notably, the presidential residence is 
located in the Viceroy’s House of India. After independence Indians have 
removed many monuments of British imperialism, and many of them have 
been converted or resignifi ed into national monuments of Indian history. 
However, the colonial atmosphere deeply ingrained in the built environment 
of Delhi still persists, as the city was constructed “not to be Indian, nor Eng-
lish, nor Roman, but to be Imperial,” to use the words of Herbert Baker, the 
designer of the key government structures. 78  Not surprisingly, occasionally 
the proposals to replace Delhi with more national post-colonial capital city 
have been made. 79  Consistent with the patterns in many other countries, the 
supporters of the new seat of government suggest to move the capital city 
to a more central location or to disperse capital city functions between two 
or more other Indian cities. In this context the candidacies of Hyderabad, 
Mumbai, and Pataliputra have been proposed by several important politi-
cians and intellectuals. 80  

 Pakistan 

 In 1959 the government of Pakistan made a decision to relocate its seat of 
government to the north to a planned city, Islamabad. At independence the 
capital city was in the coastal Karachi. The plan to build a new capital in the 
mountain valley surrounded by the spurs of the Himalayas was approved 
in 1960 and completed in its main forms in 1963. Rawalpindi, 15 km from 
Islamabad, became the interim capital of the country, and the seat of govern-
ment moved there already in 1958. 

 The transfer of the capital can be explained by several important reasons. 
 First, the new capital was located in the immediate proximity to the con-

tested territory of Kashmir, allowing Pakistan not only to maintain its posi-
tions in northern Kashmir but also to lay claims to the whole of Kashmir. 
Moreover, the transfer of the capital to the north solidifi ed the control over 
the northwestern Pashtun tribes showing separatist tendencies and aspiring 
to establish their own state of Pashtunistan, uniting their tribesmen from 
both Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

 The internal reasons were no less important – the need to develop the 
northern regions to balance the historical commercial and industrial domi-
nance of the coastal south. In the fi rst years of independence Karachi almost 
doubled in its demographic size mainly due to the infl ux of migrants (muha-
jirs) that soon formed the majority of the Karachi population. Besides that, 
Ayub Khan, the military leader of Pakistan, has tried to balance the different 
political and ethnic forces of the country, including Western and Eastern 
Pakistan. Moving some legislative functions to Dhaka and the political capi-
tal to Islamabad was a part of this de-centralization plan. 

 The Pashtun ethnic origins of Ayub Khan might have played a role in his 
choice of a capital as he located it in the proximity to Peshawar and the 
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residence of most Pushtuns simultaneously expanding his loyalty base. It 
is hardly an accident that initially his choice was Abbotabad, located quite 
close to Islamabad and the place of his birth. However, later it was discov-
ered that Abbotabad is located in a seismically active zone. 81  

 The intention to isolate the capital city from the mass protests in Karachi 
was not less signifi cant in the relocation plans. The ethnic confl icts between 
Sindhs and Muhajirs, the anti-government manifestations of the students and 
working classes in Karachi created an unsafe environment for the military 
regime that had acquired political power beyond the conventional election 
system. Not surprisingly, the city was sited close to Rawalpindi, the gar-
rison town of the Raj period, which had relatively good infrastructure and 
available military units to suppress possible mutinies. It is noteworthy that 
for many years after the capital was founded, the military outnumbered 
the civilians in the population of Islamabad. The proximity of the garrison 
town and the lack of strong political identity in the region also contributed 
to this choice. 

 Adnan Rehmat notes in his article on the topic that contrary to the declared 
goals, the city was “tailor-made for friendly military takeovers and khaki 
rule. It is diffi cult to imagine a military power based in the densely populated 
and short-tempered Karachi or Lahore or Peshawar to both seize the city and 
hold it virtually indefi nitely as Islamabad has proved.” Its distance from large 
metropolises, proximity to the military base, and lack of self-government 
made Pakistan an ideal place for military coups, which were characteristic 
for the subsequent political life of the country. 82  

 Islamabad has offered many benefi ts to its residents. It is located in the 
valley with pleasant climate and good water supply. It is roomy, clean and 
well-planned, and is rightfully considered one of the most comfortable places 
to live in the country. The plan of the city that merges the elements of the 
European architectural planning, Muslim traditions, and national Pakistani 
style was developed by the Greek architect Alexander Doxiadis who aimed 
to recreate the human dimension in architecture lost in modernity; Le Cor-
busier and John Stone also contributed to the development of its urban plan. 
The capital city is divided into 8 parts: diplomatic, administrative, business, 
educational, industrial, and residential and others. The Constitution Avenue, 
serving as the center of the administrative part, houses the Parliament, the 
National Assembly, and different ministries. Some critics lament that the 
residents of Islamabad are much better off compared to the rest of the coun-
try due to higher income and better quality of life. 

 Myanmar 

 In 2005 the ruling generals of Myanmar have decided to move the capital 
city from Rangoon to a new designed capital known as Naypyidaw (The 
Royal City of the Sun) located in the remote region of the country 320 km 
away from Rangoon. The decision was made already in 2001. The transfer 
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of the capital was accomplished in only one day when the bureaucrats of the 
country were instructed to pack their luggage and move to a new capital city 
in a specially selected and astrologically felicitous day and hour. The exact 
time when the relocation started was Sunday, 6:37 am, March 27, 2006. 

 Today the population of the city is close to 1 million residents and it is one 
of the fastest growing cities in the world. The area of the city is 4,000 square 
kilometers, six times bigger than New York. 

 The transfer of the Burmese capital turned into a subject for jokes in the 
international media primarily because of its astrological inspirations of 
the necessity of this transfer and unfounded concerns of the rulers about 
the possibility of invasion of the country by the US and NATO. The new 
capital was often portrayed in the media as a lifeless ghost town built under 
the instruction of the ruling junta led by Generalissimo Than Shwe. 83  After 
visiting the city in 2007 one Indian journalist dubbed it a “masterpiece of 
urban planning designed to defeat any putative ‘color revolution’ – not by 
tanks and water cannons, but by geometry and cartography.” 

 However, more sanguine and careful analysis reveals much more solid and 
rational reasons for this relocation. In his analytic review article Russian 
geographer Sergey Rogachev reveals more substantive reasons in the transfer 
of Burmese capital, considering references to astrology only as a cover for 
superfi cial journalists. The study of the logic and geography of this move 
points to at least several valid concerns that underlie this decision. 

 The settlement pattern of the country in the Irrawaddy valley has high 
density of the population producing extremely negative effects on the 
country. The new pole of growth that is built in Naypyidaw half way 
between Irrawaddy meridian in the west and the Salween meridian in 
the east is moving the population concentration away from Irrawaddy 
valley to the smaller Sittaung River. The valley of Salween squeezed in 
the mountains is much less settled and developed compared to a larger 
alluvial plain of Irrawaddy. The translocation of the capital city further 
from Irrawaddy and closer to Salween can be viewed as a geographical 
signal and as an economic stimulus for the development of the eastern 
Salween regions of the country. 84  

 The other rationale is the establishment of a balance between the largest 
and most important cities of the country, between north and south of the 
country, and between the territories settled by different ethnic minorities. 

 The shape of the territory of Myanmar is far from the ideal circle or the 
rectangular pattern with easily defi nable center. If we try to identify the 
center of gravity of this complex fi gure, we will see that the location of 
Naypyidaw is the closest to the geometric ideal. Its location is in close 
proximity to two points with the highest population densities – in the mid- 
and downstream of Irrawaddy – and is creating a balance between them. 85  
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 Rogachev observes further that Naypyidaw is also located between the 
coastal colonial capital Yangon and Mandalay, the capital of the north. It 
is sited in the middle of the triangle formed by three major urban agglom-
erations of the country, Yangon, Mandalay, and Moulmein, the historical 
capital of Mon state. Hence it is a point balancing the three main social and 
economic masses of population. 

 The ethnic map of the country provides more clues about the advantages 
of the new geographic position of the capital city, supplementing the picture. 
The capital forms a hinge between the settlement areas of the three major 
ethnic groups: the dominant Burmese in the west, the Karens of the south-
east, and the Shans in the northeast of the country. Forming the periphery 
of all three ethnic groups, the area of Naypyidaw has a potential to become 
a common center of these three groups. 86  

 It also can be observed that the more central location of the capital – with 
stronger military and governmental presence – helped the government to 
better control the adjacent Shan, Kayah, and Kayin states and provide more 
stability to those chronically turbulent and not well-managed regions. 

 This analysis demonstrates that in their decision to transfer the capital, 
the authorities of Myanmar were trying to achieve a balance between the 
most important urban centers and ethnic groups and to distance them-
selves from the colonial capital following the experience of other countries 
of Asia and Africa. The reporting on Myanmar, however, is showing a 
tendency to infl ate and overemphasize the astrological and military moti-
vations at the expense of the above mentioned more rational and practical 
reasons. 87  

 The relocation of the capital can also be better understood in the context 
of the pre-colonial history of Burma, where capital city relocations took 
place quite often. The interesting and detailed analysis of the precedents in 
Burmese history was presented by a Thai historian, who has demonstrated 
that in the past the decisions to move the capital also had astrological jus-
tifi cations although reasons could be different. 88  Notably, the Naypyidaw 
was established in the Dry Zone, the cradle of Burmese civilization where 
all pre-colonial capitals of the country were sited. 89  

 Bangladesh 

 The capital city relocation debate in Bangladesh is stimulated by one of the 
highest population concentrations in the world, the highest concentration of 
all economic and material resources in one city, the gridlocks that paralyze 
the traffi c, and a gamut of urban infrastructure issues. The population den-
sity in Dhaka is reaching 28,000 residents per square meter. 

 Some Bangladeshi politicians and analysts believe that such overconcen-
tration of resources leads to corruption and is prone to self-perpetuation. 
The change of capital city is expected to jumpstart the program of large-
scale social transformation from technical innovations to the liberation from 
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corruption. The ideal place for a new capital is seen as a place with low 
population density, relatively close to Dhaka, and remote from the border 
and the plains that are fl ooded in certain seasons. 90  

 Nepal 

 The environmental problems of Kathmandu, its uncontrollable growth, the 
infl ux of internal and external migrants, and the poor urban infrastructure 
of the city has brought the topic of capital city relocation to the political 
agenda in Nepal. Although the population of the agglomeration is only two 
million people, the peculiarities of the landscape and topography of the city 
do not allow any further expansion. 

 The need to move the city was more than once debated by the Constituent 
Assembly of Nepal. Such measure was also suggested by Hari Prasad Shestra, 
the political analyst who served as an advisor to two prime-ministers of the 
country. In 2012 the ruling Maoist party proposed Chitwan, 200 km from 
the current capital in Kathmandu, to serve as a new capital. The new city 
is supposed to create the conditions for the federalization of the country. 
The central location of Chitwan and its equal accessibility from different 
regions of the state would facilitate these goals. 91  In the aftermath of the 
earthquake in 2015, making most buildings in Kathmandu uninhabitable 
and unsafe, this issue was brought again to the center of public attention. 
It was suggested that Kathmandu should be rebuilt as a cultural capital and 
that Chitwan needs to assume capital city functions, at the same time helping 
the country to restructure for federalism. 

 Bhutan 

 In 1955 the king of Bhutan moved the capital city from Punakha to Thimpha 
in the course of his reforms directed at the modernization of the country. 
The separation of civil and religious authorities of the country was a part of 
this plan. As a result Punakha, the former winter capital, was turned into the 
Buddhist center of the country, the religious capital. Meanwhile, Thimpha 
has become the political capital, being located in between Punakha and the 
city of Paro, where the most important military castle and one of the two 
airports of the country is located. 

 Sri Lanka 

 In 1982 Sri Lanka moved its capital city from Colombo to Sri Jayawar-
denepura Kotte, 11km from Colombo, following the policy of counter- 
urbanization and de-centralization. The new city was named after the fi rst 
president of the country. 

 While Colombo was founded by the Portuguese as a trading post, Kotte 
was the last capital city of the centralized Singhalese state that united the 



112 Capital relocations in world regions

island in the fi fteenth century. In the sixteenth century the kingdom was split 
into several warring states. Therefore the relocation of the seat of govern-
ment had an important symbolic sense in the context of Singhalese history 
and identity politics. It is noteworthy that Colombo remains the premier 
city of the country in terms of the concentration of business activities. Apart 
from the legislation, many government decisions are still made in Colombo. 

 The transfer of the seat of government did not put a stop on the continu-
ing ethnic confrontation between the Buddhist Singhalese and the Muslim 
Tamils. Tamils believe that the north and the east of the country where most 
of them reside do not receive the benefi ts enjoyed by the Singhalese residing 
in the central regions of the country. 92  The Tamils are also not represented 
suffi ciently in the symbolism of Kotte. 

 The Far East 

 Japan 

 The idea of relocating the functions of the central government was fi rst fl oated 
in Japan in the 1960s. During the so-called bubble period of the late 1980s, 
land prices in Tokyo were absurdly high, and it was thought that moving at 
least some of the government would spread the wealth around. The main idea 
that inspired the advocates of New Capital national movement, who man-
aged to enlist support of some infl uential politicians, was not the development 
of some specifi c regions in the hinterland but the necessity to relieve Tokyo, 
which had become uncomfortably large and too expensive to live. 

 Although Tokyo was recognized as one of the most effectively planned 
megacities in terms of its urban infrastructure, which includes a fast speed 
transportation system, high-rise and underground construction, many Japa-
nese politicians still believed that high concentration of resources in one 
place created hurdles and ineffi ciencies for the Japanese economy and for 
the governance of the country. 

 In 1990 on the occasion of the centenary of the Diet, Japanese lawmak-
ers adopted the resolution to relocate the seat of government from Tokyo. 
The resolution provided that not only the Diet but also other government 
branches and ministries will be transferred to a new city. The goal was 
to create a “Washington D.C.” in Japan and to allow Tokyo to maintain 
itself in a manner similar to New York. 93  A bill was approved by the Diet 
in 1992. 

 After three years of deliberation and intense debates and conducting more 
than 30 conferences dedicated to this issue, the Roundtable Committee on 
the Promotion of Building a New Capital City has published a report that 
identifi ed three possible sites for the new capital. All of them were located 
not too far away from Tokyo in central or northeastern prefectures of the 
country. These sites were selected based on the assessment of 16 param-
eters of these regions such as seismic security, transportation accessibility, 
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the conditions of purchasing land from its current owners among others, 
and their total scores were calculated. More than 70 experts participated in 
the collection and summarization of the results. The results of the debates 
within the Roundtable Committee were also taken into account. As part of 
this approach, which integrated different insights, the total scores for each 
contender were counted. 94  

 The relocation of the capital city functions was expected to stabilize the 
urban development of Tokyo and facilitate the economic self-reliance and 
independent cultural life of each Japanese province in the framework of the 
general de-centralization strategy. 

 However, when the economy cooled later in the 1990s so did the discus-
sion about relocation. In 2000 the ruling parties of Japan have decided to 
freeze or postpone this project due to the unfavorable economic situation. 
The debate though had several other tides. In 2005 the Diet resumed the 
process of proper place identifi cation. There were again three contenders 
for this role: Nasu (Tochigi Prefecture), 300 km to the north from Tokyo; 
Higasino (Nagano Prefecture) in central Japan; and Mie, close to Nagoya, 
450 km to the west from Tokyo. However, since that time the analysis and 
the decisions of the Roundtable Committee were never disclosed publicly to 
prevent possible land speculation in the contender cities. 

 After the tragic events in Fukushima the interest in the subject was rekin-
dled and led to the formulation of several alternative decisions. The scenario 
of establishing several auxiliary capitals that can take over if Tokyo is hit 
by a major natural disaster or terrorist attack was most carefully discussed. 
If in the 1990s the potential of an earthquake in Tokyo was only one of the 
motivations, since 2012 the seismic threat became central to the debates. 

 The problem of overconcentration of political and economic resources 
in the Tokyo region also remains topical. The population of the capital city 
region is more than 30 million people. Hence, 63 percent of the population is 
concentrated only on 3 percent of the territory of the country in its six larg-
est cities, that is Tokyo-Yokagama-Nagoya-Kyoto-Osaka-Kobe. It should be 
noted that such concentration resulted not only from poor economic plan-
ning policies but also from the peculiar landscape of Japan. 95  

 The idea of moving the capital also has its enemies and the metropolitan 
government of Tokyo is one of them. Shintaro Ishihira, once the governor 
of the Japanese capital, has called the concept “an attempt to desecrate the 
history of Japan.” Some other opponents point out the paucity of arable 
lands in Japan and believe that the new construction will reduce the amount 
of available land that is already in defi cit. 96  

 China 

 In China the proposals to move the seat of government have been suggested 
since the 1980s. However, since the middle of the 2000s this debate has 
acquired new proportions and started to appeal to wider audiences. The 
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problems of Beijing urban infrastructure and the misbalances in the eco-
nomic development of the country served as the motivation of the debate. 
While most of the proposals about relocation were introduced and justifi ed 
by the scholars, they were also often supported by prominent politicians. In 
2006 almost half a thousand representatives attending the National People’s 
Congress, the legislative branch of the Chinese government, moved the joint 
motion, requesting the shift of the Chinese capital city. 97  

 The environmental situation in Beijing, especially the smog, sand storms 
and subsiding is a matter of special concern in China. The high population 
density in the city, the traffi c gridlocks that take place beyond peak hours, 
and the extremely expensive supply of water into a city form a part of the 
background that explains the topicality of the issue. The persistent incidents 
of larger sandstorms and the long all-city traffi c jams each time have trig-
gered new cycles of these debates. 

 The tension between the Mandarin North and commercial South has 
defi ned the historical geography of China. However, more recent economic 
development trends made the divide between the developed coastal east of 
the country and the underdeveloped west more topical. The gap between 
these two regions is increasing every year. The eastern part of the country 
occupies only 13 percent of its territory but it has a 60 percent share in the 
GDP of China and 41 percent of its population. The western part occupies 
60 percent of the territory but its share in GDP is only 14 percent and its 
population is 23 percent of the total. 98  Many Chinese scholars believe that 
under the circumstances the government needs to provide the economic stim-
ulus to the hinterland in the west and have proposed a capital city transfer 
as one of the tools to provide such a stimulus. Others believe that China’s 
economic core also should be shifted from the east to the midwest. 

 In 2010 Shen Hanyao, the president of the Wharton Economic Institute 
in Shanghai, has proposed to move the capital city closer to the south of 
the country. He has suggested the candidacy of Xinyang in Henan Province 
and Yueyang in Hunan Province. Both of these cities have abundant water 
resources and convenient transportation systems. Their location on the fl at 
plain is described as their additional advantage. 99  

 In 2008 two Chinese scholars Qin Fazhan and Hu Xingdou co-authored 
a long article, in which a concept of “one country, three capitals” was put 
forward. In their plan Shanghai will serve as an economic capital of the 
country, Beijing will remain its cultural capital, and a new planned city in 
the midwest closer to the center of the country will perform the functions of 
the political capital. 100  

 The suggested names for the new capital aim to reinforce the continuity 
of Chinese history and to announce a new stage in its development. Beijing, 
Nanjing, Xi’an (Chang’an), and Kaifeng have served as the northern, south-
ern, western and eastern capitals of China respectively. The new capital city 
should be named Zhongjing, the central capital, to signify both its location 
and to embed it into the fabric of Chinese history. 101  
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 The concept of the capital in the hinterland of China bears comparison 
with the paradigm of debate in some post-colonial countries that have shifted 
their capitals from the coast inland. 

 Taiwan 

 In 2006 70 MPs of the Taiwanese parliament urged the transfer of the seat of 
government of Taiwan to the south. The proposal was motivated primarily 
by the sharp divide between the wealthy and developed north of the country 
and its poor and underdeveloped south. Most of the support came from 
the Democratic Progressive Party whose power base is in the south of the 
country. The advocates of this proposal argued that Taipei receives a dis-
proportionally large share of the benefi ts associated with capital city status. 
The Kuomintang party whose support base is in Taipei and in the north in 
general decried this proposal. 102  

 The capital city transfer was also recommended by a number of scholars 
who have emphasized the threat of fl ooding of Taipei due to the global 
warming of the oceans. Taipei would be fl ooded, they claim, if sea levels rose 
by 6 meters, which is not unrealistic. 

 The candidacies of the cities in the middle of the country have been also 
proposed. The candidacy of Taichung, located close to the center is especially 
popular. It was supported by some prominent politicians (e.g., by Lin Chia-
lung, the mayor of Taichung and the ex-minister of information of Taiwan), 
businessmen, and local authorities of Taichung. 103  

 There were also some calls for unorthodox capital city arrangements. One 
of the ideas was to make Taipei a nominal capital city, while siting the  de 
facto  capital in the south of the country. The concept of an itinerant capital 
when the capital city oscillates between the north and the south every two 
years was also introduced. Finally, some politicians have proposed to split 
capital city functions between three cities. In the latter case the presidential 
power will be located in Taipei, the legislative power in Taichung, and the 
judicial power in Kaohsiung. 104  

 In 2012 the president of the country, Ma Ying-jeou, has formed a special 
working panel from the members of his cabinet for the study of this issue. 

 South Korea 

 In 2002 Roh Moo Hyun, the president of South Korea (2002–2008) urged 
the transference of the government seat to Sejong, 120 km from Seoul. The 
parliament of South Korea has approved this bill almost unanimously: 158 
MPs have approved the transfer of the government functions while only 13 
MPs disapproved. It is remarkable that both the ruling Uri Party and the 
opposition Grand National Party (GNP) have converged on this issue. 

 The main offi cial reason for the transfer was to balance the development 
of the country. Remarkably, more than half of the total population resided 
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in the capital city region that occupies only 12 percent of the territory of 
South Korea. The capital city region housed 56 percent of all manufacturing 
companies, 95 out of 100 largest Korean corporations, and 20 of the best 
universities (65 percent). 105  

 The decision to move the capital was also justifi ed by the proximity of 
Seoul to the North Korean frontier, lying only 35 km from the city, and the 
threat of invasion from North Korea. 

 Based on these reasons, Sejong offered several important advantages. It is 
separated from North Korea by a larger distance. The city has a symbolic 
meaning that resonated with the idea of national identity: the city was named 
after Sejong the Great, the fi fteenth century king of Korea who is also cred-
ited for the fi rst native phonetic alphabet system for the Korean language. 

 There was another important reason. Sejong is situated in the swing prov-
ince of Chungcheong on the border between two provinces in the center 
of the country. Historically the competition of the two major parties was 
grounded in the geography of South Korea: the conservative GNP party 
had more support in the southeast, while the liberal New Politics Alliance 
for Democracy (UDP) that Roh Moo Hyun represented had more support 
in the southwest. The metropolitan region of Seoul was split between two 
parties. The proposal to build a new capital in Chungcheong appealed to 
the residents of the swing province, helping Roh Moo Hyun and his party to 
gain its political support. Thus, the overall arrangement can be understood 
as a clientalist exchange, although it obviously would be short-sighted to see 
the underlying proposal only as an expediency to win votes, the stance that 
was taken by the critics. 

 Some political analysts and outside observers tended to view this proposal 
as an expression of the hubris and eccentric whims of the autocratic Korean 
ruler. According to this view, many Korean politicians had a penchant for 
multibillion dollar megaprojects, “dreaming up the most ambitious construc-
tion projects imaginable.” Their megalomaniac excesses have included the 
proposals and the actual construction of new cities, notably Sondo, large 
airports that are not even used today, and the unnecessary colossal canals. 
All these projects were rarely economically justifi able. 106  Domestically many 
politicians also have casted doubt on the feasibility of the project, criticizing 
it as a hasty decision characterized by the lack of knowledge about the spatial 
dynamics and the total costs of such projects. 107  There was also an argument 
that relocating private fi rms with high inter-industry linkages is a better pol-
icy option for attaining balanced national growth and increasing non-capital 
regional population, rather than moving public sector servants. 108  Another 
cause for concern was that downsizing will be unfavorable for Seoul in its 
rivalry with other global cities. 

 Unsurprisingly, the decision to move the capital was also faced with an 
opposition from the GNP party. In December 2004 the opponents of capital 
city shift submitted a complaint about its unconstitutionality to the Constitu-
tional Court. It has halted the move and, as a consequence, Roh Moo Hyun 
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was forced to scale back his project. Based on the redrafted plan the Blue 
House, the Congress, and the Constitutional Court were to remain in Seoul; 
only some government departments were to move to Sejong. Based on the 
modifi ed plan, in 2005 the new law was adapted that provided for the reloca-
tion of nine ministries, four departments and about 10,000 civil servants to 
a new place. The law also provided for the dispersion of the administrative 
functions between different cities of the country. 40,000 civil servants were 
expected to move out of Seoul. 

 Lee Myung-bak, the next president of the country (since 2008), GNP 
member and notably the ex-mayor of Seoul, has opposed even the smaller 
scale plans to relocate civil servants to Sejong, considering it a waste of 
resources. He was concerned that the transfer of even some government 
departments to Sejong will lead to failures in the coordination and execution 
of the administrative regulations and will make the government operations 
less effi cient. However, the coalition of liberal UDP along with some mem-
bers of the ruling GNP party still insisted on the relocation consistent with 
the revised plan. The government fi nally has followed this plan: Sejong is 
currently functioning as a mini-capital of the country. 

 The future of the Korean capital city is still debated. Some politicians insist 
that Sejong should be transformed into a regular capital city that houses 
executive, legislative, and judicial powers. Other politicians and scholars 
anticipate that the capital city might become again a contentious issue in the 
course of the expected unifi cation of the two Koreas. 

 Harry Richardson and Chang-Hee Bae, the experts in urban studies and 
territorial development, have tackled this problem in their intriguing article 
on the choice of the future capital of unifi ed Korea. They believe that part 
of the reason that the original plans were scaled back in 2004 were the pros-
pects of such unity. 109  Although there is still no evidence that the reunifi cation 
of South Korea and PRK is imminent, many politicians are confi dent that 
such unifi cation can become more or less viable in the next 10 years. In this 
context the question about the new capital will inevitably become not only 
an economic and geographic problem but will acquire more fundamental 
political signifi cance. Certainly, the choice of the capital city will play a 
momentous and fundamental role in the nation-building efforts and in the 
integration of the two Koreas long separated by their social and political 
systems. 

 Four possible candidates for the role of the new capital of unifi ed Korea, 
their merits and drawbacks from the standpoint of the unifi ed country, are 
discussed in the article. Each part of Korea has two likely candidates for 
this role: Pyongyang and Kaeson in North Korea, and Seoul and Sejong in 
South Korea. 110  The benefi t of Pyongyang, Kaeson, and Seoul is that they are 
located on the north-south axis that coincides with the trade route to China. 
Sejong is not located on this route and does not have an international airport. 
The benefi t of Pyongyang is that it is not as overpopulated as Seoul, but it has 
a poor infrastructure and is dominated by communist imagery. Additionally, 
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it is unlikely that its candidacy will be accepted by South Korea. By the same 
token, it is unlikely that the candidacy of Seoul will be accepted by North 
Korea. Hence the most likely candidate, according to Bae and Richardson, is 
Kaeson. Kaeson is a symbolic capital as it served as the ancient capital of the 
country in the Koryo dynasty era from the tenth to the fourteenth century. 
It is also centrally located relative to the combined territory of North and 
South Korea. The land and labor in this city are also inexpensive relative to 
other contenders, and this will allow to reduce spending on new capital city 
construction. 111  

 The context of nation-building and the prospect of future unifi cation will 
likely provide stimulus for the new cycle of capital city relocation debates. 
The defenders of this decision are hopeful that it will help to overcome 
the current impasse in the relations between the two countries. Meanwhile, 
Sejong is growing and is gradually becoming a more attractive place to live. 

 Mongolia 

 In 2004 Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, the prime-minister of Mongolia, initiated the 
establishment of a special commission tasked to provide a New Develop-
ment Plan for Karakorum, the ancient capital of Mongolia that was founded 
by Genghis Khan in 1229. The new cult of Genghis Khan has fueled the 
wide public interest in this project. The prime-minister has proposed that 
the city should resume its capital city status by the time of its 800 years 
anniversary. 112  

 The prospects of moving the capital were initiated not only because of the 
nostalgia for the old imperial past but were also fueled by the specifi c issues 
that the current capital Ulaanbaatar is facing. More than 40 percent of the 
citizens of Mongolia reside in Ulaanbaatar. In recent years the population 
of the city increased by 70 percent. Some other serious problems include the 
scarcity of water, pollution, smog, shortage of housing, and the high con-
centration of industrial activities in the city. The concentration of resources 
in Ulaanbaatar also contributes to the misbalanced development of country. 

 There was a break in the discussion of this topic after Elbegdorj’s term 
as prime-minister ended. However, when Elbegdorj was elected the presi-
dent of Mongolia in 2009, the discussions of the new capital resumed. He 
has established a special analytical group to research the distribution of the 
population and industry in the country and the feasibility of a new capital 
city project. The group was tasked to explore different options beyond the 
original Karakorum plan. In 2012 a prominent member of the opposition 
Mongolian People’s Party proposed Zuunmod to be its candidate for the role 
of the new capital of the country. 

 In 2015 the Cologne-based practice RSAA and some other German fi rms 
have come up with a plan of a new administrative capital of Mongolia in 
Maidar, 20 km from Ulaanbaatar. Originally Maidar was conceived as an 
eco-city, built around a 54m-high statue of the Buddha. As the plans grew 
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more ambitious, the Mongolian government took over administration of the 
project. Chinese and other international investors are willing to fi nance this 
project as the Mongolian economy is growing fast. The large-scale construc-
tion is expected to start in 2017. 113  

 The Middle East 

 Turkey 

 At the period of the rise of the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul was located in 
the center of the country between Anadolu in Asia and Rumeli in Europe. 
However, with the course of time, the empire lost the Balkans and almost all 
of its territories in Europe, and its capital had become the most vulnerable 
city on the very border of the country. As a result, whenever the country was 
losing the war, the armies of the enemy were right at the gate, as it happened 
in 1878 and in 1918. In March 1920 the Triple Entente armies occupied 
Istanbul. Under the circumstances the Turkish administration started to look 
for a more suitable place for its capital city in the Asian part of the country. 
It was fi nally found deep in Anatolia in the heartland of the Turkish nation. 
Kemal Ataturk, the charismatic president of the country was the initiator 
and the organizer of this project. 

 The main goal for Ataturk was the building of the nation and its 
reconstruction on the ruins of the Ottoman Empire. Initially, Ankara 
served as a temporary capital, the headquarters of the national resis-
tance movement. The new Turkish parliament was convened in Ankara 
in 1920, and in his address to the parliament Ataturk pledged that from 
this moment on, it will be Istanbul to take orders from Anatolia and not 
the other way around. Nevertheless the official designation of Ankara 
as the capital city of the country was delayed until 1923, as the earlier 
recognition could have been interpreted as a renouncement of territorial 
claims to Istanbul and would weaken the drive of the Turkish army to 
liberate it. 114  

 In October 1923 thirteen members of parliament led by the fi rst prime-
minister presented a bill to designate Ankara a seat of government. In 
response to the claims of the detractors about the historical signifi cance of 
Istanbul and continuity of Turkish history, the new leaders emphasized the 
geopolitical advantages of Ankara in terms of security and communications, 
insisting that Istanbul can still serve as the economic and cultural capital. As 
a result Ankara was pronounced the new political center of the state almost 
unanimously. 

 Meanwhile the opponents continued to promote their position in the pub-
lic debates. For instance, one of the prominent opponents claimed that self-
isolation in Anatolia, like the Chinese Great Wall, will separate the Turkish 
people from the trends and processes of modern civilization. Fending off this 
argument, a journalist from Ankara compared Istanbul and its rulers to the 
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Chinese Great Wall that kept separating the Turkish nation from the civilized 
world, which they can now join. 115  

 The most important considerations that have determined the choice of 
Ankara were related to nation-building and to the liberation from the legacy 
of empire. For Turks the fall of the empire and the defeat in the war meant 
also the birth of the nation. The text of Istanbul was already covered with 
the multilayered and long history of the Ottoman Empire and other civili-
zations. Turkey needed a  tabula rasa  to start producing its own text of the 
nation and to create new forms that would epitomize the new aspirations of 
the Turkish people. 116  

 The new capital city has catalyzed the establishment of the nation and 
the formation of its new identity and facilitated the de-imperialization of its 
political thinking. Although Mustafa Kemal initially appealed to military-
strategic arguments, the scope of his reforms of different spheres of state, 
religious, and cultural life of the country reveals that nation-building and the 
establishment of the new identity in a new geographic area of the country 
was no less important for him. It also must be noted that the fi rst capital cit-
ies of the Ottoman state – Yenişehir and Bursa – were founded in the interior 
of Anatolia in close proximity to Ankara. 

 The symbolism and architectural plans of Ankara were opposed to the 
imperial ideology, on the one hand, and to Islamism, on the other. 117  The 
imperial legacy of the Ottomans was proclaimed obsolete and even danger-
ous for the new nation. The reformers have made efforts to “nativize” Turk-
ish traditions and to embrace the elements of pre-Islamic and pre-imperial 
cultures. The iconography and the monuments in Ankara reveal the inter-
est of the new government in the Anatolian symbols and imagery. These 
symbols are absorbed into the iconography, and their revival is celebrated 
in the emblems and the plan of the city. Notably, the Hittite Sun has embel-
lished the coat of arms of the new Turkish capital. 118  Later on, the form of 
the mausoleum (Anytkabir), another artifact of pre-Islamic cultures of the 
Middle East, was adopted as the central architectural form in the city that 
was used to commemorate Ataturk and to visually represent the national 
Turkish history. 

 The national traditions of new Turkey were presented as an antipode to 
orientalism, ornamentation, and ornateness that the reformers attributed 
to the Orient. The capital city relocation also aimed to move Turkey closer to 
the ideals of modernism and simplicity which were attributed to the very 
ethnic substance of a nation liberated from the imperial and oriental senti-
ments. 119  It is noteworthy that after the revolution the new Turkey also aban-
doned the Arabic script and adopted the Latin alphabet. This new modern 
and functional attitude was articulated in the phrase by Falih Rıfkı Atay, the 
writer and journalist close to Kemal and the honorary member of the Ankara 
City Planning Committee: “The Ottomans were building monuments, while 
the Turks build cities.” 120  
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 Iran 

 In 2003 the government of Iran pledged to move its capital city from Teh-
ran. The specially appointed Expediency Discernment Council was tasked to 
develop the strategy and the details of this project. Since 2009 the discussion 
of this project has intensifi ed not least because of special interests in this 
concept from the spiritual leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

 Iran presents an intriguing case where the change of capital is expected to 
help accomplish many different goals not all of which are mentioned in the 
offi cial documents. 

 One of the main offi cial rationales to shift the seat of government was 
to release the 14 million Tehran from traffi c jams and overpopulation and 
to mitigate the consequences of a large earthquake which the seismologists 
consider almost inevitable in the region of Tehran. According to Bahram 
Akasheh, the professor of geophysics at the University of Tehran, there is a 
90 percent chance of a 6.0-magnitude quake hitting the capital. Being located 
on the convergence of multiple fault lines, Tehran in its present architectural 
form would not be able to withstand even a moderate earthquake, and a 
6.0-magnitude quake will kill 6 percent of its population and will destroy 80 
percent of its buildings. It was also forecasted that in case of such a quake, 
all the roads leading to Tehran will be destroyed, and it will make the rescue 
operations extremely diffi cult to carry out. Requesting a move of the capital 
to Isfahan, Akasheh claimed that “either we have to put up with millions of 
dead, millions of injured, or we need to move the capital somewhere else and 
take steps to decrease the population here and make Tehran more resistant 
to earthquakes.” 

 The concerns about the infrastructure of the city and the trends of its 
fast demographic growth are no less important. In the last 100 years Teh-
ran’s population increased from 250,000 to 14 million. This growth was 
accompanied by uncontrolled construction, which transformed the city into 
a jungle of concrete. 

 Many observers also believe that the proposed capital city shift is also 
politically motivated, as Tehran is often rightfully considered to be a large 
liberal-minded enclave in the traditionally religious and conservative coun-
try. The frequent anti-government protests in Tehran is a matter of concern 
for the Iranian leadership. Students, which constitute a large portion of the 
population of Tehran, were the main propulsive force of the opposition ral-
lies and manifestations. In a new place the government authorities will be 
freed from their current dangerous neighbors, namely the liberal minded 
Tehran public and turbulent pro-Western students. Hence the security of the 
government offi ces is a large concern behind the debate. 

 There are several contenders for the role of a new capital city. 
 The city of Qom or its vicinity is a popular candidate as its immediate sur-

roundings have never experienced any earthquakes in the last two thousand 
years. The religious and conservative population of the city is considered an 
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additional advantage. Notably, Qom was a place where Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini was studying and teaching. It is expected that the city with such 
a glorious past can become a reliable stronghold of the current political 
regime. It is interesting to note that the candidacy of Qom for the role of a 
capital was already considered by the National Defense Committee in 1915 
when the Russian troops came close and were at the gates of Tehran. 

 Parand, 35 km to the southwest of Tehran, is also considered for this 
role. It has the necessary infrastructure for its new functions such as a large 
airport, subway, and highways. The candidacy of Parand is implied by the 
construction of the administrative capital and the transfer there of several 
ministries and government agencies. 

 The candidacies of Isfahan, which served as the capital city of Iran in the 
sixteenth century, and Shahrud in the north of Iran are also considered. 

 The recent promotion of the candidacy of Tabriz for the role of a capi-
tal city is propelled by a very different reason, the necessity to strengthen 
the control over the potentially separatist territory of Eastern Azerbaijan. 
The proponents of this plan believe that moving the seat of government 
to Tabriz will prevent the escalation of the separatist sentiments in the 
region, provoked and putatively supported by Azerbaijan. The proposals 
in Azerbaijan to rename the country Northern Azerbaijan were perceived 
by Iran as a preparation for the unifi cation of two parts of the split 
nation. Some Iranian politicians also see in Tabriz important strategic 
merits, that is the proximity of friendly Russian and Armenian territo-
ries and the remoteness from the countries of the Persian Gulf where 
the US aircraft carriers are being deployed. It was proposed that several 
government departments, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
Ministry of Industry, and National Security Service should be moved to 
Tabriz immediately. 

 The Eastern Azerbaijan where Tabriz is located is also promoted as a 
place associated with ancient Persian identity. The defenders of relocation 
to Tabriz claim that these lands where one of the three great fi re temples was 
sited are closely connected with the emergence of Zoroastrianism and the 
very origins of the spiritual life of the fi rst Iranian tribes. Accordingly, they 
believe that the movement of the capital to these lands of fi re-worship will 
help to preserve original Persian identity and to strengthen Iranian ties to 
the territory where the Turkic-speaking population became prevalent only 
in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries. The protagonists of the move 
also assert that the local Azeri population preserves the old Iranian ethnic 
substrate in spite of the Turkic language that they use in everyday life. The 
advocates of this plan consider Tabriz not just as a city that needs to be 
Iranized and brought back to the titular nation but as a forgotten center of 
the original Persian culture that can be revived through the transfer of the 
capital city. This romanticized version of history and the vision of a problem 
has transformed Tabriz into one of the most popular candidates for the role 
of a new capital. 121  
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 It must be noted that the capital city shift was included in the compre-
hensive 20-Year National Vision Plan (2005–2025) and was approved by 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

 Afghanistan 

 In 2008 the decision was made about the construction of a new capital of the 
country New Kabul City, 20 km from the old Kabul. The Master Plan for 
this New Kabul City was endorsed by the Afghan Cabinet in 2009. It was 
planned as a modern and well technologically equipped satellite city with 3 
million of population. Japan and several international donor organizations 
have dedicated $500 million for the construction of the new city. It was 
estimated that the full-scale realization of the project will take 15–30 years 
and $34 billion. One of the senior advisors of the president Hamid Karzai 
is managing the project. 122  

 At the moment Kabul serves as the main economic and cultural center of 
the country. The reasons to build a new city include the overpopulation of 
Kabul, caused by the high level of migrations into the city and large number 
of refugees residing there, and its poor infrastructure that was damaged by 
the swarm of wars and civil confl icts in the country. The city was designed 
to house 750,000 people and now has fi ve to six million residents. The 
new city was conceived as an international center providing new external 
linkages with the largest regional economic centers in Central Asia, South 
Asia, and the Persian Gulf states. It is also expected that New Kabul will 
revive the role of old Kabul as the major city on the Silk Road, connecting 
Europe with India and China. It also should provide jobs to 300 thousand of 
Afghanis, which is important considering the very high unemployment rates 
in the country. The new city is envisioned as “the greenest city in the world” 
because of the ecologically clean renewable energy resources deployed for 
the city; the name of the valley Deh Sabz where the construction is currently 
going on translates as “the Green Village.” 123  

 The opponents of the plan dub the construction of the city a “neo-
colonialist project,” designed to build a city for the moneyed elite of the 
country and for the global corporations and not meant for its regular 
citizens. The project is also faced with an opposition from the nomadic 
tribes of Kuchi and some of the residents of the Valley. They demand high 
compensation for taking their land. The nomadic tribes have traditionally 
used Deh Sabz as a camp on their way from the foothills of Hindu Kush 
to the grasslands used as their pastures and also for the seasonal trade in 
the markets of Kabul. 

 Egypt 

 The congestion in Cairo along with its poor urban infrastructure is the main 
driver of the capital city relocation debate in Egypt that has a long history. 
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 In the 1970s Anwar Sadat, the president of the country, envisioned a 
new capital and started to build it in 1979 in the city that was called after 
him, El-Sadat. He was hoping that by 2000 Egypt would have a new seat of 
government. However, his plans never came to fruition and the Complex of 
Ministries built there currently is housing a university. 

 In 2005 a group of experts proposed to move the capital to El-Minya 
al-Gadida, 250 km to the south of Cairo. A less radical decision to move 
the seat of government to one of the suburbs of Cairo was approved during 
the session of the government chaired by Ahmed Nazif. The government 
announcement has explained that this arrangement should alleviate the pres-
sure on the infrastructure of the gigantic city. The population of Cairo was 
estimated then at 18–20 million people, that is 20 percent of the total popu-
lation of the country and the city was growing at 2 percent annually. Three 
candidates for the role of a new capital have been proposed at the session: 
October 6 City is 35 km from Cairo, New Heliopolis situated at a place of 
an ancient sacred capital, and one of the regions on the way from Cairo to 
Suez. In 2007 the government prepared the plan of the new city. However, 
Hosni Mubarak, the president of Egypt, rejected the project as too expensive. 
After the Egyptian revolution the new government resumed the debate and 
pledged to get started on the construction of the new city on the Cairo-Suez 
highway. The cost of the project was estimated then at $200 million. The 
new capital city construction was incorporated into the  Roadmap of the 
Future , a comprehensive strategy of the country development that implied 
the technological modernization of the Egyptian economy. 124  

 Finally in 2015 Abdel el-Sisi, the new president, has unveiled plans to 
construct a huge capital city, 50 km from Cairo, receiving pledges of fi nancial 
support from the Emirates (UAE’s Capital City Partners) and the leading 
architectural and urban planning fi rms. The announcement was made at an 
investment conference that aimed to revive the Egyptian economy. The new 
capital city will cost the country $45 billion, and it will bring the new seat of 
government closer to the Suez Canal. Initially, it was estimated that it would 
take 12 years to build the new capital. Later on it was announced that Egypt 
signed an agreement with a Chinese company, “China Construction,” on 
building and fi nancing part of a planned new administrative capital. 

 Jordan 

 Hashemite Kingdom was founded as an independent state in the wake of 
anti-Ottoman revolt. The seat of government was transferred from Salt to 
Amman shortly after in 1921. Amir Abdullah I, King of Jordan and the 
founder of the state, aimed to marginalize the old elites and family clans that 
served as mediators between the Ottoman Empire and the Arab provinces. 
The nation-building plans were faced with several challenges. Abdullah I was 
born in Hejaz, half of the population of the country was Bedouins, and the 
country experienced the infl ux of the migrants from Syria and Palestine. This 
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was a background against which Abdullah sought to fi nd a reliable social 
and ethnic base for his political regime. Under the circumstances the most 
urgent task was the integration of the Bedouins and the reliance upon the 
new settlers, the tribal leaders, and ethnic minorities that were expected to 
provide loyal support in the governance of the country. As a consequence, 
the old ruling elites residing in Salt were excluded from the power structures, 
and Amman, a small settlement that did not have any strong political iden-
tity, was selected as a place for a new capital city. The Circassian population 
of Amman was an important factor in its choice; among other minorities, 
they were the most loyal to Abdullah and served as his royal bodyguards. 
Subsequently, the Circassians were recruited to occupy important positions 
in the national Jordanian army. The location of Amman on the newly con-
structed railway linking Damascus and Mecca turned out to be an additional 
benefi t as it strengthened the nodality and the international role of a new 
capital city. 

 Bahrain 

 In Bahrain the capital city transfer from Muharraq to Manama took place 
in 1923. Muharraq was an enclosed capital city sited on a well-fortifi ed 
island. It epitomized the tribal rule of the Al Khalifa ruling clan. The good 
fortifi cation system that defended the city from the pirates and from the inva-
sion of the neighbors constituted the main advantages of this city. However, 
Muharraq was a Sunni stronghold, while the majority of Bahrain’s popula-
tion was Shia Muslims. The capital in Manama better refl ected the identity 
and interests of the Shia majority of the population. 

 The movement of the seat of government to the more cosmopolitan and 
commercial Manama also marked the transition to a more open and mod-
ern type of state. Muharraq was the center of the provincial pearl economy, 
while Manama has ushered in the epoch of oil economy that contributed to 
a higher international standing of the country. 125  

 United Arab Emirates 

 In 2009 the president, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, 
and the prince of Abu Dhabi and general, Sheikh Mohammad, initiated 
the transfer of the capital city from Abu Dhabi to Khalifa City, 20 km 
from the current capital. According to the plans, the city will be built in 
20 years and will be able to accommodate 3 million residents in the course 
of 25 years. 

 The new capital will house offi ces of all the ministries and departments 
of the government, the federal government, the university, along with the 
embassies and the consulates of the foreign countries. The construction com-
menced in 2010 and is being successfully carried out. 126  The government 
will be situated in the center of the new city. Seven large boulevards, each 
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representing one of the seven constituent emirates, will link the center of the 
city with the surrounding regions. The proponents of the project stress that 
the new capital is designed to reinforce and strengthen the federalist identity 
of the United Arab Emirates. 

 Yemen 

 In contrast to Vietnam, Korea, and Germany the division of Yemen into the 
Northern and Southern parts was caused not by the ideological cleavages 
but by the vicissitudes of colonial history. Northern Yemen was a part of 
the Ottoman Empire, while the South of Yemen was ruled as a part of Brit-
ish India until 1937. In 1937 Aden, the port and the preeminent city of the 
south, was made a crown colony with the remaining land designated as east 
Aden and west Aden protectorates. 

 After gaining independence from the Ottoman Empire, Sana’a was 
declared to be the capital of Northern Yemen. In 1948 the unpopular king 
of Yemen, Ahmed ibn Yahya Humidaddin, moved the capital city to Ta’izz, 
which used to be the royal seat of power until 1962. In 1962 the capital 
city was moved back to Sana’a in the course of an antimonarchic revolution 
that overthrew the imamate and the royal dynasty. The critical factor that 
determined the choice of Sana’a was the fact that it was the longest serving 
seat of power of the state before the country has lost its independence in the 
sixteenth century. 

 The unifi cation of the two countries, Yemen Arab Republic in the north 
and People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen in the south, in 1990 invited 
the question about a common capital city. Northern Yemen was a larger 
and wealthier state, and it played a more important role in the unifi cation 
process. Besides that Aden, the capital of South Yemen, was a classical colo-
nial port, and the movement of the capital city inland from the more com-
mercial and cosmopolitan port cities followed the classical pattern of most 
post-colonial countries. 

 However, the unifi cation of the state under the leadership of Northern 
Yemen propelled civil confl icts and confrontations. At least in part they can 
be explained as a result of underrepresentation of South Yemen in the gov-
erning bodies and political life of the unifi ed state. In 2013 due to the civil 
war and military confrontations in the north of the country, the National 
Dialogue conference proposed federalization of Yemen. Some delegates, 
notably the president of the country, have proposed to move the capital city 
to Aden and to consolidate political power there. There were also propos-
als to move the capital city to Ta’izz, which is in between Sana’a and Aden. 
Interestingly, the concept of dual capitals was also introduced as a long-term 
solution: the winter capital in Aden and the summer capital in Sana’a. This 
dual capital arrangement, the defenders of this solution have argued, will 
facilitate the national unity and will help to balance the representation of 
the six federated entities. 127  
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 Oman 

 In 1932 Said bin Taimur has moved the seat of his power from the coastal 
and commercial Muscat to Salalah in the Dhofar Province closer to the inte-
rior of the country. On the one hand, he was aiming to isolate the country 
from the outside infl uences and prevent the modernization of Oman. On 
the other hand, he sought to integrate the tribes in the desert hinterland 
and Dhofar Province in particular, as it was recently unifi ed with Muscat. 
There was a powerful breakaway movement seeking independence from the 
Muscat Sultanate. The acquiescence of the interior tribes was also indispens-
able for oil exploration activities, and oil export revenues were necessary to 
secure the fi nancial independence of the country. In 1970 the coup led by 
his son ousted Said bin Taimur, exiled him, and the seat of power moved 
back to Muscat. 

 Post-colonial nation-building in Latin America 

 The high level of centralization with a high concentration of resources in the 
capital city is typical for the countries of Latin America. This political cen-
tralization fi nds its expression also in the high level of primacy of its capital 
cities and the spread of monocephalic urban structures on the continent. For 
example, a third of Chile and Argentina’s populations resides in Santiago 
and Buenos Aires. Similar proportions are characteristic for Mexico and the 
countries of Central America; this pattern of population distribution refl ects 
the peculiarities of Latin American colonial history. 

 In their comprehensive and informative survey of the primate cities in the 
18 countries of Latin America, Sebastian Galiani and Sukko Kim come to 
the conclusion that the status of the capital city in these countries has a much 
stronger impact on the level of population concentration compared to the 
countries of North America. According to their calculations, while the status 
of the capital city in Latin America increases its size by 232 percent, in the 
US and Canada their impact factors are 154 and 175 percent respectively. In 
Argentina, Colombia, and Peru their impact factors are even higher at 300 
percent, and it is 495 percent in Mexico. 128  The researchers trace the origins 
of such differences to the Spanish traditions of highly centralized states that 
are contrasted with the Anglo-Saxon political conventions. This tendency 
manifests itself in the size of both national and subnational capital cities 
in the New World. 129  In their opinion the Portuguese political traditions 
were not as rigid and centralized as the Spanish, and therefore the Brazilian 
political system was also less centralized. The high level of corruption and 
the economies based on the export of resources also contributed to a high 
level of urban concentration. The headquarters of extracting companies and 
licensing for exporting operations being controlled by the offi cials from the 
capital cities also contributed to their hegemonic character, primacy, and 
large size. 
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 Notably, the Spanish colonial administration was guided not so much by 
economic but by administrative considerations in its choice of colonial capi-
tal cities. Hence only in a few cases the capital cities were based in ports of 
Latin America. 130  Arnold Toynbee explained this difference by reference to 
the presence of natural resources. Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean in general 
were resource poor, and therefore the capital city was preserved in Mexico 
City at the site of the ancient pre-Colombian capital city. On the other hand, 
the Pacifi c coast of Peru was resource rich and therefore the Spaniards did 
not adapt the ancient Inca capital in Cusco and established a capital city in 
Lima instead. 131  

 Most of the capital cities of the Spanish colonies in the western hemisphere 
were established in the historical heartlands of these territories: Bogota in 
Colombia, Sucre in Bolivia, and Quito in Ecuador. The coastal city of Trujillo 
served as a capital of Honduras for a short period of time but it was moved 
inland soon because of the threat of the Caribbean pirates and possibility of 
the attacks of other colonial countries active in the Caribbean Sea. 

 The capital city transfers or intense discussions thereof occurred mostly 
in the Spanish colonies of the New World in the same countries where the 
capital was established in the coastal areas: in Peru, in Venezuela, and in 
Brazil. These debates were often propelled by the intentions to establish 
larger federalist entities such as the Federation of the West Indies, the Central 
American Federation, and the Federation of Rio de la Plata encompassing 
Uruguay, Paraguay, and Argentina. In Nicaragua the capital city transfer was 
motivated by the necessity of reaching a compromise between two premier 
cities of the country that represented the two most conspicuous poles of its 
political orientation. 

 Besides the rareness of coastal capitals there was another factor that made 
capital city relocations in Latin America less popular than in the countries 
of Africa and Asia. The closer and tighter linguistic, religious, and ethnic 
integration of Latin American countries with their Spanish and Portuguese 
metropoles has made the necessity to break with the colonial legacy less 
critical and arguably their need to establish separate identity was less acute. 
The confrontation with their metropoles did not acquire the form of identity 
politics that many African and Asian countries have adopted accompanied 
by the need to confront the symbolic and cultural representations of colo-
nizers’ architecture and culture was much less relevant for Latin American 
countries. 

 Brazil 

 The decision to move the capital city of Brazil was made in 1956 under the 
newly elected president Juscelino Kubitschek, and the designed capital Bra-
sília was built in record time in only 41 months. The urban planner Lucio 
Costa developed the urban plan of the city, and the acclaimed architect 
Oscar Niemeyer developed the architectural blueprint and constructed the 
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key buildings of the new city. 132  In 1953, a special federal commission was 
charged to identify a good site for the new capital and to study the technical 
aspects of the project. 

 There were several important reasons to start this project, all of which 
were ultimately related to the needs to integrate the country economically, 
politically, and socially. 

 The concept of the new capital city in the hinterland of Brazil was envis-
aged already at the end of the eighteenth century by the fi ghters for the 
independence of the country. 133  The previous capital cities of Brazil were 
situated on the Atlantic coast at the place of concentration of the export-
oriented economic activities and were marked by the symbols of Portuguese 
colonial domination. 134  The inauguration date for Brasília, April 21, 1960, 
was symbolically signifi cant. It was the date of public hanging of Tiradentes 
(1746–1792), the Brazilian national hero and independence fi ghter. The date 
of inauguration was also timed to the discovery of Brazil by Pedro Álvares 
Cabral on April 22, 1500, and the founding of the ancient Rome. Remark-
ably, the inauguration of Brasília was introduced as the second founding of 
the country. 

 More importantly, the construction of the new capital city was a part of 
the plan to develop the interior regions of the country known as the  cerrado , 
a vast tropical savannah with extremely acidic soil. It was recognized as the 
top national priority due to the unique challenges of Brazilian geography. 
The arable lands in the south forming the core territories of Brazil that were 
originally settled in the early colonial period form only a small fraction of 
its territories. Most Brazilian cities in this core were located on small, iso-
lated pockets of relatively fl at land due to the fact that the coast of Brazil is 
inhospitable to ports development and appears as a wall dropping steeply 
to the Atlantic (“Grand Escarpment”). This enclave topography and lack of 
a coastal plain made it diffi cult for the Brazilian cities to integrate, expand, 
and to achieve economies of scale. The standard development pattern around 
transport corridors, the formation of smaller cities between mega-cities and 
hinterland around them was precluded. All these circumstances contributed 
to weak intra-Brazilian relationship both in terms of economy and politics. 
To exacerbate the problem the regional rivalry between the Minas Gerais 
area, where Rio de Janeiro is sited, and Sao Paulo, sharing control over 
the central government left remaining states isolated and underdeveloped. 
As a result Brazil was more geographical concept rather than a national 
concept. 135  The construction of a new capital promised both to provide bet-
ter interconnectivity between different regions of the country and to move 
the economic and political center of gravity from the coastal areas to the 
 cerrado . The conversion of these lands into an agriculturally viable place 
required tremendous efforts, and the movement of the capital city there 
aimed to concentrate the national energy and resources in this region. Ulti-
mately, the goal was to integrate the country both economically and politi-
cally, creating a growth pole in  cerrado . 
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 Another critical aspect of the relocation was the social transformation of 
the country. The capital city in Rio de Janeiro was marked by class confl ict 
and sharp polarization between the rich and poor areas, the  favelas . The new 
capital city was to be designed as a city without poverty, free of social and 
racial discrimination. The modernist apartment housing blocks were envi-
sioned to provide housing for all, regardless of the class and rank, forming 
the foundation for the egalitarian state. The concept of Brasília was based 
on the modernist ideas of Le Corbusier about the potential of social trans-
formation contained in the very concept of the city. While it was commonly 
assumed that the city is a product of historical development, the modernist 
architects believed that the purpose-built cities should serve as blueprints for 
the social transformation and catalyze the development of the nation. The 
morphology and symbolism of old cities, they believed, not only epitomize 
the obsolete architectural and artistic styles but also reinforce and perpetuate 
ossifi ed political institutions, social injustice, and the patterns of inequality. 
Architecture was conceived as a tool of social engineering and the revolution-
ary transformation of society and the world as a whole. 136  Not surprisingly, 
the authors of this project saw themselves not only as the followers of Le 
Corbusier but also as Marxists. It is in this context that Umberto Eco has 
dubbed Brasília “the city of hope” and “the ultimate utopia of the 20th 
century.” 

 Last but not least, Brasília was also conceived as a declaration of cultural 
independence of Brazil, emphasizing the distinctively Brazilian elements 
in its architectural style. Niemeyer placed a great emphasis on curves and 
free, open spaces. He had a distaste for straight angles and hard and infl ex-
ible straight lines, preferring free-fl owing and sensual curves. These are the 
curves, he wrote, “found in the mountains of Brazil, in the sinuousness of 
its rivers, in the waves of the ocean, and on the body of the beloved woman. 
Curves make up the entire Universe, the curved Universe of Einstein.” 137  
In effect these curved architecture and open spaces of Brasília produce the 
feeling of freedom, fl ight, and suppleness. The overall surreal impression of 
the city resulting from these curves and open spaces is well summarized by 
a critic: 

 Taking the horizon and dynamic sky as their backdrop, Niemeyer’s 
buildings “approximate dream-scapes in which discrete elements are 
distributed in space in a fashion similar to the disposition of objects in 
surrealist painting”. 138  

 The iconography of the city and its topography served to emphasize the 
topics of de-colonization and modernity. The metaphor of fl ight is ingrained 
in the very Master Plan of the city where the crossing of two highways and 
two terraced embankments represent the fl ying airplane. According to Styli-
ane Philippou, the architectural historian, this airplane has several important 
meanings. The supply of materials by air transport was a part of Brasília 
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construction. The new airport built in Brasília provided air linkages with all 
major cities of the country and with the main global cities. At a deeper level 
Brasília represented the capital of the airplane era. “Brasília was the fi rst 
place built to be approached by jet,” and only the aerial view revealed the 
key elements of its Master Plan, in contrast to colonial coastal capital cities 
that were built to be approached by ship. The airplane was also a symbol 
of emancipation from the water element associated with the era of colonial 
dominance. Simultaneously the speed of the airplane epitomized the era of 
economic dynamism that have allowed the construction of Brasília in record 
time. 139  The new capital city projects on the entire country its enlightenment 
mission of organization and stimulation of technology and innovations. 140  

 The evaluations of Brasília as a capital city and the attitudes towards 
this project in the rich and diverse literature dedicated to this topic are very 
ambivalent and the city still evokes antagonistic opinions. 

 In his book  Global Super-projects that Form our Future , the futurist writer 
McKinley Conway has recognized it as the best government project in the 
recent human history. UNESCO has included the city in the list of the World 
Heritage sites. The enthusiastic and raving reviews of both the concept and 
architectural style of the city can be found in Brazilian media. For instance, 
Claudio Queiroz, professor at the School of Architecture and Urbanism at the 
University of Brasília, has dubbed it “the moment of truth in human history”: 

  The construction of  Brasília  was a basic moment of mankind. It was as 
though Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci were working together, 
invoking Wittgenstein’s maxim that aesthetics and ethics are one.  Brasí-
lia  is the synthesis of all human knowledge . 141  

 On the other hand, many other experts have lambasted the city as a failure 
of modernist central planning. They have excoriated Brasilia for its insipid 
streets, the lack of human warmth, the formalism and the alienating effects 
of its grandiose buildings, the morbidity and monotony of its uniform and 
bland superblocks. The critics also lamented the lack of amenities and the 
standardization and unifi cation of the living spaces. The authoritarian urban 
planning, these critics claimed, has led to the emergence of expensive and 
unpractical buildings insensitive to time and social changes. The reliance on 
highways and the lack of streets for pedestrians was another common criti-
cism. Holston’s seminal book,  The Anthropological Critique of Brasília , is 
one of the works that takes such a stance. 142  

 Another common criticism was applied to the monumental public spaces, 
uninhabited by people and showcasing the iconic buildings. They were criti-
cized again for their alienating effects and for the lack of conventional urban 
environment experience. They were also often portrayed as the monument to 
the architectural style that outlived its time, the “yesterday’s science fi ction,” 
and as a mausoleum to the architectural ideology of modernism. 143  

 Many critics also have stressed the obvious gap between the declared 
egalitarian goals of the new capital and the realities of Brasília that have 
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reproduced the social inequality and spatial segregation typical for the rest 
of the country. Furthermore, some critics claimed that Brasília turned into 
one of the most socially segregated places in the country. The poor people 
could afford to settle only in the satellite cities located 8–45 km away from 
the new capital. It is noteworthy though that both Niemeyer and Costa later 
denied that their social transformation plans were as ambitious as many of 
their critics claimed. 

 The economic strand of criticism also attributed the high infl ation and 
later economic turmoil in Brazil to the large public expenditures associated 
with this project. The expenses that have burdened the country’s budget, 
the critics argue, could have been spent more productively elsewhere. Some 
critics even opined that Kubitschek was motivated not as much by the idea 
of the new growth pole but by the idea of isolation of the political elite of 
the country from the social protests in Rio. This opinion, curious but lack-
ing any serious grounds, was expressed by Claudio de Magalhaes, professor 
of Regeneration and Management at UCL. Three years after the transfer, 
Magalhaes argued, the military came to power in Brazil; thus the founding of 
the new capital city, isolated from the demographic center of the population, 
has contributed to the success of the military regime. 144  

 In spite of all these putative failures it is hardly appropriate to describe 
the project of Brasília as a fi asco and an “unparalleled urban catastrophe” 
as it was commonly done in the 1970s and in the 1980s. Presently, many of 
the urban scholars and political scientists see it as a measured success and 
apply more realistic standards to assess the performance of this new capital 
city and its implementation. Recently some urban scholars and architects 
have questioned the persistently negative images of Brasília that dominated 
western scholarship and particularly British media since the inception of 
the city, explaining them by various biases and preconceptions. 145  Today 
many critics agree that cities cannot be all things for all people and that the 
inability to achieve social harmony through its construction do not necessar-
ily represent the failure of Brasília as a city and the failure of the relocation 
project as a whole. 

 The observers have noted that many of the urban issues that plagued 
Brasília at the beginning have been resolved or largely ameliorated. The 
super blocks have acquired a soul and necessary amenities. Many neighbor-
hoods have been developed, and social life started to fl ourish in many public 
places. “Brasilienses have created a very new type of a Brazilian city, one 
that starts with a modernist plan and ends with the desires of its inhabit-
ants.” 146  Remarkably, by 2010 Brasília has grown to 2.5 million people. The 
job creation in Brasília and in its region has attracted signifi cant migrations 
from different parts of the country that otherwise would probably fl ow to 
overcrowded Rio. 

 Most importantly, whereas Brasília might not be recognized as a paragon 
of a successful city, it is defi nitely a success as a capital that aided in the 
rebalancing of the economic and political life of the country. Brasília has 
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helped to accomplish the mission of developing the interior of the country. 
In 1998 the Lucio Costa obituary in  Economist  known for its very skepti-
cal and cautious attitude towards government mega-projects has observed: 

 Brasília is in many ways a success. Forty years on, it is not too far from 
Mr Costa’s vision of a city “monumental but comfortable.” Not only 
have Mr. Niemeyer’s concrete and glass palaces worn surprisingly well; 
the economy has fl ourished (less surprisingly, maybe, given that almost 
the sole industry is government). At 9,600 reais ($8,350), the federal 
district’s income per head exceeds that of any Brazilian state. To the 
middle classes it offers unpolluted air and green space . . . And, very 
important for all, despite a recent rise in crime, Brasília remains safer 
than Rio or Sao Paulo. Above all, Brasília has succeeded in what it was 
meant to do: shifting the country’s centre of gravity towards its vast 
interior, after 450 years in which settlers had clung to the seaboard. 
What Brazil’s statistics call “the centre-west”, a great swathe of plateau 
and savannah (yes, and cleared forest) is its fastest-growing region, pro-
ducing large harvests of soya: by 1995 it accounted for 7.3% of GDP, 
up from 2.4% in 1959. 147  

 This praise is as remarkable as it is unexpected from  Economist . The relo-
cation contributed to the transformation of Brazil’s backlands and the revo-
lutionary changes in agriculture of this region. Due to the development of 
 cerrado , Brazil has turned itself from a food importer into one of the world’s 
great breadbaskets. The construction of Brasília also improved transporta-
tion connections and spurred the emergence of secondary economic centers 
in the less developed North. The national road construction program that 
was initiated shortly after the construction of Brasília in 1960 was successful 
in connecting the new capital to state capitals and other main population and 
economic centers. The resulting radial highway system connected different 
inland municipalities, integrated the country, and had signifi cance far beyond 
the economics and challenges of countries geography. 148  

 Finally, it must be added that the project has been universally recognized 
as remarkably well-organized. The construction of the city involved the 
spirit of experimentation, the spontaneity and even improvisation. Hanford 
Eldredge, the geographer who has produced one of the fi rst reviews of capital 
city relocation in Brazil has aptly observed: 

 Had Kubitschek sought to begin with a series of lengthy and very likely 
social and economic studies, it is more than likely that the city would 
never have come into existence. 149  

 The project has evoked the enthusiasm of the people whose hearts were 
touched by the concept of the capital city in the heartland. The capital city 
transfer has facilitated the formation of the new identity of the Brazilian 
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people and turned into an important milestone in the process of nation-
building. Its example still inspires many other projects in dozens of other 
countries far beyond Latin America. 

 Chile 

 In Chile in 1990 the aging general Augusto Pinochet moved the parliament 
from Santiago to Valparaiso, 116 km from the capital, to disperse political 
power. De-centralization was recognized as a step necessary for modern-
ization of Chile’s economy. Guided by neoliberal principles Pinochet and 
his technocrat military government believed that de-centralization would 
improve the macroeconomic climate, enhance effi ciency, and would eventu-
ally attract more investment to Chile from multinational banks. Moving the 
Congress along with several key ministries and other institutions of national 
importance to Valparaiso was a component of this strategy. It is interesting 
to note that Valparaiso was also a native city of Pinochet. 

 Another reason was probably related to the economic situation of Val-
paraiso, since the city’s economy and the port activities declined in the wake 
of the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914. The transfer of legislature was 
an attempt to provide the economic stimulus to Valparaiso. The movement 
of the legislature to Valparaiso has boosted the economy of the city and its 
political importance. Pinochet also sought to balance the pattern of settle-
ment in the country. Being the second largest city Valparaiso had only a small 
fraction of Santiago’s population: more than 5 million in Santiago vs. less 
than 300,000 in Valparaiso. 

 More cynical critics have argued that the move was also designed to limit 
the political power of the legislature. Indeed, the dispersal of political power 
had only limited effect under the military regime. However, the transfer of 
the seat of power defi nitely laid the foundations for further administrative 
de-centralization that was accomplished by more democratic Chilean gov-
ernments later. 150  

 Argentina 

 Like in Brazil the relocation of the capital city in Argentina had a long and 
intriguing historical background. 

 In the second half of the nineteenth century the intense constitutional 
debates about the establishment of a new capital city took place and lasted 
for over three decades. Many participants in these debates have argued that 
the federalist system of government based on the model of the US was the 
call of the day and the most suitable solution for the country. 151  Domingo 
Faustino Sarmiente, an Argentinian writer and the president of the country 
(1868–1874), was the most vocal contributor to this debate. He has put forth 
the concept of Argirópolis, the imaginary new capital of the country situated 
in the Island of Martín García on the Río de la Plata river. 152  Being an insular 
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and neutral place,  Argirópolis  should have become a symbol of independence 
and lay the foundations for the unifi cation of Argentina, Uruguay, and Para-
guay. This neutral capital city was intended to remove the disproportional 
infl uence of Buenos Aires on the political life of the country. The interior 
provinces also demanded a federalist form of government, the autonomy 
and a national capital outside of Buenos Aires. Rosario and Córdoba were 
among the candidates. The new designed capital La Plata for the wealthy 
residents of the Province of Buenos Aires was created in 1882 in the wake 
of the debates but not the federalist new capital that was envisaged. While 
the unifi cation with Uruguay and Paraguay was dropped from the agenda, 
the dispute about the new federal capital resumed only one century later. 

 In 1987 the National Congress of Argentina approved the law that was 
proposed by Ricardo Alfonsín, the president of the country, about the relo-
cation of capital city functions from Buenos Aires to the northeastern Pata-
gonia. The consolidation of two smaller settlements – Viedma and Carmen 
de Patagones – should have formed a new federalist capital. 153  The proposed 
names for the new city were “Patagonopolis” and “Patagolandia.” There 
were also suggestions to commemorate some Catholic saints in the name of 
the new city. 154  

 Offi cial rationale for the construction of new capital was to ease the con-
gestion of Buenos Aires, where a third of the population of the country 
resided. Similar to Brazil, the government also sought to achieve more ambi-
tious goals of social transformation of the Argentinian society through the 
new city. The following three goals were most important: reducing the high 
concentration of resources and functions in Buenos Aires; stimulation of 
development in the hinterlands of Argentina, especially in the northeast and 
in the south of the country, and establishment of the new growth pole in 
Patagonia. The new city was also taken to task to transform and modify the 
ineffi cient state bureaucracy. 155  

 But aside from all these considerations the new capital city was also a 
part of a broader geopolitical agenda. “Patagonopolis” was intended to 
strengthen the Argentinian presence in the south of the country. The con-
struction of a new capital was to reposition Argentina as a Pacifi c power 
ruling from the southernmost capital of the world and to solidify its claims 
to several southern islands that belonged to Chile. Tellingly, the border con-
fl icts with Chile and the territorial claims of Argentina to these islands in the 
1970s foreshadowed the new cycle of capital city debate. Throughout the 
colonial period these islands and the straits were not very signifi cant. How-
ever, since the end of the nineteenth century, they acquired importance due 
both to the increasing role of the Pacifi c in the world trade and to Antarctica 
development. The capital city in Carmen de Patagones was intended to play 
a role in the “Southern project” of Argentina and to buttress the Argentinian 
claims to precedence in the South American continent. The underpopulated 
“empty spaces” of the south were to be developed and populated to ward off 
Chilean incursions. The idea of the capital in the south also contributed to 
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the concept of tri-continental Argentina (mainland, insular, and polar) that 
was actively promoted since the 1940s. 156  These geopolitical considerations 
were probably only secondary, but they should not be underrated. 

 Initially, the plans to transfer the seat of government included relocation of 
15,000 civil servants. It was also planned that the new capital city will have 
315,000 residents by 1995 and 554,000 by 2025. 157  Originally the project 
budget was $2 billion but gradually it was increased to $5 billion. Half of 
these funds were to come from government budget and half from private 
investments. It was expected that this amount will be spent in the course of 
12 years. 158  Nevertheless, the project was never implemented due both to its 
high cost and the change of cabinet. 

 The project to move the capital from Buenos Aires was resuscitated in the 
recent years as it became increasingly clear that the problems of excessive con-
centration in the capital persisted. In 2014 Christina Kirchner, the president of 
Argentina, urged to move the seat of government to Santiago del Estero in the 
north. It is the oldest city of the country, situated between Atlantic and Pacifi c 
oceans, 1,042 km from Buenos Aires. The candidacy of this city was origi-
nally proposed by Julián Domínguez, the speaker of the Lower House of the 
parliament. He explained that this move would re-conceptualize Argentina 
and improve its international standing, opening it up to the Pacifi c and to the 
members of the Mercosur and Unasur. Unlike Buenos Aires, which limits the 
overall vision of the world for Argentinians, Domínguez argued, the capital 
in the north will make it easier to have links with the great Pacifi c basin. He 
further contended that port-capitals are more suitable for the colonized states, 
and those countries with greater ambitions should avoid them. 

 Venezuela 

 In Venezuela the debate surrounding capital city relocation centered around 
the problems of Caracas. Overpopulation, poor infrastructure, and the grid-
locks on its main motorways were recognized as the most pressing issues of 
the current capital city. The special commission of the Venezuelan parliament 
formed in 2004 was tasked to develop the concept of a new city. The project 
was supported by Hugo Chávez, the president of the country. The commis-
sion proposed to name the new city Ciudad Libertad, or the City of Liberty. 159  

 The site on the right bank of the Orinoco River in Bolivar state, 700 km 
to the south from Caracas, was selected as the most suitable place for the 
new capital city. It was planned that the extraction industry in Bolivar state, 
including iron and gold mining and rich oil resources, will be the economic 
base for the development of a new city. 

 The city was also expected to acquire the transnational signifi cance as a 
center of the continent at the crossroads of South American integration. 160  
The new communication systems were envisaged to underpin these plans 
and to provide access to the city from other countries. In pursuit of this goal, 
it was necessary to construct railways in the underground tunnels under 
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Orinoco River connecting Ciudad Libertad with Brazil and the hinterlands 
of Venezuela. Additionally, the construction of the river port was planned 
to serve as a gateway to the Caribbean Sea. This multi-billion dollar project 
was to be funded both from the oil revenues of Venezuela and from the 
international investments. 161  

 Several other candidacies besides Ciudad Libertad have been proposed, 
including Carbuta in the center of the country, Caicara del Orinoco, Mara-
caibo, and Valencia, among others. The debates on this topic continue, but 
the diffi cult economic situation of Venezuela make the realization of this 
project less feasible and less topical. 

 Peru 

 The debates about the possible capital city shift in Peru are motivated 
mainly by three reasons: the overpopulation of Lima and the lack of space 
for expansion, its seismic vulnerability, and by some geopolitical reasons. 
In only ten years from 1965 to 1975 the territorial expansion of the city 
caused the absorption of 14 thousand hectares of the most valuable arable 
irrigated lands in the Rímac River valley. Lima was also included in the list 
of the most earthquake vulnerable cities compiled by an American seismolo-
gist Roger Bilham. 162  

 Initially, the concept of a new capital city outside of Lima was introduced 
by Fernando Belaúnde Terry (1912–2002), the president of the country, who 
was also a prominent architect. He was teaching architecture at National 
Engineering School in Lima and at Harvard for some period of time. Dur-
ing his second presidential term in 1980–1985 he has fl ashed out his vision 
of the new capital city that was clearly inspired by the example of Brasília. 

 Already in 1956, in the course of his election campaign, Terry has pub-
lished a book  Peruanicemos Peru  (Let’s make Peru Peruvian), where he has 
laid out and expounded his vision of the future development of the country. 
His vision provided for the colonization and development of the hard-to-
reach interior of the country and its central jungles. He also envisioned the 
road that would connect the country with Ecuador and Bolivia, on the one 
hand, and establish linkages between the Andes and Amazon River for the 
integration of the citizens of the country. The construction of the new capital 
was also a fundamental part of his plan. Julio Ernesto Gianella, the 1982 
competition-winning architect of the new city, amplifi ed and elaborated Ter-
ry’s vision in his booklet  The City of Constitution: the new urban nucleus in 
the central jungles of Peru  (“Ciudad Constitucion : nuevo nucleo urbano en 
la selva central del Peru”). 

 Laid in 1984, the new city was named Ciudad Constitucion, or the City of 
Constitution. The roads were built through the previously impassable moun-
tains and jungles, and the construction of a highway linking the city with the 
Pacifi c coast was launched. However, the construction of the city was soon 
stopped, as the funds reserved for this project mysteriously disappeared. 
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 In the late 1980s Alan García Pérez, the young president of the country, 
proposed to relocate the capital city from Lima to Huancaya in the Andes. 
It was situated in the Mantara Valley between Lima and Cusco, the ancient 
Inca capital. One of the goals of the young president was to organize a large 
state-funded project that would provide employment opportunities for the 
underemployed population. However, this idea was later discarded and dis-
credited as his comprehensive program of economic reforms did not appeal 
to the public, causing high infl ation and the pauperization of large segments 
of Peruvian population. 163  

 Presently the proponents of capital city transfer bring this topic again to 
the political agenda and revive some elements of Pérez’s proposal. They stress 
the potential benefi ts of siting the capital city in the Andes region in terms of 
national security of the country. They also highlight the importance of the 
Mantara Valley for the national identity, emphasizing its signifi cant role in 
Peruvian history. Relatedly, this region was the center of the native Indian 
Huanca culture that was controlled and subjugated by the Incas. The name 
of the proposed capital, Huancaya, is derived from the name of this culture. 
The backers of these plans contend that the geographic position of Mantara 
Valley, in the middle between the Spanish colonial capital Lima and the Inca 
capital Cusco, promises to establish a more lasting, neutral, and universal 
historical identity to the citizens of the country. 164  

 Bolivia 

 In Bolivia the capital city debate turned into a capital city war in 2007 
when Evo Morales, the president of the country and the head of his ruling 
party, redrafted the Constitution aiming to strengthen the rights of indig-
enous groups and the central government in La Paz at the expense of other 
provinces of the country. Remarkably, the New Constitution was approved 
only by four out of nine provinces of Bolivia. It has provoked the opposi-
tion to protest the changes of the constitution and to demand the return of 
the seat of government to Sucre. Sucre was Bolivia’s capital until 1899 and 
currently is housing only the Supreme Court. Overall, more than a million 
people participated in rallies to support keeping the capital in La Paz, with 
a population of 1.7 million, and thousands of people in Sucre, population 
250,000, to support moving the capital city. 

 The confrontation between La Paz and Sucre proponents refl ects the divi-
sion of the country between the wealthy lowland east of the country rich 
in natural resources, petroleum, gas, and arable land, and the poor western 
highlands where La Paz is located and home to Aymara and Quechua Indi-
ans. The capital city issue has deepened regional and ethnic divisions in the 
country. 

 The issue of more autonomy from the central government also lies at the 
heart of the debate. The Sucre backers, representing the more conservative 
and wealthier provinces, insist on more autonomy and federalist governance 
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of the country, while the supporters of Morales, the fi rst indigenous presi-
dent, describe the autonomy moves as racist and view their proponents as 
“oligarchic remnants of the white and mixed-race elite who long dominated, 
and plundered, Bolivia.” 165  

 Thus the confl ict over the geography of the seat of government camou-
fl ages deeper tensions and social and ethnic problems of the Bolivian society 
and is likely to remain on the political agenda of the country until the mutu-
ally agreeable solution will be found. 

 Nicaragua 

 In the last 130 years Managua, the current capital city of the country, was 
ruined three times by earthquakes. The most recent earthquake in 2014 has 
ruined the capital again, propelling the politicians and scientists of Nica-
ragua to discuss various capital city reconstruction options, including the 
idea to relocate the government to a new capital. In 1972 the candidacies of 
Masaya and Carazo have been discussed. Today the most popular contender 
is the city Estelí, the third largest city of the country. 166  

 Honduras 

 The port city of Trujillo was the original capital of the country. However, 
the vulnerability of the city to pirates has forced Honduras to move its capi-
tal inland to Comayagua before the country was granted independence in 
1838. After independence the capital city oscillated between Comayagua 
and Tegucigalpa. In 1880 Marco Soto, the president of the country, declared 
Tegucigalpa a permanent capital city. 

 The rise of both of the contenders was related to gold and silver extrac-
tion. While Comayagua was the stronghold of the conservative party, Teguci-
galpa was associated with the liberal party. Soto was a member of the liberal 
party and the liberal-mindedness of Tegucigalpa determined its choice as a 
capital city. It must be noted that detractors related Soto’s choice to the city’s 
proximity to the US silver mining company where the president had a large 
share. The choice of Tegucigalpa has reinforced the victory of the liberals in 
the debates about the future development of the country. 

 It is remarkable that in 1921 Tegucigalpa was selected as a possible capi-
tal city of the federation of Central American Republic that encompassed 
Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, evidence of the high level of recogni-
tion of this city as a transnational political and economic center with high 
integrative potential. 

 Belize and Haiti 

 The complete destruction of Belize City, the old capital, due to the large 
hurricane in 1961 prompted the construction of the new capital city of 
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Belize in Belmopan. The decision was made in 1962 to build the new city 
away from the sea closer to the center of the country, 87 km to the south 
of the old capital. The construction was carried out in the period from 
1967 to 1970. 167  

 After the earthquake in Haiti in 2010 that destroyed 75 percent of Port-
au-Prince, the capital of the country, the same idea was fl oated in Haiti. 
According to the seismologists, an even stronger earthquake is awaiting Port-
au-Prince in the next 20 years. The concept of the new capital city away from 
the ocean was proposed by a number of scientists and politicians, including 
Bernhardt Etheart, the head of the government’s institute for land reforms. 

 The Libertarian economist Tyler Cowen has suggested relocating the capi-
tal to Cap Haitien. The goals of the new capital city are similar to those of 
Brasília – new jobs generation and economic revival of the country. There 
were also some proposals to found a new “charter city” similar to Hong 
Kong to be administered by the third parties. 

 Post-Soviet countries 

 The motifs of de-colonization and de-communization did play some role 
in capital relocation debates in post-Soviet countries. Much more common 
and important considerations were the assertion of greater control over the 
contested territories and the needs of de-centralization. The borders drawn 
by Stalin that divided nationalities were largely administrative and did not 
refl ect ethnic divisions. The internal migrations were often intended to alter 
the balance between different ethnic groups. Therefore, the collapse of the 
USSR has posed some questions about proper ethnic attributions of the 
territories. 

 The proposals to move capital cities have emerged in several Central Asian 
countries and in the Caucases. Notably, in Georgia, Armenia, and Uzbeki-
stan, some proposals to move the seat of government were prompted by 
ethnic considerations. In Armenia there were proposals to move the capital 
to Stepanokert on the territory of Nagorny Karabakh that is claimed by 
Azerbaijan; in Georgia to Sukhumi on the territory of Abkhazia, the break-
away autonomy; and in Uzbekistan to Samarkand, dominated by Tajiks. In 
Moldova the transfer of the seat of government to Bender (Bendery) in the 
Trans-Dnestr region populated mostly by ethnic Russians was proposed to 
ward off the demands for larger autonomy and potential Russian claims to 
these lands. The proposal was also underpinned by the need to federalize 
the country due to separatism in breakaway “Trans-Dniester Republic” and 
in Gagauzia. There were also proposals to merge Tiraspol, on the Russian 
controlled territory, and Bander in Moldova. 168  In Ukraine the country was 
also split between Eastern and Western Ukraine, and the proposals to move 
the capital were motivated by the need to integrate the two parts of the 
state. However, overall the movement of the capitals of all these countries 
was expected to weaken the actual and potential claims of the neighboring 



Capital relocations in world regions 141

states to these territories. It must be noted that in most of these cases such 
proposals were very marginal in the political life of these countries. 

 The contested territories problem was also important in Central Asia. 
However, there were some additional reasons that motivated the debate. 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, fi ve Central Asian republics were 
granted independence. Prior to Soviet period these countries did not have 
their statehood and, therefore, were the least prepared for independence 
compared to other former republics of the USSR. To exacerbate the prob-
lem, tribal and clan loyalties have persisted in these republics over Soviet- 
constructed identities. The capital city relocations have been proposed in 
these countries both to balance the subnational identities and to “national-
ize” the contested territories. 

 Kazakhstan 

 Shortly after the demise of the USSR, Nursultan Nazarbayev, the president 
of the country, made a decision to shift the seat of government from Almaty, 
the capital city of Soviet Kazakhstan, to a new city and embarked on its 
construction. His selected city was Tselinograd (City of Virgin Land) in the 
north of the country that was to be renamed Astana (meaning The Capital 
in Kazakh). The new capital was built in the desert steppes on the other side 
of the river from Tselinograd, and its architectural plan was based on the 
sketches of Norman Foster, the renowned British architect. In 1997 civil 
servants and diplomats started to move to the new capital, while the con-
struction was still in process. 

 Several offi cial reasons for relocation were cited in the media and govern-
ment documents. Most of them were related to the drawbacks of Almaty, 
including its proximity to the Chinese border, its vulnerability to earthquakes, 
the lack of space in Almaty Valley for expansion, the unfavorable climate, 
and pollution. 169  However, most of the international and domestic observers 
were puzzled by the undertaking of this project, as the country obviously 
had many more pressing issues to take care of, and its fi nancial situation 
was not good enough to embark on such an expensive project. Most of the 
international media have attributed the zeal of Nazarbayev to his personal 
self-aggrandizement efforts not uncommon for the Oriental authoritarian 
rulers both in the present and in the past. Some of them referred to the 
servilist suggestions from some members of the Kazakh parliament ( Majilis ) 
to name the city “Nursultan” to honor the president. Many scholars and 
journalists perceived the offi cial reasons bogus or at least questioned their 
validity and weight considering them only an excuse in the presence of many 
other urgent needs and acute problems. 

 Indeed, in the aftermath of independence Kazakhstan was facing many 
serious issues. Similar to other Central Asian republics of the USSR, Kazakh-
stan did not have its own statehood prior to the establishment of the Soviet 
Union. Hence the country was not as well-prepared for independence as 
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many other republics of the former USSR, and the issues of state- and nation-
building were much more critical. 

 Several challenges were specifi c and quite unique for Kazakhstan. At the 
time of the collapse of the USSR, Kazakhs, the titular nation of Kazakhstan, 
was not the majority in their own country. 170  In the north of Kazakhstan, the 
proportion of Kazakh population relative to Russian population was even 
lower compared to the south of the country, and the irredentist sentiments 
in Russia were running high. Because of the nomadic background of Kazakh 
people the territorial identities in Kazakhstan were much weaker than clan 
and family identities. The sub-national identities based on clan membership 
created obstacles for the formation of the national consciousness and iden-
tities. They did overlap with regional identities. There were also tensions 
between the resource-rich west of the country and the rest of Kazakhstan. 
These divisions and cleavages could become an obstacle for nation- and 
state-building efforts that were the order of the day. 

 To respond to these challenges Nazarbayev had to consolidate his power 
base and to develop a new system of loyalties: to fi nd a new balance between 
the interests of the sub-ethnic groups, to identify an ideology that would inte-
grate the ethnic Russians and other ethnic minorities such as Germans and 
Cossacks prevalent in the north, simultaneously building the viable economy 
of the country. This historical background gives some cues as to why the 
capital city project was undertaken. 

 The Russian majority in the north of the country constituted a serious 
challenge for Kazakhstan state-building efforts, especially against the back-
ground of the success of Russia-supported separatist movement in Tran-
sistria, the Russian-dominated region in Moldova, in the early 1990s, and 
other violent ethnic confl icts on the territory of the former USSR in the 
Nagorny Karabakh, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia. Under the circumstances 
Nazarbayev tried to solidify the presence of ethnic Kazakhs in the north of 
the country, balancing the Russian majority there. Among other things, the 
transfer of the capital has helped to accomplish this goal. Considering the future 
separatist crisis in eastern Ukraine and annexation of Crimea, the measures 
taken by Nazarbayev look sensible and farsighted. 

 Apparently, these efforts of Nazarbayev to change the demographic bal-
ance in the north were intended not only to achieve numerical superiority 
over Russians as a tactical maneuver but also to rectify a historical injus-
tice. Many Russian nationalist parties have portrayed North Kazakhstan 
as essentially Russian territory given to Kazakhstan as a “gift” when the 
borders between Soviet republics were mere bureaucratic boundaries. The 
Russian majority in the north have justifi ed this view in their eyes. How-
ever, historically the ethnic Kazakhs formed the majority of population in 
the north, and the demographic balance there has changed only as a result 
of the  Holodomor , the artifi cial famine in 1932–1933 that took the lives 
of almost 1.5 million Kazakhs. As a consequence, thousands have also 
migrated to neighboring countries after these events. Given the scarcity of 
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the Kazakh people at the time, this amounted to approximately one-third 
of their population. The famine contributed to the fact that up to the 1980s 
the ethnic Kazakhs remained an ethnic minority in their own country. 
Notably,  Holodomor  struck down the north of the country more than the 
south, taking the lives of almost 900,000 Kazakhs, about 75 percent of the 
population there. The movement of the capital to the north has helped to 
repopulate the north and the center of the country with ethnic Kazakhs, 
rectifying the historical injustice and moving the demographic center of 
gravity to these lands. 

 However, it would be an oversimplifi cation to view capital city relocation 
only as an effort of Kazakhifi cation of the north of the country. In his pen-
etrating analysis of the transfer of the capital in Kazakhstan, Edward Schatz 
has emphasized several other important aspects and motivations of this 
project. Highlighting its state- and nation-building aspects, he developed a 
comparative framework to analyze and compare Kazakhstan’s case to other 
capital city relocation projects in other parts of the globe. 171  In his article 
Edward Schatz has stressed the importance of clan politics in Kazakhstan 
and the traditional reliance on the kin-based clans that survived under the 
Soviet regime. The plan to move the capital of Kazakhstan to the north was 
motivated in part by the necessity to fi nd a new balance between the interests 
of the clans, to prevent separatism and civic discord, and to develop a new 
system of loyalties and patronage. 

 The ethnic system of Kazakhstan was defi ned by the relationship between 
three major sub-ethnic groups ( zhuz ) or kin-based clans: the Greater Horde 
( Uly Zhuz ), the Middle Horde ( Orta Zhuz ), and the Smaller Horde ( Kishi 
Zhuz ). Each group had its own geographic power base: south for the Greater 
Horde, north and center for the Middle Horde, and west for the Smaller 
Horde. Contrary to intuitive interpretation the Hordes received their names 
not based on their size and total population but based on seniority of their 
families within the ethnic group. Numerically the Smaller Horde is the larg-
est, while the Greater Horde is the smallest. Since the Soviet times the mem-
bers of the Greater Horde were dominant in the political leadership of the 
country; Nazarbayev himself belongs to the Greater Horde. In the post-
Soviet period this clan preserved its political leadership and also received 
high-ranking positions in the management of the largest state oil monopolies. 

 Moving the capital to the north Nazarbayev was making a concession to 
and benefi ted the Middle Horde whose position as a result has strengthened. 
The Middle Horde suffered the most from  Holodomor  – notably, it was the 
largest clan before 1917 – and the movement of the capital to their tribal 
lands provided some compensation for their losses. As a result the territory 
of the Middle Horde received the most development, and its members also 
benefi ted from better economic and commercial opportunities. Proximity 
to the seat of government also meant access to national political offi cials 
and offi ces and hence an opportunity to infl uence and achieve higher social 
mobility. 
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 It is important to note that most of the oil resources of the country are 
located on the territory of the Smaller Horde, which is also the largest of the 
three. As a consequence, the Smaller Horde constituted a larger potential 
challenge for Nazarbayev’s leadership, and the alliance with Middle Horde 
helped him to solidify his political support. Through the movement of the 
capital to Astana, Nazarbayev also muted the potential separatist tendencies 
and marginalized the elites of the Smaller Horde. Capital city transfer also 
brought the capital city closer to the Smaller Horde, giving its members bet-
ter access to the public goods available in the capital city but also making it 
easier to monitor the political sentiments in this resources-rich area. 

 Hence, the movement of the capital can be interpreted in terms of cli-
entelist politics that implies the exchange of goods for political benefi ts. 
Nazarbayev has treated capital city status as a public good that was traded 
for formal and informal political support from the Middle Horde. However, 
under the circumstances and the presence of the existing loyalty system, it 
was a sensible option for Nazarbayev to make these choices, consolidating 
his political power and making it more stable. 

 Being the most politically underprivileged compared to other two, the 
Smaller Horde had most of the natural resources of the country on its terri-
tory, and it provided a sort of compensation for underrepresentation in the 
central government. The new system of loyalty established by Nazarbayev 
was thus based on the regrouping and rebalancing of the interests of three 
hordes and revision of the system of patrimonial relations. The construc-
tion of a new capital has fostered the consolidation of political power in the 
country and reorganization of the ruling elite without violent confl icts. 172  

 The described rebalancing also involved the attempt to integrate the 
Russian population of Kazakhstan. Nazarbayev has utilized the ideology 
of Eurasianism, stressing the unity of the Russian and Turkic people, to 
solidify the stability of Nazarbayev’s political power. The Astana project 
was one of the tools to fl ash out this new ideology. The architecture of 
Astana was designed to emphasize not only the Kazakh identity of the new 
nation but also its Eurasian roots and concomitant imagery. One of the best 
universities of the country established in the new capital was named after 
Lev Gumilev, the Russian historian credited with the original development 
of Eurasian ideas. 

 The Eurasian rhetoric and symbolism was intended primarily for the 
domestic consumption, while the project had also an important international 
component. The new geography and the architecture of the new capital pro-
jected an image of a futuristic forward-looking city. The capital city shift has 
brought Kazakhstan closer to Russia and Europe and distanced it from other 
Central Asian republics that at that time were associated with backwardness. 
In this context relocation has highlighted the new aspirations of Kazakhstan 
to become a major regional economic and political player and made a state-
ment about the emergence of a new modernizing power open to the world 
outside. In this sense it was Kazakh’s “window to Europe.” 
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 The recognition of these different layers and aspects of the capital city relo-
cation in Kazakhstan and their analysis provided by Edward Schatz dispel 
the simplistic ideas, according to which the Astana project was intended only 
for self-aggrandizement efforts of the Oriental ruler as it was often portrayed 
by the media. 173  This analysis demonstrates that Nazarbayev was aiming to 
identify a lasting strategy of long-term national development. 

 If the specter of separatism was indeed the main reason for the reloca-
tion, the project turned out to be quite successful. In 2010 the popula-
tion of the new capital reached 700,000 people with 65 percent Kazakh 
population. In 1989 Kazakhs were only 18 percent of the population. It 
is also remarkable that while in the 1990s the project was not popular 
in Kazakhstan, presently the sociological surveys show that most people 
fi nd this project very helpful and believe that Nazarbayev was extremely 
prescient in his decision. 174  

 To be sure Astana remains in some ways a very problematic choice and 
still faces many issues. Many civil servants still need to commute to Astana 
from Almaty. In summer the temperature here reaches 40 C and drops minus 
40 C in winter. It is the second coldest capital in the world after Ulaanbaatar 
in Mongolia. It is very expensive to heat and air-condition the government 
offi ces. Some detractors lament the low quality of housing constructed under 
the emergency conditions. 

 Overall, however, many international and domestic observers consider 
the new capital of Kazakhstan a success story. Similar to Brasília , which 
has become a model for many countries in Latin America and beyond, the 
Astana project has inspired many post-communist political leaders. Many of 
these countries were facing similar problems such as contested territories, the 
need to replace the old Soviet elites and to regroup the regional interests, and 
to resolve ethnic and sub-ethnic tensions and confl icts. Two other Muslim 
republics of the former USSR were particularly sensitive to the experience 
of Kazakhstan and especially to the idea of reconstitution of their capital 
cities—Kyrgyzstan and Azerbaijan. 

 Kyrgyzstan 

 Similar to Kazakhstan the main reasons for the emergence of capital city 
relocation debates in Kyrgyzstan refl ected the ethnic and sub-ethnic tensions 
in the country. First and foremost, this debate has its roots in the old sub-
national rivalry between the tribes of the South and the tribes of the North. 
Historically within the Kokand Khanate in the nineteenth century the North 
of the country was populated by the nomads, while the South was populated 
mainly by the farmers and artisans. Relatedly, the South is more Islamic, 
while religion does not play a large role in the North of the country. It also 
must be noted that the South of the country has a substantial Uzbek popula-
tion. Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Kyrgyz were a minority in 
Osh, the main urban center in the south. 
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 In the Soviet period the representatives of the South and the North have 
alternated in the power positions promoting the members of their own clans. 
More recently, the migration of ethnic Uzbeks from Uzbekistan to the South 
and the migrations of the ethnic Kyrgyz population to the North, especially 
since the 2000s, tipped the ethnic balance in the South in favor of the Uzbek 
population and became a cause for concern among the Kyrgyz political elite. 

 The political leaders of Kyrgyzstan, including the presidents Askar Akaev 
and Kurmanbek Bakiev, have proposed to move the capital from Bishkek 
in the North to Osh in the South. The proposal aimed to halt or abate the 
separatist tendencies in the South, on the one hand, and to augment and 
strengthen the Kyrgyz identity of this region, on the other. The conversion 
of Osh into a capital also will have helped to consolidate control over this 
troublesome region known for its ethnic tensions and violent confrontations 
and to prevent potential Islamization of this region. 

 The proponents of capital city relocation also have argued that the eco-
nomic development of the South associated with capital city transfer will 
decrease the migration of ethnic Kyrgyz to the North, particularly to Bishkek. 
It will balance the economic development of the country and will ease the 
congestion and overpopulation of Bishkek. It is noteworthy that compared 
to the capitals of other former republics of the USSR, Bishkek, excluding 
the suburbs, has one of the highest levels of population concentrations at 27 
percent of the total population of the country. The backers of Osh argue that 
currently the South does not attract suffi cient investments. Switching the capi-
tal to the Fergana Valley in the South and the development of adequate road 
systems and communication infrastructure linking Bishkek with the Fergana 
Valley where Osh is located will further facilitate the economic and cultural 
integration of this region and the territory of the country as a whole. 175  

 It is also remarkable that the concept of the capital city in Osh was pro-
moted by the political leaders both from the north and from the south. 
Understandably, the political leaders with their roots in the south, notably 
Asimbek Beknazarov, the leader of the Asaba party and once the vice-chair 
of the Provisional government, were more vocal. 176  There were also some 
alternative candidates for the role of a new capital city. Issyk - Kul Lake region 
was proposed due to its central location; Cholpon - Ata in the north and Tok-
togul in Jalal-Abad Province in the south were also proposed. 

 The critics of the proposal point out the risks of the southern capital in 
case of confrontations with Uzbekistan and the possibility of exacerbation 
of ethnic confl icts. Other critics point to the shortage of funds for such a 
mega-project. 

 Tajikistan 

 Tajik republic was carved off from the Uzbek SSR in 1929, but the two 
largest cities, Samarkand and Bukhara, having a majority Tajik population, 
remained in Uzbekistan. The city of Dushanbe – its population remained 
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mostly Russian until 1970s – was made the capital of the country. Since 1992 
the question about the capital city transfer was raised more than once. The 
main stated purposes in the proposals are to free Tajikistan from the Soviet 
legacy and to create a new capital city with more adequate infrastructure. 
The backers of the proposals, including Suhrob Sharipov, the Director of 
the Center for Strategic Research attached to the president of Tajikistan, 
referred to the capital city model of Kazakhstan and Pakistan to justify their 
proposals. 177  

 The proposals and debates also refl ect the sub-ethnic clan divisions in 
Tajikistan. The cities Khoujand in the north and Kulyab in the south rep-
resent two dominant clans in the country. Khoujand was dominant most 
of the Soviet era, while in the post-Soviet years the members of the Kulyab 
clan have acquired the dominant positions in the government. The current 
president of the country, Emomali Rahmon, is its member. The third clan of 
the country in the Pamir region has largely lost its infl uence on the govern-
ment of the country. 

 During the civil war from 1992–1997 there were some proposals to move 
the capital to Khoujand in the north at least as a provisional measure. The 
candidacy of this city is still discussed. Presently another candidate from the 
north is the ancient city of Panjakent, the closest to Samarkand on the ter-
ritory of the country. 

 However, today the cities in the south are considered stronger candidates 
due to the support of the Kouliab clan that is in power. One of the contenders 
is Kulyab itself, which, is considered the oldest Tajik city. The proponents 
of Kouliab argue that one of its merits is the closer proximity to interna-
tional centers such as Karachi, Kabul, Delhi, and Beijing. However, the most 
likely candidate is Danghara, 100 km to the southeast of Dushanbe, due to 
the fact that it is the birthplace of the current president Emomali Rahmon. 
Another cited advantage of this area is that it is thinly populated and can be 
easily expanded. 178  There were some indications that the preparations for 
this project have already started. The roads in the Danghara area are being 
renovated, and the government embarked on the construction of a large 
international airport in the neighborhood of Danghara. In the last 10 years 
the government also promoted the migration of families from rural areas to 
Danghara. 

 Azerbaijan 

 The overconcentration of population and economic resources in Baku has 
triggered the debate in the 2000s. Currently Baku absorbs close to 90 percent 
of all investments in the country. The development of urban infrastructure 
did not match the pace of demographic growth of Baku that drew migrants 
from the rural areas and the refugees from Nagorny Karabakh and elsewhere. 
Consequently the population density has increased 3–4 times, exacerbating 
the gridlock and the environmental problems in the city. The precarious 



148 Capital relocations in world regions

tectonic situation of Baku is another important reason. The idea was sup-
ported by Geidar Aliev, the president of the country. Oil rich Azerbaijan also 
has the fi nancial resources to fi nance this government mega-project. 

 So far three options have been considered: the construction of the satel-
lite administrative capital, switching the capital to an existing city, and the 
construction of a new capital. 

 Alyat, 75 km from Baku, is one of the candidates. Another strong can-
didate for this role is Ganja, the second largest city. Being equidistant from 
Georgia and Armenia, it is considered by many to be the geographic center 
of the South Caucasus, having a potential to become an important transna-
tional hub of the region. Ganja is also sited in between mountains and the 
valleys, making it a critical connecting point within the territory of Azer-
baijan. Additionally, it has a merit of being centrally located relative to the 
regional capitals of the country that makes it indispensable for the develop-
ment of the hinterlands of the country. Its long and glorious history is con-
sidered another benefi t.   It also must be noted that during the Safavid period, 
Ganja served as the capital of the Karabakh Beylerbeydom, one of the Safa-
vid provinces. Historically the disputed region of Nagorny Karabakh was 
a part of the Karabakh Beylerbeydom. Under the circumstances of ongoing 
confrontation with Armenia over this territory, the capital in Ganja might 
strengthen Azeri’s claims on it and reinforce the position of Azerbaijan  vis -
à- vis  the Armenian-Azeri confl ict. 

 The opponents of the project charge that the country cannot afford such 
large public expenditure having many other priorities, especially “the res-
toration of territorial integrity of the country.” The members of the urban 
planning expert community in Baku have suggested several other options as 
alternatives to capital city transfer: the development of the regional blueprint 
of Larger Baku that would provide a different type of solution to the urban 
infrastructure issues in the current capital city. 179  

 Georgia 

 The government of Saakashvili has launched the rearrangement of the capi-
tal city function in the framework of the program of de-centralization of 
the country, balanced development of the regions, and de-communization. 
The parliament of Georgia was moved to Kutaisi in 2012, while the Con-
stitutional Court was relocated to Batumi. The more central location of 
Kutaisi was recognized as a benefi t for the legislative function. This strat-
egy also helped to diversify the Georgian cities and to develop a better 
urban system. 

 Alberto Domingo Kabo, the Spanish architect, has developed the concept 
of a new parliament building. The glass dome that covers the building epito-
mizes the transparency of the new parliament and the integration of different 
regions of the country. Remarkably, this new building was often contrasted 
with the old Soviet-style building in Tbilisi, constructed by Lavrentiy Beria. 
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 Earlier in his career Saakashvili alluded to the possibility of moving the 
capital city from Tbilisi to Sukhumi, the capital of Abkhazia. In his opinion 
in the case of peaceful development, the transfer of the capital of Georgia 
to Sukhumi could facilitate the reintegration of the breakaway republic and 
would help to reach a peaceful resolution of ethnic confl ict. 

 Russia 

 In Russia the debates of this topic started in the 1990s. Remarkably the pro-
posals to move the capital city out of Moscow have been made by the mem-
bers of practically all major political parties. The intensifi cation of the debate 
in recent years can be attributed, on the one hand, to the dissatisfaction of 
many Moscovites with the congestion, infrastructure, and municipal services 
in Moscow and, on the other, to the grievances of the population in the rest 
of the country about overconcentration of political power and economic 
resources in the center. It must be noted that the post-Soviet decades have 
witnessed the unprecedented growth of the city of Moscow due to migration 
infl ows from Russia and many post-Soviet states and the declining popula-
tion in the rest of the country. The move of the capital, the proponents have 
argued, will abate the prevalent collusion between business and government 
that hampers the economic and political development. 

 Another fundamental rational of the debate is the fear of disintegration 
of the country. In many cases the proposals to move the seat of government 
were intended as a tool for reintegration. 

 In the 1990s some liberal-minded politicians proposed to transfer the capi-
tal to the west; St. Petersburg, Novgorod, and Pskov were the main contend-
ers. These choices stressed the European identity of Russian culture and 
nationhood and were meant to highlight the continuity between the ancient 
democracies in Novgorod and Pskov. These candidacies epitomized the aspi-
rations of the country to integrate into Europe and promote the program 
of liberal reforms. The proponents of the Western capital have stressed the 
negative role of Moscow in Russian history, accusing it in the suppression 
of the ancient Russian princedom, servile attitudes, introduction of extreme 
authoritarian rule, and reinforcement of the Mongolian traditions of state-
craft. The current levels of hyper-centralization exhibit continuity with these 
centuries-old traditions. 

 The other group of the participants in the debate developed more sophis-
ticated geopolitical arguments and even put forward the anti-westernist 
agenda, emphasizing the geopolitical reasons to move the capital city. In 
this context the relocation aims to physically separate Russia from the West 
and its deleterious infl uence. Most of their proposals suggest shifting the 
seat of government to the east of the country. Some of their arguments have 
stressed the strategic importance of southern Siberia for the Eurasian inte-
gration of the country and proposed to move the capital to the Asian part 
of Russia. The eastern capital city, they argue, will also help to strengthen 
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the unity of the Slavs and the Turks. What is more, they believe that the new 
capital will weaken the secessionist sentiments in Siberia and in the Far East. 
According to Tsymburskii, the geopolitician, Russia needs to establish its 
capital in southern Siberia; the importance of this region is underscored by 
the fact that it is centrally located relative to the three distinct geographical 
zones of the country, the European part of Russia, the Far East, and the 
Ural-Siberian region, and can secure the country’s economic base. Others 
have emphasized the importance of control over particular territories or 
ethnic groups. 180  

 Other groups see relocation more in economic terms as a vehicle of eco-
nomic development. Their proposals aim to enhance the regional develop-
ment, to alleviate the disparities between the prosperous Moscow and the 
distressed regions, and to prevent the depopulation of the eastern territories 
of Russia. Their most popular candidates were Novosibirsk, Krasnoyarsk, 
and Yekaterinburg. The most radical of these proposals suggest the capital 
city in the Far East to re-orientate Russia towards the countries of Asia and 
the Far East specifi cally. The capital city in Vladivostok, they argue, will help 
Russia to make a better use of its far-eastern territories, to integrate with 
the dynamic economies of Japan, China, South Korea, and other countries 
of the region and to position itself as an important player in the Asia-Pacifi c 
region. 181  

 Ukraine 

 The ideas to transfer the capital also had some circulation in Ukraine. 
Baturin, the Hetman capital of Ukraine; Donetsk; Kharkov; and Sevastopol 
were suggested as candidates. There were also ideas to build a new admin-
istrative capital in close proximity to Kiev. 

 Dmitry Vydrin, the advisor to Kuchma, the president of Ukraine, has 
proposed Baturin, the residence of Ukrainian hetmans, as the new capital. 
He referred to the overconcentration of all resources in Kiev and anti-Kiev 
sentiments in the regions. He also argued that Baturin, which served as the 
Cossack capital of Ukraine in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and 
was sacked by Russian troops in 1708, can restore the historical continuity 
between hetmanhood and current Ukrainian history. The other reasons cited 
by Vydrin included the separation between business and political power, 
anti-corruption measures, among others. 

 In 2006 there was also an idea to create special Government Quarters or 
satellite city that would house different government departments that are 
spread out throughout Kiev. To de-centralize the administration there were 
also proposals to move the administration of Kiev region to Bila Tsrekva and 
to move the Constitutional Court to Kharkov. 

 In 2012 Yuri Boldirev, the MP from the Party of Regions, proposed Sev-
astopol in Crimea as a new capital city to make the country closer to Russia 
and Moscow. 
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 However, the civil confl ict in Ukraine and annexation of Crimea has 
changed the geography of the proposals. In 2013 Dobkin, the governor of 
the Kharkov region, has suggested to transfer the capital of the country 
to Kharkov to marginalize the Right sector and radical Ukrainian ultra-
nationalists in Kiev. The candidacy of Dnepropetrovsk was also proposed 
as a neutral city in the center of the country that can balance the interests 
of the west and the east of the country. The candidacy of Odessa was also 
suggested. One recent proposal called to build a new city between Odessa 
and Crimea to assert control over the contested territory. 182  

 Curiously, the transfer of the capital from Kharkov to Kiev in 1934 can 
explain the background of the current debate. Kharkov was made a capital 
of Soviet Ukraine as an industrial city with a higher proportion of industrial 
proletariat deemed to be more congenial to the Bolshevik regime. The likely 
reason to move the capital to Kiev, the initiative that was taken by Stalin 
personally, was to de-Ukrainize Ukraine and to weaken its ruling nationalist 
elite, which was not showing suffi cient commitment to the Soviet leadership 
at the time of  Holodomor . In the early 1930s Stalin halved the membership 
of the Ukrainian communist party, aiming to decrease the role that Ukraine 
played in the leadership of the USSR. Kiev appeared to be much more loyal 
compared to Kharkov. Historically Kiev had a much higher share of ethnic 
Russians in its population. Remarkably, before the revolution it was one of 
the centers of Russian nationalism. In contrast, in the 1920s and 1930s Khar-
kov looked more like a stronghold of Ukrainian nationalism both demo-
graphically and ideologically. According to the offi cial declaration at the time 
of the transfer, the relocation to Kiev has “brought the capital city closer to 
the most important agricultural regions in the Right-Bank Ukraine.” The 
Right-Bank Ukraine was even less loyal to the Soviet regime, and the transfer 
was intended to put it under closer Bolshevik control. The Soviet leader-
ship believed that Kiev would be a better place to spearhead the patriotism 
campaign of Josef Stalin in the rural areas of Ukraine that largely remained 
aloof to the Soviet regime. 

 Europe 

 The capital city relocation debates are least prevalent in Europe. The opera-
tion of the laws of differential urbanization that describe the asynchronous 
patterns of growth of different groups of cities, the moderate pace of growth 
of most capital cities, along with the relative ethnic homogeneity of these 
countries and lack of serious sub-ethnic tensions have helped most of these 
countries to avoid the sharp political and economic misbalances that has 
motivated the discussion of this topic in other continents. The morphology 
and good urban infrastructure of these cities also make them comfortable 
places to live. Due to a high density of cities in Europe and other reasons, 
the phenomenon of monocephality is not characteristic for most of the coun-
tries of the continent. Although the UK and France have exceptionally large 
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primate cities, some seven times the size of the second city in both cases, in 
virtually all other European countries, the second city is about half the size of 
the primary city. The relatively large size of capital cities where it is present 
can be explainable by a small size of the country and typically does not cause 
the acute problems that trigger the debates in other regions of the world. 

 In those few countries where the debate took place, it was motivated 
primarily by the eccentric position of the capital city, the breakdown of 
federations, and by separatist movements. Hence in Slovakia some propos-
als to move the capital were spawned by the extremely eccentric position of 
Bratislava relative to the rest of the country. 183  The leaders of some separatist 
movements in Western Europe also raise the questions about the new capi-
tals of their countries. For instance, the Flemish and Walloon nationalists 
insist on the establishment of two separate states on the territory of Belgium 
with capital cities in Antwerp and Namur. Lega Nord in Northern Italy has 
established the Padanian parliament near Mantua chosen as a capital in 
self-organized elections. 

 Nevertheless the general trend of insensitivity of European countries to 
capital city change ideas has several notable exceptions that we will discuss. 

 Germany 

 After the fall of the Berlin wall in 1991, in the course of long debates the 
Bundestag made a decision to transfer the capital city from Bonn to Berlin 
for the unifi cation of East and West Germany. In the voting Berlin won by a 
narrow margin: 338 for and 320 against. It is noteworthy that in 1949 Bonn 
was designated as a temporary capital city; the constitution provided that 
the free elections in the unifi ed Germany will open the possibility of moving 
the capital city back to Berlin. 

 Konrad Adenauer, the fi rst Chancellor of West Germany and the founder 
of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), believed that Berlin should be a 
capital of German democracy. 

 In the course of the long debate of these issues, two main topics have crys-
tallized that determined the attitude towards capital city problem regardless 
of political party affi liation: the concept of the federalist capital city and the 
attitude towards the historical memories of Berlin. And the predicaments 
associated with each decision. . . 

 The opponents of the capital city transfer argued that the concept of the 
federalist capital in Bonn better refl ects the spirit of the liberal-democratic 
state capable of balancing the interests of different lands compared to such 
a large city as Berlin. They also believed that the historic background of 
Berlin epitomizes those political traditions – imperialistic, communist, and 
Nazi – that modern Germany tries to disengage itself from and which it does 
not plan to reassume. 

 In the minds of modern Germans, Berlin also was closely tied with 
the traditions of Prussian militarism and Prussian domination that were 
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inappropriate for the newly reunifi ed state. They felt that the character and 
the size of a German capital city should satisfy the requirements of federalism 
and the principles of a pluralistic and polycentric urban system. The position 
was upheld by the leader of the CDU, Norbert Blüm. 

 The proponents of Berlin, on the other hand, argued that the establish-
ment of the capital city on the border of two Germanies will facilitate more 
effective political and economic integration of the Eastern Germans into a 
new country and that the goals of federalism under such a capital city will 
be fostered and not diminished. The peripheral location of Bonn was recog-
nized as its signifi cant disadvantage in the cause of unifi cation. The return 
of the capital to Berlin was also presented as a restoration of the constrained 
sovereignty of Germany as a nation. 

 The proponents of Berlin reinstatement also believed that it would be a 
mistake to be oblivious and simply turn away from those negative political 
traditions that were epitomized by Berlin. These traditions should become 
a subject for moral refl ection. Only in the course of such refl ection the new 
nation can be formed. They were hopeful that Berlin will be much more 
suitable for such national self-refl ection as a larger center of social life of 
Germany compared to the administrative small town on the western edges 
of the country. 184  

 The candidacy of Berlin was also associated with some benefi ts that went 
beyond the German case. The location of Berlin in the east transformed Ger-
many into the leader of Central and Eastern Europe and provided it with a 
unique role in the context of not only pan-German but also pan-European 
integration. 

 The proponents of Berlin also saw thinly settled and empty spaces of the 
city as its additional advantages that permitted the development of the new 
city in conditions somewhat close to Canberra or Brasília. In the absence of 
the compromising buildings from the communist and Nazi era, Berlin had 
enough empty spaces to build new buildings and form a new narrative of 
national identity refl ecting upon the vicissitudes of national political history. 

 Several important individuals including Helmut Kohl, the leader of CDU 
and the fi rst chancellor of reunifi ed Germany, were among the advocates of 
the move. Koll believed that the transfer was necessary as a gesture of soli-
darity with the east and new federal lands. 

 The reinstatement of Berlin as a capital did not deprive Bonn of all its 
capital city functions. Six out of 10 ministries stayed in Bonn to preserve the 
continuity of the foreign politics of the country. The government offi cials 
continue to travel between Bonn and Berlin, although the main elements 
of the capital transfer were fi nished in 1999 and most of the offi cials were 
relocated to Berlin long time ago. According to some estimates these business 
trips are costing 5 million euro a year. 

 It is important to emphasize that in the contest of the two capital cities, 
both sides of the arguments had in mind the same standards and normative 
principles. The choice of Berlin was determined by the fact that most voters 
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have recognized Berlin as a more suitable place for the maintenance of fed-
eralist agenda and Germany’s sovereignty. The return of the capital to Berlin 
stressed the importance of the reconstruction of the nation. 

 Albania 

 The ports, Vlorë and Durrës, were the fi rst capital cities of Albania. 
In 1913 the independence of Albania from the Ottoman Empire was 
declared in Vlorë. In 1914 the capital moved to Durrës, which became a 
residence of Wilhelm Wied, the new king who was assigned by Austria. 
However, due to the Islamic riots, the king escaped from the capital. At 
that time the government in Durrës contemplated the adoption of the Ital-
ian protectorate under the threat of the division of the country between 
different states. 

 Ismail Qemali, the founder of modern Albania, insisted from the very 
beginning on the transfer of the capital inland to Elbasan located closer to 
the center of the country. The central location was important for his plans 
to federalize the country; Qemali also disliked Durrës as a stronghold of 
Islamists. In 1920 the decision was made to move the capital to Tirana, and 
the pro-Italian government in Durrës was declared illegitimate. 

 Hence, the new capital in Tirana confi rmed the independence of the coun-
try that was declared seven years earlier and prepared the transition from 
monarchy to national republic that went offi cial in 1925. The capital was 
also located in a more secure location and removed from a port city that was 
vulnerable to foreign infl uences and invasions. 

 Romania 

 The concept of a new capital city is fl oating today in Romania. This concept 
had a long intellectual history and acquired special interest between the two 
world wars. Initially, this idea was advocated by Queen Maria and Nico-
lae Titulescu (1882–1941), the important Romanian statesman, diplomat, 
and the Minister of Foreign Affairs. In 1924 the Romanian engineer Nico-
lae Theodorescu has penned a book,  The Establishment of New capital of 
Romania , where he insisted that the capital should be moved to the center of 
the country estimating the cost of this project at $30 billion in contemporary 
dollars. 185  

 Mircea Vulcănescu (1904–1952), renowned Romanian writer and sociolo-
gist, put forward the concept of a peculiar Carpathian essence and unique 
 existentia  of Romanian people that should be crystallized in a new capital 
in the mountainous part of the country. He also has argued that modern 
warfare and the possibility of airstrikes make Bucharest vulnerable and a 
risky choice for a capital city. The new capital city in Brasov protected by the 
Carpathian Mountains would be a better option in terms of security, and it 
would also help to prevent the Balkanization of Romania (the term is used 
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to describe the fragmentation of the states) and bring Romanians closer to 
their historical roots. 

 In the 1940s the renowned nationalist intellectuals and leaders of the far 
right ultra-nationalist parties, Constantin Noica and Corneliu Codreanu, 
also have entertained this idea. In the period of the National Legionary 
State, they insisted that the transfer of the capital from Bucharest, plagued 
by the spirit of corruption and moral decay, will invigorate the spirit of the 
nation. 186  

 Nicolae Ceauşescu in his later years also supported the idea of moving the 
capital to Târgovişte, the old capital of Wallachia and the city of Dracula, 
where Ceauşescu felt more support and, oddly, where he was persecuted. 

 After the collapse of communism the concept of a new capital city, more 
centrally located, was supported by several prominent politicians and leaders 
of nationalist parties. Mihail Hardau, the Minister of Education, proposed 
the transfer of the capital to Brasov. The concept of a new capital in Brasov 
was also advocated by Partidul Poporului (People’s Party). Some other politi-
cians and intellectuals proposed to build a new capital  de novo  in close prox-
imity to Brasov. The other contenders in Transylvania are Sibiu, Cluj, and 
Timisoara. 187  Clement Negruţ, the MP from the Liberal-Democratic party, 
advocated the candidacy of Alba-Iulia sited in close proximity to the ancient 
capital of Dacia. He submitted it as a bill for approval to the Commission 
on the revision of the constitution. 

 Alba-Iulia occupies a special place in the imagination of Romanian nation-
alists, and its history serves to justify the current political agenda and the 
dream of a unifi ed and united pan-Romanian state. In 1600 Michael the 
Brave, the ruler of Wallachia, united the principalities of Wallachia, Molda-
via, and Transylvania under his rule, which lasted for a year and a half until 
he was murdered in 1601. After the First World War in 1918 Transylvania 
was declared to be a part of Romania, and four years later Ferdinand I and 
Queen Maria were crowned in the local cathedral as rulers of the united 
country. Hence the candidacy of Alba-Iulia not only lays claims on the Dacia 
legacy and reinforces Romanian identity but also implied a much broader 
geopolitical integration of the region that is the goal of some Romanian 
politicians. 

 According to their plans, the capital in Transylvania will solidify Roma-
nian identity there and establish a counter-balance to the separatist trends. 
The main threats are the movement for autonomy of the ethnic Hungarians, 
the largest ethnic minority residing there, and the irredentist sentiments and 
ultra-nationalist parties in Hungary. 188  

 Additionally, such a capital city, the backers of the plan believe, can facili-
tate the establishment of the strong and unifi ed Romanian state, the Greater 
Romania ( România Mare) . The more central position of Alba-Iulia in the 
region can facilitate the reunifi cation of Romania and Moldova. That is what 
Traian Băsescu, close to the Liberal-Democratic Party, had in mind when he 
declared in 2006 that “after the unifi cation of Germany Romanians are the last 
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people in Europe that remains divided.” The EU does not support these plans 
or at least makes them contingent on the membership of Moldova in EU. 189  

 There are some other valid reasons to move the capital. Bucharest is con-
sidered the most vulnerable city in Europe in terms of earthquakes that have 
devastated the city more than once in recent history. Moreover, Bucharest is 
four times larger than any other city in Romania and attracts 60 percent of 
all investments. This monocephality does not help the development of the 
country. 190  

 The urban transformation and brutal reconstruction of Bucharest in the 
communist period is another important consideration. The government aims 
to distance itself from the communist past. However, the colossal People’s 
Palace erected by Nicolae Ceauşescu in the center of the city and its major 
landmark, is dominating the landscape of the city emphasizing the country’s 
communist identity. The construction of the Palace in 1984–1989 required 
the demolition of a fi fth of the buildings in the historical center and other 
monuments and churches important for national memory. The removal of 
the Palace and the reconstruction of the city would be as expensive as the 
construction of the new capital. 

 Poland 

 During the Second World War, Warsaw was singled out by Nazi leadership 
for destruction. Kraków was spared of such destruction, as the Nazis per-
ceived the Germanic characteristics in its medieval monuments. Due to the 
devastation in Warsaw in the course of the war after the liberation in 1945, 
there were some proposals to move the capital city to Kraków. 

 However, from the standpoint of Polish communists, Kraków had impor-
tant drawbacks: it was too intellectual and too Catholic for their taste. 
Kraków also appeared to be hostile to communist ideology, and its popula-
tion had wrong class sympathies. Due to these circumstances Lodz, the largest 
industrial center and the second largest city in the country, was proposed as 
the most likely candidate. The industrial character of the city made it look like 
a place with required class orientation, and the proximity to Warsaw gave it 
additional benefi ts. Boleslaw Bierut, the Chair of the State National Council 
and the fi rst president of the country, supported the candidacy of Lodz. How-
ever, the Polish leadership could not reach a consensus on this issue, providing 
cons and pros for each solution. Upon the return from his trip to Moscow in 
1945, Boleslaw Bierut informed his comrades that Stalin supported the idea 
of reconstruction of Warsaw and offered his support. Thus the question of 
capital city transfer was solved and removed from the political agenda. 

 After the collapse of communism in the 1990s, the capital transfer to 
Kraków was proposed again. Some leaders of new Poland saw Warsaw as a 
conduit of Russian domination and communist infl uence. However, this idea 
never took root and was later abandoned. 
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 Lithuania 

 At independence in 1920 Lithuania was facing a diffi cult situation. Poland 
and Germany laid claims on the two largest cities of the country, Vilnius 
and Memel (Klaipeda). In Vilnius the majority population was Jewish and 
in Memel, German. The history of the Polish-Lithuanian Union and the 
demography of the Vilnius region gave Poland some grounds to consider 
Vilnius to be a part of its territory. The League of Nations resolved the 
issue in Poland’s favor due to the fact that the nobility in Vilnius was 
pollonized, and many members of Polish governments were originally 
from Vilnius. Poland also had a higher international standing, and it was 
supported by France. As a result Vilnius was recognized as a territory of 
Poland, and Kaunas (Kovno) became the temporary capital of Lithuania 
until 1944. 

 Memel (Klaipeda) was the only port and the second largest city of the 
country. It was founded as Memelburg by the Teutonic knights as a German 
castle. After the defeat of Germany in the First World War, the Versailles 
Treaty granted the city and its region to Lithuania. In 1923 Memel and its 
region, populated mostly by Lithuanians, was annexed by the Lithuanian 
Army. However, ethnic Germans were still the majority in the city. 191  

 This situation explains the emergence of the proposal in the 1920s to 
transfer the capital to Memel. Kazys Pakštas (1893–1960), an important 
Lithuanian intellectual, geographer, and geopolitician, urged to move the 
seat of government to Memel. His idea of a new capital was closely con-
nected with his geopolitical vision of Baltoscandia or the Baltoscandian 
Confederation. Pakštas insisted that Lithuania needs to reinforce its pres-
ence in the Baltic Sea, stressing the fact that Lithuania is the only Baltic 
republic that does not have its capital city in the port. In his opinion, 
the port-capital was an essential component for the membership in the 
Baltoscandian Confederation. Indeed, at this time the Klaipeda port has 
acquired a more important strategic role. Additionally, Pakštas believed 
that the transfer of the capital will reinvigorate the nation and will facilitate 
the development of its creative potential. This proposal was meant to alter 
the demographic balance in Memel, tipping the demographic balance in 
favor of the titular nation, strengthening the attachment and the allegiance 
of this region to Lithuania. 

 The plan to transfer the capital to Memel was never implemented. The 
Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact has contributed to a different solution of the prob-
lem. In 1939 Lithuania was forced to surrender Memel without any fi ghting 
after the ultimatum from Adolf Hitler. After the annexation of Poland and 
Lithuania by the USSR Vilnius was given to Lithuania and, subsequently, 
was transformed into the capital city. 192  The question about the capital city 
status of Memel was never raised again. The choice of Memel would prob-
ably weaken Lithuania’s claims to Vilnius that was also contested by the 
Poles, as we have already noted. 
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 United Kingdom 

 The North-South divide of the country that has economic, political and 
social ramifi cations is the main rationale for the discussion of the seat of 
government transfer in the UK. In spite of the promises and commitments of 
several government cabinets, the gap between the north and the south was 
deepening over the years, encompassing such spheres as the income, wealth, 
real estate prices, level of education, and the job creation dynamics. Due to 
this growing divide one observer has facetiously labeled London “a fi rst-rate 
city with a second-rate country attached.” 193  

 The dispute in the UK has centered on the estrangement of London from 
the rest of the country. The resentment of London has a long history in the 
UK. It was frequently excoriated as “the Great Wen,” a consuming cancer on 
the face of rural England. Presently many people in the UK feel that London 
is losing its connection with the country that it runs. The capital becomes 
a world of its own, with distinct interests and demands. Macroeconomic 
policies of the UK are often governed by the interests of Londoners rather 
than all British citizens, who have different priorities. 194  Danny Dorling has 
argued that the economic dominance of London in the UK is much more 
pronounced compared to other capitals located in global cities if the size 
of the population is taken into account. 195  Some critics also have claimed 
that London’s ties to the club of the global cities are much stronger than its 
attachment to the UK proper. Niel O’Brian, the advisor of George Osborn, 
aptly labeled the main problem of the UK “Londonitis,” that is the domi-
nance of London in all critical spheres of the country’s life. 

 The danger of such a development is associated with separatist tendencies 
in the rest of the UK, social problems, and the political disruptions. Many 
believe that the secessionist trends unfolding in the recent Scotland referen-
dum, and in Brexit, are the results of this development. 196  

 It is also a matter for concern that London is getting less and less affordable 
for the middle class and this leads to a dramatic change in the demographic 
profi le of the city. Another negative trend associated with such a develop-
ment is the growing social polarization within the city and urban issues. 197  In 
recent years the population of London was increasing by 100,000 annually, 
and there is not much space for expansion due to the greenbelt limitations. 
Hence the commute time in London is the longest compared to the metropo-
lises in Europe and America. 

 The proposals to move the capital from London started to fl oat around 
in the early 2000s. In 2003 Adam Price, MP from Plaid Cymru, the Welsh 
nationalist social-democratic party, urged to move the capital to Anglo-
Celtic Liverpool. Subsequently, high-profi le members of mainstream politi-
cal parties, mostly Laborists, have voiced their support for the change of 
capital. Lord Adonis, a member of Labor Party, proposed to move the House 
of Lords to the north. Graham Stringer proposed Manchester to be a new 
capital city. In 2012 John Mann from the same party suggested to disperse 
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the headquarters of most government departments to different cities outside 
of London. Notably, many of the proposed candidates are located in the 
geographic and demographic center of the country. Among the contend-
ers there are also Birmingham, Middleborough, Litchfi eld, Newcastle, and 
Nottingham. In response to the Scottish referendum, there were also more 
radical proposals to move the capital to Glasgow. 198  The unionists believe 
that the capital city in Scotland will help to reintegrate the country and will 
placate Scottish nationalists. 

 The motives of all these initiatives are not limited to the regional bal-
ancing, and they cannot be explained only by the political maneuvers of 
the Labor Party, whose base of support lies in the north of the UK. Some 
politicians and intellectuals argue that the UK needs a “professional” capi-
tal city of the union, and that such a capital will ease the federalization of 
the UK which is the order of the day. Notably the concept of such a capital 
was proposed by Danny Dorling, Oxford geography professor. Through the 
establishment of a new federal capital city the UK will follow suit of other 
Anglo-Saxon countries such as the US, Canada, and Australia. 199  The tran-
sition from unitary to federalist state, they believe, will also facilitate other 
benefi cial social changes. 200  

 Curiously, some proponents of a new capital consider it necessary to 
strengthen the English identity of the capital city that was historically diluted 
in London and to establish an English capital in one of the central counties 
of England. This capital will balance the Scottish capital in Edinburgh, Welsh 
capital in Cardiff, and Irish capital in Dublin. This argument was advanced 
by David Davis in his article “Nottingham: New capital of England.” 201  

 Recently the need to renovate the Palace of Westminster also served as 
an excuse to discuss permanent relocation of the seat of government. It is 
estimated that the renovation will cost £3 billion and will take about fi ve 
years. Several politicians have suggested the redevelopment of Westminster 
into a cultural centre, museum, or a hotel and moving the capital to the north 
instead of a temporary solution. 202  

 It is noteworthy that in contrast to many other countries that we have 
discussed, the protagonists of the debate in the UK most often suggest the 
relocation to one of the existing industrial centers and rarely discuss the con-
struction of a capital  de novo . They emphasize the need to develop the decay-
ing former industrial areas. But the chief dispute revolves around the need to 
liberate the country from London’s hegemony and to free London from the 
results of its own hegemonic status to preserve the national unity. 

 France 

 The concept of capital city relocation was fl oating in France since the 1960s. 
The emergence of this idea was related to the historical trends of hyper-
centralization of the country and to the sharp divide between the capital and 
 la province  that is causing resentment in the rest of the country. 203  
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 In the early nineteenth century the hyper-centralization was already so 
pronounced in France that Napoleon Bonaparte toyed with the idea of mov-
ing the capital to Lyon, perhaps trying to appeal to his soldiers’ resentment 
of Paris. 204  Later on he gave up this idea in favor of ambitious military cam-
paigns and his grand reconstruction of Paris plans. 205  

 Intellectually the concept of a new capital was prepared by the publica-
tion of some seminal works that emphasized the overconcentration of the 
national resources in Paris. The book by Jean-François Gravier, the right-
wing scholar and pro-Fascist intellectual,  Paris and the French Desert  that 
came out in 1947, turned into a milestone in this development. 206  The book 
became very infl uential and was reprinted several times. The main theme of 
this book was the uncontested and total domination of Paris in the economic, 
political, and social life in France. Gravier described the situation in the fol-
lowing way: “The Paris and its suburbs behaved, not like a metropolis vivi-
fying its back-country, but like a monopolist group devouring his national 
substance.” 207  He claimed that the excessive growth of Paris has spawned the 
stagnation in the French provinces and led to the decay of the whole country, 
marshaling shocking quantitative evidence to support his thesis. Between 
1880 and 1936, 3.3 million people from the provinces had come to Paris. 
As a result the population of French capital tripled while the population of 
the rest of the country squeezed. While the employment in the industrial 
sector of Paris has increased by 45 percent, it has dropped 3 percent in the 
rest of France. 208  The conclusion that Gravier drew was that Paris is growing 
dangerously and irresponsibly at the expense of the provinces. 

 Notably, Gravier never proposed to move the capital city elsewhere; his 
suggested remedy was to downsize Paris. Generally, he felt a distaste for 
all large metropolises and mega-cities regardless of their character and saw 
the future of France in ruralism. Unsurprisingly, some of his thoughts have 
echoed the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau that we have described earlier. 
However, his vibrant images of the decay of the provinces and overpopula-
tion of Paris fuelled a debate on the possibility of transference of the French 
capital city. It also must be added that the trends that he chronicled in his 
book have continued throughout the 1970s. While in 1881 only 5% percent 
of French population resided in Paris region, by 1975 19 percent of the total 
were residing there. 209  

 The French technocrats proposed to move the seat of government to the 
designed city  La Roche-Guyon . Undoubtedly, their ideas were very much 
infl uenced by the recent construction of Brasília. Tellingly, the new capital of 
France was labeled “French Brasília.” The city was also branded as Monaco 
on the Seine. A competition for the best architectural plan of the new city 
was won by the acclaimed architects Albert Laprade and Jean Brasilier. The 
idea, however, never took off. 

 Ostensibly, the debate has swayed the agenda and the domestic politics of 
France and the activities of the later presidents. In the post-war years such 
presidents as Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and François Mitterrand have focused 
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on the different aspects of regional planning and on the devolution of the 
political power to the provinces and regions, aiming to de-centralize the 
country. 210  By the end of the 1970s the population of Paris stopped growing, 
arguably at least in some measure due to the partial success of these poli-
cies. The efforts to stimulate economic growth of the regions, however, were 
less successful. Overall, the de-centralization efforts of the French govern-
ment, especially of the territorial development department ( Aménagement du 
Territoire ) attached to the Ministry of Reconstruction and Urban Develop-
ment were recognized as a measured success. The urban and morphological 
solutions to many infrastructure problems in Paris, including the Métropole 
du Grand Paris project undertaken by French government under Nicolas 
Sarkozy, have ameliorated many of the problems of congestion and grid-
locks that Paris was facing and ushered France on a path of more balanced 
regional development. Perhaps, as a result of these policies the issue of capi-
tal city change never again emerged on the political agenda as a serious issue. 

 Anglo-Saxon countries besides the United Kingdom 

 In spite of some differences, the countries of the Anglosphere with their 
peculiar pattern of settlements share many common elements in the organi-
zation of their capital city function and have developed very similar capital 
city models. The capital cities of the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand 
and South Africa are smaller than the largest cities of these countries. All of 
them besides Pretoria are located between their most powerful cities or on 
the border between two of its greater communities. 

 Capital city relocations in South Africa and Australia apparently drew 
their inspiration from the US, Canada, and New Zealand. Washington DC was 
a compromise between the North and the South of the country. Ottawa 
was a compromise between Upper and Lower Canada, and it was chosen as 
a capital in 1855 because it was equidistant from Quebec City and Toronto. 
Historically Ottawa was chosen because it was situated in a safe distance 
from the American-Canadian border in a well-fortifi ed place in the close 
proximity to military garrison. Wellington became a capital of New Zealand 
in 1865, situated on the border of the South and North Islands; it was chosen 
as an alternative to Auckland, the largest city in the country. 211  

 It is noteworthy that the capital cities of both Canada and Australia were 
tasked not only to offer a compromise solution for the two largest and most 
powerful communities but also to integrate and recognize the aboriginal 
communities of these countries at least in a symbolic fashion. The evidence 
for this is found in the very names chosen for their respective capital cities. 
These names and these countries’ toponymic policy in general were meant 
to root a nation in a territory, embracing the aboriginal population and 
their culture, and to establish a stronger bond between the land, its native 
population, and the political administration. Ottawa was named after an 
Indian tribe Odawa that inhabited this site. The names of these capital cities 
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valorized the experience of the native population, creating a sort of a linguis-
tic hinge between the aboriginal communities and the colonists. 

 However, there were some notable differences in their historical back-
grounds. While in the US, Australia, and South Africa, dedicated profes-
sional capital cities were established, in Canada and New Zealand, smaller 
cities were converted into administrative capital cities. 

 Australia 

 In the nineteenth century Australia consisted of six provinces that did not 
form a unifi ed country. The establishment of a federation from these six 
provinces quickly raised the question about their common capital city. Mel-
bourne was selected as a temporary capital city that served as a seat of 
government between 1901 and 1927, although the decision to build a new 
capital city was made already in 1908. The challenge was to fi nd such a place 
that would not give special privileges to any province at the expense of oth-
ers. It was decided that the new city would be situated equal distance from 
the two largest cities of the country that represented its largest provinces. The 
South Wales province was expected to provide the site vested with special 
status for the construction of a new capital city. 212  

 Establishing the new capital, the government was also seeking to “nativ-
ize” the population of British origin in the new geography and to adopt and 
integrate the aboriginal population. After an international competition for 
the best design, the blueprint of the city by the Chicago architects, Walter 
Berly Griffi n and his wife, Merion Mahonny Griffi n, both the students of van 
den Rohe, was adopted for the development of a new city. The construction 
of the new capital started in 1913, but because of the First World War and 
the concomitant fi nancial problems, the construction was postponed and 
delayed. There were also some controversy and disagreements about the 
original plan submitted by Griffi ns. 

 Because the concept of the garden-city was chosen to be implemented in 
Canberra, the Australians have called their new city “the bush capital.” The 
wilderness itself in the blueprint of the city, providing the unique sense of 
Australian identity, has played a critical role in its visual plan. The Griffi ns 
sought to blur the distinction between nature and culture and to encapsulate 
nature into their plan of Canberra that was featuring this emblematic wilder-
ness as an integral part of Australian identity. 213  

 It is also remarkable that both the name of the city and its location were 
endowed with some special meaning. The word Canberra is derived from 
the word “Kambera” that means “the meeting place” in the dialect of the 
local Ngunnawal tribe. In the past, Aboriginal people from many different 
tribes gathered in the area for the ceremonial meeting ( corrobori ) at the time 
of the seasonal migration of the moth ( Agrotis infusa) , to eat them and to 
hold ceremonies. Accordingly, many streets of the city use the names derived 
from the languages of Australian Aborigines. Perhaps not surprisingly, one of 
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the main museums of the city is a National Museum of Australia exhibiting 
many artifacts of Aboriginal cultures. 

 Echoing Washington, D.C., Canberra uses the triangular fi gure as a key 
structure of the urban design of the city. This Parliamentary Triangle is 
formed by three axes: the fi rst one extends to Capitol Hill where the Parlia-
ment building is sited, the second one is along the Constitution Avenue to 
Defence on Russell Hill, and the third along Kings to Capitol Hill. The city 
is built on three hills which form the key part of its architectural plan. 

 South Africa 

 Pretoria was sited practically in a new place, and it was not built in the 
existing city. The city was created in 1855 for the integration of Transvaal, 
which consisted of diverse immigrant groups from the Netherlands. After 
the Anglo-Boer War in 1909 the country incorporated four distinct territo-
ries – Transvaal, Cape Province, Orange Republic, and Natal – in need of 
further integration. The reorganization of capital city function was a part 
of this process. 

 Pretoria turned into the seat of presidential power; Cape Town, the legisla-
tive; Bloemfontein, the judicial. Pietermaritzburg, the capital of Natal, was 
excluded from the list of capital cities but was receiving fi nancial compensa-
tion for 25 years after the event. Some compensation was also given to the 
Free State province. Although today such a multi-capital system might look 
a bit unwieldy and extravagant, it has much in common in its intentions 
with the logic of spatial compromise that we have described earlier. In South 
Africa the division of capital cities was used to ensure equal participation of 
the four provinces in the governance of the country, serving as a compromise 
solution echoing the location in the middle of other countries. 

 The triple capital arrangement was not the only instrument to promote 
the goals of polycentricism and de-centralization. Bantustans had their own 
capitals with strong regional identities. Moreover, the most prominent politi-
cal parties of South Africa typically had their headquarters outside of the 
three capitals in different other cities of the country. 

 Remarkably, after the fall of the apartheid regime, the question about the 
change of capital city appeared again on the country’s agenda. There were 
proposals to move the capital city from Pretoria, as its history and iconog-
raphy was associated with apartheid and Boer dominance, and there were 
other proposals to consolidate all capitals in Pretoria. The Constitutional 
Court was moved to Johannesburg from Bloemfontein but no other radical 
changes to the capital city structure have been made so far. 
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 4  Strategies of capital city 
relocations and their critics 

 The common themes in capital city relocations 

 The above analysis in  Chapter 3  of capital city transfers in different regions 
of the globe and the debates thereof enables us to develop a taxonomy of the 
most common reasons for capital city relocations and to pinpoint the pat-
terns, strategies, principles, and locational logic of new capital city transfers 
prevalent in particular mega-regions and specifi c political regimes. However 
before we turn to the analysis of these reasons and mega-regions, it behooves 
us to make some preliminary observations and to introduce several distinc-
tions and categories to make our further analysis sharper and more fruitful. 

 Negative and positive reasons 

 Migration theory applies the terms “push” and “pull” factors to differentiate 
between the reasons that explain migration patterns for people. By the same 
token, the same push and pull factors also operate in capital city migrations. 
The push factors can be labeled negative reasons and pull factors represent 
positive reasons. 

 The negative reasons represent the drawbacks and undesirable qualities 
of the old capital city. They include such factors as the defi ciency of its cur-
rent location, its vulnerability in terms of natural disasters and calamities, 
external threats, excessive concentration of people and resources, along with 
negative historical and symbolic connotations. On the other hand, positive 
reasons represent the advantages of a new place. 

 The most common negative reasons in the cases discussed above are earth-
quake vulnerability, exposure to fl ooding, sand storms, hurricanes, typhoons, 
tornadoes, and the like natural calamities. Seismic hazards represent the most 
common threat that is referenced by the proponents of capital city shifts in 
cases discussed. Kathmandu, Dhaka, and Delhi in South Asia; Managua, 
Caracas, and Lima in the Americas; Tehran, Baku and Dushanbe in Cen-
tral Asia; Tokyo and Taipei in the Far East; Accra and Nairobi in Africa; 
and Jakarta and Manila in Southeast Asia face signifi cant seismic hazards 
and belong to the group of the most tectonically precarious capital cities. 1  
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Wellington is another example of an earthquake-prone city and despite its 
politically convenient location between the South and North islands, the 
topic of moving the seat of government elsewhere has stirred the debate also 
in New Zealand. Another threat is the shortage of water or diffi culties and 
expense of its supply to the city that are especially troublesome and critical 
when the capital city is undergoing a process of explosive growth. Sana’a 
and Beijing are the prime examples of cities facing serious water shortages. 
In Southeast Asia fl ooding vulnerability constitutes a more imminent threat 
for such capital cities as Jakarta and Bangkok. 

 The congestion, gridlocks, and insuffi cient absorption capacity of the capi-
tal city along with attendant environmental issues are the most common 
social reasons cited by the proponents of capital city shifts. The powerful 
protest movements in the existing capitals, the needs of de-colonization and 
de-centralization also represent negative reasons. 

 The fundamental advantages or opportunities associated with particular 
new locations represent positive reasons. These new places, cities or regions, 
are deemed to enable countries to resolve new tasks, develop new territory, 
to facilitate the integration of the country into a new cultural or social-
economic zone or to build new geoeconomic or political alliances. The con-
solidation of the nation, the establishment of new symbols and reaching of 
domestic peace, federalization, and new geopolitical positioning that prom-
ises to give a country specifi c economic and political benefi ts also belong 
to positive reasons. The more successful capital city transfers tend to be 
motivated by the new opportunities provided by a new geographic region. 

 Hidden and open political agendas 

 The declared goals of some capital city transfers do not always match the real 
and more important goals that the initiators of these projects have in mind. 
The governments are often pursuing goals that diverge from the acceptable 
norms of international law and generally accepted principles and need to 
appeal to reasons that do not refl ect their real objectives and political agen-
das. In reality their motives are often very different from the offi cially cited. 

 As we have seen, the isolation and marginalization of the protest move-
ments concentrated in the capital city is an important goal of the government 
moving its capital city. Such agenda is suspected in the case of Tehran and 
several other countries, including Brasília. We have also seen that specifi c 
ethnic politics in Malaysia and Kazakhstan also stimulated the capital relo-
cations in many other countries although it was not cited among the offi cial 
reasons. 

 We have also seen several cases where the capital cities were moved to the 
birthplaces of the rulers or to places where their ethnic or tribal group were 
dominant. In these cases the ruler or the governments were relying on the 
pre-modern tribal and clan loyalties to strengthen their support base and to 
maintain its political power. This type of motivation was more prevalent for 
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African countries. We have observed these type of motives in Malawi, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Zimbabwe and Nigeria. 

 Some governments were also using more sophisticated schemes and 
calculations in their capital city relocation plans, establishing or substan-
tially revising clientalist networks or relying upon the existing clan sys-
tems to solidify their control over regional elites and to maintain political 
control in general. Through capital city transfers they were seeking to 
ensure the loyalty and support of certain regional elites. 2  Another type 
of clientalist arrangement was taking place in South Korea where the 
votes of the crucial swing province of Chungcheong were secured by 
the president Roh Moo-hyun in exchange for the promise to relocate the 
capital city there. 

 All the above mentioned motives are downplayed and are rarely referenced 
in the offi cial capital city relocation plans and declarations. 

 The reasons that are not emphasized or downplayed by politicians also 
include self-aggrandizement and megalomaniac excesses of the rulers, the 
elements of patronage, the solidifi cation of control over contested regions, 
isolation of the government from the metropolitan residents, opposition and 
liberal political fractions, and from the international community, the mar-
ginalization of the old and rival elites. The attempts of self-aggrandizement, 
self-glorifi cation, and immortalization through architectural monuments are 
also not uncommon motives of such arrangements that are especially char-
acteristic for autocratic regimes. All the above mentioned covert reasons and 
ulterior motives are either extremely unpopular within the countries or do 
not square well with internationally accepted norms of politics, international 
law, and political correctness. 

 Most of the capital city relocation projects have both open and hidden 
agendas. Albeit the fact that all these reasons, hidden agendas, and ulterior 
motives are very real and do not represent only a conjecture of the political 
analysts who unravel them, it would be short-sighted to discount more sub-
stantive reasons. The presence of the hidden agenda by itself does not neces-
sarily disqualify the offi cially cited motives as bogus and artifi cial. However, 
it is important to recognize these additional reasons. 

 Nature and culture 

 The construction of a new capital city often involves not only the recon-
struction of society but also the transformation of nature and these two 
elements are often intertwined. One of the most pervasive themes in new 
capital city constructions is the theme of conquering nature. The new capital 
cities were often built in the swamps, in tropical  selva , in the virgin lands, 
in the sand dunes, in the wilderness, and in the uncultivated lands. The 
reporting on the new capital cities often highlighted the pathos of transfor-
mation of the emptiness and disorder of the surrounding landscapes. The 
examples of such problematic landscapes include the swampy banks of the 
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Neva River in Saint-Petersburg and Ishim river in Astana, the tidal marches 
of Washington D.C. and Manama, the marches of New Belgrade, the rugged 
and empty mountain site of Ankara, and the malaria-infected swamps of 
New Delhi. These landscapes also include the jungles of Central Myanmar, 
Peru, and Equatorial Guinea along with the tropical swamps of Yamous-
soukro in Côte d’Ivoire. The more recent precedent in Egypt involved the 
virgin sands of the Egyptian desert adjacent to Suez that were chosen as 
a site to build a new capital. Curiously, the name of Brussels ( Broeksele ) 
translates from Old Dutch as “settlement in the swamps.” 

 Ironically, the marshiness and the poor quality of the land where a new 
capital city is being built can be putative or largely exaggerated. Today many 
critics rightfully claim that in reality the territory of Washington D.C. was 
not too much swampier than that of many neighboring counties and ter-
ritories. 3  The desolation and marshiness of the site where Saint-Petersburg 
was later built (“a wave-swept shore, remote, forlorn,” to use the words of 
Alexander Pushkin) was also probably a bit overstated as the city was built 
in close proximity and almost on the same site as a Swedish city Nyenschatz 
that existed there until it was destroyed by Russian troops in the early sev-
enteenth century. The canonical representations of modern Turkey’s capital 
obscure the image of the old city around the citadel that existed at least since 
the Roman period. 

 However, the notions of the emptiness and disorder of the landscapes 
where new capitals have been constructed were deemed important both 
for the mythography of a new city and for the mythology of national his-
tory. The disorderly nature of these landscapes has emphasized the cultural 
world-building mission of the state and the nation that is building a new 
city under most unfavorable conditions. The nations were building them-
selves in confrontation not only with the invaders and foreign rule but also 
in confrontation with the wild nature. Such confrontations were deemed to 
be important for Washington D.C., Brasília, Canberra, Astana and Naypy-
idaw. The purpose-built cities evince the pathos of a civilizing mission and 
transformation of useless and inhospitable landscapes. One can easily see 
an important symbolic and emotional sense in this triumph over nature. 
The inhospitable environment of the new site where the new capital is built 
shows the commitment of the people to the national project and to the idea 
of nation-building. Following this logic, some proponents of the new Russian 
capital in Siberia have stressed the importance of the unfavorable natural 
conditions that will discourage the career-seekers from participation in this 
nation-building project. 4  

 Such urban mythology is characteristic not only for modern capital 
city builders but probably represents a momentous mythopoeic concept. 
The legend has it that the territory of today’s Mexico City was situated 
on the swamps not suitable for agricultural activities and was given to 
the nomadic Aztecs by local agricultural tribes as the least useful for their 
lifestyle. 
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 Six integrative strategies for capital city relocations 

 Based on our analysis we can distinguish six distinct rationales and attendant 
strategies for capital city relocations: (1) strategy of spatial compromise, 
(2) strategy of historical integration, (3) geopolitical repositioning strategy, 
(4) strategy of economic integration and rebalancing, (5) de-centralization 
strategy, and (6) strategy of territorial integration. 

 Although it is not always easy to draw a line between these strategies, and 
they are not mutually exclusive, the distinction is still important and valuable 
for analytic purposes. 

 In the case of all these strategies, the new capital city serves as an instru-
ment of integration and as a tool to establish a balance between existing 
social, economic, and political forces or parts of the country. In contrast 
to three other strategies that we will discuss later, these six strategies are 
intended to maximize the inclusivity of the country that might have ethnic, 
religious, political, or economic aspects and manifestations. 

 1 Strategy of spatial compromise 

 As a general rule, the strategy of spatial compromise is employed when two 
distinct and relatively equipotent sides are seeking integration. The ideal 
place for a capital city under such conditions is a neutral point in between 
these two sides. It can be a border point between two ethno-linguistic, ethno-
religious or religious communities. This type of capital city epitomizes a sort 
of a new testament that lays the foundation of a new community. This type of 
strategy existed already in the ancient times although it has become more 
popular and gained more traction in the modern period. 

 Below we will provide many illustrations of this type of strategy that 
involved equanimous logic of locating the capital at a relatively central 
position. 

 In Ancient Egypt the capital city Memphis served as a compromise between 
the Lower and Upper Egypt, between Thebes and Tanis. For that reason this 
city was labeled “The Balance of Two Lands” in ancient Egyptian texts. 

 King David transferred his capital city from Hebron to Jerusalem because 
the latter was situated on the border between the two ancient kingdoms 
of Judea and Israel, between Hebron, the capital of Judea, and Samaria 
( Shomron ), the capital of Israel. Such a capital facilitated the more effective 
unifi cation of the two kingdoms. 5  

 In 1561 the capital of Spain was moved to Madrid, which is located in the 
middle of the country. Its central location played the decisive role in its selec-
tion. Madrid was situated between the old royal residences of the Spanish 
kings, between Valladolid and Segovia in the north and Toledo in the south. 
Moreover, Madrid was equidistant from Burgos, the capital of Castalia, 
and Saragossa, the capital of Aragon, the two kingdoms the union of which 
formed the basis for the unifi ed state. The new capital was also founded 
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between the northern kingdoms that served as a springboard of Reconquista 
and Andalucía in the south that was conquered from the Moors. 

 In 1598 the capital city of Poland moved from Kraków to Warsaw due 
to the emergence of  Rzeczpospolita , a bi-confederation of Poland and the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Stephen Báthory, the king of Poland fi rst moved 
the capital city to Hrodna (Grodno) on the territory of Lithuania already in 
1576. He later moved it to Warsaw. Warsaw was situated in an equal dis-
tance from Hrodna and Kraków and therefore epitomized the unity of two 
parts of the republic. The new capital not only facilitated the union between 
Poland and Lithuania but also marked a vivid and dramatic transformation 
of the nature of the state. Warsaw has epitomized the Jagiellonian concept 
of Poland as a federal and multi-confessional state in contrast to the Piast 
idea of Poland as a national Polish state that was emphasized in Kraków. In 
addition the Polish king, Sigismund III, who was the fi rst to move to Warsaw, 
never left hopes to regain the Swedish throne. The new capital city in the 
north made the city closer to Sweden and to the Baltic Sea. 

 The transfer of the capital of the Arab Caliphate from Damascus to Bagh-
dad in 762 AD was also meant to better integrate the Persians and to trans-
form the state into a more inclusive empire. The capital city shift refl ected the 
rise of  Shu’ubiyyah , the social and political movement that called to recognize 
a special role of Persian culture and alternative Muslim sects in the Caliphate. 
Under the Abbasids who moved the capital to Baghdad, the post of vizier, the 
high-ranking advisor to the ruler, was typically occupied by the members of 
Persian nobility such as Barmakids who also contributed to the founding 
of Baghdad. Similar to the Jagiellonian concept of Poland, the new concept of 
the Caliphate as a dual union of Arab military aristocracy and Persian culture 
formed the ideological basis for the transfer of the capital to Baghdad. Nota-
bly, it was founded in close proximity to Ctesiphon, the old capital of Persia. 

 When one part of the state is stronger and it integrates a smaller and 
weaker part, it can afford itself an asymmetrical compromise locating the 
capital on the territory of the weaker participant of the alliance or unity. 
Curiously, the option to transfer the royal capital from Madrid to Lisbon 
was seriously contemplated at the time of the establishment of the Iberian 
Union (1580–1640). For several years King Philipp II governed the united 
country of Spain and Portugal from Lisbon. 

 In 1830 Brussels, situated between Wallonia and Flanders, was declared 
the capital of the country. The location of this city on the border between the 
Romance and Germanic Europe has determined its choice as a capital of 
the EU. Perhaps this choice was also prompted by the proximity of Brussels 
to Aachen, the capital established by Charlemagne, the fi rst emperor of the 
Holy Roman Empire and “the father of Europe.” 

 In 1848 Berne, situated in close proximity to the French-speaking part 
of the country, was selected to be the capital city of Switzerland. It was a 
compromise between the German- and French-speaking parts of the country. 
It was also a compromise between conservative Catholic Lucerne that was 
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not suffi ciently committed to the concept of federation and the liberal and 
Protestant Zurich the wealth and power of which prompted the misgivings 
of the other cantons. Berne was selected as a result of the election where 79 
votes were cast for Berne, 48 for Zurich, and 9 for Lucerne. 6  

 In 1858 the capital of Nicaragua was moved from Leon to Managua. It 
was a compromise between two major cities of the country, liberal Leon and 
conservative Granada. 

 Many federalist countries provide examples of the compromises reached 
by relatively equal parties. The location of capital cities of the Anglo-Saxon 
federations exemplify this principle. 

 Washington D.C. is situated on the border between historical North and 
South and represents a compromise of the independence era. Ottawa in 
Canada was a compromise between English-speaking Toronto and Franco-
phone Quebec City, between the Ontario and Quebec provinces. Canberra 
is a spatial compromise between Melbourne and Sydney. In 1865 the capital 
city of New Zealand was transferred from Auckland, which remains the 
economic capital of the country, to Wellington, located between the North 
and South islands, the main territories of the country. 

 In the aftermath of the Second World War, the Yugoslav federation was 
formed, and since 1948 the New Belgrade was built as a federal capital on 
the border between the Orient and the Occident, between Old Belgrade, the 
border town of Ottoman Empire, and Zemun, the border town of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire. New Belgrade was also close to the border between 
Serbia and Croatia, the two largest constituent entities of the federation. 

 In Nigeria the relocation of the capital to Abuja was an attempt to fi nd 
a politically neutral ground that would serve as a compromise between the 
Muslim north and Christian south of the country. 

The model of the distributed capital city represents substantially identical 
but technically different mechanism of compromise-building between two or 
more most powerful constituent units of the state. It also represents a trade-off. 
This strategy helps to avoid large public expenditures associated with the con-
struction of a neutral new capital city to integrate the two sides. However, it 
is associated with the inconveniences of communication between two or more 
co-capitals. This strategy is exemplifi ed by the Netherlands and South Africa. 

 Initially, the Netherlands was comprised of 12 provinces. Two of the states 
of the United Kingdom of Netherlands, North and South Holland, were the 
most powerful and economically developed. They were also more densely 
populated. Accordingly, the candidacies of Amsterdam and The Hague as 
the cities representing these provinces turned out to be the most sensible and 
realistic. They represented not only the two geographic regions but also the 
two  ethoi  and moral principles of the state: the Protestant restraint of The 
Hague was opposed to the liberal mores of the larger metropolis. North Hol-
land was dissatisfi ed with the transfer of the Supreme Court to The Hague 
and insisted on the separation of the two parts of the country. South Holland 
won, as other Dutch provinces resented and resisted the domination of the 
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larger city. As a consequence, the queen, the Parliament, and the Supreme 
Court all have settled in The Hague. North Holland has received a consola-
tion prize in the form of the formal status of a capital city where the corona-
tion ceremonies of the kings of Netherlands take place. 

 In 1910 the Union of the four ex-colonies – Transvaal, Cape Province, 
Orange Republic, and Natal – was formed in South Africa. Each one of 
them aspired to make its own territory or its own capital city a capital 
city of the unifi ed state. At the end, capital city functions were split and 
distributed between three provinces of the country. Executive power was 
housed in Pretoria, legislative in Cape Town, and judicial in Bloemfontein. 
The fourth ex-colony has received some fi nancial compensation for political 
underrepresentation. 

 The two models of the capital of compromise described above are not 
always suitable for countries that have more than two state-forming sides. 
The geometry does not give any cues as to where the site in between three 
and more sides representing different constituent entities of the country 
should be located. Obviously, this arrangement is tenable only for the coun-
tries of relatively small size where the co-capitals are not separated by large 
distances; otherwise the distributed capital system will create problems 
and ineffi ciencies in terms of intra-government communications. Another 
diffi culty with the distributed capital arrangement is that it is predicated 
on the idea that some parts of the state are more important and powerful 
than others. Needless to say that such ranking of the constituent entities 
of the state is not always possible or politically desirable. It must be added 
that multiple capital city solution also might be less effi cient in terms of 
administration even in the smaller countries, albeit arguably being fairer. 
The inconveniences of administration from multiple capitals gave rise to 
proposals to consolidate the three capitals after the demise of the apartheid 
regime in South Africa. 7  

 Due to all these reasons in cases when more than two communities form 
a new state, the capital in the middle might be a more effective and suitable 
model to organize a capital city function. Such capital in the middle of the 
country provides better opportunities for the multipolar integration taking 
into account the factors of distance and centrality. Some of the reconcili-
ations and balances, as we have seen, are much more complex, as many 
countries are fractured along a number of fault-lines, notably north-south 
and east-west axis, urban-rural tensions, and ethnic fi ssures. The case in 
point is Kazakhstan where several balances, regional, ethnic, sub-ethnic, 
and historical, had to be reached. The choice of a more central location is 
a better solution since it gives equal access to the capital to different parts 
of the country and does not need to involve ranking of the constituent 
entities of the state. 

 It is interesting to note that compromise strategies in different parts of the 
world often acquired some features of  quid pro quo  exchange. Capital city sta-
tus brings signifi cant economic benefi ts in addition to symbolic capital that it 
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confers upon a city. Therefore, the selection of capital city inevitably becomes 
a matter of negotiations and exchange between the participants of the national 
pact. As a prestige item and as a sign of rank and glory, capital city status is 
often exchanged for more tangible and immediate economic benefi ts. 

 Not infrequently, a stronger but less wealthy side can relinquish the 
capital city status and give it to a weaker side in exchange for acceptance 
of some fi nancial liabilities or for funding of certain projects or taking 
other commitments. The capital city selection process in the US can serve 
as a good illustration of that point. The North of the US was in bad need 
of fi nancial funds after the end of the independence war and paid with 
the currency of capital city prestige to the South, which assumed some 
debts for the war. The clientelist exchange between the incumbent presi-
dent and the swing province or disadvantaged ethnic or sub-ethnic group 
of the country is another example. Under these conditions, the capital city 
status is traded for political support. As we have seen earlier these types 
of implicit exchange took place in South Korea and in Kazakhstan. As a 
result the compromise is transformed into the particularistic exchange, 
compromising the goals of national unity. The schemes and methods of 
such exchanges and compromises are quite interesting and can become a 
subject of more specialized study. 

 Overall, the concepts of the distributed capital and capital in between are 
two ways to reach a compromise, although they are not the only options 
available. 

 2 Strategy of historical integration 

 Not infrequently, the nations that have recently gained independence from 
colonial dominance bring their capital city to the old sanctifi ed historical 
centers where their national essence was crystallized. This path was often 
chosen by nations that have been divided or detached from their native soil 
for extended periods of time, experiencing a break in the continuity of their 
historical memory. Through the return to their old historical centers and to 
their real or putative roots, these nations are hoping to reconnect with their 
past and to restore the continuity of their historical experience. After many 
years of dislocation, dependency, and confl icts they cling to the old histori-
cal centers that mark more glorious moments of their history. If under the 
compromise strategy the center in between integrates the points in space, 
under historical integration strategy the new capital links together the two 
moments in time. In these cases the capital of the past becomes a historical 
hinge, and it helps to rekindle the connection between the present and the 
past. It is also an opportunity to revive the old symbols and in some cases to 
assert ownership of the contested past. 

 The new capital city established in the old historical core of a particular 
culture aids in the merger of space and time. The lost time is now found or 
rediscovered in the built environment of the old capital. Such capital city 
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transfers are often presented by nation’s leaders initiating these decisions 
not as capital city changes but as restoration of the real capital cities in their 
full glory. 

 Greece, Italy, and Israel can serve as prime and vivid examples of the 
countries where this strategy was implemented. Notably, in all three cases, 
Athens, Rome, and Jerusalem did not become capital cities immediately after 
independence. The seats of government were moved to these ancient citadels 
shortly after independence, as these cities represented essential and unique 
national centers, the cradles of the great nations. In all three cases the new 
capitals were conceived antithetically and were often contrasted with the 
larger commercial and industrial centers, Thessaloniki, Milan, and Tel Aviv. 

 In spite of the anti-Jerusalem positions of many early Zionists, since the 
1930s Jerusalem was embraced by all nationalist groups, including secular 
Zionists, as the only possible site to place the capital as it reconnected the 
Jews and the Jewish history in exile to their past, the time before the Roman 
destruction of Herod’s city in 70 AD. In December 1949, shortly after the 
War of Independence ended, the Knesset and the Cabinet were moved to 
Jerusalem from Tel Aviv. “A nation that, for two thousand and fi ve hun-
dred years, has faithfully adhered to the vow made by the fi rst exiles by the 
waters of Babylon not to forget Jerusalem,” Ben-Gurion told members of 
the Knesset, “will never agree to be separated from Jerusalem.” 8  Although 
moving Israel’s capital to Jerusalem has been contended by the UN and other 
countries ever since, it was and remains one of the cornerstones of the State 
of Israel’s Jewish identity. Jerusalem was chosen as the place emphasizing the 
historical continuity of Jewish community. 

 Berlin can also illustrate this strategy, as the choice of Berlin aided in the 
reconstruction of the nation, restoring the connection between the post-war 
Germany and historical Germany, becoming an instrument of the historical 
integration. The proposals to move the capital city to Karakorum in contem-
porary Mongolia are inspired by the same considerations and can be viewed 
as an example of the same strategy. 

 The idea of returning to the sanctifi ed and primordial territories had an 
appeal for many other nations. All such proposals have been presented as 
prerequisite for the revival of the ancient cores of these nations. 

 In Romania some proposals to move the capital city were justifi ed based 
on the idea of historical roots. The authors of these proposals have argued 
that Romanians need to reclaim their past by moving the capital to Alba 
Iulia, closer to the Dacians’ homeland in Transylvania and to Sarmizegetusa 
Regia, the ancient capital of Dacians. In Iran the concept of a new capital 
city in Tabriz was presented as a bid to revive the ancient centers of Persian 
fi re-worshippers in Eastern Azerbaijan. Earlier in Persian history, attempts 
have been made by Reza Shah, who had emulated Ataturk, to revive the 
ancient capital city of Persepolis. 9  

 In South Asia, Kotte and New Delhi, the new capital cities of Sri Lanka 
and India respectively, also reveal the adherence to this strategy. The new 
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administrative capital cities were placed in the immediate proximity to 
the old pre-colonial capital cities of these two nations. Kotte was the last 
capital city of the centralized Singhalese state. New Delhi was placed 
close to the constellation of the Seven Cities of Delhi, the historical core 
of the nation. 

 The strategy of historical integration does not necessarily imply the resto-
ration of the old capital in an effort to consolidate the historical meanings 
and symbols deemed important for present-day needs of nation-building. 
Not all nations had such old capital cities in their disposal. In most post-
colonial contexts, the territories in the center or in the interior of the coun-
try, which represented the real or putative ancestral homeland of the titular 
nation, have played such a role. These interior regions were often associated 
with the revival of the nation and the movement of the capital there was 
meant to reestablish its ties with the ancestral homelands. Ankara in Ana-
tolia, where the capital city of Turkey was moved, was presented as such a 
primordial territory from where the Turks have settled the whole country. 
The Nok culture archeological sites have played such a role in Nigeria. By 
the same token, in Myanmar Naypyidaw was sited in the Dry Zone, in the 
cradle of Burmese civilization. 

 It must be noted that the principle of moving the capital city to the old 
historical capitals was by no means trivial or self-evident. In Africa the 
seats of traditional kings and hereditary rulers like Nyanza in Rwanda 
or Lobamba in Swaziland or Abomey (capital of legendary kingdom of 
Dagomey) in Benin have not been chosen to become new capital cities. 10  
After independence Bulgaria and Senegal have chosen to site their capitals 
in the former administrative centers of the larger colonial regions that have 
never been the historical capitals of these nations in pre-colonial times. 
For four hundred years Sofi a was the residence of the beylerbey (gover-
nor) of Rumelia, the European part of the Ottoman Empire. It was cho-
sen in spite of the fact that prior to subjugation by the Ottoman Empire, 
Bulgaria had many historically important and revered capitals like Veliko 
Tarnovo, Pliska, and Ohrid. Similarly, Dakar served in the colonial times as 
an administrative capital of the French Western Africa. The choice of these 
capital cities have aided these countries to establish themselves as leaders in 
the larger mega-regions and to project their power beyond their own bor-
ders, but it did not help them to restore and reinforce their old identities. 

 The tendency of the newly-formed nations to create linear histories is 
often supplemented by the tendency to create singular geographies centered 
on their old capitals and historical cores. These singular geographies aid in 
establishing a sense of continuity and permanence against the backdrop of 
the torn histories, exile and dispersal. Through its capital the nation is seek-
ing to reestablish the torn connection of times and to reconnect its present 
with its past. Such capitals merge together the sentimental and political rea-
sons, and symbolisms that result from such projects facilitate the consolida-
tion of national memory. 
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 3 Geopolitical repositioning strategy 

 While the strategies of historical integration are intended to reactivate the 
role of the capital of the days of yore and to reestablish the connection 
of the people with its past, the geopolitical repositioning strategy aims to 
reposition the country on the global arena relative to its neighbors and 
macro-regions. So if the previous strategy was focused on the past, geopo-
litical strategy is more focused on the future. Geopolitical strategy high-
lights the importance of a specifi c group of countries belonging to the same 
macro-region or civilization for the development of the nation. Moving 
the capital closer to this group of countries helps to insert the country 
into these mega-regions and to receive some momentous development 
impulses from them. It also helps to forge a new identity for the nation. 
The membership in international organizations in these mega-regions and 
development of transnational communication infrastructure are important 
strategic steps in the pursuit of such strategic goals. Understood in such a 
way, the new capital cities are strategic places for the insertion of the state 
to the mega-region. In the framework of such a strategy the capital city of 
a country is, fi guratively speaking, like a head of the sunfl ower attracted to 
a strategic place where the sun of the most dynamic political and economic 
development is rising. The British geographer Oskar Spate has coined the 
term “head-link capital” to describe the seats of government that play 
such a role. 11  In contrast to strategies described above, the capital cities in 
geopolitical strategy are outward-oriented. 

 Saint-Petersburg and Tokyo are prime examples of these capitals. The 
transfer of the seat of government from Moscow to Saint-Petersburg has 
underscored the new orientation of the Russian politics, economics, and cul-
ture to the European countries. “The window to Europe” to use the famous 
expression of Count Francesco Algarotti positioned Russia more forcefully 
as a European power. The sea entry also facilitated the intensifi cation of 
the communications between the Russian Empire and Europe. Although 
the Japanese Shogunate moved its center of gravity to Edo already in 1603, 
only the Meiji reforms permitted Japan to overcome its centuries-old isola-
tion. Capital city relocation to Tokyo from inland Kyoto facilitated the more 
effective modernization of the country and opened Japan up to the European 
infl uences. 

 The project to move the seat of government of Lithuania to Memel 
(Klaipeda) that we have discussed earlier also aimed to integrate the coun-
try with the other states of Baltoscandia. It was intended to make the capital 
city of Lithuania more congruent and congenial to the pattern of port capital 
cities that was common for the Baltic-Scandinavian mega-region in which 
the country aspired for a membership. 

 It might be noted that inserting the country to the region might be as 
important as distancing it from those regions that are perceived as back-
ward. These motivations are found in the concept of a new Kazakh capital 
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and in some proposals to move the capital city of Romania. The movement 
of the seat of government to Astana underscored the European orientation 
of Kazakhstan and its interest in distancing itself in a social-economic sense 
from the other states that emerged from the former Central Asian republics 
of the USSR. By the same token, the new capital in Transylvania should bring 
Romania closer to the more developed countries of Central Europe and dis-
tance it from the Balkan countries and their political climate characterized 
by the vicious cycle of political fragmentation. Of course, these reasons are 
not necessarily explicitly stated in the plans. 

 Some proposals to move the capital city of Russia to the Far East found 
their justifi cation in the fact that the world economic development centers 
have shifted from the Atlantic to the Pacifi c, and the new capital should 
track and refl ect such a power shift. They imply that relocation of the center 
of gravity of Russian economic and political activity to the Far East will 
facilitate the more dynamic development of the country. By the same token, 
the defenders of the movement of Australian capital from Canberra to Perth 
have argued that the center of global economic development has shifted 
from the Pacifi c to the Indian Ocean, and with a new capital in Perth the 
country will be better positioned to participate in the economic cycle of the 
new millennium. 12  

 Geopolitically motivated capital transfers view new capitals as places that 
will receive impulses for national development from abroad or as channels 
of infl uence of the country in the mega-region or both. There is a consid-
erable variation between nations in the emphasis they place on these two 
aspects. The head-link capitals mentioned above have been presented as only 
or mostly the receptors of cultural infl uences. Another type of head-link 
capitals aspires to establish geopolitical dominance for a country or some 
sort of leadership in the mega-region. The goals of these new capital cities 
go beyond nation-building. They not only boost the global standing of the 
nation and make a statement about their leading role in the mega-region 
but also provide advanced linkages between the key cities and countries 
of particular mega-region. Pursuing this goal, they become instruments of 
nation-building and tools for broader region-building. 13  The new capital cit-
ies or their plans in Southeast Asia and in Latin America are often focused 
on the development of such new linkages and transportation networks, and 
they underscore the aspirations of these countries to become transnational 
centers in their respective mega-regions, amplifying their global visibility 
and exposure. 

 The geostrategic calculus probably determined the choice of Belgrade as 
the capital of Serbia and later Yugoslavia. Belgrade yielded in its geographic 
centrality, economic signifi cance, and demographic size to several other cit-
ies in Serbia. Kragujevac, the fi rst capital of independent Serbia, was more 
centrally located. However, Belgrade was sitting on the Danube in closer 
proximity to Central Europe, and its position in between Vienna and Istan-
bul gave it additional advantages for region-building. 14  
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 The choice of Berlin as a capital city of Germany after unifi cation also 
betrays some elements of region-building agenda. Berlin is sited much closer 
to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe compared to Bonn, and this 
proximity and position fosters the leadership and infl uence of Germany in 
this mega-region. The proximity of the German capital to Central-Eastern 
European countries was more important because arguably Germany can 
play a more important role in their integration into the EU with a capital 
in the east. 

 The geopolitical motivations of capital city transfers also played a role in 
several Latin American countries. In Argentina the capital in the south was 
intended to project power and control in the southern edge of the continent 
(e.g., South Pole project) and to provide better integrative potential to a 
country in the economies of the Pacifi c. The proponents of a capital city 
shift in Peru also referenced the consideration of better integration of the 
country with the economies and cultures of the neighboring Latin American 
countries, describing the siting of the capital city in Lima as a “geopolitical 
blunder of Francisco Pizarro and conquistadors.” 15  Some Brazilian politi-
cians have stressed geopolitical advantages in the centrality of Brasília on 
the Latin American continent. 16  Geostrategic calculus that emphasized the 
importance of the Indo-Pacifi c region motivated the proposal to move the 
capital of Australia. 

 4 Strategy of economic integration and rebalancing 

 The choice of the strategy of economic integration is most typical for the 
countries trying to overcome the problem of the socio-economic divide. The 
divergence in economic development and in the pace of economic growth 
often produces ineffi ciencies in the use of resources. It is also giving rise 
to problems of national unity, sometimes threatening the very existence of 
a country as a unifi ed state. Not infrequently, the unequal distribution of 
wealth and opportunities on the territory of the country induce political 
polarization and secessionist sentiments. To reintegrate the country some 
politicians have proposed to move the seat of government to the desolated 
and underdeveloped parts of the country. 

 The elements of such a strategy are found in Kazakhstan and Brazil, where 
the capital cities were moved to the hinterlands hundreds of kilometers away 
from the economic and demographic cores of these nations. The new capitals 
were tasked to develop the hinterlands also in many African countries such 
as Tanzania, Malawi, and Côte d'Ivoire. The same framework of analysis 
in the debates is present also in such dissimilar countries as China, Taiwan, 
Russia, and the UK. The divide between the wealthy south and desolated 
and economically declining north has stimulated the debate in the UK. The 
contrast between the prosperous coastal line and the underdeveloped inte-
riors of the country in the west has fuelled the debate about a new capital 
city of China. The gap between the developed north and underdeveloped 
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south animate the capital city transfer debate in Taiwan. The resentment of 
wealthy Moscow by the residents of the abandoned and poorly developed 
territories in the rest of the country, especially to the east of the Ural moun-
tains, have played a prominent role in the debates on this topic in Russia. 
In all of these countries, proposals have been made to transfer the seats of 
government to the lagging regions to bridge the gap between the core and 
peripheral regions and to accelerate the growth of the latter. 

 The capitals tasked to provide the stimulus to the far-fl ung regions of the 
country remote from the historical cores of the nations have been dubbed 
 forward-thrust capitals . They were often understood as new growth poles 
intended to integrate the lagging regions and to make them economically 
effi cient territories of these countries. The new capitals were to become cor-
nerstones in the development plans for neglected territories. In some coun-
tries, notably in Brazil, the governments have targeted specifi c regions that 
were considered strategically important for the economic development of the 
country as a whole. Géraldine Djament has labeled such capitals,  mission 
capitals . 17  The development purposes have also animated the proposals of 
capital city shifts in Argentina, Venezuela, and Peru. 

 In other cases these proposals have been prompted by the need to provide 
stimulus and to attract investments for the economic development of those 
regions that lacked natural resources and other means for normal economic 
development. In all these cases provisions have been made in the plans for 
the development of both the territories and the people living there. In the UK 
some proposals to move the capital are inspired by the development agenda. 

 In some cases conquest over nature becomes an essential part of nation-
building plans, and the site of the new capital city located in the interior is 
turning into a “frontier of conquest,” critical for the national identity for-
mation of the nation. The construction of a new capital in the unfavorable 
natural conditions, the backers of these plans argue, will infuse and enrich 
the sense of national identity. In these countries capital-building is envisaged 
as a fundamental part of nation-building. 

 5 De-centralization strategy 

 The term “de-centralization” connotes mostly negative reasons for capital 
city transfers. However, the agenda of de-centralization often goes beyond 
measures against overconcentration of resources in the preeminent city of 
the country and its dominance in the life of the nation. It is aiming to 
remove the undue infl uence of the primary city. But in most cases, the poli-
cies of de-centralization also promote or at least imply the comprehensive 
positive program and institutional reforms that might involve devolution, 
separation of the economic and political centers of the country, and pos-
sibly federalization. De-centralization can complement or be a part of the 
strategy of economic integration. However, in contrast to the strategies of 
economic integration, it is most often invoked in the situations when there is 
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no clear and pronounced polarization between the two parts of the country. 
Typically, de-centralization does not promote the development of a specifi c 
region of the country and its scope is not defi ned only by the economic policy 
objectives. 

 The application of this strategy is often justifi ed by reference to the over-
population, congestion, or inadequate infrastructure of the existing capital 
city under the conditions of a high pace of demographic growth. The need 
to move the capital stems mainly from the conditions of monocephality 
and the hypertrophied role of the capital city in the life of the nation. The 
concentration of most functions in one place makes the system vulnerable 
and unstable and dramatically heightens the risks for the whole country in 
case of turmoil or natural disasters. This strategy is applied when the prob-
lem of development of the hinterland is not recognized as a fundamental 
national priority and the countries are not split along regional lines, notably 
the north-south or west-east axis. Accordingly, this strategy does not require 
the transfer of the capital city over a long distance. Hence, the construction 
of the administrative capital in close proximity to the existing capital city 
is often considered suffi cient to solve the problem of excessive concentration 
of resources in the primary city. 

 The proposal to move the capital city of France to La Roche - Guyon, 
“the French Brasília,” debated in the 1960s in France is one example of 
this de-centralization strategy. Pinochet was guided by the de-centralization 
strategy when he moved the capital to Valparaiso. In Egypt, Japan, Afghani-
stan, Georgia, and the countries of Southeast Asia, notably in Indonesia, 
Thailand, and the Philippines the question is coached in such terms. With 
some reservations the South Korean case will also qualify as an example. 
Not surprisingly, in all these countries the debates centered on the concept 
of an administrative capital city located in close proximity to the existing 
capital. The supporters of capital city change often use Putrajaya in Malay-
sia as their model. 

 Similar to the strategy of compromise, the de-centralization strategy aims 
to resolve confl icts between the two parts of the country. However, while in 
the case of compromise strategies the parties are typically represented by two 
sides having different political, religious, or ethnic identities, in the case of 
the de-centralization strategy the parties involved are the dominating center 
and the rest of the country. Whereas compromise capitals offer a neutral geo-
graphical point between the two geographically distinct regions, administra-
tive capitals are chosen to reconcile tensions between the generic periphery 
and the center – the large metropolitan area where the former capital was 
sited. The administrative capital is the only tenable solution to the predica-
ment as there is no clear point where the generic periphery can meet the 
center. There could be some other reasons for administrative capital arrange-
ments as capitals often are sited in the historic core of the nation. Thus, the 
administrative capitals imply a special type of spatial compromise between 
the country as a whole and its old capital. The establishment of such capitals 
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can help to de-centralize the country, although such de-centralization will be 
very limited if it is not augmented by other important institutional changes. 

 6 Strategy of territorial integration 

 This strategy is geared to integrate the territories of the country, espe-
cially in those cases when these territories are contested or were recently 
absorbed and when the population of these territories exhibits separatist 
tendencies. The irredentist sentiments in the neighboring countries and 
the strong secessionist trends among the ethnic minorities living in these 
territories provide additional incentives to governments to apply such 
strategies. The transfer of the capital to the contested or contestable ter-
ritory highlights its attachment to the country and reinforces the identity 
of these countries in  terra irredenta . Such transfers aim to “nationalize” 
this territory and are often accompanied by demographic policies and 
encouraged migrations that are intended to establish numeric superiority 
of the titular nation or its more conspicuous presence on this territory. 
The capital cities formed as a result of this strategy can be labeled  incor-
porated capital cities . 

 Kazakhstan can serve as a good example of this strategy. As we have seen 
earlier, Nazarbayev launched his project at least in part to increase the ethnic 
Kazakh population in the north of the country to prevent and discourage 
the escalation of Russian separatist tendencies there. The same rationale 
is found in the proposals to change the capital cities in some post-Soviet 
countries (Kyrgyzstan, Armenia, and Moldova). The same motive is found 
in the initiatives in Romania to establish a stronger presence of the ethnic 
Romanians in Transylvania through the movement of the capital to prevent 
separatist tendencies there. In Lithuania the proposals to move the capital 
to Memel (Klaipeda) between the world wars were also geared to change 
the demographic balance in this region. In some African countries, notably 
in Botswana, the same strategy was used. 

 In Iran the proposals to move the capital to Tabriz were also justifi ed by 
the growth of separatist sentiments among the local Azeri population. In the 
wake of the Scotland independence referendum, the candidacies of such cit-
ies as Scottish Glasgow and “Anglo-Celtic” Liverpool for the role of a new 
capital of the UK were motivated by the consideration of better integration 
of Scotland and Wales within the United Kingdom. 18  The choice of these 
candidates, the proposers believe, would stimulate federalist development 
and will weaken secessionist sentiments. 

 In some cases the transfer of the capital to the territory of a weaker part-
ner can also be construed as a type of compensation for its lack or loss of 
independent statehood. The status of a capital and the signs of prestige that 
it endows can help to integrate a new region. We have witnessed the elements 
of such strategy in the capital city transfer in Germany. The assignment of 
capital city status to Berlin in the territory of East Germany was welcomed 
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by 90 percent of Eastern Germans, and this gesture facilitated the faster and 
smoother integration of Eastern Germans into a unifi ed country. 

 Competition of strategies 

 It must be noted that the analyzed integrative strategies in different ways 
and measures accentuate the normative criteria of security, effi ciency, iden-
tity, and fairness that we have distinguished earlier in our book. Accord-
ingly, all six strategies have their unique focus. The compromise strategies 
accentuate the importance of fairness. The strategies of historical integration 
highlight the importance of identity. The strategies of territorial integration 
have their focus in security; the strategies of economic integration emphasize 
the economic and administrative effectiveness. The strategy of geopolitical 
repositioning focuses simultaneously on security and identity. In contrast 
to the historical integration strategy, it emphasizes the importance of fun-
damental reconstruction of the old identity and in some cases enables the 
country to project its power and control beyond the borders of the state. The 
de- centralization strategy in turn is guided by both the principle of fairness 
and economic effi ciency. Under this strategy the new seat of government – 
typically an administrative city – serves as a compromise between the old 
dominant capital located in the primary city and the rest of the country. 
Additionally, the separation of the political capital and the main economic 
hub represents a more economically and politically effi cient model of distri-
bution of resources of the country.  Table 5  visually represents the relation-
ship between the six strategies and the normative criteria. 

 It is not always easy to separate the economic and political considerations 
within the framework of such analysis. As noted earlier, in the case of de-
centralization the economic inequity that is caused by the misbalanced distri-
bution of resources throughout the country tends to create political problems 
that can potentially lead to disintegration. The economic effi ciency param-
eters also can be important for the strategy of geopolitical repositioning as 
such a repositioning can be associated with additional economic advantages 
that are accrued to the country that enters a more dynamic transnational 
economic zone. The considerations of fairness are not always central to 
compromise strategies as they aim to achieve balance not only for the sake 
of fairness but also to secure a more politically stable and expedient system. 
So the difference here is of a degree, accents, and priorities, not necessarily 
of a kind. 

 Many of the strategies expounded above are very much compatible with 
other strategies. Accordingly, most relocation projects involve the amalga-
mation of different strategies. In their offi cial declarations, the governments 
of many countries simultaneously alluded to several reasons and motives. 
Kazakhstan engages at once fi ve strategies that we have described: the terri-
torial integration, economic integration, de-centralization, geopolitical repo-
sitioning, along with the strategy of spatial compromise that establishes a 
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new domestic balance of power between the three sub-ethnic groups of the 
country. Germany has relied in its decision upon the strategies of histori-
cal integration, territorial integration, economic integration and, ostensibly, 
geopolitical repositioning. The Brazilian authorities appealed to the strategy 
of economic integration of the territories, de-centralization, and the compro-
mise strategy (the rivalry between the cities Rio and São Paulo and between 
the states of Minas Gerais and São Paulo have defi ned the political life of the 
country). In Pakistan the goal of economic integration was complemented 
by the strategy of territorial integration. In the case of Italy we have seen the 
combination of the compromise strategy (between the north and south of 
the country) and the strategy of historical integration connecting the ancient 
Roman history and modern Italy. 19  

 This compatibility of motivations does not contradict the fact that in most 
cases one can identify the main reasons that prompted the decision about 
capital city change. However, it does not mean that other strategies are used 
only as an excuse, pretext, or a rhetorical instrument to justify the decision. 
They often complement or serve as signifi cant aspects of the main strategy 
that has been used. 

 However, it would be a mistake to overlook the antagonistic elements 
in the described strategies. Some of these strategies clearly are aiming to 
obliterate, weaken, or downplay elements that other strategies are aiming 
to emphasize. The compromise strategy is seeking to weaken and fi nd a 
replacement to the ancient sacred and particularistic identities that are 
deeply ingrained in national histories, the same identities that the strate-
gies of historical integration bring in a sharper focus. The strategies of 
geopolitical repositioning are also often adversarial to strategies designed 
to revive and perpetuate the old identities. While the fi rst ones bring the 
capital city to the crossroads of intensive contacts with the outside world, 
the second ones move them to the interior to emphasize its ties to the 
past. The underdeveloped or desolated territories in the interior where 
the proponents of historical integration are seeking to place the seats of 
government typically are located far away from the areas of favorable 
international contacts where the proponents of new geopolitical position-
ing propose to site them.  Table 6  schematically represents the pairs of the 
opposing types of capital cities. 

 The choice of the capital city tends to be less controversial in those cases 
when there is a consensus on the strategy of national development and a 
country is facing particular challenges. In the context of post-colonial devel-
opment, the movement of the capital into the interior refl ects the needs for a 
new identity formation. It also promises a fair resolution of ethnic rivalries, 
the development of the territories, and better economic and administrative 
effi ciency. These goals do not contradict each other. However, the lack of 
consensus stirs heated debates about both the national priorities and the site 
of the national capital. The situations when the strategies of national devel-
opment compete with each other are much more common. 
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 Different candidates typically epitomize different national priorities and 
are associated with different policies and programs of state- and nation-
building. Some contenders can be more or less suitable for different strategies 
and in various degrees can promote specifi c public policy objectives. The 
debates on this topic refl ect not only different interpretations of the most 
pressing and urgent tasks of nation- and state-building but also articulate 
different visions of development and different futures of the nation in a long-
term perspective. Not infrequently, the chosen strategies can favor particular 
geographies for the role of a capital but they do not necessarily promote a 
particular candidate for this role. 

 The strategies of geopolitical repositioning, economic integration, and ter-
ritorial integration often imply the peripheral location of the capital city on 
the edge of the country that is deemed to be strategically critical. The com-
promise capitals are often founded in the middle of the country in a neutral 
place on the border between two most powerful communities. The strategies 
of de-centralization most often prompt countries to choose administrative 
capitals in close proximity to existing capitals. The capitals within the strat-
egy of historic integration can be located anywhere but they tend to be sited 
in more central geographic regions. In short, the principle of betweenness is 
favored by the compromise strategies, the principle of proximity to the old 
capital is favored by de-centralization strategy, the proximity to the external 
border with the most infl uential mega-region by geopolitical repositioning 
strategies, the proximity to the historical core or heartland of the nation by 
the strategies of historical integration. The economic integration strategies 
favor the underdeveloped regions wherever they are located. 

 Remarkably, all strategies are sensitive to considerations of centrality. But 
their centralities are not uniform. Most often centrality is defi ned relative to 
the border of the state. However, it also might be a centrality relative to the 
historical centers of the two most powerful constituent entities of the state. 
In some cases it is a centrality relative to the  oecumene  of the country located 
in the demographic centroid in the most densely populated part of the state. 
In spite of the fact that geopolitical repositioning strategies typically favor 
very peripheral locations for this role, they also can be concerned about the 
centrality of capital cities within a mega-region or relative to other capital 
cities of the continent/mega-region. 

 The cross-region comparison is also showing considerable variation in the 
motives and prevailing strategies between world regions. Particular motives 
prevail in some world regions, mega-regions, and continents and fi nd very 
little appeal in others. Our analysis has shown that in African countries, 
identity politics played a larger role, and capital city transfers were more 
often motivated by new identity establishment considerations. The clan poli-
tics and the reasons of territorial integration play a more prominent role in 
the debates in several post-Soviet countries. The countries of the Far East are 
more concerned about balanced economic development and their proposals 
are geared to rectify the economic misbalances. The countries in Southeast 
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Asia laid considerable emphasis on the place and role of their capital cities in 
the mega-regions, the roles that infl uence the international standing of these 
countries. The region-building considerations also play a larger role in their 
debates. Likewise, in Latin America we have also seen stronger emphasis on 
the creation of intra-continent linkages as well as on the hinterland develop-
ment. The capital city transfers plans aim to promote a country as conti-
nental/mega-regional economic hubs and establish them as more important 
players in the international and intra-continent affairs. Needless to say that 
these variations highlight only the tendencies of development in the world 
regions as the same motives can be found in varying degrees in other mega-
regions and continents. 

 Three strategies of an exclusive capital city 

 The capital city relocation projects can also emerge for the purposes that 
are the exact opposite of integration. We have already briefl y mentioned 
some of these reasons in our analysis of the hidden agendas of capital city 
shifts. These projects are intended to maintain regime stability and to rein-
force the political power that they hold. 

 The initiators of such projects focus on the tactical tasks seeking to 
maintain political power and to isolate the political leadership of the coun-
try from the real or putative centers of protest. They often tend to have 
a narrow concept of a nation, its tasks and available integration options. 
While most of the integrative strategies are aiming to foster the inclusive 
capital cities, the three strategies that we will describe below are aiming to 
exclude or limit the participation of certain groups in political power – the 
ethnic minorities, the members of alien social classes or even the majority 
population of the larger cities – and deny them adequate representation in 
the political center. 

 The strategies of exclusive capital include (1) strategy of marginaliza-
tion of the protest movements, (2) strategy of ethnic homogenization of the 
capital city population, creating special privileges for the titular nation, and 
(3) strategy of particularistic capitals that sometimes implies the reliance 
on the subnational forms of solidarity and moving the capital to the native 
territory of the ruler. 

 1 Strategies of marginalization of the protest movements 

 The British historian Arnold Toynbee aptly labeled the capital cities “the 
powder kegs of protest,” alluding to the fact that capital cities and primary 
cities oftentimes become the breeding soil for turmoil and protest move-
ments. 20  The level of social inequality is typically dramatically higher in 
these cities compared to the country average. The larger cities also tend to 
absorb more people from the rural areas and provinces who are employed 
in lower income occupations and experience diffi culties adapting to new 
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conditions. Students and intellectuals also tend to concentrate in capital cit-
ies and, merged with the crowds, can become the detonators of formidable 
social protests transforming private dissatisfactions into political causes. The 
string of color revolutions in different parts of the globe and the recent events 
of the Arab Spring reconfi rmed the rebellious and infl ammable nature of the 
capital. 21  

 The concentration of protest in the capital cities also maximizes the impact 
of these movements on the political climate of a country and can lead to 
regime changes. The larger capital cities are especially vulnerable. Accord-
ing to recent analysis by Jeremy Wallace, a political scientist, urban con-
centration increases the risk of regime-threatening unrest. He argues that 
the larger capital cities increase the vulnerability of the states and political 
regimes by amplifying the risks of turmoil. Based on his analysis, for the 237 
regimes with urban concentration levels above the mean level in the data, the 
mean duration is 8.6 years and the annual regime death rate is 9.2 percent. 
Regimes with capital cities that dominate the urban landscape fail nearly 
four years sooner and face 60 percent greater death rates. 22  Many govern-
ments have taken steps to prevent such developments. 

 In some cases the autocratic regimes have resorted to the tactics of segre-
gation and localization of the protest movements in certain parts of the city. 
The convergence between capital cities and revolutions became most appar-
ent in Paris where the revolutions on several occasions resulted in regime 
changes. 23  It was argued that the morphology of Paris and its crooked streets 
were to blame for these intense revolutionary activities. To address this 
problem Baron Haussman fl attened much of the medieval and revolution-
ary Paris, annihilated the crooked streets and built noble boulevards that, 
to use the words of Mark Twain, “a cannon ball could traverse from end to 
end without meeting an obstruction” and that “will never afford refuges and 
plotting places for starving, discontented revolution breeders.” 24  Thus, apart 
from better sanitation and beautifi cation, the reconstruction of Paris was 
politically motivated and was aiming to achieve better control over the social 
space of the capital and to weaken the revolutionary activity entrenched in 
the city. As a consequence, the revolutionary masses and the protests were 
segregated in the working class areas of the city. 

 More radical strategy was pursued by some other governments that have 
decided or mulled the idea of a capital city change to prevent the develop-
ment of protest movements close to the seat of government. They sought to 
isolate themselves in smaller and more distant cities from the larger metropo-
lises with their high social temperature. 

 Examples of the importance of these motives abound in history. 
 During the insurrection of the Paris Commune in France in 1871 which 

Haussmann’s urban planning did not stop, there were calls to transfer the 
capital from Paris to Bordeaux. Galembert, a prominent conservative mem-
ber of the National Assembly based in Bordeaux, penned a pamphlet, argu-
ing that the distance between Paris and Versailles, where the temporary 
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capital was placed, was not suffi cient to secure the new capital from the 
Paris revolutionary crowds. 25  

 Some military and dictatorial regimes were more successful in isolating 
their seats of government from the protest movements and revolutionary 
masses. As we have seen, this motivation has played an important role in 
capital city transfers in Myanmar, Nigeria, and Pakistan. In the course of 
Burmese political history, Rangoon, the previous capital of Burma, was 
often the focal point of protests with wide participation of Buddhist monks. 
Reportedly, the transfer of the capital helped to minimize the impact of the 
“Saffron Revolution” in Burma in 2007. The Nigerian historian Toyin Falola 
also attributes a signifi cant role to the transfer of the capital city to Abuja 
in the prevention of the “color revolution” in Nigeria. 26  Prior to the trans-
fer of the capital city to Islamabad, Karachi was also the driving force and 
the main springboard of the wide protest movements in Pakistan. In many 
ways this tactic was much more effi cient compared to the reconstruction of 
Paris undertaken by Haussmann. The rulers of these countries managed to 
establish the seats of government where the ruling bureaucracy composed 
practically the whole population of the city creating the buffer and protective 
shield for the government. 

 The abortive plans of Suharto to move the capital city of Indonesia, the 
proposals in Iran to move the capital city functions to Qom against the 
backdrop of the protests in Tehran, and the concept of the new capital city 
advanced by Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe also probably have followed 
the same logic of separation of the seat of government from the actual and 
potential centers of protest. They were aiming to establish docile capitals 
isolated from the main demographic centers of the country. Certainly, it 
would be short-sighted to ignore the other rationales that these government 
had and that we had discussed earlier. But the fear of disloyalty often tipped 
the balance in favor of the decision to relocate capitals. 

 The same held true even more for the colonial rulers. The British and 
French colonial administrations were keen to consider loyalty as an impor-
tant consideration in their choice of a capital for their colonial domains in 
India and Morocco. The old colonial capitals in Calcutta and Fez became 
focal points of protest in these two countries. They were particularly prone 
to uprisings not only by virtue of their metropolitan status but also because 
of their role of regional centers of the Bengalis and Berbers. In the eyes of 
colonial administration, the concentration of anti-colonial protest activities 
in Calcutta and Fez made both of these cities unsuitable for execution of 
their administrative functions. The disloyalty of these cities served as a rea-
son for British and French administrations to move the capitals of India and 
Morocco to less rebellious cities. Thus Calcutta and Fez yielded their place 
to Delhi (1911) and Rabat (1925) as more convenient and docile places for 
colonial management and administration. 

 In the wake of revolutions and regime changes, the capital cities also often 
become the sites of potential resistance and protest. Fearing disloyalty, the 
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new political regimes seek to move the seats of government to potentially 
more loyal places. This pattern repeats itself throughout history. 

 The transfer of the capital city from Saint-Petersburg to Moscow in 1918 
was originally triggered by the proximity to the battlefront, and this decision 
was considered a provisional solution at the time. However, the government 
never moved back to Saint-Petersburg. The old imperial capital was consid-
ered a stronghold of the social classes hostile to the Bolshevik regime and 
a potential breeding ground for the counter-revolutionary protest activities. 
The Bolsheviks felt that the impoverished peasants in the central Non-Black 
Earth region of Russia centered around Moscow would be more loyal to 
Bolshevism. Even the working class in Saint-Petersburg employed mostly 
in heavy industry enjoyed higher standards of living under the old regime 
compared to the majority of workers in the Moscow region employed mostly 
in the light industry that did not require such skills. So the Bolshevik regime 
would be more stable with a capital in Moscow. 

 Similarly, Polish communists suggesting the movement of the seat of gov-
ernment to Lodz in the aftermath of the Second World War felt that the 
proletariat of Lodz would be more pliable and receptive to the communist 
cause compared to the residents of Kraków. 

 In earlier periods the fear of disloyalty also prompted many rulers acquir-
ing the new kingdoms to move their seats of power from the old capitals. 
Predictably, the capitals inherited from the prior dynasties were often rife 
with opposition and dissent. In the thirteenth century after the conquest of 
the Sicilian Kingdom, Charles of Anjou relocated his capital from Palermo 
in Sicily to Naples. He perceptively understood that Palermo would not be a 
loyal place for him to recruit new power elite because many of the members 
of local aristocracy remained faithful to the Hohenstaufen dynasty. Through 
the capital city shift, he also sought to bring the center of gravity of his 
domains closer to the sphere of infl uence of Guelfs and to Northern Italy, 
where he felt more solid political support. His misgivings about Palermo 
were later confi rmed when the rebellion in 1282 known as Sicilian Vespers 
transferred the power over Sicily to the Aragon dynasty. 

 2 The strategy of ethnic homogenization of the ruling elite 

 The attempt to displace or marginalize specifi c ethnic minorities and to tilt 
the balance of ethnic power in favor of the titular nation is another example 
of the strategy to develop exclusive capital city. 

 The construction of the purpose-built capital where the demographic bal-
ance is tipped in favor of the titular nation is one of such options. The 
recruitment of the civil servants for such capital cities is often based on their 
ethnic origins. The fundamental element of such a strategy is the isolation of 
the ethnic majorities of the capital cities or minorities that are different from 
the titular nation. These political regimes aim to create and nurture the new 
political elite in a purpose-built capital city that it would be able to control 
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more fully and will replace the ethnic minorities in the managing and execu-
tive roles. The elements of such motivations are found in the concept of the 
new capital of Malaysia. 

 Another manifestation of exclusivity of the capital is its symbolic exclusiv-
ity manifested in the iconography. To exemplify, the boundaries of the Outer 
City of Kotte in Sri Lanka are marked by Buddhist stupas and the capitol 
environment of Kotte is clearly and inexorably Buddhist. Hence it excludes 
Hindus and other religious minorities, Muslims and Christians, from the 
system of symbolic representation. 27  We have seen a similar type of symbolic 
exclusivity in Abuja, where the capital is dominated by Muslim symbols. 

 Within the framework of this strategy the national identities are often 
defi ned in ethnic or religious terms, favoring the titular nation. Unsurpris-
ingly, the capital city of such states refl ects such priorities and identities 
couched in exclusivist terms. 

 3 Strategy of particularistic capitals 

 The political weakness of some political regimes often makes them seek the 
sources of their stability in the reliance upon the principles of tribal solidarity 
and ethnic favoritism. The ruling elites of such countries transferred their 
seats of governments to the territory of their own tribes or clans to recruit 
the loyal elites. This strategy was prevalent mostly in the countries of Africa, 
where the national forms of solidarity never took root and where the pre-
modern forms of solidarity based on family and clan networks prevailed. 
Instead of promoting nation-building goals, the rulers of these newly inde-
pendent countries have attempted to rely on their native towns or ancestral 
homes. We have seen that this strategy was deployed in a host of African 
countries, including Côte d'Ivoire, Malawi and, Libya, where Muammar 
Gaddafi  established an informal capital in his native Sirte. The plans of Rob-
ert Mugabe, the president of Zimbabwe, to transform his native town into a 
political capital of the country also well illustrate this strategy. The plans of 
Ayub Khan in Pakistan to place the capital in his native Abbotabad and the 
plans of the president of Tajikistan to place it in Danghara also show that 
such strategies are not unique for the African continent and were tempting 
for rulers beyond Africa. 

 Central to the idea of a capital city in all three cases described above is the 
concept of loyalty that was already discussed in  chapter 2  of this book. The 
new capital city creates this loyalty in a new place that is separate from the 
existing centers of power. In all three cases the capital is isolated from 
the alien ethnic groups, dominant in primary cities, the sub-ethnic groups 
that do not belong to the ruling clan, and from disloyal social classes. The 
establishment of the new capital is taking place not through the embrace-
ment and integration of the representatives of all communities that compose 
the state. In this sense the strategies of loyalty-building are radically opposite 
to the compromise strategies that we have described earlier. While the fi rst 
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group of strategies aims to reach a consensus and provide at least some form 
of inclusivity, the second group of strategies aims to consolidate political 
power through the exclusion of certain ethnic and social groups. Hence, the 
described loyalties are fostered at the expense of other groups as the access 
of the latter to the public goods concentrated in capital city becomes limited 
or constrained. 

 The strategies of exclusive capitals tend to substitute legitimate security 
and identity concerns that defi ne integrative strategies with the regime sur-
vival/security and the identity of the group in power. However, this preoc-
cupation with loyalty and stability often inadvertently weakens the stability 
of these political regimes. Remarkably, the described three strategies repre-
sent consecutively shrinking powerbases that they offer to the ruler. In the 
case of tribal loyalties, this power-base is the narrowest as it includes only 
the representatives of one tribe. The state built on such a foundation is the 
most fragile. The titular nation is a broader power base, although it limits 
the ethnic minorities in government. Finally the strategy that removes the 
capital from the center of protest movement is less restrictive, as it is will-
ing to consider the participation in the government of any groups loyal to 
the ruling class. However, the power elite in such countries aim to distance 
itself from the alien and potentially hostile social classes, the students, the 
intellectuals, and the members of the opposition parties entrenched in the 
large metropolises. Not infrequently, these elites also tend to provide better 
conditions for capital city residents to prevent the development of protest 
movements and to ensure their loyalty. 

 The exclusive capital city in all its versions has much in common with the 
“disembedded capitals” of the despotic states that we have described earlier. 
The political leaders building such capitals miss the opportunity to establish 
more durable capital cities on a fi rmer foundation of a more inclusive type 
of identity. By doing this they neglect the strategic goals of building lasting 
national identities in favor of tactical power- and hegemony-maintenance 
considerations. 

 The fact that the seat of government is moved away from the former 
capital because of the opposition to the reforms there does not necessar-
ily mean that it was done specifi cally for the exclusion. Many political 
regimes pursue their own goals, and they need to marginalize the resis-
tance. The goals of such projects can still be predominantly integrative. 
So the critical factor is the balance between disintegrative and integrative 
elements of the project. 

 Capital cities in the dominant regions 

 The exclusive capitals have much in common with the capital cities sited in 
the dominant regions. They do not formally limit the participation of specifi c 
groups in the government, but practically they constrain the access to power 
of other regions. Typically these cities are chosen to be capitals because 
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of their decisive role in the national independence movement and national 
unifi cation. Not infrequently, these capitals are located in the periphery of 
the unifi ed country and have a distinct regional particularity. Berlin in Ger-
many and Turin in Italy can serve as the examples of such cities. Their choice 
as capitals of the newly unifi ed states has often led to unfavorable conse-
quences for the political stability of the new nation. 

 The choice of Turin as the fi rst capital of independent Italy was determined 
by the decisive role that the Kingdom of Piedmont - Sardinia played in the 
unifi cation of the country. The selection of Rome as the capital of Italy in 
the 1860s was by no means a foregone conclusion. The Italian politicians 
quickly realized the merits of a more neutral place for siting the country’s 
capital. Hence the capital city was fi rst moved to Florence, probably due to 
its special role in the integration of Italy. Notably, the Florentine dialect was 
later recognized as the offi cial language of all the Italian states. However, 
both Piedmont and Toscana had stronger regional identities than it was 
considered desirable to house the capital city of the country. Rome, located 
almost in the middle of Italy and historically much more cosmopolitan due 
to its role as pan-European religious center, was perceived as a better place 
to house the government having the advantages of neutrality. 28  

 Unlike Italy, Germany did not change its capital city location in the after-
math of unifi cation. Being a city that represented the Prussian monarchy, 
Berlin never had the advantages of neutrality, and its candidacy was chal-
lenged and contested by other German principalities. These states and state-
lets have proposed the candidacies of such German cities as Frankfurt am 
Mein, Leipzig, and Erfurt for this role. 29  Arguably, the choice of Berlin has 
played a negative role in the consequent German history. The centralistic 
paradigm in German internal affairs, pervasive conservatism, and the “Prus-
sianization” of Germany were the consequences of political domination of 
Prussia and siting of the political capital in Berlin. Berlin did not promote 
unity in the same way as Rome did in Italy. 

 There is a stark difference between the political implications of Bismarck’s 
choice of Berlin in 1871 and the choice of Berlin after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. Whereas in 1871 Berlin was chosen because of its dominant position, 
in 1989 Berlin became a capital of compromise between Eastern and Western 
Germany. It was chosen to ensure the national unity and to integrate the two 
German states. 

 In many other countries the excessively strong cultural identity of the 
region where the capital city was sited was also regarded as a drawback. In 
the colonized countries, the siting of the capital in one of its regions having 
strong cultural identity provided special benefi ts to its residents. These privi-
leges for specifi c regions and ethno-religious groups, dominant there, caused 
the resentment of other communities and often provoked ethnic confl icts 
and strife after independence. The strong regional identity of Bengal was 
considered a disadvantage even under the colonial administration of India. 
It was one of the reasons to transfer the capital to Delhi. 
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 It is interesting to note that the residents of such culturally distinct regions 
did not always welcome the opportunity to house the capital city on its ter-
ritory in spite of the economic advantages that it could bring. They often 
had legitimate concerns about the possibility that such a capital might have 
a potential to erode or weaken their unique sub-national cultural identity. 
These types of sensibilities were not alien even to the Piedmonts’ residents 
and the Prussians. Bismarck himself had serious misgivings about the place-
ment of the capital of the German Empire in Berlin. 30  The prospect of plac-
ing the capital of a larger country on their territories is a cause for concern 
among the Azeri minority in Iran and among the Bari tribe members in 
South Sudan. 

 The examples above highlight the advantages of placing national capital 
cities in more neutral places and the problematic situations arising from sit-
ing of national capitals in places with stronger cultural identities. 

 The budgets and the appraisals of the relocation total costs 

 The budget for the transfers of the capital cities is one of the most critical 
issues in capital city relocation debates. The public expenditures necessary 
to carry out capital relocations are extremely high, and the fi nal decision to 
transfer the capital is often contingent on the availability of funds for these 
projects. Considering the specialized nature of this subject, we will be able 
only to make several observations about this topic and mention some of the 
fi nancing schemes that have been employed in different countries. 

 There is a considerable variation in the fi nancing arrangements that have 
been used or suggested by different governments. In most cases they involved 
the reliance on both public and private funds with predominant use of public 
funds dedicated to such projects by the national government. Not infre-
quently, the regional government and administrations also contributed fi nan-
cial and management resources. Kazakhstan, Malaysia, and Germany have 
relied mostly on the public funds. In the case of Malaysia and Kazakhstan, 
the state oil and gas monopolies have also heavily contributed to the devel-
opment and implementation of these projects. 

 In a number of cases the countries borrowed funds from foreign gov-
ernments and investors (e.g., in Tanzania and Malawi). In Afghanistan the 
project is fi nanced by the state, foreign governments (most of the funds 
come from Japan), and the Asian Development Bank. The construction of 
the new capital city of South Sudan relies primarily on the foreign aid: the 
budget of the country is signifi cantly lower than the estimated cost of the 
project. Notably, the governments of some African countries (Malawi) have 
borrowed funds from the apartheid regime in South Africa, compromising 
its political integrity. The real estate investment funds of UAE and Chinese 
construction companies have committed signifi cant funds to fi nance the proj-
ects in Egypt and Zimbabwe. German fi rms have offered fi nancing for the 
construction of the new capital of Mongolia. The issue of special long-term 
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government bonds, the sale of land to larger developers, and rent of build-
ings in the former capital cities have been suggested as other opportunities 
to raise funds for these projects. 31  

 The information about the costs of capital city transfers is not always 
available, and when it is available from the government sources it is rarely 
reliable. The offi cial amounts spent by the governments are especially hard 
to verify, and total cost is often a subject to debates. Generally, there is a 
tendency on the side of the government to signifi cantly understate the total 
of costs of the project. 

 The inconsistent and divergent estimates of the costs result not only from 
purposeful manipulations and misrepresentations. They often stem from 
the objective diffi culties associated with an understanding of the structural 
components of the budget, their breakdowns and cost allocation to specifi c 
components. To make the issue more complicated, there are also some con-
testable and controversial expense items. For instance, in Tanzania the cost 
of the construction of the airport and of the transportation infrastructure 
servicing the capital city was excluded from the calculation of the total costs 
dedicated to capital city construction. 32  In all such cases it might be perplex-
ing to decide whether or not a certain expense was spent on the tasks related 
to capital city construction or if it should be treated as a national develop-
ment expense. It is also hard in most cases to estimate the full and fi nal cost 
of the project, as buildings and infrastructure were often put into operation 
before the construction works were completed. It is also diffi cult to ascertain 
total costs because many Master Plans are open-ended. Unsurprisingly, many 
numbers and quantitative data for various expense categories are based on 
the estimates of the experts and are very imprecise. 

  Table 7  compares several project budgets by country collected from vari-
ous sources. The data consolidated in  Table 7  also presents the expenditures 
as percentages of GDP of the respective countries at the time when proj-
ect was launched. To compare the numbers properly all expenditures are 
converted into US dollars. According to the cross-country comparison, the 
project expenditures often represented a large share of GDP of the countries 
ranging from 3 to 12 percent. The projects in Germany and Kazakhstan 
seem to be the most cost-effi cient partly due to the fact that the seats of 
governments were moved to already existing cities having prerequisite infra-
structure in place. 

 However, even the most detailed and comprehensive cost calculations 
probably miss some cost components. It is probably not feasible to quantify 
such expense categories as the disruptions in the functionality of the system 
caused by the introduction of a new capital city. However, they also should 
be taken into consideration. In a way capital city transfers can be com-
pared to the introduction of technological innovations. New capital cities 
produce some additional costs that are related to the breakdown of the old 
routines and patterns of communications embedded in the old system. The 
economists use the term lock in effect to describe the situations involving 
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the implementation of new technological innovations. 33  The lock in effect 
represents the hidden cost that explains the reluctance of many companies 
to adopt more effective technologies. The same holds for the new capitals 
because even when the benefi ts of the new site are quite obvious, the lock in 
effect still discourages its adoption. The governments are reluctant to adopt a 
more rational solution because the old capital city is deeply entrenched in the 
social fabric of the state and the symbolic capital of the capital city sanctifi es 
its role in the life of the nation. The path of development of a country is often 
determined by the capital city. Therefore, the decision to move the capital 
is diffi cult both fi nancially and psychologically. Obviously, the adaptation 
of a new capital city is more complex and challenging compared with new 
technology adaptation. 

 Administration and timetables of capital city shifts 

 The comparison of the terms and timetables of capital city shifts in a cross-
country perspective can give some cues about the most effi cient ways to 
organize these projects. In many countries this process extended for dozens 
of years due to adverse political and economic factors: wars, fi nancial prob-
lems, the issues of political continuity, and various controversies. In India 
and Australia the projects were lagging behind the schedules for many years: 
12 years in the case of New Delhi and 20 years in the case of Canberra. In the 
case of Canada even the large-scale reconstruction was going on for 22 years, 
from 1947 to 1970. On the other hand, in such countries as Brazil, Turkey, 
and Kazakhstan, the projects have been completed in record short time. 34  
The wealth of the respective nation and the availability of funds is not the 
only relevant factor. The comparison of Malawi and Tanzania comparable 
in terms of GDP per capita well illustrates this point. While in Malawi the 
capital city transfer took 10 years to compete (1968–1978), in Tanzania Dar 
es Salaam remains the  de facto  capital. This stark difference can be explained 
by the effi cacy of the organization and administration of this project. 35  

 There was a considerable variation in the administrative arrangements and 
organization of the transfer of capitals in different countries. Some countries 
have established special agencies to plan and develop their new capital cit-
ies. These agencies and consultative bodies might have had different scopes 
of authority ranging from some aspects of capital city development to more 
comprehensive responsibilities. In some cases, notably in Brazil, they were 
responsible for all problems involved in the development, planning, and 
marketing of the new capital city. 

 In Australia, India, and Brazil these agencies were developing the plans 
of the whole city. In Australia it was a Federal Capital Advisory Committee 
that was later renamed to a Commission for the National Capital Develop-
ment that was working under the auspices of the prime-minister and the 
Cabinet. In India it was the Delhi Development Trust, and in Brazil, the 
federally owned corporation Urbanization Company of the New Capital. 
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In Brazil this corporation had special authorities and was accountable only 
to the president, allowing it to bypass many regulations and red tape and 
to work extremely fast. In Argentina in 1987 the government established 
the special state company ENTECAP for the construction of a new capital. 
In the US and Canada their counterparts were focused only on the urban 
planning issues. 

 In those countries that continue to discuss and develop capital city relo-
cation plans, the new consultative and executive authorities to develop the 
construction plans have been also established. In South Korea the Presiden-
tial Committee for the Construction of the New Capital has been formed. 
After the adoption of the law in Argentina, a special agency to deal with 
new capital city issues such as fi nancing and design was set up. In Japan 
the bill to transfer the Diet adopted in 1992 enabled the central govern-
ment to establish a Special Council (Wise Men Committee) attached to the 
prime-minister offi ce focusing on new capital city plans and site evaluation 
studies. The Committee was chaired by the ex-president of the University 
of Tokyo Wataru Mori. The same type of commission was set up in Iran 
comprising the Minister of the Internal Affairs and the Minister of Urban 
Planning, two representatives of  Mejlis , two representatives of Ali Khamenei, 
the representatives from the Expediency Discernment Council, the Council 
of National Security, among others. Similar commissions attached to the 
offi ce of the president have been set up also in Malaysia and Indonesia. The 
governments also hired some international agencies, architectural bureaus, 
and urban planning consultants. 

 Several countries such as Argentina, South Korea, Kazakhstan, and Japan 
have held special international conferences on this topic where different 
aspects and scenarios of capital city transfers have been discussed. These 
conferences drew not only government representatives but also many inter-
nationally renowned specialists in different fi elds ranging from geography to 
transportation experts. In 1988 Buenos Aires hosted a conference “Capital 
City Transfers: World Experience.” In 2003 the international symposium 
was held in South Korea dedicated to the topic of new administrative capi-
tals, organized by the Korean Geographic Society together with different 
other public organizations. In Kazakhstan two conferences were held at the 
10th anniversary of Astana dedicated to the subject of capital city transfers 
and the outcomes of the capital city relocation in Kazakhstan. 

 “The brilliant mistakes” at best: the critique 
of capital city transfers 

 The capital city relocation projects attracted a lot of criticism both domesti-
cally and globally. 

 Domestically, these projects have been often criticized by the conservatives 
and by those interest groups that have been deeply entrenched in the capital 
cities. Some of them have dismissed them on religious or other conservative 
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grounds. There were concerns that the movement of the capital elsewhere 
will undermine the sanctifi ed symbols of the country and will even disrupt 
the course of national history. Not surprisingly, the most vocal opponents of 
these plans were the mayors of the existing capitals. The mayors of Tokyo, 
Seoul, Moscow, and Tehran have invariably found many faults with these 
projects. Remarkably, the mayor of Tokyo described the new capital pro-
posal as an attempt “to contaminate Japanese history.” The mayor of Seoul 
raged against the plan, pledging to resist pork-barrel politics epitomized by 
the proposal to “wastefully split the capital between Seoul and Sejong.” 
The same script has repeated itself in Tehran and Moscow, where the may-
ors have provided extremely high estimates of the costs of these projects to 
discourage the debate. These criticisms refl ected the deeply ingrained con-
servative sentiments and a sense of entitlement typical for the attitudes of 
capital city mayors. It also refl ected their structural positions of power and 
parochial interests as the status quo situation benefi ts the holders of such 
views. It must be noted that existing capital city residents also often opposed 
such proposals. 

 Much more relevant and intellectually interesting arguments have been 
advanced by the libertarian critics of capital relocation projects. Unsurpris-
ingly, the sustained critique of these projects can be found in such media as 
 The Economist  and  Independent . 36  Overall, most economists and political 
analysts contributing there have expressed their skepticism concerning the 
prospects of capital city transfers to resolve any serious economic and urban 
development problems of different countries or to solve the problems of 
existing capital cities. Some articles have indiscriminately painted the his-
tory of capital city shifts as a grim chain of urban catastrophes, arbitrary 
decisions, or extremely expensive mistakes. 37  Their authors do not see in 
the proposals to move capitals any potential to fi x the anomalies of the 
country’s urban systems and to rectify the problems of its political develop-
ment. Rather they tend to stigmatize them as forms of state interventionism 
into the existing natural logic of urban network development and into his-
torically entrenched political and economic structures, distorting the mar-
ket economic forces. Some of the libertarian critics have also drawn on the 
trickle-down arguments, claiming that in spite of the appearance the larger 
and wealthier cities benefi t the population of the far-fl ung regions and the 
country as a whole through the trickle-down effects of their wealth. 

 Quite often the proposals to move the capital have been described by 
these critics as populist and demagogical slogans appealing to the provin-
cial and regional voters not having suffi cient access to capital city goods. 
The inspiration of these projects, according to these critics, lies in the follies 
and megalomaniac excesses of the autocratic rulers who use them to main-
tain their power and to marginalize the disagreeable elites. The support for 
these mega-projects, they charge, comes from the state bureaucracy that 
sees them as an opportunity to profi t from them through various corrup-
tion schemas. 



Strategies of relocations 205

 Some libertarian critics also have maintained the idea that the transfers 
of the seats of power tend to isolate the governments in distant capitals 
from their constituents, accusing the resultant isolated capitals of ineffi ciency 
and lower democratic quality. In a recent article public policy experts Filipe 
Campante (Colombia University), Quoc-Anh Do (Sciences Po, Paris) and 
Bernardo Guimaraes (São Paulo School of Economics) have analyzed major 
capital city shifts in the last 100 years, coming to the conclusion that most 
of these transfers were overwhelmingly in the direction of greater isolation 
and that the governments in the isolated capitals were less effective, less 
accountable, more corrupt, and less able or willing to sustain rule of law. 
These countries also had less power sharing and more capital city premiums. 
The isolated capitals typical for autocratic states also contributed to the 
persistence of ineffi cient institutions. 38  The researchers have labeled them 
both the “symptoms and the enablers” of corruption and misgovernment. 

 Many academic studies also point to the availability of other alternatives 
that are more likely to bring the socio-economic and political outcomes that 
are stated as major goals of capital city shifts and can do it at a lesser price. 
Among the proposed measures are the devolution, de-bureaucratization, del-
egation of authority to the regions, the creation of counter-magnet towns, the 
development of regional metropolises, and the large-scale reconstructions of 
the existing capital cities. 39  The pursuit of such measures complemented by 
such economic instruments as subsidies and tax breaks provided to the ter-
ritories targeted for economic development can make the capital city trans-
fers suboptimal or redundant. 40  Some economists also have suggested that 
liberalization of macro-economic policies, including the removal of the pro-
tectionist measures and the monopolies of international trade, can facilitate 
economic integration of the far-fl ung regions into the world economy and 
can help to achieve de-centralization. These measures can help to overcome 
hypercephalism and to reduce the level of primacy of the capital cities. 41  The 
removal of the capital city biases in the investment politics and fi nancing 
business projects in general is suggested as another important measure. 42  

 The libertarian critics also stress the high economic costs of these projects. 
The large public expenditures that they require often burden the budget of 
the country for many years to come. The funds dedicated to these projects, 
they argue, could have been used more productively for more urgent needs 
of these countries. They also point out the tendency for these projects to 
become a long-term liability and work-in-progress that creates an atmo-
sphere of uncertainty and even chaos. 43  The new capitals also have been 
excoriated for their grandiose and colossal scales that have alienated the 
people from the government. 

 In short, libertarian critics invariably perceived capital city relocations as 
extremely ineffi cient projects engendered by the interests and ambitions of 
the corrupt power elites. Many of them consider even those cases of capital 
city transfers that have been acknowledged as measured success as nothing 
more than “spectacular failures” or at best as “brilliant mistakes” to use the 
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expression of the famous Russian historian Nikolai Karamzin that he used to 
describe the transfer of the capital from Moscow to Saint-Petersburg carried 
out by Peter the Great. 44  

 Another strand of criticism, articulated by the urban scholars, focuses 
on the defi ciencies of the purpose-built capitals. These cities are often 
being described as sterile and artifi cial cities produced in the retort by 
urban alchemists. The relationship between the designed and evolved cit-
ies has been compared to the relationship between a human being and 
a homunculus. Some have even drawn parallels between them and the 
medical transplants. These critics feel that such “engineered cities” are 
tainted by the very artifi cial history of their creation and their estrangement 
from the evolved urban system of the country. They also believe that the 
sterile climate of the new administrative capitals often isolates the govern-
ments from the atmosphere of regular cities where the spirit of democracy 
is produced by the very streets where people walk. Whereas democracy 
naturally emanates from the public spaces of large metropolises with their 
predicaments and protests, the isolated capitals are alien to democracy and 
detach the civil servants from the needs of the people. 45  They see the built 
environment of the purpose-built cities to be only clones of the natural and 
authentic urban environments that are much more dynamic. They some-
times appeal to the very human anthropology that is alien to these types 
of cities and denounce them. 46  

 Indeed there are some stark gaps between the declared goals and the 
real outcomes of capital city transfers. Moreover, some of these projects 
not only failed to deliver the promised outcomes but often compromised 
at least some of their original goals and intentions. Not infrequently, they 
also led to the results that were directly opposite of their objectives and 
expectations. 

 One of the declared goals of the project in Pakistan was the political stabil-
ity of the country. However, the construction of Islamabad in the close prox-
imity to the military garrison created the breeding soil for the military coups 
d’états overthrowing the government. In addition to two successful coups in 
1977 and 1999, an abortive coup attempt took place in 1995. Some political 
analysts also see the relocation of the Brazilian capital as a background and 
prerequisite for the military coup in Brazil in 1964. 47  

 In Nigeria the relocation was supposed to balance the Muslim and Chris-
tian populations of the country. However, according to some assessments, 
the capital city shift has exacerbated the strife, and ethnic fi ssures tipped the 
balance in favor of the Muslim part of the country. 

 De-centralization of political power was declared a prominent part of the 
political agenda in many countries undertaking this type of projects. How-
ever, in reality the new capital cities have often amplifi ed the role of central 
government and strengthened the level of centralization of these states. 

 In Brazil the capital city shift was intended as a blueprint of social reforms 
facilitating social and political equality in human relations. But Brasília, it 
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was argued, has reproduced the worst forms of social segregation and social 
inequality in the country. 

 Many capital city transfers promised to deliver tangible economic benefi ts 
through the development of hinterlands remote from the demographic cores 
of the country. However, the projects often failed to expedite the develop-
ment of these territories and did not create any clusters of economic growth 
around them. Moreover, the large public expenditures even deprived the 
struggling regions of the resources vital for their welfare. 48  

 In many African countries and elsewhere, capital city shifts were intended 
to stress their independence and unique cultural traits and identity, while the 
realization of these projects and the actual cities built only exposed again 
their dependence on the European countries in terms of expertise, fi nancing, 
architectural styles, and imagery. 

 Some counter-arguments in defense of capital city shifts 

 Most of the arguments against capital city relocations referenced above have 
been successful in highlighting their failures and negative outcomes and 
deserve most careful consideration. Indeed, most capital city relocations have 
failed to deliver the promised results. Many of them went over budget, took 
longer than planned, and produced fewer positive results, under- delivering 
on their original scope. The governments often committed enormous funds 
relative to their GDPs to build fl ashy and majestic capital cities poorly inte-
grated with the country and dwarfi ng in their opulent design the impover-
ished cities in the periphery. Not infrequently, these projects have involved 
corruption schemes, and many rulers undertaking these projects had in mind 
motives other than public interest. Nevertheless, the arguments against capi-
tal city relocations as a means of resolving social and political problems and 
the marshaled evidence fall short of being conclusive and convincing. Many 
criticisms contain overstatements and sweeping generalizations, and their 
conclusions require serious qualifi cations. 

 Many of the mentioned critics appeal to the criteria that were not central 
to the new capital’s original stated purpose. Quite often they have overem-
phasized the economic criteria or used the standards of the comfortable and 
livable city in their judgments about the success or failure of the new capital 
cities. Additionally, many of these critics ignored the development strate-
gies that were central to many capital city relocation plans. Few of them 
were interested in how these plans fi t into the envisioned larger strategies 
of country development. In some cases the critics also provided simplistic 
explanations of the rationales for capital city shifts. In our view, such narrow 
assessments, along with the appeal to external criteria are not able to provide 
a relevant framework for the analysis of these projects. 

 Generally there are three components in the capital relocation projects: 
public policy objectives, the mechanism through which these objectives are 
satisfi ed, and the implementation. The critics rarely questioned the merits 
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of public policy objectives that motivated capital city relocation plans. They 
also have seldom analyzed the specifi c implementation blunders. The critique 
was often focused on castigating the very idea that capital city change can 
serve as a vehicle of social change and as the effi cient mechanism that can 
solve or mitigate the economic, social, and political problems. The most 
unproductive part of this critique was the indiscriminate treatment of capital 
city shifts globally as misguided attempts to fulfi ll the public policy objec-
tives and to solve these problems. 49  There was a clear tendency in many of 
their arguments to denounce capital city shifts on principle as instruments 
of social and political reconstruction of the country. Regrettably, many of 
these critics were not paying enough attention to the overarching national-
building needs and the national development agendas that animated these 
projects. Being centered on the defi ciencies and failures of the new capitals, 
they also have neglected more successful elements in their plans and did not 
go at a more granular level in their appraisals of their different aspects. By 
doing so, they have often missed the most important strategic considerations 
that bolstered the original plans and failed to identify the real reasons and 
specifi c mistakes behind the disasters that they have witnessed. 

 Below I will distinguish, analyze, and expose some fl aws in several argu-
ments that have been most central in the critique of the seat of govern-
ment transfers: the state intervention argument, the ghost city argument, 
the authoritarian ruler argument, the isolated capital argument, alternative 
options argument, and arithmetic argument. 

 State intervention argument 

 The libertarian critics tend to exaggerate the power of market mechanisms 
to resolve hyper-centralization and underestimate how the path-dependence, 
political pull, and gravitational force of primary cities and current capitals 
distorts the market mechanisms that are expected to resolve these problems. 
However, under conditions of extreme overcentralization, these market forces 
are most often disabled or incapable of performing their regulatory functions. 
The economic benefi ts produced by the capital city’s status and conferred 
upon its citizens are signifi cant even in not so corrupt countries. The blind 
trust in the ability of the market to naturally rebalance the overconcentration 
of resources – the idea found in the proposals of some economists – appears 
to be naïve given the current level of corruption and entrenched traditions in 
many of these countries. The tendency to view the dominant capital city as an 
element in the “natural” urban hierarchy is misleading as this dominance is 
itself a result of the state intervention and of the special treatment of capital 
cities in this system and seldom a result of only their competitiveness. Arguing 
against state intervention manifested in capital city changes, the libertarian 
critics often fail to see that the existing system is not a “natural” phenom-
enon. The corruption effects and rent seeking behaviors tend to perpetuate 
the cycle that reinforces the capital city dominance. 
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 The state intervention argument is often complimented and buttressed by 
the implicit assumption about the isomorphic relationship between causes 
and effects. Since the capital city dominance was engendered by particular 
misguided policies of the government that permitted or encouraged hyper-
centralization, the government can backtrack through the reversal of these 
policies. According to this assumption, the capital city transfer is a radical 
step vastly disproportional to the character of government involvement that 
engendered the situation of hyper-centralization. Thus, under this assump-
tion capital city transfer is regarded as higher order government intervention. 
In practice, however, it might not be suffi cient to stop the policies and other 
trends that reinforce centralization – corruption, the political culture of rent 
seeking, capital city bias and the like – to solve the problem; it might be also 
necessary to take more forceful steps creating structural conditions that will 
forestall such developments in the future and will facilitate the reversal of 
these trends. Indeed capital city shift might be viewed as a radical step aiming 
to change the deeply entrenched tendencies of hyper-centralization. 

 The ghost city argument 

 By design many capital city transfer projects imply a long-term strategic 
perspective to achieve the benefi ts for the nation or for the region that they 
declare to be their goals. Horizons of these projects tend to be long, and their 
realistic full assessments, including the appraisal of their economic outcomes, 
can be given perhaps only several decades after the project was completed. It 
is important to emphasize that many proponents of capital city shifts were 
well aware that the construction of the new capitals and its insertion into the 
fabric of national life is a long-term process. Based on the estimates of some 
urban scholars, it might take anywhere from 100 to 150 years to see the city 
fully integrate into the urban system. 50  The ghost city narrative fails to see 
that the alienation effects produced by the newly built cities are temporary, 
and that the failures of capitals as cities are partially compensated by their 
new role in national politics and in nation-building. 

 The critics of purpose-built cities also tend to overstate the distinction 
between purpose-built and evolved capital cities when they accuse the pur-
pose-built capitals in the paucity of urbanity. However, this contrast is not 
as stark as it appears to many of these critics. As we have observed earlier, 
the radical reconstruction of many evolved capital cities made them much 
more similar to purpose-built capitals in terms of their urban layouts and 
morphology. It also should be reminded that many very successful capital 
cities initially emerged as purpose-built capitals. The revered Constantino-
ple, Baghdad, Cairo, Madrid, and Valetta, the capital of Malta, emerged as 
designed capitals. The trajectory of transformation and the speed of integra-
tion of the new capital is far more important than the origin of the city. 

 The argument that new capitals are not “successful cities” is less poi-
gnant and less relevant for another reason. The “citiness” (urbanity) is not 
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the essential characteristic of capitals. Some new capital cities do not even 
have a title of a city, and their designation as cities is only provisional. This 
is evident from the labels some of them have. The founding fathers have 
described Washington D.C. as a “Village on the Capitol Hill.” In the Fifth 
Article of the Constitution of Spain, the Spanish capital is called “The Vil-
lage of Madrid” (Villa) since the king never granted the status of a city to 
the capital. The Hague even today has not received the charter of a city and 
is called “the largest village in Europe.” Pretoria was also described as an 
“administrative village.” In some countries, notably in the US and Tanzania, 
capitals were envisaged as a compromise between the city and the village, 
representing the interests of both types of human settlements. Such nomina-
tions are probably not an accident and point to the unavoidable anomalies of 
the urban development in the capitals of modern states and to their ambiva-
lent roles. Not infrequently, capitals are not self-governed entities, and in 
this critical sphere they violate the most important imperative and defi ning 
characteristic of a city. Understandably, the execution of national and federal 
functions interferes with the  ethos  of a proper functioning city. 

 Authoritarian ruler argument 

 It is also remarkable that many critical assessments of capital city relocations 
tend to interpret all decisions of the authoritarian rulers in the Machiavel-
lian fashion as self-serving. Such assessments often disregard the pluralistic 
motives that have triggered the decisions to transfer seats of government. We 
have seen in our cross-country analysis many cases where several rationales 
were equally important. The authoritarian ruler argument is often based 
on the generic fallacy neglecting the fact that autocratic governments can 
pursue different goals. For example the capital city shift in Myanmar often 
derided as irrational by many international observers have delivered some 
positive outcomes within the framework of tasks set forth by the Myanmar 
administration. Russian geographer Sergey Rogachev has persuasively dem-
onstrated that there were some compelling reasons for the government of 
Myanmar to move the capital stemming from the challenges of the country’s 
geography and its ethnic make-up and that the outcome of this relocation 
can be conducive to more healthy reforms and for better integration of the 
country in the future. 51  Generally, the presence of self-serving motives in the 
decisions does not disqualify other valid reasons motivating these projects. 

 Isolated capital argument 

 The concept of an isolated capital city also rests on the notion that most of 
the capital city shifts are motivated by the intentions of the rulers to isolate 
their seats of governments from the main centers of population to prevent 
rebellions. Notably, the link between isolated governments and misgover-
nance is found only in non-democratic countries. 52  Indeed history and case 
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studies from this book are replete with examples where the capitals were 
moved at least in part because of the fear of insurrections. Obviously the iso-
lated capital argument is complex and requires a more serious and detailed 
critique of the research design and assumptions made than can be given here. 
But several brief critical observations about this concept will suffi ce for our 
purposes without going into the technicalities of the research design. 

 There are at least two contradictions that the “isolated capital city” argu-
ment entails. Most of the capital cities of the world are located in the larg-
est cities of their countries, and most of the political regimes in the world 
are non-democratic or have low quality democracies. Intuitively, one would 
expect to see that most of the countries in the world will have isolated capi-
tals, which is not the case. More to the point, according to the rich body of 
literature in spatial economics – we will discuss it in more detail in a separate 
chapter – dictatorships and corrupt regimes have capital cities that are, on 
average, 45 percent larger than their democratic counterparts. 53  Accordingly, 
the countries that have oversize capitals tend to be less democratic and more 
corrupt and have lower quality of government compared to countries with 
smaller and more isolated capital cities which directly contradict the “iso-
lated capital” argument. 

 The isolated capital argument is also premised on the assumption that 
most capital city relocations are narrowly motivated by the interest of the 
rulers. The fear of insurrection and protection against perceived instability 
threat, they argue, is a pervasive concern behind capital relocations, either 
planned or actually implemented. 54  Hence they tend to discount most other 
rationales and considerations and describe capital city shifts as the ultimate 
“insurance against regime change” and as “extreme policy levers.” 55  How-
ever, this description fi ts only the minority of cases, and it is debatable to 
what extent this motive infl uence the decision in each particular case. It also 
must be noted that isolation represents only one parameter in the debate 
among many others: there are far more important parameters that are being 
discussed. Apart from the pursued strategy, the political dynamics of the 
country and the available transportation options to reach the capital, “isola-
tion” has very limited value for the understanding of the performance of a 
capital city. What matters the most for the performance of the government/
capital is not so much physical but its fi gurative isolation from the bulk of the 
country’s population. It is also remarkable that a relatively isolated capital 
is a fundamental feature of democratic federations. 

 The characterization of isolated capitals as the “enablers” of the autocratic 
systems seems particularly misleading. This argument could be more persua-
sive if it can be shown that after the establishment of an “isolated capital” 
the quality of democracy substantially deteriorated and that comparable 
countries with dominant capitals from the same world region have signifi -
cantly better quality of governance. However, it is not the case. As of 2015 
the Index of Economic Freedom score in Turkey (63.2) with isolated Ankara 
was better than that of Iran (41.8), in Kazakhstan (63.3) was signifi cantly 
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better than in Uzbekistan (47) and all other countries of Central Asia, in 
Brazil (56.6) was better than in Argentina (44.1), in Nigeria (55.6) was better 
than in Angola (47.9), in Tanzania (57.5) was better than in Mozambique 
(54.8), in Malaysia (70.8) better than in Indonesia (58.1), in Pakistan (55.6) 
and India (54.6) better than in Bangladesh (53.9). The only case where the 
economic freedom of a country that relocated its capital is worse than in a 
comparable country is Myanmar (46.9) vs. Thailand (62.4). These numbers 
are consistent with the corruption perception indexes for these countries. 56  
So the conclusions of the research directly contradict the political situation 
in the countries with relatively isolated capitals. 

 Additionally, the new capitals were rapidly growing and did not remain 
ghost towns, isolated from the bulk of the population of the relevant coun-
tries, for long. In fact many of the new capitals were the fastest growing in 
the world. The population of Ankara grew from 20,000 (1920) to 75,000 in 
1927. By the mid-1960s it grew to 750,000 and to 3.6 million by 1990. 57  The 
population in Brasília grew from 140,000 (1960) to 537,000 in 1970 and to 
more than 2 million by 2000. Islamabad’s population grew from 100,000 in 
1951 to 1.3 million in 2012. Since it became the country’s capital, Astana’s 
population more than doubled to 750,000 in 2012 and it became the second 
largest city. The population of Naypyidaw in Myanmar grew from a few 
thousand people in 2005 to close to 1 million, although it is only an offi cial 
fi gure. By 2006 Abuja was a city of almost 800,000 people and is expected 
to grow to 10 million by 2018. 

 Curiously, the moves to “isolated capitals” in some cases were suboptimal 
solutions at least for some rulers who were trying to protect their seat of 
power from uprisings and coups, as the experience of Pakistan has testifi ed. 
Such capital cities were also able to foster social upheavals and turmoil and 
were no less dangerous to the rulers compared to the larger cities. 

 Alternative options argument 

 The most persuasive argument against capital city relocations is the availabil-
ity of alternative solutions that can bring similar outcomes and can restrain 
the growth of the capital city and improve its infrastructure. Indeed some of 
the problems that capital transfer projects aimed to address could be solved 
or mitigated with these alternative strategies that are much easier, cheaper, 
and without the shock therapy involved in capital city moves for the popula-
tion. However, these alternative measures have two important limitations. 

 First, these alternative strategies could be very comparable to capital city 
shifts both in terms of their potential costs and the realistic amount of time 
necessary to reach the promised outcomes as a result of their implementa-
tion. The cost of radical reconstruction of a large capital city runs in the tens 
of billions of dollars as the recent “Le Grand Paris” project testifi es. 58  

 Second, while the mentioned alternative strategies can aid in solving some 
problems related to overpopulation and traffi c gridlocks, they cannot help 
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countries to assert their identity, to reposition themselves geopolitically, to 
lay the groundwork for future federalization, or to fi nd a neutral place to 
reconcile several ethnic groups. The appeal to such alternative strategies 
makes sense only in cases when strategies of de-centralization are proposed. 

 The arithmetic argument 

 According to the arithmetic argument, the change of capital cannot pro-
duce any qualitative incremental changes in society as they only rearrange 
the terms of the equation. The proponents of this argument fail to see 
capital city shift as an element of the strategy that creates structural condi-
tions fraught with serious implications for social and political change. They 
castigate the supporters of capital transfers for their naïve belief that the 
transfers can help to mitigate social inequality and to overcome corruption 
and over- centralization through the separation of business and govern-
ment. The social maladies pertaining to the whole of society – inequality, 
corruption, and over- centralization – cannot be alleviated and removed 
locally, and they will inexorably reproduce and manifest themselves in the 
new capital. This argument fails to see, fi rst, that capital transfer is only 
one element of the strategy and that relocation can contribute to the change 
of the quality of governance. The location of the capital city, its size relative 
to other cities, and the relationship between the capital and the regions is 
one of the structural conditions that have a potential to impact the politi-
cal and social relations in the society-at-large. The reconstruction of the 
relations between the capital and the regions might pave the way for the 
satisfaction of important public policy objectives. The transfer involves not 
simply the replacement of one element of the equation with the other. Being 
embedded into a strategy, it creates a structural change that has a poten-
tial to resolve hyper-centralization and to produce incremental qualitative 
change if other congenial policies are also deployed. 

 The more granular analysis of the outcomes of the projects reveals that the 
reasons of their failure often lied in their organization and administration. The 
public policy objectives that they have pursued were often consonant with the 
nation’s development strategies and refl ected, at least in some respects, the 
needs of the country. However, the projects have been botched by poor and 
hasty implementation strategies and poor planning. In short, they were often 
planning disasters rather than fl awed visions, immanently futile, or the falla-
cies of choosing the wrong vehicle of change. 59  Better strategic planning could 
have helped these projects to become more successful. The measured success 
of these projects in some countries is the best argument against the attempts to 
denounce all of them as the malign fantasies of the autocratic rulers. 

 Fortunately, the totalizing critiques do not represent the consensus of ana-
lysts, and many geographers, political scientists, and economists have offered 
more sanguine approaches to the subject, suggesting more comprehensive 
and nuanced views of capital city transfers. 



214 Strategies of relocations

 Their works provided more constructive analysis in the richer contexts 
and broader frameworks encompassing nation- and state-building and con-
fl ict resolution. 60  Not showing any excessive enthusiasm about the newly 
built cities and not making recommendations to embark on these projects, 
these scholars and analysts have cautiously researched the circumstances, 
motives, and outcomes aiming fi rst to understand the logic, context, and the 
multifaceted motives of the governments undertaking them before making 
judgments about their merits and rationality. Drawing upon different theo-
retical and methodological approaches, their research has helped to over-
come the economistic biases and to present a much more balanced view of 
the topic. It also has helped to identify positive lessons and some acceptable 
results – in view of the given circumstances and available alternatives – even 
in such obviously problematic case as Abuja in Nigeria and Naypyidaw in 
Myanmar. 61  

 Success factors: the good, the bad, and the ugly 

 The analysis and the critique of the arguments against capital transfers can 
help us to formulate the principles and conditions that determine the success 
of these projects. But before doing this, it behooves us to redefi ne success. 

 It is generally agreed that some capital city transfers have been more suc-
cessful than others, and we have seen in  Chapter 3  of this book the outline of 
the good cases, the bad cases, and the ugly cases. There is a stark difference 
between quite successful cases of Germany, Malaysia, and Kazakhstan, on the 
one hand, and more problematic cases of Nigeria and Tanzania, on the other. 
The relocation to Astana from Almaty permitted Kazakhstan to assert its 
control over Northern Kazakhstan, which could become a source of confl ict, and 
to balance the interests of the three sub-ethnic units (hordes) of the country. 
The transfer of the capital to Berlin has facilitated the integration of Eastern 
Germany and slowed down the mass migration from there. The capital city 
transfer to Brasília has succeeded in the establishment of the new growth 
pole helping to develop the interior of the country and to link different parts 
of Brazil. Ankara has facilitated the transition from empire to the republic. 

 The more granular view of the project’s outcomes enables us to see the 
successful and less successful components of these projects. By the same 
token, the more inclusive concept of success can also enable us to recognize 
some signs of success even in less successful projects. Avoiding the appraisal 
of these projects wholesale, one can fi nd the modicum of success in many 
obviously bad and even in some ugly capital city transfers. Despite the fact 
that these projects obviously failed, there were at least some redeeming quali-
ties in them. 

 In Myanmar the capital was moved closer to the interior of the country 
helping to focus the national consolidation efforts there and bringing it 
closer to many ethnic minorities and mountain tribes, integrating them 
better into the country. Some other projects have provided the roadmap 
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for better integration of the country, drew attention to the misbalances, 
envisioned the opportunities in the far-fl ung regions, and offered new 
options and devices for reconciliation for ethnic and sub-ethnic groups. 
By doing so, they have laid the foundation for more successful develop-
ments in the future. Many capital city transfers also served as a gesture 
of government commitment to the fairer distribution of resources and to 
the development of the backward regions, the issue that was brought into 
sharper focus. Some of the new exclusive capitals built by the authoritar-
ian rulers can be reembedded into the fabric of national life and resignifi ed 
to better refl ect the respective national identities in the future. Although 
the success of these projects was limited to only some aspects and was 
achieved at a very high price, their failure was often attributable more to 
the poor planning and less to the fl awed visions that animated them. They 
have set the noble goals, in many cases quite consonant with the needs 
of the country – development of the hinterland, integration of the diverse 
ethnic groups of the countries, and the like – but these goals have been 
tarnished by the self-serving agendas of the governments, corruption, and 
poor implementation strategies. 

 It is diffi cult to compile a comprehensive list of the factors that determined 
the success of the project. Although some of the factors will sound a bit triv-
ial, they need to be spelled out. Most importantly, the plan should be a part 
of a strategic vision of the national development. Early on the government 
needs to set up its strategic priorities and the possible trade-offs between 
different public policy objectives. Generally the organization of these mega-
projects should be based on the best project management practices. Project 
management involves defi ning the scope of the project, setting the milestones 
and the timelines for different phases of the project, developing the budget, 
and the like. Success of different phases and components of the project deter-
mines its success. The creation of a special agency with defi ned competencies 
and responsibilities is most helpful in this process. 

 The reconstruction of the transportation system and the creation of the 
infrastructure necessary to house the government functions should accom-
pany the construction of the new capital and should be considered a top 
priority. 

 To be successful a capital city relocation plan should take into account 
the interests of the diverse regions and different ethnic and religious groups. 
The location of the capital should refl ect these interests, maximizing the 
access to the capital city for all communities and constituent entities. Ide-
ally, all stakeholders should take a part in the decision-making process; the 
decision-making procedures should provide for their active participation in 
the decision. The claimant for the title of a new capital city that epitomizes 
the vision of the future of the country should refl ect both the objective and 
subjective interests of these groups. The presence of several rationales, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural, to move the capital, especially the integra-
tive goals and the goals of reconciliation of different groups of the country, 
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and the support of ethnic minorities also tend to warrant the success. The 
articulation of only negative reasons such as overpopulation and congestion, 
on the other hand, tends to hamper their success. The more rationales the 
project has and the stronger the support for a single site is the more chances 
the project has to succeed. The consensus of the power elites and the major 
political parties can ensure that the administration of the project will be well 
organized and cohesive. 

 It is also critically important to develop a plan for the former capital 
city and to develop strategies to transition it to a new status. The future 
of the former capital city should be a critical component of the capital city 
relocation plan. These strategies have to take into account the employment 
situation in the former capital, the use of the government buildings and the 
metropolitan infrastructure. The transportation routes and communication 
system between the new and the former capitals are also critically important. 

 Obviously, the fi nancial support also plays a critical role. The important 
success factor is the availability of the budget funds to fi nance these proj-
ects, the interest of the private businesses to invest into it, and the ability 
to form the public-private alliance in the construction process between the 
government and private businesses. The plan of the new capital should be 
commensurate with the GDP of the relevant country. 

 The project also needs to have utopian impulse and to have popular sup-
port to be successful. The character of the popular support and the role of 
utopian impulses in the success of these projects have been debated. Many 
critics have lambasted the project in Brazil, Turkey, and elsewhere for their 
strong reliance on the “utopian impulses.” 62  

 On the other hand, there was a tendency to overemphasize them at the 
expense of rational considerations and planning. Some romantic national-
ist ideologists have laid emphasis on the spontaneity and popular appeal of 
these projects. Not infrequently, such leaders have considered the planning 
procedures and the rational calculation of the costs and benefi ts of such plans 
as counter-productive and contradicting the spontaneous and romantic spirit 
of these decisions. The sentiments and the spirit of such idealistic politicians 
were well captured by Count Camillo Benso di Cavour (1810–1861), one of 
the inspired visionaries and ideologists of the unifi ed Italy. In the course of 
debates about the choice of the new capital of Italy, Cavour argued: 

 The question of the capital is not determined by climate, or topography, 
nor even by strategical considerations. If these things affected the selec-
tion, I think I might safely say that London would not be the capital 
of England, nor, perhaps, Paris of France. The selection of the capital 
is determined by great moral reasons. It is the Will of the people that 
decides a question touching them so closely. 63  

 Cavour’s attitude is echoed also in the works of some contemporary geog-
raphers studying the capital city relocations in different parts of the globe. 
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The British geographer David Lowenthal has remarked: “Capital sites are 
generally chosen in spite of, rather than because of, expert advice; and emo-
tional judgments may succeed better rather than rational ones.” 64  The con-
genial remark was made by Hanford Eldredge regarding the construction of 
Brasília: “Had Kubitschek sought to begin with a series of lengthy, and very 
likely  social  and  economic studies , it is more than likely that the city would 
never have come into existence.” 65  

 However, the presented cases of capital city relocations point to a 
rather different conclusion. The disregard for rational urban planning 
and the reliance only on the temperature, pulse, and the intuition of 
the  Volksgeist  tend to provide not only unreliable guidance but can be 
extremely dangerous. As we have witnessed, the recent history is replete 
with examples of less successful, problematic, and unintelligible experi-
ences of this sort even when there was no shortage of “great moral rea-
sons” and high grounds for such decisions. It must be added that since the 
times of Cavour, the social theory has learned to be much more cautious 
and apprehensive about the sentiments of the people, People’s Will, and 
intuitions of the national spirit. 

 Ideally, the procedures of rational planning should not contradict the 
intuitions of the “national spirit.” The more suitable and sensible approach 
should combine the elements of strategic planning and the “truth” of national 
Romanticism. To paraphrase the words of Alexander Pushkin, they should 
verify the harmony of national sentiments with the algebra of precise account-
ing of the costs and consequences of the adopted decisions. The Cavour’s 
imperative – let us call it the availability of high moral  temperature – should 
not be treated as an antithesis but rather as an ingredient in the accounting 
for the strategic parameters. Generally the presence of these utopian impulses 
does not necessarily imply the total reconstruction of the world and of the 
state based on utopian grounds. Rather it involves the system of idealistic 
motifs that move the nation and that fi nd their manifestation in the process 
of social and political transformation. 

 The availability of the charismatic and popular national leaders capable 
of consolidation of the political parties and national movements in the cause 
of new capital city construction is defi nitely one of the hallmarks of success. 
The presence of such leaders facilitates not only the mobilization of different 
strata of population but helps in the administrative arrangements involved 
in the implementation of this project. 

 Last but not least is the factor of political regime that contributes to the 
success or failure of the project. The successful political regime sets the 
appropriate goals and uses the legitimate procedures to reach a consensus 
on this topic. Successful political regimes also develop more realistic bud-
gets and timetables for the capital city relocation project. It also has better 
control mechanisms to monitor spending and audit the public expenditures 
dedicated to it. Conversely, the overambitious plans, unrealistic targets, and 
heavy budgets more characteristic for authoritarian regimes is a liability for 
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these projects. 66  In the next subchapter we will elaborate on the topic of the 
relationship between the political regimes and the character of the capital 
city transfers characteristic for them. 

 Capital city transfers within different political regimes 

 Different political regimes use different strategies and set different goals for 
capital city relocation projects. They also tend to have different rationales 
and use different methods to make a decision about the move. 

 The totalitarian regimes rarely favor capital city transfers as a way to 
solve political and socio-economic issues and more often embark on the total 
reconstruction of the existing capital cities. They seek to subvert and under-
mine the chances for any alternative visions of the national identity. They 
also tend to see in the iconography and identity of the old capital a threat to 
their own vision of the political identity. Following these totalizing visions, 
Stalin, Hitler, and Mussolini have offered and in various measures have man-
aged to realize their plans of total ideological reconstruction of the nations in 
Moscow, Berlin, and Rome respectively. The grandiose socialist reconstruc-
tion of Moscow undertaken by Josef Stalin sought to lay the groundwork for 
the transformation of the capital of the USSR into a showcase of global com-
munist utopia. It was accompanied by the radical transformation of urban 
morphology and the key elements of its architectural plan that included both 
a large-scale and massive destruction of the churches, the legacy of the old 
Russia, and their replacement with the universal symbols of communist uto-
pia. 67  The government of Mussolini embarked upon lesser scale but not less 
ambitious ideological project of a totalizing transformation of Rome aiming 
to introduce the fascist symbols in its plan and architecture. 68  

 On several occasions Hitler expressed his admiration for Ataturk, who 
managed to transfer the capital to Ankara, and found in Berlin that he dis-
liked the same spirit of decay and decadence that Ataturk felt in Istanbul. 
He also toyed with the idea of moving the capital of Germany to Munich 
or to one of the smaller towns in Germany. The capital city on Lake Müritz 
in Mecklenburg in the north of the country was considered as one of the 
options. 69  However, Albert Speer, Hitler’s chief architect, persuaded Hit-
ler to abandon this idea, and they concentrated on the radical plans to 
transform Berlin instead, just like Stalin and Mussolini did in Moscow and 
Rome. According to Hitler’s plans, Berlin was to be renamed into Germania 
and made a capital of all territories subjugated to the Third Reich. 70  Hitler 
believed that Germany needed a majestic capital with colossal monuments 
exuding power unrivaled by any other city in the world. 71  

 The concept of radical reconstruction of the state through the establish-
ment of a new capital city was much more typical for the autocratic leaders 
of the modernizing states of semi-periphery. They were trying to make a 
statement about the new international standing of their respective coun-
tries and to promote themselves as leaders not only in the regional politics 



Strategies of relocations 219

but also on the broader international scene. Ataturk in Turkey, Kubitschek 
in Brazil, Muhammad in Malaysia, and Nazarbayev in Kazakhstan clearly 
belong to this generation of autocratic rulers. It was critically important for 
all of them to create a new narrative of the modernizing nation. The new 
capital cities were supposed not only to balance the existing political forces 
in their countries and to mitigate domestic problems but also to declare 
themselves important players in the global politics and economy. Depend-
ing on the circumstances and the area where the most acute problems of the 
country laid, their new capital city plans took into consideration the specifi c 
ethnic make-up of these countries, the location of the contested territories, 
or the needs for the development of peripheral lands. 

 With some reservations the leaders of Pakistan, Argentina, and South 
Korea and the current leadership of Indonesia also belong to this type of 
autocratic leaders. Aiming to replicate the perceived success of the prec-
edents in Turkey, Brazil, and Malaysia, they sought to emulate and create 
their own versions of these projects. The autocratic regimes were typically 
more effi cient in securing public fi nances for infrastructure development, 
in expediting the decision-making process, and in mobilizing administra-
tive resources necessary to carry out these projects. They did not have the 
political continuity problem, and it was easier for them to commit fi nancial 
resources for these projects long-term. 

 The transfers of the capital cities in Turkey, Pakistan, Chile, Nigeria, and 
Myanmar were carried out not just by autocratic regimes but by authoritar-
ian military regimes. At the time when the decision was made, these countries 
were headed by the generals. Notably, all presidents of Indonesia who have 
proposed capital city shift, including Sukarno, Suharto, and Yudhoyono, had 
a military background. 

 The most successful capital city transfers were carried out by liberal-
federalist regimes in Anglo-Saxon countries. We have already distinguished 
two different rationales for these projects. On the one hand, they sought to 
separate the economic and political centers of the country for de-central-
ization. The second and more important goal was to seek a compromise 
and to reconcile different groups and to lay the structural conditions for 
successful social and political development. Although most of these capital 
city shifts occurred before the twentieth century, their experience is still 
topical and a subject of emulation in other countries. The capital city shift 
in Germany also belongs to liberal and federalist capital city shift projects. 
Similar to Anglo-Saxon models it was intended to integrate the country 
and to showcase the new priorities of unifi ed Germany. Understandably, 
the former British colonies, India, Nigeria, and Malaysia, were especially 
receptive to the experience of Anglo-Saxon countries and have consciously 
borrowed some elements of capital city arrangement in Anglosphere. The 
concept of a capital city that is much smaller than its major economic hub 
became an imperative not only for federal politics but also for the politics 
of individual states of India. 
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 There was a considerable variation in political agendas of different dicta-
torships in African countries. Apart from the reasons that they most often 
articulated in their offi cial pledges and declarations – the independence and 
emancipation from the colonial legacy – many of them were also moti-
vated by the need to preserve power in the hands of their own clans and 
power groups. This political power consolidation was achieved through the 
movement of the capital to the most loyal parts of the country and through 
granting special privileges to existing power coalitions. In contrast to the 
modernist projects mentioned above they were more often motivated by the 
problems of overpopulation of their colonial capital cities. 
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 5  Three standards to assess the 
effectiveness of a capital city 

 As we have seen in many instances, by transferring their capital cities, 
governments and rulers seek to increase the effectiveness of these cities in 
resolving various developmental problems of their countries. It is as if such 
transfers increase the lever arm or degree of effi ciency required for the suc-
cessful implementation of reforms, strengthening of state authority, or other 
tasks. What are the criteria for the effectiveness of a capital city as a social 
institute, and what evaluation criteria should be used to determine if the new 
capital exceeded the previous one in performance? Worded differently, what 
are the normative criteria of capital city effectiveness, and what parameters 
should be taken into account to assess this effectiveness? 

 To answer these questions, we will fi rst describe several methodologies 
and theoretical models that inform decision-making related to capital city 
siting and capital city performance assessment. Then, in the second part of 
this chapter, we will discuss three evaluation criteria of capital city perfor-
mance and provide a few examples showing how scholars use some of these 
methodologies and assessment tools and what conclusions they can make 
using them. 

 Methodologies to assess the role and location 
of a capital city 

 Parascientifi c approaches: geomancy 

 In the ancient times and the Middle Ages, the archaic perception of capitals 
as the ritual centers embedded into the system of cosmic harmony dictated 
the need for special methods of their siting and legitimation. This factor 
underlined the particular importance that two disciplines – astrology and 
geomancy – had as the auxiliary tools used for the search of a proper capi-
tal city location and subsequently for the legitimation of the capital. While 
astrology examined celestial bodies to determine the proper timing for the 
foundation of a new capital, geomancy examined features of the earth to 
determine a prospective location of a capital. Astrological recommenda-
tions were especially prevalent in the Byzantine Empire, Persia, and Arabia. 1  
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Furthermore, astrological considerations played a major role in urban plan-
ning in some medieval European countries. 2  Distinct astrological methods 
have been traditionally applied to the capital siting process in Burma (cur-
rently Myanmar); in fact, as it has been shown above, Myanmar’s most 
recent capital relocation was conducted in conformity with the most strict 
astrological rules and reglamentation. 3  By contrast, most of the East Asian 
countries, especially in the Far East, tended to build and relocate capital cities 
relying mostly on geomantic factors. 

 While no systematically developed and consistent procedures and methods 
of capital relocation could be found in the West, in the countries of the Sino-
sphere, the regions that have historically been culturally infl uenced by China, 
notably Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, they became most important and, in 
fact, mandatory instruments used in making decisions on capital reloca-
tion. Thus, China’s oldest written sources –  Classic of Poetry  or  Shijing , and 
 Book of Document s or  Shujing  (both dated approximately eleventh through 
seventh centuries BC) – reveal that the principles of geomancy or  feng shui  
(Chinese for “wind and water”) were relied on in the process of founding 
a capital. Masters of geomancy initiated capital transfers or strongly infl u-
enced decisions to make these transfers, taking an active part in the process 
of capital city siting. 4  It was them who chose locations for such famous cities 
as Chang’an (now Xi’an), which served as the capital of China during the 
Western Han (third century BC–fi rst century AD) and then Tang (seventh 
through tenth centuries AD) Dynasties; Luoyang, capital of the legendary 
Xia Dynasty (twenty-fi rst through sixteenth centuries BC) and subsequently 
Western Zhou (eleventh through seventh centuries BC) and Eastern Han 
(fi rst through third centuries AD) Dynasties; Kaesong, an ancient capital of 
Korea, and Seoul; Hue, a royal capital of Vietnam; and Nara and Kyoto, 
ancient Japanese capitals. 

 These countries gave rise not only to special decision-making procedures 
but also to a whole elite class, scholars who had expertise in these proce-
dures. These scholars or experts were believed to have specialized knowledge 
about how the world was structured and what place and time were the most 
suitable for founding a new capital. 

 Selecting a location for a new capital was a state matter of the high-
est importance. According to the common belief, the country’s destiny was 
largely dependent on the geographical location of its capital. Using area 
maps, site plans, and a special geomantic compass, preceded by a turtle shell 
in the more ancient times, geomancers thoroughly examined the source and 
direction of  geomantic arteries  and sought to gain favor of the local spirits; 
they were also responsible for properly siting palaces, other important con-
structions, and graves of ancestors. 5  

 At the heart of geomancy was the concept of the corporeality of space. The 
main principle was to harmonize the environment with the Five Elements, 
 wu xing  – Earth, Wood, Metal, Fire, and Water. Special signifi cance was 
given to Earth as the symbol of motherhood underlying the origin of life. 
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Earth, which gives birth to everything in the world, and Earth’s energy pres-
ent in each given piece of land have a decisive infl uence on those who exploit 
this land. The ideal location is where the earth is in harmony with the sky 
while the female principle,  yin , is in harmony with the male principle,  yang . 
The mountain (hill) and the water (river) were considered key components of 
the landscape: the former contained the life force while the latter prevented 
this force from being exhausted. 

 The popular sixteenth century Chinese treatise  Everything Geomancers  
Should Know About Geography  or  Dili Renzi Xuzhi , authored by the Xu 
brothers, discusses capital siting principles from the perspective of distribu-
tion and conservation of energy. It is noteworthy that China’s major histori-
cal capitals were believed to be located near the mountain ranges stemming 
from the legendary Kunlun Mountain, perceived as the backbone of the 
world and a powerful source of energy pulses. In accordance with this belief 
and in relation to the Kunlun Mountain, Beijing, Luoyang, and Nanjing 
were viewed as the Northern, Central, and Southern Dragons, respectively. 6  

 Although the capital relocation solutions offered by geomancy were mysti-
cal in nature, they had an important grain of truth and were based on good 
intuition. Given its main principle that the balance of energies must be main-
tained in a human settlement, geomancy, in a sense, was energetic ecology. 
One of its main achievements was that it introduced the fi rst-ever system-
atic procedure for a settlement site assessment using multiple parameters. 
Some modern geographers and architects have abandoned an unreservedly 
negative appraisal of geomancy as a collection of superstitions and presently 
view it as a special branch of urban ecology. Furthermore, some modern 
geopoliticians tend to rely on the categories and concepts that despite their 
purported scholarly origin, approximate those employed by ancient masters 
of geomancy. 7  

 Centrography 

 Economic geographers use the methods of centrography to identify the 
“center of gravity” and track the dynamics of its movement by applying 
demographic indicators and weighing the population distribution in different 
countries. Exploiting special mathematical and graphical techniques, cen-
trography focuses on the issues of productive force distribution. Measuring 
various parameters, centrographers locate industry sector centers and other 
centers within a given country. 

 One of the pioneers of centrography as a branch of economic geography 
was the Russian Dmitri Mendeleev. 8  It was further developed by a num-
ber of his disciples and followers, notably the economy geographers Vladi-
mir Svyatlovsky (1869–1927), Vladimir Dehn (1867–1933), and Veniamin 
Semenov-Tyan-Shansky (1870–1942). 9  In 1934 the Soviet authorities 
declared centrography “fascist bourgeois pseudoscience” along with cyber-
netics and genetics. 10  
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 Centrographic theories point to several important facts: First, space by its 
nature is extremely multicentered; second, it would be unavailing to search 
for one defi nitive center, whether geometrical, dynamic, or military; third, 
even in highly centralized countries there exist multiple centers; and last, 
at least several options that are most relevant for a particular task may be 
identifi ed in each given case. 

 System dynamics theories 

 Commonly used in management practice, system dynamics theories are 
invoked by the experts not for the purpose of determining strategic priorities 
of states, but rather, as a tool for modeling the capital relocation process and 
its key components. These theories focus on the system of casual connections 
and interdependencies in the systems. In the context of capital relocation, 
this methodology is quite relevant as it allows to track down consequences of 
the various phases of this phenomenon. Instrumental in forecasting various 
scenarios of potential disruptions and changes in the subsystems, it optimizes 
the sequence of transferring capital city functions to the new location. 11  

 Furthermore, the system dynamics approach also allows the foresight 
of a variety of long-term consequences of economic and political decision- 
making, as well as to identify critical links and elements in the chain of 
events. It facilitates both the development of capital relocation projects and 
the implementation of various secondary processes such as growth dynamics 
of the new capital, attainment of economic maturity or self-suffi ciency by the 
new capital, and demographic changes in the old capital. Last, it enables the 
identifi cation of feedback loops, which is crucial for the analysis and mod-
eling of nonlinear processes. This approach is premised on the assumption 
that the elements of the system are interrelated and reproduce the system’s 
negative features such as overcentralization, for example. 

 The system dynamics approach is exemplifi ed by the analysis of the capital 
transfer from Seoul proposed, among others, by a multidisciplinary group 
of Korean scholars. Pointing both to the isolation and the tendency to self-
perpetuation as characteristics of an overcentralized system, these scholars 
have concluded that capital relocation may not be successful unless auxiliary 
deconcentration strategies are employed. 12  

 Geopolitical analysis 

 Geopoliticians maintain that spatial orientation of a state is dependent on the 
state’s geographical location and strategies of political development. River 
civilizations, sea civilizations, and ocean civilizations as described by Léon 
Metchnikoff, naturally choose different centers for their development. 13  

 The most common type of geopolitical analysis focuses on strategic mili-
tary issues and is intended to identify areas of political infl uence based on 
the geographical location or landscape features of a given territory. For this 
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purpose, geopoliticians locate the key spatial points and natural seats of 
power, which, in their opinion, ensure state’s dominance or prevalence in 
the region. 

 Although none of the classics of geopolitics have ever specifi cally addressed 
the issue of capital city siting, many of them believed that capital transfers 
in major states are driven by cycles of change from continental dominance 
to ocean dominance. Thus, according to Karl E. Haushofer, the transfer of 
the capital from Calcutta to Delhi refl ected the triumph of the continental 
system of rule, marking the demise of the specifi cally British idea of India 
as the Empire of the Indian Ocean. 14  Furthermore, some geopoliticians have 
pointed out that it is particularly important that a capital occupy a central 
or intermediate position with respect to the region as a whole, not necessar-
ily in relation to the country’s internal borders. Such a capital would mark 
the state’s sphere of infl uence stemming from the concept of imminent living 
space. It is in these terms that the rightist Austrian geopolitician Heinrich J. 
Lohausen describes the position of both Vienna and Belgrade. 15  

 Another distinguishable type of geopolitical analysis may be termed the 
“macrospatial analysis”; it purports to provide a natural scientifi c explana-
tion to social processes but often does so in a speculative and parascientifi c 
way. This approach is illustrated by an essay authored by Olga Tynyanova, 
editor-in-chief of the Russian scholarly journal  Space and Time  ( Prostranstvo 
i Vremya ). Discussing favorable and unfavorable “directions of social energy 
transfers,” she claims that the success of either a military expansion or a cul-
tural interaction is dependent on whether or not their direction is aligned with 
the “fundamental lines of force, which are the electromagnetic and gravita-
tional fi elds of the Earth, transfer of solar energy, and course of world time.” 

 According to her, the “energetically favorable directions” are the move-
ments from east to west, as well as those from north to south. Although 
Tynyanova does not raise the problems of capital relocation, her conclusions 
imply that capital transfers or people’s migrations from west to east, i.e., 
reversely to the direction of the world time course, can hardly be successful. 16  

 Growth poles theory 

 Proposed by the French geographer François Perroux (1903–1987), the 
growth poles theory explains the uneven economic development of different 
territories and distinguishes the  propulsive  economic sectors that are capable 
of simulating the development of adjacent areas. This theory has become one 
of the most prominent and important strategies of the territorial structure 
development both in the developed and the developing countries. 

 Although the growth pole theory was originally developed as a purely 
economic theory focusing on the search for industries and economic sectors 
that could serve as a motor driving the development of a specifi c region, it 
is also closely related to capital cities and opportunities to create counter-
magnets for the development of a given territory. 
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 Many of the projects discussed above did view capitals and governments as 
the main industries of their kind, the motors of growth for the underdeveloped 
parts of the country. Thus,  forward-thrust capitals  were intended to become 
magnets for migrants from the central parts of the country, serving as the 
motors of economic growth for the surrounding territories. It was believed 
that these capitals would lessen the burden on the center and attract resources 
to the remote parts of the state, making them more economically effi cient. 

 A classic example of growth poles are some new African capitals, which 
have been set to attract investments and to boost the economy of the poorly 
developed inner areas. 17  The governments moving to these capitals were 
expected to become nuclei of growth, producing public benefi ts, functioning 
as propulsive industries of their kind, and implementing innovations in the 
inner territories. In many African nations, notably Nigeria, capital reloca-
tion was specifi cally described as an application of the growth poles theory, 
whereby the new capital often served as the growth pole of the fi rst order, 
and its erection was part of the regional development planning. 

 It is interesting to note that in a sense, the growth pole theory was a result 
of the impression made by the British capital on Perroux’s predecessor Wil-
liam Petty (1623–1687), who had laid the foundations of this theory. Petty 
saw the seventeenth century London as both the urban motor of economic 
growth and the basis of England’s wealth. 18  

 The theory of Perroux may be also viewed as a response to the seminal  
book  Paris and the French Desert  authored by the French geographer Jean-
François Gravier, which was released two years prior to the publication of 
the theory and which has been already mentioned above in connection with 
the proposals on capital relocation in France. Perroux believed that the inter-
relation between Paris and the rest of the country was a negative example 
of polarization, where the attractiveness of Paris was as strong as to prevent 
any development beyond it. However, Perroux maintained that polariza-
tion did not always have a negative effect as in the case of Paris. Gravier’s 
book reasonably called for some counter-magnets and some alternative to 
the monocentric dominance of the French capital. 

 The growth poles theory has been rightfully criticized for being insuffi -
ciently realistic and not bringing the desired results. In practice, particularly 
in the context of building a new capital, the growth was often confi ned 
to the boundaries of the city that was considered the actual point of force 
application. The new city expected to become a growth pole (to do so, it did 
not necessarily have to be the capital) rarely developed into an epicenter of 
economic development, remaining poorly integrated with both the country-
side and other cities. 19  

 World-system analysis 

 The world-system school proposes to approach the study of capital city func-
tions from the global perspective of power relations. 
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 Contrary to spatial economists and economic geographers, adherents of 
this approach believe that neither the location nor the transfer of capitals 
can be fully understood solely on the basis of the country’s internal economic 
and political problems. The logic of capital city siting, growth, and reloca-
tion can be grasped only in the context of the international division of labor. 
Accordingly, they proffer a new typology of capitals that is based on  the 
nature of relations between the core and the periphery  in the international 
division of labor. 

 The founding fathers of the world-system analyses – Immanuel M. Waller-
stein and Andre G. Frank, among others – did not specifi cally address the 
problems related to capital cities, and it was eventually applied to capitals 
by their disciples. 

 Thus, R. Scott Frey and Thomas Dietz have correctly pointed out that 
the growth rate of capital cities is inversely proportional to their countries’ 
place in the core-periphery system. In the countries of the periphery, capitals 
grow at a much faster pace than in the countries of the core. This growth 
rate has little to do with the degree of state intervention in the economy of 
these countries and is driven by the nature of the international investments 
in these countries. 20  

 Peter Taylor emphasizes that the dominance of any city can be understood 
only from the outside, in the context of international relations, not from the 
inside as economists propose to do. With this in mind, he extrapolates the 
conclusions made by the fathers of the world-system analysis to the global 
urban hierarchy, distinguishing three types of capitals:  core ,  peripheral, 
and semiperipheral capitals . Peripheral capitals are those of the colonized 
 countries – e.g., African countries – and they were usually sited in the sea-
ports, from which goods were exported to the metropole. Peripheral capitals 
are monocephalic and, being heavily overpopulated, are characterized by a 
strong dominance over the rest of the country. As to semiperipheral coun-
tries, it is typical for many of them to divide their capital functions between 
two cities, one of which is usually located on the seacoast – e.g., Saint-
Petersburg’s “window to Europe” in Russia – and the other one inland – e.g., 
Moscow in Russia. Examples of semiperipheral countries include Russia, 
Turkey, Brazil, Pakistan, Nigeria, China, and the United States (as of the end 
of the eighteenth through the beginning of the nineteenth century). 

 Followers of the world-system analysis interpret capital relocations in 
semiperipheral states as attempts to avert the process of peripheralization, 
attributing capital transfers in the former colonies to the quest for overcom-
ing their subordinate subaltern position in the global capitalist system. 21  
Unlike these two groups of countries, states of the core are characterized by 
a well-balanced urban system; their capitals are monolithic, self-suffi cient, 
and not overpopulated. 

 Closely related to the world-system theories are the economic theories 
that view primate cities as parasitic, contrasting them with generative cities. 
The categories of productive and generative cities were introduced by the 
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American economist Bert Hoselitz. 22  According to Andre G. Frank, primate 
cities, as well as many capitals, are nothing but links in the global parasitic 
system of capitalism. 23  

 Contrary to the above theorists, numerous neoliberal economists and 
political analytics insist on the productivity of the major European capi-
tals, arguing that these capitals subsidize the economies of their respective 
countries. By the way of example, the fi nancial data these scholars present 
leads to the conclusion that both London and Paris, often seen as para-
sitic, in actuality support the economies of multiple regions in the UK and 
France, respectively, providing subsidies that compose a substantial part of 
the regional budgets. 24  

 Relational theory and network theory 

 The relational theory may serve as effective methodological guidelines for 
capital city relocations. This theory holds that cities always exist within 
a particular system of relations and within a particular urban hierarchy. 
Therefore, the most signifi cant aspect of capital relocation is not the physical 
transfer, but rather, the change in the totality of relations within the state and 
the international system. States emerge as a result of the interaction between 
the market networks and political networks, and these networks form a 
determinative infl uence both on the nature of the emerged states and on their 
choice of a capital. 25  From this perspective any capital transfer reformats the 
whole system of network interaction among the cities. 

 The urban network can be shaped by political factors or by economic 
factors. The networks shaped by economic hierarchies tend to be more 
horizontal. Some relational theorists have pointed out that in the larger 
centralized states having a suffi cient number of cities, the urban hierarchy 
was commonly shaped by political rather than economic factors. The 
states with a strong national economy saw both the “nationalization” of 
the largest, cosmopolitan cities and the emergence of the national urban 
hierarchy, relatively autonomous in relation to the global economy. In 
this national hierarchy, the capital tended to capture the “gateway” func-
tion between the “national” economy and the global economy. London, 
Paris, and Tokyo are more than four times more connected with the 
world city network compared to the second cities of these countries. 
Therefore, the second city of these states – Osaka, Lyon, Manchester, 
Saint-Petersburg, Melbourne, Rio de Janeiro, etc. – was often put in the 
position of a loser. 26  

 The interdisciplinary social network analysis, as well as the mathematical, 
graph-theoretic analysis, may also facilitate understanding of the concept of 
centrality. 27  These analyses distinguish four types of centrality, none of which 
coincides with the geometric center, and view centrality in terms of (1) close-
ness, (2) betweenness, (3) number of interactions or volume of interaction, 
and (4) structural importance. 
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 This classifi cation is indicative of how ambiguous and polysemic the 
notion of centrality may be. Centrality of a city or region may be determined 
by its position between the major cities, regions, or ethnic groups, as well as 
its signifi cance in the system of economic and political interactions. Although 
the graph-theoretic approach is usually applied to the analysis of technical 
and social networks, it also has some implications both for the analysis of 
urban hierarchies in various countries and for the examination of capital 
siting criteria on the basis of different types of centrality. 

 Capital city relocation may cause a redistribution of authoritative power 
or rebuild the urban hierarchy in accordance with the size of the cities, creat-
ing a new balance of functional connections among the cities. 

 * * * 

 The above theories and analytical methods of evaluating urban hierarchies 
do not necessarily serve as the ultimate tools for choosing the ideal candidate 
city to become the capital. They do, however, provide valuable considerations 
for the analysis of siting options for a capital city, as well as for the relevant 
strategic planning. Those who propose a new geopolitical positioning for 
the country or emphasize the need to retain certain strategically important 
territories often rely on geopolitical theories. The methods of centrography 
may be used when accessibility of the capital and its administrative effi ciency 
are the top priorities or when it is necessary to delineate the most active 
economic zone of the country. Where the priority is to ensure development 
of the hinterlands, the growth pole theory is often resorted to. To identify 
optimal sites for a new capital within de-centralization and compromise 
strategies, centrography and network theory can be used. 

 In addition to the above, there are other interesting approaches to the 
subject of capital city relocation that stem from the fi elds of economics 
and public administration. Thus, Sidney and Richard Turner view the 
relations between the capital and the periphery in the context of the 
 principal-agent problem model . In this model, a capital city is conceived 
as an agent of the state that can exceed its legitimate power and start 
acting as a principal. 28  The spatial economic perspective, which may also 
infl uence the ideas of capital relocation, will be examined in one of the 
following subsections. 

 Last, we should mention a methodological approach that places the 
emphasis on the consensus building opportunities. Yoshihara Takamura 
and Kaoru Tone have described the consensus-making method for reach-
ing a group decision and systematically developed the criteria necessary for 
evaluating different sites. They have proposed to use a combination of the 
analytic hierarchy process (AHP) and the assurance region model of data 
envelopment analysis (DEA) to decide the best sites among the contenders. 
This approach was developed and used for the selection of the site for a new 
Japanese capital and presented to the “Wise Men” committee. 29  
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 In the opinion of the author of this book, the theories of nation-building 
and state-building allow to integrate all of the above analyses and methods 
so that they can be employed within the framework of these theories. 

 Three standards to assess the effectiveness of a capital city 

 The most important measures of performance of national capitals in the 
modern world are their economic, political, and symbolical effi ciency. Each 
one of these measures or criteria associates with a separate set of questions. 

 The fi rst set of questions is concerned with the nexus between the size 
of the capital city and the performance of national economy. Does the co-
location of the main economic hub and political capital city facilitate the 
development of national economy? What reasons would justify such a com-
bination of functions in one city? What are the social and political implica-
tions of such a combination? Are there any optimal capital city sizes for any 
given societies from the point of view of national economy and its dynamics? 

 The second set of questions explores the nexus between the political 
constitution of a state (unitary and federalist states) and the character of 
its capital city. In what ways can the character of a capital city hinder or 
foster implementation of particular political principles? Do the particular 
challenges of different political constitutions and different political regimes 
encounter different governance problems and require specifi c types of capital 
cities? 

 Finally, the third set of questions is concerned with the adequacy of sym-
bols and iconography of the capital city for nature of the state and for real-
ization of its goals and political programs. 

 These three sets of questions will be discussed in the next three paragraphs. 

 1  Capital cities as primate cities from the standpoint 
of spatial economics 

 By defi nition, capital cities do not have any specifi c economic function. 
However, the  size of a capital city  and its  role and place  in the country 
greatly infl uence the development of the national economy. The excessive 
economic dominance and large size of capital cities relative to the total 
population of the country is considered by many economists as a serious 
disadvantage for the national economy. Bruce Herrick has coined the term 
“hypercephalism” to describe the economic predicament that such countries 
are facing. 30  As we have seen in our analysis, in some countries hypercepha-
lism and excessive economic dominance of the capital city are used to justify 
the transfer of the capital city.  Table 8  presents a sample of larger countries 
from different world regions ranked by the level of economic dominance 
of their capital cities. 

 As stated before, a primate city is defi ned as a city that is twice as big as 
the next city in the urban hierarchy and that plays a disproportional role 
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in the life of the country. 31  Thus, the primacy of a city is determined not by 
its absolute size but by its role in the urban system.  Table 9  shows the Zipf 
plots representing the urban systems of several countries that highlight the 
place of their primate cities. The works on primate cities are especially valu-
able for our study because most capital cities are also primate cities. The 
majority of political capitals (83 percent) are located in the biggest cities of 
their respective countries: only in 25 out of 146 relatively big countries the 
capital is not sited in its largest city. 32  

 The existence of a nexus between the size of the primary city and their 
economic effectiveness was tackled in many works in the fi eld of spatial 
economics. The authors of these works have tried to bring into a sharper 
focus the political factors that facilitate the formation of such oversize capital 
cities, to pinpoint the indicators of their excessive size, and to identify the 
anomalies and problems that such dominant capital cities can entail. Some 
of them also have tried to assess and quantify the costs of oversize capital 
cities for the national economy. Although the said works rarely address the 
questions about the desirability of capital city transfer, these works have 
important implications for the subject of our study and offer helpful insights 
about possible economic and social outcomes of the choice of such cities 
and their fast pace of growth. They can also help to formulate the standards 
necessary to evaluate capital city performance. 

 Corrupt states and their oversize capitals 

 The primacy is often the effect of capital city status. Capitals as urban giants 
most often emerge due to a high degree of political centralization and due 
to the corrupt nature of political regimes. In such countries the capital cities 
extract rents from their status, and it gives them unfair advantages in the 
structure of national economy. For that reason these cities often cause resent-
ment and are perceived as parasitic. 

 In their seminal and widely quoted study Alberto Ades and Edward Glae-
ser have explored the mechanism explaining the reasons for a high level of 
concentration of nation’s urban population in a single city. In this study they 
have found robust causality between misgovernance and urban concentra-
tion and claimed that capital cities tend to be located in the primate cities of 
their respective nations. As a consequence, the  non-democratic, unstable, or 
corrupt states  tend to have larger capitals. 33  In dictatorships and in  unstable 
states  it might be benefi cial for the governments to provide privileged access 
to material goods for the residents of capital cities in the form of subsi-
dies, higher incomes, lower taxes, and the like to forestall potential political 
unrest in close proximity to its residence. Moreover, the proximity to the 
decision-making center increases the chances of unpunished involvement in 
illegal forms of economic activity such as bribery. The less democratic the 
country is, the easier it is to put these practice in place. 34  Ades and Glaeser 
have calculated that in countries where the human rights are not respected, 
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the capital cities are on average 45 percent larger than in more democratic 
countries. 35  They have argued that unstable dictatorships, fearing overthrow, 
provide “bread and circuses” for the fi rst city, typically a capital city, to pre-
vent unrest. The most primate-city dominated nations are typically the most 
corrupt. This capital city bias also provides incentives for migrants to move 
to such a favored city, contributing to its fast pace of growth. 36  

 Thomas Reichart has identifi ed another aspect of this situation, the prox-
imity to legislation, law-making, and attendant informational benefi ts. 37  Since 
laws are adopted in the capital city, proximity to the political center provides 
special informational benefi ts that are critically important for business activi-
ties under the condition of uncertainty in unstable political regimes. Such 
proximity permits businesses to quickly respond to the changes in legislation 
and sometimes to infl uence the decisions. 38  

 The corrupt states provide rent-sharing benefi ts associated with capital 
city status and better opportunities to the residents of capital cities such as 
better wages, jobs, better infrastructure, and higher standards of living to 
buy off the population of these largest cities and to prevent popular upris-
ings. They concentrate national resources in the national capital, creating 
the enclaves of metropolitan wealth. In many cases the bureaucracies in such 
corrupt states control the whole of the economic life of the country. The 
more important the role of government and bureaucracy, the more crucial it 
is for businesses and lobbyists to reside in the capital and the faster the city 
grows. This tendency can be illustrated with the example of such countries 
as Russia, Argentina, and Zimbabwe, all ranked very high on the corrup-
tion perception index. Although crude-oil and gas recovery is centered in 
the eastern part of Russia, most of the headquarters of the largest gas and 
oil corporations are located in Moscow. The headquarters of major Argen-
tinian companies and licensing of foreign trade activities are concentrated 
in Buenos Aires, providing benefi ts for the capital city’s elite, while most 
of the country’s agricultural and mineral wealth is generated in the prov-
inces. In Zimbabwe the diamonds, one of the main sources of the country’s 
wealth, are mined in Mutare, while the head offi ces of Mbanda Diamonds 
are located in the capital Harare. 

 The insights of Ades and Glaeser’s have been confi rmed and qualifi ed in 
a number of other studies extending and tailoring this analysis to different 
regions of the world, notably to Asia and Latin America, 39  and in cross-
country comparison of capital cities in North and South America. 40  These 
studies also have suggested that the phenomenon of capital cities gigantism 
is much more pronounced in poor countries with lower GDP and is more 
evident in the countries of Latin America. 

 The statecraft technique that implied the provision of metropolitan resi-
dents with special benefi ts was known already to Niccolò Machiavelli. In 
 The Prince  the weak rulers are advised to strengthen and fortify the capital 
cities where they dwell, establish good relations with the subjects in this 
city, and take no heed to the country outside. The subjects in the capital city 
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should feel the need for the State and for the ruler. It is diffi cult to attack a 
Prince whose town is strengthened in this manner, claims Machiavelli. 41  It 
must be noted though that this advice is preserved only for the weak rulers, 
and Machiavelli calls the state of this sort “weak,” because its good gover-
nance is suffi cient only for a part of its citizens. 

 The nexus between the large size of the capital city and the level of corrup-
tion established by Ades and Glaeser does not apply equally to all countries. 
Their conclusions explain well the reasons for capital city gigantism in highly 
centralized and territorially larger states such as Russia, Argentina, Mexico, 
and many African and Asian countries. Having high levels of corruption, 
these countries are also showing wider gaps between capital cities and the 
rest of the country in terms of their living conditions. 

 The spatial economists believe that political de-centralization, the open-
ness of trade, and lower tariffs can help to eliminate the gaps between the 
primate cities and the rest of the country and integrate smaller cities into 
the international economic system. 42  Conversely, the world-system theo-
rists believe that hyper-centralization, the concentration of all resources in 
the primate city, and the anomalies of urban development that it entails 
stem from the openness of the economy of these countries and their out-
ward orientations. They believe that such imbalance in the urban system 
results from the investments into big cities that are coming from the world 
capitalist system. 

 Oversize capitals in developed nations 

 The nexus between the political regime of the state and its urban system 
discovered by Ades and Glaeser can explain the primate city dominance in 
many countries, but it is much less helpful in the explanation of capital city 
gigantism and their high growth rate in developed democracies. The wealth 
and large size of some capital cities such as London, Paris, and Tokyo com-
pared to other cities in these countries cannot be explained only by their 
parasitic rent-extraction potential and by the corrupt nature of the political 
regimes that exist in these countries. 

 One of the possible explanations is that these capital cities serve as the 
economic capitals of the world regions that are much larger than their 
national economies. London and Paris are located in the core of the world 
economy and play the role of primary cities in their respective mega-regions. 
In economically developed countries the disproportional size of their capitals 
can be explained to some extent by their prominent transnational role in 
the international trade as they serve as economic centers not only of their 
national economy but also as the hubs of the mega-regional and global econ-
omy. If we take London and Paris as the major economic hubs of Europe 
and follow the logic of Zipf Law, than their population should be about 25 
million citizens. 43  Hence, London and Paris are not excessively large cities 
relative to the cities of the whole of Europe. By the same token, Tokyo stands 
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at the apex of the Asian urban hierarchy. This effect should be magnifi ed 
for London, the most important fi nancial center unequalled even by such 
transnational fi nancial centers as New York and Frankfurt. 

 London and Paris are also not too large in absolute terms compared to 
mega-cities in other world regions. The agglomeration effects and the large 
labor markets are necessary for these cities to produce their wealth effects. 
The larger and more competitive labor markets in general are more effi cient; 
higher labor costs and lower commodity costs result from spatial rapproche-
ment of production and consumption, which further leads to reduction in 
transport charges. 44  The large size also contributes to the innovative and 
creative potential of these cities due to intellectual spillovers and cross- 
pollination between different industries. 

 It is a consensus of the economists that every time the size of the city 
doubles, productivity and innovation per resident increases by 10–15 percent 
due to the economies of scale effects in large labor markets. 45  Accordingly, 
economies of scale reduce costs and increase average income of citizens by 
approximately 15 percent. 46  Subject to certain constraints, cumulative results 
of all the agglomeration effects manifest themselves in rapid growth of the 
city economy. 

 Many economists argue that these advantages not only induce the devel-
opment of these larger cities but create benefi ts for the national economy 
within which they function. Being international centers with high productiv-
ity, London and Paris act like donors for the regions. The rest of the UK and 
France, the argument goes, benefi ts from the trickle-down effect produced 
by their prosperous capital cities. 47  So in a way they compensate other cities 
for their disproportional role in the life of these countries and their economic 
dominance. 

 The applicability of Ades and Glaeser’s fi ndings to the territorially smaller 
states is also problematic. The area of the country has important bearing on 
the decisions about the optimal size and organization of the capital city. The 
size of the country tends to be inversely related to the size of its capital. 48  
Accordingly, in most of the territorially large countries – USA, China, Aus-
tralia, and Brazil – capitals are sited in relatively small cities. Conversely, 
many countries with smaller areas have larger capital cities with a higher 
proportion of their population being concentrated there. Many of them are 
monocephalic, that is more than 20 percent of the urban population of these 
countries resides in their largest cities. 49  

 In sum, in smaller countries the transfer of the seat of government to 
smaller cities can lead to economic ineffi ciencies, because it would deprive 
larger cities of their agglomeration benefi ts or at least signifi cantly reduce 
them. These benefi ts can be achieved only in one place because these coun-
tries typically have only one city that is large enough to accrue agglomeration 
benefi ts. 50  Hence the opponents of capital city transfers in relatively small 
countries such as South Korea and some countries in Eastern Europe have 
argued that a capital city shift can render their economies less effi cient by 
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reducing or taking away the agglomeration advantages from their preemi-
nent cities. So they have at least one good reason to keep the seat of govern-
ment in the main economic hub of the country. 

 Capital city premiums and public policy 

 The wealth of the capital cities under democracies does not always origi-
nate in their higher level of productivity, entrepreneurship, innovations, and 
agglomeration effects associated with the large size of these cities. Generally 
democratic regimes do not eliminate political and economic benefi ts for the 
residents of national capitals. However, the privileged status of capital city 
residents under democracies is rarely comparable to the capital city utility 
for the metropolitan residents under corrupt political regimes. To illustrate, 
while the incomes in Moscow on average were 3–4 times higher than the 
average for the rest of Russia, the incomes in London were only 40% higher 
than the average for the rest of the UK. 51  Still, even smaller capital city 
premiums can cause some social and political problems and tensions, and it 
would be a mistake to underestimate the range of negative social outcomes 
associated with the sharp divide between the capital city and the rest of the 
countries. At the very least they deserve acknowledgement and the most 
serious attention of both researchers and policy makers. 

 In addition to higher incomes capital city residents have other advantages. 
Capital cities produce public goods and peculiar capital city goods that are 
not easily available to people in the rest of the country. The residents of 
capital cities have privileged access to these goods and are their main benefi -
ciaries. Kristof Dascher has explained this phenomenon as a distance-decay 
effect or higher spoilage of public goods with the distance from the capital 
city. The further is one’s distance from the capital city, the fewer benefi ts 
one can receive from these public goods. Such situations represent devia-
tions from the principles of fi scal equivalence since these public goods are 
fi nanced by all the citizens of the country, and metropolitan residents do not 
pay anything extra for them. 

 Horst Zimmerman has identifi ed four groups of factors that create benefi ts 
for capital cities in democratic countries and have quantifi ed some of them. 

 The most obvious benefi t of a capital city for its residents is the availability 
of a large number of jobs in the public sector, which is a direct result of the 
residence of the government in the city. The government also creates a high 
level of demand for goods and services within the capital region. Taking into 
account the fact that in many states the government is the major employer, 
the economic benefi ts of such a situation may be very signifi cant. Compar-
ing current and former regional capital cities of Germany, Kristof Dascher 
estimates that jobs’ gains directly related to capital city status are about 7 
percent of the overall employment level in the region. 52  

 The second set of benefi ts is related to the fact that capital cities tend to 
attract private companies, groups, and organizations that perform services 
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exclusively for the national government (NGOs, lobbyists, consultants, polit-
ical parties, embassies, private research institutes, etc.). For example, in the 
case of Germany the benefi t for the economy of a capital city of this type is 
about 4 percent GRP (Gross Regional Product). 

 Many private companies also set up their operations in the capital city, 
working as suppliers, subcontractors, and consultants of organizations from 
the second group. Companies providing software and information technolo-
gies may serve as an example. 

 There have been also some valuable estimates of the causal effects of capi-
tal city designations, including employment and spillovers in the private 
sector. Brian Quistorff reported that for every additional government job 
that was created in Brasília, an addition 1.7 non-public jobs were created. 53  
Jörg Stahl also has shown that within the two days following the decision 
to move the capital from Bonn to Berlin, the private fi rms with operational 
headquarters in Berlin experienced mean cumulative abnormal returns of 
about 3 percent. 54  

 Capital cities also provide a signifi cant amount of economic benefi ts due 
to their symbolic functions. The main cultural and educational institutions 
are increasingly concentrated in the capital city, stimulating tourism and 
other related industries in these cities. 55  To exemplify, tourism brings half 
the revenue of some prominent capital cities such as Paris and London. 
Tellingly, the transfer of the capital of Germany to Berlin has made it the 
most important tourist destination in the country, and it remains the fastest 
growing tourist city in Europe. 

 It must be noted that differential regional growth and uneven regional 
development in general can hardly be regarded as an anomaly. Economic 
inequality may serve as an additional incentive for economic growth of a 
country as a whole. The libertarian economists have argued for a long time 
that the gain of the capital/primary city does not necessarily represent a loss 
for the regions, and the relationship between the two should not be judged 
on the basis of the zero-sum game rivalry. This is what Herst Zimmerman 
meant when he contrasted the allocative and redistributive principles in the 
socio-political sphere. While the distributive principle is aiming to achieve 
equality and/or justice, the allocative principle aims to achieve the economic 
effi ciencies associated with cumulative benefi ts of larger capital cities at a 
higher level. 56  Moving a capital city to less developed regions would imply 
under this interpretation the use of the distributive principle, and it might be 
viewed as less effi cient from the standpoint of total benefi ts. 

 However, economic dominance of larger capital cities may take such forms 
and scales that it would be diffi cult to justify it based on the allocative prin-
ciple of development. Such dominance or hegemony can manifest itself in 
the elements of macroeconomic policies and in the design of the national 
transportation networks that create extremely unfavorable conditions for 
the residents of neighboring cities and regions and make their competition 
for resources diffi cult and almost impossible. 57  
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 The most striking example of such ineffi ciency would be a situation when 
the size of the capital city will become a reason for its own economic inef-
fi ciency and will hinder its own economic potential. This type of situation 
might arise in cases of low return on investments due to high costs of the 
factors of production (land, labor, and capital) and the high level of trans-
portation expenses. 

 Several metrics have been suggested to measure the ineffi ciency of the 
metropolis. Allain Bertaud along with some other urban scholars consider 
the average commuting travel time to be one of the critical measurements of 
the effi ciency of metropolises. The work place should – at least potentially – 
be physically accessible from the place of residence of all households within 
about an hour travel time. Whenever this average time exceeds one hour, 
the labor market of the metropolis is considered fragmented, and it becomes 
economically ineffi cient. This situation contradicts the very economic raison 
d’etre of larger metropolis, the increasing return to scale procured by a large 
integrated labor market. 58  Notably, some prominent capital cities are not 
doing well on this point. In London the average commute time in 2014 was 
74.2 minutes. 59  In Beijing and Moscow the average commute times are in 
excess of 90 minutes. Traffi c jams in Jakarta cost the city at least US$3 billion 
each year, according to the country’s Transportation Ministry. 

 Therefore the design of the transportation system together with the mor-
phology and size of the capital city can suggest some limits to the growth of 
the metropolis serving as a measure of its effi ciency. The designation of capi-
tal city to such a metropolis only exacerbates its problems. The co-location 
of these functions might be effi cient only for smaller states. 

 Conceptually the problem of primate city costs in terms of their disec-
onomies of scale was well formulated by Vernon Henderson. 60  He has dis-
tinguished two types of costs associated with the primacy and economic 
dominance of capital cities. He labeled the fi rst type of expenses  internal 
costs  of the large city that include congestion, traffi c jams, the pressures on 
transport infrastructure, pollution and other environmental issues, hous-
ing, long commute times, and perhaps emotional costs, among other size 
disamenities. 

 The second type of expenses are the  external expenses  that include the less 
obvious costs associated with public investments and spending on capital 
city infrastructure and its modernization necessary for maintenance of life 
in such large cities and the improvement of their deteriorating quality of life. 
These types of expenses are covered by the national government, and they 
tend to become a heavy burden for the whole country. It would be fair to say 
that these costs are incurred at the expense of other cities within a country. 61  

 In economic terms the “external expenses” can be described as negative 
externalities for all those positive effects that accrue to larger cities. 

 To summarize, when the total economic and social costs of the metropolis 
exceed the economic benefi ts that result from their agglomeration benefi ts, 
their existence is losing their raisons d’être. The city is too large if it reduces 
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the total welfare of the country. Under the circumstances the transfer of the 
capital city can be one of the options to make the metropolis more economi-
cally viable especially if other options – the fundamental reconstruction of 
the city, changing its morphology, developing a new Central Business District 
(CBD) and the like – are not available. The most problematic are the situ-
ations when the capital city provides excessive advantages to its residents 
beyond the natural advantages associated with agglomeration benefi ts and 
the expected advantages associated with the contributions of these cities to 
the level and character of employment. Under such circumstances the capital 
city distorts the natural economic laws that govern the inter-urban relation-
ships. The rent-extraction potential conferred on these cities will be derived 
from purely political factors and its capital city status. 

 Thus, the capital city economic effi ciency will be negative when it pre-
cludes or hinders the economic development of the country as a whole and 
when its maintenance consumes excessive resources from the national econ-
omy. In this case the co-location of the capital city and major economic hub 
will be ineffi cient. Under these circumstances the movement of the seat of 
government elsewhere might be able to ease pressure on a capital’s infra-
structure and its property prices. 

 Generally the political factors tend to infl uence the decisions and the effec-
tiveness of capital cities more than the economic factors. 

  Political effectiveness of capital city: federal vs. 
unitary states 

 The political constitution of the state plays a fundamental role in the forma-
tion of the urban hierarchy and often determines the size of the largest city. 
Paul Krugman has aptly argued that “federalism is the single most clear-cut 
factor affecting the degree of urban concentration.” 62  

 The smaller capitals are most suitable for the federalist political arrange-
ment. The idea that informs the federation is that the capital city should not 
be dominant among the federated entities such as states, provinces,  länder , 
republics, prefectures, or other units. Therefore in such prominent world fed-
erations as the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, Germany, Swit-
zerland, South Africa, Brazil, United Arab Emirates, and the Netherlands 
(Republic of United Provinces), the seats of government are not sited in the 
largest city. The capital city transfers in most of these countries have often 
been provoked at least in part by the federation-building considerations. 

 This rule is not universal and in some federations capital cities are sited 
in the primate cities. However, as we will see further, this type of capital city 
had often caused various problems for the functioning of these federations, 
mostly the problems of over-centralization. Oddly, in their level of central-
ization some of these federations surpassed their unitary counterparts. For 
instance, Russia, Argentina, and Mexico are much more centralized coun-
tries compared to many unitary states such as the UK and Japan. Arguably, 
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it would be more accurate to describe them as unitary states with some fed-
eralist features. In general by and large the federalist states with smaller and 
neutral capitals tend to be more successful both economically and politically. 

 In what follows, we will fi rst provide some historical illustrations of the 
critically important role that the choice of capital cities has played in the 
formation and functioning of the federations. First, we will provide some 
examples of the prospective federations that failed due to the problematic 
choice of their capitals. Second, we will briefl y describe three models of 
federalist capital cities, their merits and potential drawbacks. Last, we will 
discuss the most important components of the American capital city model 
that represents some of the quintessential features of the federalist capital. 

 Federation formation and capitals 

 There were several prospective federalist states that have failed at least in 
part due to the capital city issues, notably the controversies surrounding 
the choice of their capital cities. These are the West Indies Federation, 
the Federation of Gulf States, the United Provinces of Central America, 
and Mexico. In each one of these cases capital city predicaments have 
contributed to some sort of failure: the emergent federal state was either 
never formed; was short-lived; was not implemented in its original scope; 
or severely limited or constrained the implementation of federalist values, 
interests, and agendas. 

 In 1947 the efforts to establish a new federation of the West-Indies States 
that was envisaged to encompass 10 former colonies of the British Empire in 
the Caribbean (Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, Grenada, Montser-
rat, Dominica, and other islands) raised the question about a new capital city 
of this federation. Originally the cities on the territories of the three largest 
prospective members of the federation – Jamaica, Barbados, and Trinidad and 
Tobago – have been given most serious consideration. Later on the candidacy 
of a smaller island of Grenada has been proposed. The smaller size of this 
island and the state where it was located warranted its neutrality relative to 
other member states. However, after much discussion and deliberation, the 
Chaguaramas site in close proximity to Port-of-Spain, the capital of Trinidad 
and Tobago, had been selected as a fi nal candidate. Oscar Niemeyer, the chief 
architect of Brasília, had been invited to prepare the Master Plan for the new 
city to be built there. However, in the course of the preparation process some 
technical diffi culties had arisen as this site was located right next to the US 
military base and it never left this site. The main reason for the failure of 
this federation project, however, were the misgivings of other member states 
about the special privileges that Trinidad would acquire with a capital on 
its territory. Port-of-Spain served as a  de facto  capital city of the federation 
during a short-course of its existence, and the federated entities understood 
that the building of the new capital in its close proximity will reinforce the 
predominance of Trinidad and Tobago. 63  
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 The same type of concerns and confrontations regarding the location of 
the capital city contributed to the fi asco of the Federation of the Emirates 
of the Persian Gulf in its originally envisioned scope. The initial vision of 
this federation encompassed not only the current seven emirates of the UAE 
but also two other former British protectorates – Qatar and Bahrain. The 
Constitution of 1971 provided for the construction of the new capital city 
Al Karama on the border between the two largest of the seven emirates, Abu 
Dhabi and Dubai. This city has never been built, and the reluctance of Qatar 
and Bahrain to accept the capital city in Abu Dhabi has led to their refusal 
to participate in this emerging federation. The fi ve smaller emirates have 
insisted on the capital city between Dubai and Sharjah, the capital of the 
emirate with the same name, fearing that Abu Dhabi will be too dominant. 
However, at the end these seven emirates have reached a compromise and 
agreed to accept the capital in Abu Dhabi as a provisional solution. Cur-
rently, a new capital is being built at least in part to placate the concerns of 
other member-states. 

 Another example is taken from the history of Central America where 
another short-lived federated state was formed, the United Provinces of 
America (1823–1840) that encompassed fi ve states (Guatemala, Nicaragua, 
El Salvador, Honduras, and Costa Rica). In 1832 the capital city of this fed-
eration was moved from Guatemala, the capital of the country with the same 
name, to San Salvador in El Salvador. San Salvador provided a more central 
geographical location relative to all other member states. More importantly, 
the member states were concerned that Guatemala, the larger and stronger 
country was receiving special privileges within the federation. The confl icts 
between the member states, the victory of conservatives over liberal federal-
ists within member states, and the paucity of transportation networks for 
integration have led to the dissolution of this federation although several new 
attempts have been made to reach a consensus. 

 Finally, the case of Mexico illustrates another type of capital city predica-
ment. Whereas in our previous examples the disagreements and contestation 
between member states about the capital city led to the demise of the federa-
tion, in Mexico the choice of the capital city weakened the prospects of the 
country’s development into a federalist state. After the War of Independence 
(1810–1821) in 1824 the government debated the new Constitution and the 
choice of a capital city. 64  The capital city question emerged in the context of 
the debates between the federalists (liberals) and the centralists (conserva-
tives). The federalists urged to draw on experience of the USA and to move 
the capital city to Querétaro (Santiago de Querétaro), located in the central 
northern part of the state. In contrast to other provinces of the colonial era 
Querétaro was not a province and had a status of a special type of adminis-
trative unit  corregimiento de letras  that was favorable for capital city func-
tion in the context of federation. After the US troops entered Mexico City 
in the course of the Mexican-American War, Santiago de Querétaro served 
for a short period of time as the seat of government. However, eventually 
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the federalists lost to the conservatives in their political confrontations, and 
the capital city was moved back to Mexico City after the end of the war. 65  
Today Mexican politicians are attempting to adopt a federalist model of gov-
ernment and seriously consider the need to federalize the country; however, 
the impulse of federation-building has been largely compromised at least in 
part due to the dominant character of Mexico City and its hegemonic status 
in the country. 

 Among other matters, the inability to identify the capital city that would 
be agreeable for all federal subunits and that would help to reach the parity 
of their interests in a new state was one of the reasons for the failure of all 
the above mentioned projects. The lack of consensus regarding the common 
capital in each one of these cases hindered plans to establish a new federation 
or to federalize the already existing unitary country. 

 The importance of the choice of capital city in federations was recently 
underscored and given a new actuality in the context of federation-building 
efforts in such countries as Bolivia, Somalia, Libya, Nepal, and Ukraine 
plagued by many domestic confl icts. The federalizing motives also play a 
signifi cant role in the debates about the new capital city of the UK. The 
proponents of the new capital cities of these countries argue that they can 
help to ameliorate the ethnic and clan cleavages and the regional dispari-
ties that cause the instability of these countries. The new capital city topic 
is even more poignant in the proposed federations such as the East African 
Federation consisting of Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda. 
The Tanzanian city of Arusha close to the Kenyan border was proposed as its 
capital. It remains to be seen how these countries will handle this problem. 

 The variety of capital city models in federations 

 The founding of the federation involves not only the choice of the location 
for the city but also the choice of the federal capital model. In fact the choice 
of this model often infl uences the choice of the location for the capital. 
Different types of federations have chosen different ways to organize their 
capital city function. The research in the fi eld of comparative federalism 
illuminates the differences between various capital city concepts, their advan-
tages and shortcomings. 66  The capital cities can be treated as member-states 
of federations like Brussels in Belgium or Berlin in Germany; they can be 
a part of the member-states like Ottawa in Canada, or they can be special 
units directly governed by the federal government like Washington D.C. 
These different arrangements of the capital city function can be more or less 
suitable for different goals and can perform better or worse than others in 
promoting specifi c goals. Member-state model and “city-in-a-member-state” 
models give an unfair advantage to the city and state where the capital is 
situated. On the other hand, the district model is better equipped to serve 
against the encroachments of the particular states and to secure the neutrality 
of the capital. It also provides a better opportunity to refl ect the diversity of 
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the federation and to ward off excessive centralization, especially in com-
parison with the member-state model. However, it creates disadvantages for 
the residents of the district in terms of the opportunities for self-rule and 
representation in the government. The “city-in-a-member-state” model can 
be better for a federation when the capital is not sited in the largest city of 
the member state. For instance, Ottawa is located in the province of Ontario, 
the largest city of which is Toronto. 

 The large primate city as a capital city tends to weaken the federa-
tive principles and contributes the most to over-centralization. The over- 
centralized federations where the central government has almost unlimited 
powers often have a primary city as their capital. Austria, Belgium, and 
Mexico are much more centralized compared to Switzerland and Anglo-
Saxon federations, where the competences for subunits and central govern-
ment are more delineated. The extreme example of such an over-centralized 
federation that hollows out the very substance of federalism is Russia, 
which also has a large primate city as its capital. The federalization efforts 
in Mexico and Ethiopia seem to be more painful and diffi cult because of 
their dominant capitals. 

 The choice of the capital city model involves some important trade-offs. In 
some cases, notably in the US, the local and regional interests of the metro-
politan residents and capital region in general are sacrifi ced to preserve the 
federative principle. The asymmetrical relationship between the capital and 
other member states emphasizes the intermediary function of capital cities. 
This arrangement is designed to prevent the transformation of the capital 
into a pole of particular political or economic interests and to prevent the 
abuse of their representational function. 

 Washington D.C. model 

 In this context it is important to discuss in a little more detail the origins and 
the peculiar features of the capital city model of the United States in Wash-
ington D.C. The importance of this city for our topic – its history, urban 
design, and its institutional organization – lies not only in its own peculiar 
features but also in the fact that it has served as a model and precedent to be 
emulated by many federalist states. Directly or indirectly it has inspired the 
construction of the new capital cities in such countries as Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, South Africa, and Brazil. 

 The American federation is an example of the symmetrical federation 
where all member states have equal rights. The concept of the Federal Dis-
trict is an institute that aimed to secure the balance of power of the states. 
The United States has created an entirely new and unique type of city as its 
capital. According to the capital city model that was chosen, the Federal 
District is not represented in the Congress and it is not a part of the juris-
diction of any one of the member states. The US House of Representatives 
has only one representative in the Federal District who does not have voting 
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privileges. The goal of the Federal District is to serve the interests of all states 
and hence it is governed directly by the central government. 

 In terms of governance the role of the local and municipal authorities 
in Washington D.C. is signifi cantly limited and the governance is executed 
directly by the federal government. This arrangement minimizes the role of 
the city in the capital city to the point that the functions of self-governance 
essential for the city are signifi cantly curtailed. In theory, this makes it pos-
sible for Washington D.C. to serve the purposes of all constituent units com-
posing the state. 

 Early on the founding fathers have decided that the federalist capital 
should be smaller and neutral to host the administrative functions more 
effectively. Curiously, it has been described by some founding fathers as 
nothing more than “the Village on Capitol Hill.” 67  The capital itself was a 
civil servant who should not be an independent and self-serving subject of 
decision-making. 

 The decision about the location of the capital city was made in the course 
of negotiations and compromise with the southern states (Residence Act 
of 1790). In 1790, Alexander Hamilton proposed a bill that the national 
government should assume the unpaid war debts of the states. The south-
ern states opposed this bill claiming that it grants the national government 
undue power over the states. They had already paid off nearly all of their 
debts while the northern states lagged behind. The South also opposed the 
location of the national capital on the territory of northern states. The capital 
city location issue helped the two parties to reach a compromise. Making a 
concession to the South, the North agreed to site the new capital city in a 
southern locale near the Potomac River in Virginia. In exchange the southern 
representatives accepted the assumption of the northern state revolutionary 
war debts by the federal government. 

 The concept of the federal capital city of the US can be better understood 
as an element in the checks and balances system that was built into the politi-
cal system of the US by the founding fathers. Balancing of different elements 
was an essential part of this system. The US Constitution provides for the 
balance between executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government. 
The Presidency and the US Congress, consisting of the two chambers, the 
Senate and the House of Representatives, correspond to the Aristotelian 
monarchical, aristocratic, and democratic principles that also balance each 
other. The capital city concept can also be seen as a natural complement 
of the checks and balances system. While the checks and balances focused 
on the separation of the branches of government, the establishment of the 
new federal capital city facilitated the balance between the federal subunits, 
on the one hand, and the major cities, on the other. 68  The separation of the 
federal capital city from the major economic hubs in NYC and Philadelphia 
was intended to provide balances in the urban system of the country. It also 
helped to neutralize the merchant classes in New York and Philadelphia, 
potentially loyal to the British government. Notably, the concept of checks 
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and balances found its expression not only in the design of institutions but 
also in the morphology of Washington D.C. as its key architectural elements 
and landmarks represent the branches of government in the very triangular 
morphology of the capital. 

 Washington D.C. started its own tradition and became a unique capital 
having little in common with the capitals of universal empires, the disembed-
ded capitals of despotic states, and the large monocephalic capital cities of 
Europe. It was tasked to represent the nation, refl ecting the diverse interests 
of the federated entities, serving as a basis of a new covenant. Having in 
mind the capital city model of the United States, Daniel Elazar had pro-
vocatively argued that “true federal systems do not have capitals, they have 
seats of government. ‘Capital’ implies a place at the top of the governmental 
pyramid, whereas ‘seat’ appropriately suggests a place of assembly.” 69  He 
has placed the American capital in the same league as Jerusalem and Rome, 
arguing that Washington D.C. is rather a grand idea of political organization 
and human association than a geographical name. Therefore, the concept 
of the American capital city, being based on the covenant tradition in both 
religious and secular sense, he has further argued, occupies a unique place 
in the development of human civilization. 

 Washington D.C. hardly can be portrayed today as a humble  Village on 
the Capitol Hill  as it was described by the founding fathers, and arguably 
it never was. It is a city region with a thriving economy and with one of 
the highest income levels per capita in the US. 70  However, the fundamental 
principles of neutrality critical for the covenant and ingrained in the concept 
of the Federal District remain intact. 

 Capitals of federated units 

 The capital cities of federal subunits such as states, provinces, and lands 
in the US, Canada, and Germany often follow the same locational logic as 
their federal capitals. Sacramento serves as a capital of California, Austin 
as a capital of Texas, Albany as a capital of New York, and Tallahassee 
serves as a capital of Florida. All of them are substantially smaller than the 
largest cities of their respective states, and many have been chosen because 
of their neutrality or geographic centrality in their respective states. Nota-
bly, Tallahassee, the capital of Florida, was founded in the compromise 
location between the two largest cities, Pensacola and St. Augustine. Leg-
end has it that the place was chosen because it was where the two com-
missioners appointed by the governor met. One rode on horseback from 
St. Augustine and the other sailed by boat from Pensacola. The tradition 
of smaller capital cities was also adopted in India, whose political culture 
was greatly infl uenced by Anglo-Saxon political traditions. Accordingly, 
the capitals of many Indian states and union territories are located in the 
smaller cities of their respective federal subunits. The recent partitions of 
several Indian states prompted the relocation of their seats of government 
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to relatively small cities. The current proposals to move the capitals of fed-
erated entities out of overcrowded cities like Mumbai, Kolkata, Chennai, 
Hyderabad, Bengaluru, Patna, and Lucknow also refl ect the preference of 
many Indian politicians for a more polycentric urban structure consistent 
with their federal system. 

 3 Symbolic effectiveness of capital cities 

 Largely determining the political success or failure of any capital city, the 
symbolic function appears no less important than the political function. The 
character of the national symbols and iconography indicates both the level 
of representativeness of the capital and its potential for integration. 

  The effectiveness of the symbolic function  has three aspects: (1) symbolic 
inclusivity or representativeness with respect to all the participants in the 
national project of the capital city; (2) integration of the symbolic and per-
formative functions of the capital; and (3) integration of the national and 
universal symbols within the capital. 

  Symbolic Inclusivity  assumes that the micro-narratives of various con-
stituent groups of the nation are refl ected both in the visual image of the 
capital city and in the metanarratives embodied in this image. Thus, the 
visual space of the capital city incorporates the identities of its constituent 
members, regions, lands, states, republics, and ethnic and social groups. 
The avenues in Washington D.C., bear the names of the US states, and in 
some instances the size and location of an avenue is indicative of the role 
the state played in the American Revolution or in the formation of the 
American nation. Massachusetts and Pennsylvania Avenues – the two most 
important transportation arteries of the US capital – occupy the central 
place in the communication system and the symbolic structure of the city. 
The central avenues of Canberra – Brisbane Avenue, Adelaide Avenue, 
Union Avenue, etc. – are laid out in such a way as if they connect the previ-
ously scattered Australian colonies. 

 Even the construction material may have a symbolic meaning. For exam-
ple, the materials used in the erection of the Australian Parliament House 
were brought from different parts of the Australian federation. The Capitol 
building in Washington D.C., contains monuments and sculptures made of 
the materials specifi c to the various US states. The frescoes of the Canadian 
Parliament building depict the plants and animals from all of the provinces 
of Canada. 71  The interiors of the Moscow subway stations are decorated 
with rocks and minerals mined in different regions of the Soviet Union. Fur-
thermore, toponymy of a capital city often includes place names of various 
geographical areas of the country. 

 Not only does a capital city represent the identities of various con-
stituent states or lands, it also embodies the identities of the lesser ethnic 
groups. To illustrate, the Three Power Squares in Brasília features a sculp-
ture dedicated to the small Indian tribe of Candangos, who live on the 



Assessing effectiveness of a capital city 249

territory designated as the site for the capital and took an active part in 
the construction of Brasília. The name of Canada’s and Australia’s capitals 
were borrowed from the indigenous languages. A multiplicity of narra-
tives – including micro-narratives – embodied in the reference points of 
the city, enhances the symbolic inclusivity and strengthens the integration 
potential of the new capital. 

 It is interesting to note the presence of some sort of symbolic continuity 
between the modern designed capitals and those of the ancient empires 
and despotic states. Thus, in ancient Egypt, religious centers of the capitals 
sought to incorporate holy shrines and pantheons of local deities. When 
the Chinese kingdoms were unifi ed under the Qin Dynasty (third century 
BC), the capital city of Xianyang, purposefully sited near the ancient Zhou-
era sacred capital of Qixia (Qishan), saw the integration of the religious 
cults practiced in the conquered kingdoms. In the vicinity of Xianyang, 
Emperor Qin Shi Huang built replicas of the palaces of the local rulers 
( zhuhou ), thereby transferring, at least partly, the legacy of the local capi-
tals, along with the sacredness of the altars of lands and grain, to the new 
imperial capital. He also ordered to move the ceremonial bronze bells and 
drums, which were part of the local religious cults and had been confi scated 
from the capitals of the conquered kingdoms, to his palaces. These actions 
strengthened the status of Xianyang as the sole sacred center of China, 
consolidating all political and religious authority in the country. 72    Similar 
processes took place in other countries. Thus, the Assyrian palace gardens 
became the place where plants and animals from the various parts of the 
country were conserved. Rulers of the Tsardom of Moscow were bringing 
the most venerated Russian Orthodox icons from other cities to their capital: 
the Christ Pantocrator from Novgorod, the Annunciation from Veliky Ust-
yug, the Hodegetria from Smolensk, the Virgin of Vladimir, the Image of 
Edessa and Saint Nicholas Velikoretsky from Khlynov, etc. 73  However, this 
form of symbolic integration had a different meaning in the old imperial and 
despotic states than in the modern states. While in the past its objective was 
to attain sacredness and to diminish private identities, today its emphasis 
is on inclusivity. 

 The most successful countries manage to create public spaces in their capi-
tals, which allow to represent, localize, and integrate the social protest move-
ments, thus promoting inclusivity. 

  Performativity.  The effectiveness of symbols is also manifested in their 
performative and interactive nature, as well as in their relations with national 
rituals and ceremonies. As a result, symbols take on a special meaning and 
dictate certain standards of behavior. Performativity and symbology are best 
connected in designed capitals since the forms of these capitals are specifi -
cally created for the purpose of ceremonial activities, whereby the very orga-
nization of space encourages solemn national holidays and festivities, and 
the symbols of space correlate both with the symbols of time and with the 
national celebrations taking place in the capital. 
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 According to the Canadian urban planners who participated in the develop-
ment of the new image of Ottawa, a capital city is a place where “the  past  is 
highlighted, the  present  displayed and the  future imagined .” 74  The performative 
function ensures exactly this type of a relationship between space and time. 
The symbolism of some of the new capitals, as well as their accentuation of 
the connection between space and rituals, is as complex, sophisticated, and 
multilayered as that of the ancient sacred capitals. 

 Mikhail Vilkovsky, a Russian sociologist of architecture, points to Wash-
ington D.C., as an example of a successful performative and symbolic capital 
system. 75  In this city, the past, the present, the future, and the eternal are 
divided  among the four cardinal points  surrounding the unifying symbolic 
center of the Washington Monument with an observation deck on its top. As 
the seat of the government, the White House embodies the present; the Jef-
ferson Memorial symbolizes the past glory and history of America; the Capi-
tol represents the future since this is where the inauguration of the future 
President takes place and where he delivers his inaugural address; last but not 
least, the Lincoln Memorial embodies the eternal values of America while 
the Arlington cemetery immortalizes the everlasting glory of the American 
soldier. 76  Thus, all the major national ceremonies, including their various 
stages and steps, fi t into this system and are in harmony with it. 

 This is how Vilkovsky describes the effect of the public participation in 
the presidential inauguration, embedded, in the performative way, in the 
symbolic architecture of the US capital: 

 The inauguration ceremony carries a symbolic meaning in tune with 
the symbolic geography of Washington, DC. First, the President-Elect 
[Barack Hussein Obama] . . . arrives in the White House (the symbol 
of the present) where he is met by the incumbent President . . . . There-
after they both leave for the Capitol (the symbol of the future). . . . 
At noon the Chief Justice of the United States swears in the President-
Elect. Taking the oath, the former looks to the past, represented by 
the Jefferson Memorial, whereas the latter looks to present, repre-
sented by the White House. Afterward the President appeals to the 
eternal, embodied by the Arlington cemetery, and delivers his inaugural 
address. Then the President’s motorcade triumphantly departs from the 
Capitol to the White House (the present). . . . And at last, the fi nale of 
the offi cial ceremony, a parade reviewed by the new President standing 
on the podium in the front of the White House and, thus, juxtaposed 
against the present. 

 The US law enforcement authorities estimate that as many as two mil-
lion people attended the inauguration of the 44th President of the US at 
The National Mall park area between the Capitol and the Washington 
Monument. This includes the 240,000 people who had the opportunity 
to view it from in front of the Capitol. Events like this certainly bring 
the nation together. 
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 Vilkovsky contrasts this ceremony with the Russian presidential inaugura-
tion, much less effi cient in terms of its inclusivity: 

 Only a handful of people viewed the Dmitry Medvedev [2008] inau-
guration ceremony live. These were the 2,000 offi cials allowed into 
the Georgievsky and Andreevsky Halls [of the Grand Kremlin Palace], 
0.1% of the number of attendees at the Obama inauguration. Such an 
attendance does not . . . bring the government closer to the public. The 
inauguration took place in but one location, inside the Grand Kremlin 
Palace simultaneously symbolizing the past, the present, the future, and 
the eternal. This arrangement was fully compatible both with the sin-
gularity of Moscow’s architecture and the concentration of its symbolic 
resources. 77  

 Thus, both the symbology and performative potential of a capital city ensure, 
to a greater or lesser degree, the public participation in important national 
ceremonies and events. A major indicator of performative effectiveness is the 
access to the public space, which is especially important for a capital city. 
In this regard, urbanists distinguish three types of such access: visual, sym-
bolic, and physical. 78  The more opportunities to participate in national ritu-
als in the public space, the greater the symbolic access. A broader democratic 
access to the public spaces, along with their performative openness, enables 
a capital city to carry out its integrative function more effi ciently, allowing 
its inhabitants to relate to their city as the national capital. Opportunities for 
mass participation in the major national ceremonies and events constitute a 
considerable benefi t of the public spaces. 

  Relation to the metanarratives.  Both the popularity of the capital’s sym-
bology and the effi ciency of its symbolic resources are largely determined by 
how global they are. Therefore, many capital cities emphasize their universal 
appeal and their relation to the narratives of world history. Essentially, the 
capitals of modernism are nodes of the Enlightenment and Modernization: 
the modernist structures of Brasília, avenues of Saint-Petersburg, telecommu-
nication and technology symbolism of Putrajaya, and administrative build-
ings of Delhi – all of them embody this universality and the vision of their 
role in the global processes. The imagination of the authors of these projects 
have led to incorporation of their respective countries into the framework 
of globality and modernization, absorbing them into the extended family of 
civilized nations where they have their own unique mission. 

 The connection with the global metanarratives does not necessarily have to 
be established using the symbols of technological progress or those of global 
economy; it may very well be built by stressing historical continuity and 
making architectural allusions to the major ancient centers that engendered 
the underlying achievements and values of the world civilization, notably 
Rome, Jerusalem, or Memphis. Numerous nations have sought to symboli-
cally recreate Rome in their capitals. For example, Napoleon attempted to 
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turn Paris into a new Rome. 79  Such efforts developed the multilayered semi-
otics of urban space in the cities where they were made. 

 It may be inferred from the above that national capitals are not only inward-
oriented but also outward-oriented. Unsatisfi ed with the focusedness on their 
own symbols, they are open to the symbolic languages of the surround-
ing world and mindful of the chain of historical continuity. This approach 
explains the strong presence of Masonic symbols in the buildings and street 
layouts of Brasília, Canberra, Saint-Petersburg, and Washington D.C. Karl 
Schlögel, an eminent German historian and a pioneer of the integration of 
history, geography, and urban studies, calls Saint-Petersburg the Russian 
“laboratory of modernism,” alluding to the role it played in the develop-
ment of the ideas of modernism and Enlightenment. 80  However, the historical 
ambitions of the new Russian capital extended much further. The Russian 
historians Grigory Kaganov and Leonid Matsikh brilliantly demonstrate the 
importance of the Masonic symbology in the Saint-Petersburg development 
master plans endorsed by Emperors Peter the Great, Empress Elizabeth, and 
Paul I. 81  Matsikh, for example, shows how the plans for the construction 
of Saint-Petersburg as the city of St. Peter incorporated the symbols of both 
Rome and Jerusalem. In this perspective, Saint-Petersburg did not merely 
give Russia a taste for European progress; it also became an important nexus 
of historical continuity for the world. 

 Many scholars have pointed to Masonic symbolism embedded in the 
development master plan, urban concept, and architecture of Washington 
D.C. 82  According to them, this symbolism permeates the entire central part 
of the capital city including all of its monuments and transportation arter-
ies. It must be said, however, that some historians hotly contest the idea that 
Masonic symbology infl uenced the layout and architectural image of the US 
capital. 

 In contrast to the above, there is no dispute among scholars that magic 
symbolism is a major component of Brasília’s cultural landscape, alluding 
to the architecture of the Egyptian Memphis. In the 1930s, two decades 
before Juscelino Kubitschek became president of Brazil, he had traveled to 
Luxor and was extremely impressed with the Egyptian temple architecture. 
It is likely that his Egyptian inspirations were later refl ected in the image of 
the new capital. 

 It has been often noted in this regard that Brasília is laid out in the form 
of an ibis (ibis, a symbol of wisdom, was a sacred bird in ancient Egypt) 83  
and that the twin-tower National Congress Building, modeled after the two 
temples of the Egyptian Abu Simbel complex, is oriented towards the sun 
(on the Republic Day, the sun rises exactly between the two towers of the 
building). The two towers represent the sun and the moon. Some commen-
tators claim that one of the administrative buildings in the capital contains 
architectural quotations from the Pyramid of the Pharaoh Djoser and that 
geometric references to the Great Pyramid of Giza are present in the exte-
rior of the National Theatre. 84  Even the very Memorial JK, which is how 
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the Kubitschek Memorial is commonly referred to and which is one of the 
main attractions in the capital, features an allusion to ancient Egypt, a black 
marble sarcophagus with the remains of the late president. 

 Whether these quotations are related to the Masonry remains unclear, 
but regardless of the answer, Brasília continues to captivate fans of mystery. 
Thus, one of the city sites attracts followers of the New Age movement, who 
use it to celebrate various festivals and other events. As the Catholic Church 
legitimized the construction of the new capital, Brasília has become the sub-
ject of numerous appealing prophecies and intriguing revelations. 

 Apparently, founders and planners of other capital cities were not 
indifferent to Masonic themes and symbols either. Thus, historian Peter 
Proudfoot authored a book entitled  Secret Plan of Canberra . This small 
but thorough study discusses Masonic infl uence on the architecture of the 
Australian capital. Proudfoot provides a detailed examination of Walter 
B. Griffi n’s, the designer of Canberra, views and Masonic concepts, along 
with the historical and political environment in which Griffi n’s architec-
tural ideas originated. 85  

 Some other observers herald Astana, Kazakhstan, as the “Illuminati Capi-
tal of the World,” pointing to the rich occult symbology that seems so deeply 
ingrained into the aesthetics of the city. 86  

 Hermetic symbols are meant to reveal the mysteries of capital cities; thus, 
Masonic sacraments and beliefs, captured in the stone, serve both as the 
gate to a new civilization being born and as the introduction to its values. In 
a sense, the new capitals reproduce elements of the ancient sacred capitals, 
as well as their cosmic and world-creating functions. Certainly, it is not our 
intention to bring grist to the mill of the conspiracy theorists claiming that 
the world has been long secretly ruled by the Freemasons. However, for the 
purpose of this study, it is important to emphasize that irrespective of their 
authorship, Masonic symbols (or the symbols that are perceived as such) 
have meanings that transcend national boundaries and are universal. While 
most of Masonic symbolism is derived from the ancient civilizations, it had 
a great impact on the architecture of the Enlightenment. 87  

 Whatever the source of inspiration for the capital city image may be, 
it creates a stream of semantic interaction between civilizations that fl ows 
through the framework of historical continuity, building a universal lan-
guage of architecture, opening the spaces of national, local, and ethnic nar-
ratives to the rest of the world, and inscribing the names of the capitals in 
the annals of global history. 

 The new capitals outside the European ecumene use extranational symbols 
no less frequently. Thus, Putrajaya, Malaysia, makes numerous references 
to Delhi and Samarkand in its design, while the reconstruction blueprint for 
Juba, capital of the newly independent South Sudan, calls for its urban center 
to be built in the zoomorphic shape of a rhinoceros. Notably, a rhinoceros 
is not an exclusive South Sudanese symbol, but rather, is a symbol common 
to the entire African continent. 
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 It is also worth mentioning that the leading architects and urban plan-
ners of the new designed capitals were mostly foreigners, a fact that must 
have infl uenced the concept and the perception of these cities. Thus, Japan’s 
architect Kisho Kurokawa designed the master plan of Astana, while the 
British Norman Robert Foster and the Italian Manfredi Nicoletti built the 
city’s main buildings; Nicoletti also actively participated in the construc-
tion of Putrajaya. The development plan of Ankara was prepared by the 
renowned German architects and urban planners Carl Lörcher and Her-
mann Jansen. The Government Complex in Ankara was commissioned to 
the Austrian architect Clemenz Holzmeister. The Prussian Gustav Eduard 
Schaubert was instrumental in the re-planning of Athens after the War of 
Independence. The leading architect constructing Islamabad was the Greek 
Konstantinos Doxiadis. American architect James Rossant and Canadian 
planners developed a master plan for Dodoma in Tanzania. Many of the 
design concepts implemented in Brasília were conceptualized and inspired 
by the Swiss Le Corbusier. The Japanese Kenzo Tange and his team of city 
planners designed the central area of Abuja, Nigeria, while the French-born 
Pierre Charles L’Enfant designed Washington D.C. The American Walter 
B. Griffi n designed Australian Canberra. The construction master plan of 
Saint-Petersburg was developed by the Italian Domenico Trezzini, and many 
of the city’s most famous buildings were built by his fellow countrymen 
Francesco Bartolomeo Rastrelli, Antonio Rinaldi, and Carlo Rossi. The 
major designer of some of New Delhi’s and Pretoria’s main buildings was 
the British Herbert Baker. After the Nationalist government selected Nan-
king as the capital of China in the late 1920s, an American architect Henry 
Murphy was invited to build a new capital out of the ancient city of Nan-
king and developed “adaptive Chinese architecture” for this city though 
these plans never came to fruition. The symbolic variety of the new designed 
capitals may be explained by their “inauthentic or inorganic nature” and 
the lack of historical memory. Without its own national history, these cit-
ies badly needed additional legitimation, alternative to the purely ethnic or 
national legitimation. 

 It should be noted that the appeal to supranational symbols is not an 
exclusively modern phenomenon. For example, while Moscow had not origi-
nally played a signifi cant role in Russian history and was markedly inferior 
to the older Russian cities in terms of prestige, it emerged as a new capital 
largely because of the appeal to extra-national symbols and promulgation of 
its own specifi c philosophy of history. Positioning itself as either the Second 
Jerusalem, or the Third Rome, or both, Moscow was striving to fi nd new 
ways of legitimizing its status as the new national center. 88  It is interesting to 
note that the reconstruction of Moscow also involved foreign architects. The 
Italian Aristotele Fioravanti (fi fteenth century) built the Dormition Cathedral 
in Moscow; he also laid out the master plan for erecting new walls and tow-
ers of the Kremlin. 
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 Thus, given their multiple layers of iconography and their semiotic redun-
dancy, the symbolism of the new designed capitals may lead them to become 
the main benefi ciaries of the achievements made by the ancient civilizations 
of the world. The new capitals have a short historical memory; accordingly, 
they have to borrow a “long memory” from the past to generate the mythos 
of the city. 

 The symbolic adaptation of the metanarratives, as well as the integration 
of regional and local identities, allows a capital city to overcome the possible 
confl icts among the global, national, and local elements of its space. Fur-
thermore, the balance of these three elements allows capitals to successfully 
perform their functions and to avoid confl icts with the capital city residents. 

 One has to keep in mind, however, that an excessive accentuation of the 
global element – or a downplaying of the national element – in the capi-
tal city’s iconography has a highly negative impact on the development of 
the capital city, which has been shown by many social anthropologists and 
urbanists. An inordinate penetration of global commercial projects into the 
urban space makes the city a less effi cient capital and a less successful global 
city. Gavin Shatkin points to this fl aw, using the example of Manila, the 
capital of the Philippines. 89  

 Capitals and global cities 

 The two imperatives: capital vs. global city 

 While the primacy of the city is determined by its place in the urban hier-
archy within the state, its global status is determined by its place in the 
system of world economy and world urban system. 90  In the last two decades 
economists and sociologists have produced many books and articles about 
the rise of the global cities that gradually overshadowed and overpowered 
capital cities of the nation-states. They believe that these cities are far more 
important for the understanding of the trends of world development and 
global processes compared to capital cities. It is expected that the global 
cities will continue to liberate themselves from their national economies, 
politics, and from their regional and local networks. They will also acquire 
more autonomy from the system of economic relationships in their own 
countries. It was predicted that by 2025 the world will have 600 global cities 
where 25 percent of the global population will reside and that will generate 
60 percent of global GDP. The top 100 cities will be responsible for about 
35 percent of total world wealth. 91  

 Such a prominent role of the global cities is attributed to their innova-
tion potential and their focus on the pioneering and the most competitive 
sectors of the economy. Those economic activities that will not be able to 
compete for the growing cost of the factors of production in the metropolis 
such as labor, land, and capital will move to more peripheral locations. In 
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the course of structural change they will be replaced by higher-status urban 
activities and much more innovative sectors of the economy: fi nancial and 
management services, consulting, and the like. In the fi ve-sector model of the 
economy the tertiary sector gives way the quaternary (producer services) and 
quinary sector (consumer services) in the course of constant upgrade of the 
fi rst city urban activities. As a result, in the global cities the dominant posi-
tion will belong to the advanced service sectors of the economy (information 
technologies, planning, scientifi c research, and the like). 

 The following facts and fi gures can help to understand the relationship 
between global cities and capital cities. In 2015 according to A.T. Kearney’s 
Global Cities Index, about a half of the top global cities are capital cities: 
5 out of the top 10 and 12 out of the top 25. Intuitively, capital city status 
helps cities to establish their global reach and maintain their status of global 
command-and-control centers. However, the analysis of historical trends 
shows that in the past, capital city status was much more important as a fac-
tor determining their global status compared to the role that it plays today. 
In the nineteenth century the world city hierarchy simply refl ected the state 
hierarchy in Europe, and the importance of a world city was measured by 
the power of its state. 92  The Global Cities Outlook (GCO) rankings provided 
by A.T. Kearney forecasts that the role of capital city status in determining 
the cities’ global status and infl uence will be further diminished in the future. 
GCO measures the likelihood that a city will improve its global standing over 
the next 10 to 20 years. Based on this GCO ranking, it is forecasted that in 
2024 only 7 out of 25 top global cities will be capital cities. 93  This observed 
historical trend of the diminishing role of capital cities in the global network 
is consistent with the distinction made by Saskia Sassen between the world 
cities and the global cities. While the hierarchy of world cities refl ected the 
political status and historical standing of the countries, the global city con-
cept emphasizes only the nodality and the role that a particular city plays 
within the global network. Hence, the structure and design of the global 
cities network is becoming more and more independent from the respective 
political hierarchy. Capital city transfers taking place mostly in larger coun-
tries of the globe also contribute to this trend. 

 The declining role of the capital cities in global cities hierarchy can be con-
strued as a consequence of their apparent defi ciencies as agents of the world 
economy and the lack of alignment between their rootedness in the nation-
states and their aspirations for global city status. It also stands to reason 
that the capital cities might create the conditions under which their global 
aspirations can be severely constrained and their development as global cities 
can be hampered by their political status and the limitations that such status 
might entail. This status, some economists have argued, does not necessarily 
promote the spirit of economic innovations and full-fl edged participation in 
the global economic affairs. 

 Arguably, the presence of many capital cities in the global cities index 
cannot be explained by their innovative potential. Many of them function 
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as global cities because they serve as the gateways to the larger economic 
regions, where they do not have powerful rivals and where they create 
unfavorable conditions for other cities in the competition for resources of 
the country. They spread the innovations that they receive from the outside 
world to the hinterlands of their countries and thus serve as command-and-
control centers of global capitalism, taking advantage of their monopolis-
tic positions. However, they are much less effective in the generation of 
innovations of their own. For instance, Buenos Aires is number 20 in the 
list of the Global Cities Index; however, it is only number 245 in the list of 
innovative cities. Moscow is number 14 in the GCI, but it is only number 
65 in the list. This type of city is not uncommon in historical terms. In 
1927 the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset described the relation-
ship between the capital and the provinces in Spain, portraying Madrid as 
an extractive and parasitic capital city. He observed, perhaps polemically 
exaggerating the matter: 

 Madrid never had the creative culture of its own. It has learned a few 
poorly digested lessons from abroad. This culture acquired abroad . . . 
this cultural reservoir, comes straight to Madrid as the main city of the 
country to support its status and sober dignity. It is idiotic to assume that 
Madrid was a metropolis that benefi ted its hinterland. Six kilometers 
from Madrid the cultural infl uence of Madrid ends, and, without tran-
sition or enlightened hinterland, total backwardness begins abruptly. 94  

 London, Paris, and Tokyo, the capital cities which also occupy the top 
spots in the list of the global cities, are obviously much more innovative com-
pared to Buenos Aires and Moscow. However, in their respective countries – 
the UK, France, and Japan – we also observe a high level of dissatisfaction of 
their citizens with the preponderant role that these cities play in the national 
life. Perhaps, their very success as global cities, international fi nancial and 
business centers, makes them less successful as capitals and less suitable for 
the role of the seats of government of their respective nation-states. Their 
geographical position within their national territory also highlights their role 
of the nodes in the system of international fl ows of trade and fi nance rather 
than their role of effective administrative units governing their respective 
countries. If in theory the saturation of one or more factors of production 
in the large metropolis should lead to the spread of the economic functions 
and innovations from the fi rst city towards regional urban centers, than in 
reality the global cities are not always capable to transmit their economic 
development nationally. They also restrain the inter-urban competition in 
their countries. 

 The political symbolism and iconography rarely play the central role in 
the visual image of the most successful global cities that also have capital city 
functions. For instance, the Parliament Building on the Avenue des Champs-
Élysées in Paris, the National Diet Building in Tokyo, and the Westminster 
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Abbey in London hardly play a much more prominent role in the overall 
architectural plan of these cities compared to buildings and public spaces 
that are designed for the execution of more commercial and cultural func-
tions. Generally the architectural forms and imagery of the global cities tend 
to be much more homogeneous and even uniform compared to capital cities. 

 It is also clear that the requirements for and the expectations from the 
urban forms of the global cities are very different from those that are applied 
to capital cities. The capital city relocation debates often reveal the tensions 
or incompatibility of these two sets of requirements and expectations. Not all 
of the capital cities can be equally effective as global cities, and many global 
cities are unsuitable as capital cities of the respective countries. Hence, it 
would be helpful to outline in this context the essential differences of each 
type of the city, deriving from their distinct criteria of effectiveness in their 
respective roles and to distinguish those features that provoke tensions and 
confl ict in their functionality. 

 The global cities are the nodes providing linkages and connecting the 
dynamic fi nancial fl ows and energies. On the other hand, the capital cities 
epitomize the static balance and compromise. The more effective global cities 
tend to expedite the processes and render them free from excessive regula-
tions and red tape, while the capital cities typically ground and slow down 
the processes of decision-making and localize the imperatives of global trade. 
The global cities are the nodes in the system of global affairs and networks. 
Capital cities are the points of dynamic balance within the country and serve 
as the international showcases of the nation-states. The global cities are aim-
ing to minimize the interference on the side of the state and relax the impor-
tance of state borders. On the other hand, capital cities being the agents of 
the state appeal to the regulations and legal system and rely on state borders. 

 Global cities are invariably outward-oriented and are defi ned by their 
international connectivity. Capital cities are predominantly inward-oriented 
and are defi ned by their underlying hinge and connection role within the 
national borders. The global cities are the linking points between the global 
economic centers and other command-and-control centers of the world 
economy, housing headquarters of global corporations, global organizations, 
and trans-territorial marketplaces. The capital cities are the nodes in the 
international political affairs and hinges connecting their constituent units, 
the interiors of their countries, and their different cities and communities. 
Accordingly, capital cities emphasize hierarchy, while global cities emphasize 
networks and fl ow. The primary task of the capital city is to provide gover-
nance within the state borders and to balance the interests within the state. 
The main task and the measure of effi ciency of the global cities is participa-
tion in the production of wealth and management of the global economy 
that functions beyond state borders. 

 The capital cities are also often contrasted to the global cities as conser-
vative and bureaucratic cities hostile to innovations. Such characterization 
is unsurprising given the contradictory requirements that the capitalness 
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and globality entail, but it is hardly applicable to all capital cities as a class 
of cities. Many of them have managed to become a source of important 
innovations beyond the economic sphere. While the global cities focus 
more on technological and managerial innovations, the effective capital 
cities produce more social, organizational, humanitarian, and cultural 
innovations. The conservatism, stagnation, and bureaucratization are not 
their immanent features, and depending on the character of political regime 
and the level of economic development, they can manifest themselves in 
different ways. 

 These contrasts between global cities and capital cities suggest that the 
combination of these two functions in the same city is not always desirable 
and might not befi t the particular tasks of political and economic develop-
ment of the state. The capital city status might hinder the development of 
the city as a global center and as an international economic hub. By the 
same token, the features of the global city do not necessarily facilitate the 
effective performance of capital city functions and can make a capital city 
less effi cient in providing the public goods to the population of the country 
as a whole, the major rationale for the capital city function. However, these 
two functions might fi nd some synergies in the smaller and mid-size nations, 
helping them to achieve or preserve the agglomeration benefi ts in their prime 
and preeminent centers. 

 The duality of capital cities and global commercial centers 

 In many countries we fi nd a stark contrast between the political capitals, on 
the one hand, and the main economic hubs, on the other. Some economists 
have attributed the emergence of such separation and duality not to geogra-
phy and factors of the natural order, but to the political factors and to the 
deliberate choice by the rulers of these states to place the seats of govern-
ment of these countries at a distance from the main economic centers of their 
respective countries. Reuven Brenner notes in this regard: 

 [T]here is a link between location and prosperity. . . . [I]t has to do 
with politics, rather than geography. Rulers tended to build their capi-
tal cities away from trade routes, far from seaports. That’s why we 
have Moscow and Saint-Petersburg, Barcelona and Madrid, Beijing 
and Shanghai. We have Venice and Milan on one side and Rome on the 
other. However, the entrepreneurial nature of “trading” cities and the 
backward-looking bureaucratic nature of political capitals has noth-
ing to do with geography. Rulers chose these locations knowing that 
information traveled more slowly to, and people had greater diffi culty 
escaping from, landlocked places that were not on trade routes. This 
left people working there dependent on political favors. Rulers could 
exercise far more  power  over the immobile inhabitants of isolated 
political capitals. 95  
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 The attempt to analyze the urban systems of different countries in terms 
of their predominant patterns of interaction between their main political and 
commercial centers and the possible ramifi cations of such patterns for the 
success of the states seems to be laudable and fruitful. Nevertheless, both the 
claim that such duality is always a result of a deliberate choice by the rulers 
and the historical illustrations that Brenner provides require some serious 
qualifi cations and corrections. 

 Historically, Brenner’s thesis, especially his interpretation of the rela-
tionship between mentioned capitals and their commercial counterparts, 
is highly problematic. Notably, today Rome in Italy outstrips Milan eco-
nomically, and Madrid is getting very close to Barcelona (see  Table 10 ). 
The transfer of the capital city from Saint-Petersburg to Moscow and the 
movement of the capital back to Moscow in 1918 have not created the divi-
sion of labor between the political and economic functions that is implied 
by Brenner’s distinction. Saint-Petersburg was never conceived by Peter the 
Great as the new commercial pole of Russian statehood but rather as a 
political alternative to Moscow. The construction of Saint-Petersburg was 
intended to reproduce the functions of Moscow in a new place, creating a 
multi-functional capital. In the imperial Russia the main commercial func-
tions analogous to that of Barcelona in Spain were performed by Arkhan-
gelsk and Odessa and not by Saint-Petersburg. 96  

 Such description of the relationship between the two capitals is even less 
accurate in view of the Soviet and post-Soviet periods. In the USSR, Len-
ingrad (the new name of Saint-Petersburg in the Soviet period) played the 
role of a cultural capital but not a role of the main commercial center. Fur-
thermore, in the post-Soviet period, Moscow in many ways replaced Saint-
Petersburg as a cultural capital. 

 In more substantive terms, Brenner’s idea about the immanent conser-
vativeness of the capital cities is also problematic. The co-location of the 
political capital with their main commercial centers – most often they were 
also the most populous cities – has occurred in various countries for several 
different reasons. Although the pattern described by Brenner can be found 
in many countries, it is not universal. The separation of the political capital 
from the main commercial hub of the country does not always stem from the 
intentions of the political elites to dodge themselves from the participation 
in the dynamic economic activities and the atmosphere of entrepreneurship 
in the global economic centers, and the co-location of the capitals with the 
economic hubs can lead to much more negative political outcomes. Many 
totalitarian and autocratic regimes concentrate in their preeminent cities the 
totality of their power to provide more effective control of both political and 
economic life and the international affairs of their countries. 

 Accordingly, the separation of the seats of government and the commercial 
hubs did not always establish dependency on the economic favors. These 
separations have in many cases created more favorable conditions for both 
political and economic development of the state. The difference between the 
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 modus operandi  of the global cities and capital cities that we have presented 
above also suggests that this kind of separation could have had some practi-
cal purposes beyond loyalty building. 

 Instead of ineffectual Russian illustration, the concept of duality of the 
political and economic capitals can be complemented by the examples taken 
from many other countries. The urban systems of these countries, located 
in many different parts of the globe, are characterized by the division of 
labor between politics and economics. The following pairs of cities are 
showing the prevalence of this pattern in various urban systems: Switzer-
land (Berne–Zurich), Israel (Jerusalem–Tel-Aviv), Turkey (Ankara–Istanbul), 
Vietnam (Hanoi–Ho Chi Minh City), Brazil (Brasília –San-Paulo), Australia 
(Canberra–Sydney), New Zealand (Wellington–Oakland), Morocco (Rabat–
Casablanca), Ecuador (Quito–Guayaquil), Greece (Athens–Salonika), Syria 
(Damascus–Aleppo), Yemen (Sana–Aden), Cameroon (Yaoundé–Duala), 
UAE (Abu-Dhabi–Dubai), South-African Republic (Pretoria–Johannesburg), 
and Malta (Valetta–San Julian). This list can be complemented also by the 
pairs of Berlin and Frankfurt-am-Main in Germany and New Delhi and 
Mumbai in India. At the subnational level Edinburgh and Glasgow in Scot-
land can also be an illustration. In Bahrain before 1923 Muharraq served as 
a capital city, while Manama was the major commercial hub and economic 
capital of the country. Overall, about 17 percent of all sovereign states in the 
world have capitals that are not their largest city. 

 Remarkably, the separation of economic and political capitals cannot be 
considered a unique feature specifi c to present-day urban systems. This type 
of separation was typical for many countries located in different parts of 
the globe in different periods of their history. The less centralized political 
regimes have allowed the goods exchange to take place outside the direct 
control of the empires. Not infrequently, the core regions of the empires also 
interacted with each other indirectly through intervening peripheral zones. 
Despite the fact that the main economic centers did not always eclipse the 
political capitals in all economic indicators, they often surpassed capital 
cities in the total volume of economic trade, had higher global network 
connectivity and were comparable to them on most other economic scores. 
 Table 10  shows the relative economic dominance of capital cities relative to 
“second cities” of the respective countries. 

 In the Almohad Caliphate in present-day Morocco, Rabat was a capital 
city, while Fez, possibly the largest city of the world at the time, served as 
the main commercial hub. In Japan in the Edo period (seventeenth through 
nineteenth century), Kyoto served as the capital city, while the merchant city 
of Osaka certainly dominated in all economic affairs of the state. The leading 
commercial role in the countries located on the Silk Road was often played 
not by their capital cities but by their main commercial hubs. In the Karakha-
nid Khanate it was Osh and not Balasaghun, the capital city. In Khazaria it 
was Khazaran and not Itil. At the time of the most intense trade on the Silk 
Road, non-capitals Tabriz and Merv served as the main commercial cities 
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of the Arab Caliphate and Persia respectively. The urban polycentrism and 
the polycephalous urban systems emerged in many de-centralized empires 
that allowed the relatively independent development of the commercial func-
tions. Notably in the Samanid empire, Herat and Samarkand developed into 
relatively independent commercial centers, while Bukhara served as a seat 
of power. 

 This dual structure is also found in many European countries. One can see 
this relationship between Rome and Alexandria in the Roman Empire, Turin 
and Genoa in the kingdom of Sardinia, Brussels and Antwerp in Flanders. Such 
separation was also characteristic for England where Westminster, the capital 
of the country, and the City of London, the mercantile center of the country, 
were for centuries geographically distinct. It was not until the sixteenth century 
that the two cities started to merge into one city, the greater London. 

 The anthropologist Clifford Geertz has described the natural, geographi-
cally determined, juxtaposition between the inland castle towns located in the 
river valleys and the coastal economic hubs in the structure of the settlement 
systems of the Java archipelago and other pre-modern archaic societies on the 
territory of present-day Indonesia. The fi rst ones often served as the natural 
capitals of the local princedoms and important religious and administrative 
centers, while the second ones have specialized in trade and commerce. 97  

 As can be seen from the examples above, the division of labor between 
political and economic centers was not always engendered by the politi-
cal tricks of the rulers. It is true that many rulers have tried to distance 
their capitals from the commercial hubs. But it was not the only reason. In 
some cases it was a result of natural geographical factors. Not infrequently, 
the commercial centers have emerged in the peripheral areas, making possi-
ble the exchange of goods between empires. In other cases the dual structure 
emerged as a result of the territorial changes, the unifi cation of areas that 
used to belong to different empires. But many rulers aimed to control their 
largest cities and established their capitals there to exercise more control over 
these commercial centers. 

 Presently the separation of mercantile cities and political capitals is con-
sidered by many proponents of capital city transfers as a favorable element 
of the urban system. They believe that the reproduction of this duality in the 
urban systems of their countries will be rewarding for both their political and 
economic development. Some of them believe that this type of arrangement 
can unleash the commercial potential of the larger cities of these countries, 
the potential that is presently constrained by their capital city status. 

 Economic explanation of capital city status and its fl aws 

 While Reuven Brenner has tried to explain the capital city status by the 
deliberate politics of the rulers, some other urban scholars have suggested 
a nexus between the wealth of the city and its capital city status. In their 
view, the capital city status is an outcome of the economic success of the 
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city. According to this view, the affl uent and economically dominant cities 
acquire the capital city status as a prestige items, the sign of rank and glory. 
Jane Jacobs portrays the capital city status as an additional bonus that only 
successful and affl uent economic centers can afford. To this effect she has 
made the following statement in her acclaimed book: 

 The great capitals of modern Europe did not become great cities because 
they were capitals. Cause and effect ran the other way. . . . Paris was at 
fi rst no more the seat of the French kings than were the sites of half a 
dozen other royal residences. Indeed, until the twelfth century, Orleans, 
another center of trade, was more imposing than Paris as a seat of king 
and as a cultural and educational center. Paris became the genuine capi-
tal only after it had already become the largest (and economically the 
most diversifi ed) commercial and industrial city of the kingdom. Berlin 
was not even the capital of its province – Brandenburg was – until after 
it had become economically the most diversifi ed, commercial and indus-
trial city in Prussian territory. 98  

 In contrast to Brenner, Jacobs does not address the question about the ori-
gins of the duality of the commercial and political centers in some countries. 
But she claims that economic factors contribute more to its prominence that 
translates into capital city status. It can be further inferred from her argu-
ment that the commercial capitals have a higher potential to be converted to 
the political capital in the course of the economic rivalry between cities and 
that the duality would represent an anomaly in urban development. How-
ever, the history shows that it was rarely the case and that political capitals 
have been often chosen despite all economic considerations. 

 Jane Jacobs is right in pointing out that the wealth of Paris or London 
cannot be explained only by its capital city status. As we have seen in our 
historical overview, London, Paris, and many other European capitals have 
originally amassed their wealth due to a large extent to their capital city 
status and the exploitation of the provinces. It is also notable that London 
was not always the major economic player even in the later years, and in the 
course of Industrial Revolution the economic dominance of London did not 
remain unchallenged. In the fi rst half of the nineteenth century Manchester 
surpassed London as a manufacturing powerhouse, and it was widely con-
sidered to be “the city of the future.” According to Fernand Braudel, capital 
cities have played a role of the spectators rather than the main contribu-
tors to the industrial revolution. “The capital cities would be present in the 
forthcoming Industrial Revolution, but in the role of the spectators,” he 
famously claimed, perhaps exaggerating the matter for polemical purposes. 
“Not London, but Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, Glasgow and innumer-
able small proletarian towns launched the new era.” 99  However in spite of 
all this, the capital city status of London remained intact. The same holds 
true for many other capital cities. 
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 More to the point, historically, capital cities were rarely established in the 
most affl uent and prosperous parts of the state. In many countries the politi-
cal capitals maintained their control over commercial hubs and the larger 
and more economically developed parts of the country. In China the Man-
darin capital in the North traditionally controlled the affl uent commercial 
regions of the South that played a conspicuous role in overseas trade from 
which it derived its wealth. The ascension of Moscow to political dominance 
took place against the backdrop of much more commercially developed cities 
like Novgorod that Moscovite rulers have later suppressed. 

 In the historical section of this book, we also have seen that many capital 
cities emerged in places that were much smaller and much less cosmopolitan 
than the larger and more established urban centers. Many of them did not 
have natural resources and any other obvious indications of their potential 
for successful independent economic development. In general, it was not 
uncommon for poor and underdeveloped parts of the country to take control 
over the more affl uent regions. We have seen such tendencies in several Latin 
American countries where more affl uent cities exhibiting strong separatist 
tendencies were subservient to the political domination of capital cities that 
were established in much poorer and often peripheral regions. 

 Many capital cities of the newly independent states were also established in 
poorer parts of the country. To exemplify, Athens did not even have its own 
economy to speak of. At the time of independence in 1833, Athens was only 
a village, while Thessalonica was a big and affl uent economic hub. In Bulgaria 
at least three cities could be listed, such as Varna, Shumen, and Ruse, which 
were bigger than Sofi a; Varna, a seaport on the Black Sea, and Ruse, a Danu-
bian port city, were more promising commercially. In the area of modern-day 
Serbia, Subotica remained the most populous city and economically more 
promising to the very end of the nineteenth century, while smaller Belgrad 
and earlier Kragujevac were selected to become the capitals of the country. 100  

 To summarize, the capital city status is rarely simply a result of economic 
preeminence and the prosperity of the city. Neither is it simply a result of 
manipulation of the political elite that aims to isolate the capital from the 
dynamic development of the global cities. In many countries the presence 
of such a dual structure is a result of the historically entrenched division of 
labor between the political and economic function. Many contributors to the 
debate about the change of the seat of government believe that such a divi-
sion of labor is benefi cial for both economic and political development of the 
country and see the establishment of designed new capital as an opportunity 
for the former capital city to develop into a commercial capital to realize 
more fully its economic potential. 
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 Conclusion 

 The analysis in this book shows that capital city relocation is a common phe-
nomenon widely presented through history and in current political practice. 
Spatial factors and the choice of the capital city greatly infl uence not only the 
political potential of the country and its success but also the very viability 
of the state. Our analysis also reveals some similarities in the countries that 
seek to solve their political, economic, and cultural problems via relocation 
of their capital city. The fact that the debate on this topic takes place in 
dozens of countries refl ects certain tendencies of global development. These 
tendencies might bring this topic to the agenda of many other countries. 

 The following factors of global development probably play the most 
crucial role. In developing countries these are fast growth of capital cities 
together with the high level of migration from regional areas due mostly 
to the low level of urbanization. Internally, this fast-paced growth of capi-
tal cities creates problems for the urban infrastructure. Externally, it gener-
ates patterns of misbalanced development between capital and regions. The 
above problems are amplifi ed by corruption and hyper-centralization that 
cause political concerns and problems of integration. These matters are less 
pronounced in the developed countries, yet the threats of separatism and 
need for federalization contribute to the topicality of this issue. 

 The factors that stimulate relocation debates can be construed as technical 
problems, the problems of economic and urban development. 

 In the long run, the de-congestion of the old capital city, the integration 
of the country into the mega-regional economies and the development 
of the far-flung underdeveloped regions can provide certain economic 
benefits. The hyper-centralized system centered on a primary city that 
also performs the role of a capital can be economically ineffective. 

 The establishment of a new capital city can be viewed from the perspective 
of urban development. It will encourage a new type of relationship between 
cities and regions, create more balanced urban hierarchy, and provide better 
functional differentiation. 

 The relocation can also facilitate the introduction of innovative urban 
technologies and new standards in urban planning. The historical practice 
of capital city relocations follows the evolution of urban planning concepts, 
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and the design of new capitals refl ects attendant architectural and aesthetic 
principles. As we have seen, the new capital cities often implement the domi-
nant and most fashionable urban concepts of their age: the City Beautiful 
(Washington D.C.), the Picturesque City (Ankara), Radiant City (Brasília), 
Dynapolis (Islamabad), Garden City (Canberra and Abuja), Green City 
(Gaborone and New Kabul), Eco-city (Sejong in South Korea), Intelligent 
City (Putrajaya), and Smart City (the new capital cities proposed in Egypt 
and India). Notably, in some cases, the new capital cities not only have 
embodied these principles but also laid the utopian and futuristic paradigms 
of national development serving as a foundation for more ambitious blue-
prints of social transformation. 

 Our analysis also demonstrates that most capital city relocations, includ-
ing those that were aiming to address economic and urban problems, can be 
better understood in the context of nation-building. Six integrative strate-
gies that we have outlined highlight different priorities in the choice of new 
capital cities. According to this classifi cation, capital city relocations were 
designed to solve the problems of territorial integration, to boost economic 
development of the territories, to reach a reasonable compromise between 
major ethnic and religious communities and other constituent units of the 
state, to stimulate reconstruction of historical identity, to promote new 
geopolitical positioning, and promote de-centralization of the state. 

 To a large extent the acuteness of these problems depends on the phase 
of nation formation and particular challenges of state- and nation-building. 
Capital city transfers either make one of these strategic goals a priority, or 
refl ect the optimization of two or more parameters deemed critical for the 
viability, stability, and overall success of the state. 

 Depending on specifi c circumstances the needs of nation-building might 
require the emancipation from colonial dependency and its symbols, the 
resolution of subnational confl icts and tensions, the preservation of territo-
rial integrity in the face of potential disintegration, and the overcoming of 
geographic divides and other cleavages or misbalances in the development 
of the cities and regions. These particular tasks of economic, political, and 
cultural transformation are inscribed in the programs of nation- and state-
building. New capitals help to solidify the identity of the states and preserve 
their unity. 

 Capital city relocations are most justifi ed when they aim at the fundamen-
tal political reconstruction of the country. In such cases the choice of the new 
capital ensues from the search for more effective ways to integrate different 
parts of the state, the need of radical reconstruction of the polity, and inter-
relation between its constituent units. The change of geographic location of 
the government in the context of federalization can help to ensure optimal 
forms of relationship and interaction between federated entities. Through 
their relocation and iconography, the successful capitals of the federation are 
effectively binding the constituent units of the state. The topicality of capital 
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city shift in the context of federalization is on the rise as seen in the proposals 
to relocate the seat of the government in such countries as the UK, Nepal, 
Bolivia, Somalia, Yemen, and Ukraine and the debates therein. 

 Finally, we have mentioned in our discussion some relatively rare, yet no 
less intriguing cases when the construction of new capital cities involves 
goals and issues beyond the national scale. Alongside the nation-building 
aspects these cases underscore the importance of mega-regional integration 
and creation of national capitals in the context of improvement of transna-
tional and continental economic and cultural ties. These new capital cities 
aim both to assert the regional leadership of those countries that are building 
new seats of government and to provide better communication and transpor-
tation infrastructure to the whole mega-region in which they are located and 
potentially to host major supranational structures. These capital cities help 
the whole mega-region to integrate, enhancing their role in the international 
affairs. These motives are characteristic of some countries in Latin America 
and Southeast Asia where problems of region-building and mega-regional 
integration are most signifi cant and acute. 

 Accordingly, the goals of capital city transfers can be dictated by multiple 
micro politics – economic politics, ethnic and cultural politics, identity and 
memory politics, security politics, urban and spatial planning politics, and 
international economy politics. The rationale behind each relocation leads 
to different location reasoning, as different geographies can promote dif-
ferent politics with different effectiveness. Whereas some of these politics 
can require the siting of the capital city in the demographic and economic 
core of the nation, others would benefi t more from placing the capital in the 
periphery of the country, at a distance from the core areas. 

 It is important to emphasize that the diverse defi nitions and the multi-
faceted interpretations of capital city functions also give rise to the idea of 
the change of the seat of the government. Different concepts imply different 
and often contradictory normative requirements for the location of the seat 
of the government. On one hand, the concept of the capital implies that it 
should be a neutral center that will help to reconcile the interests of different 
constituent parts of the state and secure the parity of their representations. 
Neutrality and lack of strong local identity will be the most important fea-
tures of this kind of capital. 

 The alternative concept envisages a capital city in its leadership role pro-
viding a sense of direction to the state and determining its major priorities 
being situated at the forefront of its strategic development. This concept can 
defi ne capital cities as locomotives of the economic growth, the paragons of 
social development, or as the new geopolitical fl agpoles of the country giving 
direction to its mega-regional development. 

 Not infrequently, the proposals to reposition a capital city are stimulated 
by the antinomies and tensions between the reality of the capital cities and 
their normative defi nitions upheld by political leadership. The resulting 
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divergent defi nitions are based on quite often confl icting values of security, 
fairness, economic effi ciency, and identity. 

 * * * 

 In the framework of our historical research we have pointed out both con-
tinuities and discontinuities in the practice of capital city transfers in mod-
ern and pre-modern periods. We have seen a wide variety of forms in the 
arrangement of the capital city function in pre-modern states. This arrange-
ment is still far from being uniform across different countries, yet presently 
the forms of organization of capital city function appear more universal 
compared to the pre-modern period, as they were shaped by the concept of 
the nation-state. 

 We also have seen some important changes in the locational logic of capi-
tal cities. While in many pre-modern states the location of the seat of govern-
ment was mainly determined by religious and military considerations, which 
could be classifi ed as external, the modern nation-states tend to make these 
decisions based on internal factors. Some ancient seats of power were con-
ceived as part of the universal cosmic order; the siting of the capital cities in 
despotic states refl ected the disposition of the competing political fractions; 
colonial capital cities were sited based on the convenience of international 
trade and their metropolitan states. The internal parameters, the balance of 
power between its constituent parts, and the relationship between groups 
living in the country determine the selection of national capitals in most 
modern nation-states, especially in federations. 

 Along with differences, we have identifi ed a number of similarities between 
capital city transfers in pre-modern and modern periods. For instance, the 
motive of de-colonization could be found in many ancient and medieval 
states – the Parthians were trying to liberate their new capital cities from the 
legacy of Hellenism; under the Ming dynasty and in the Kuomintang period 
the Chinese have tried to move their capital city from Beijing to erase the 
memory of foreign dynasties ruling China – Mongolian and Manchurian. 

 The idea of locating the capital city at the crossroads between two main 
entities of the state in the pre-modern period anticipated and foreshadowed 
the principles that governed the capital cities location rationale in modern 
federations. Like modern federations many pre-modern states promoted 
inclusivity and facilitated the change of character and nature of the state 
through introduction of new capital cities. Baghdad and Warsaw have solidi-
fi ed the union between the Arabs and the Persians and between the Poles and 
the Lithuanians, respectively, and created some kind of fusion strengthening 
the foundation of both states. The isolated capital cities that emerged in some 
contemporary autocratic states have much in common with the disembedded 
capitals in the despotic states that we have described. 

 Nevertheless, the reasons that often motivate the seat of government trans-
fer debates in many countries today such as overpopulation, traffi c gridlocks, 
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misbalance in the economic development, were not familiar to pre-modern 
era. It should also be noted that the state apparatus of modern states, includ-
ing all its departments and public servants, is much heavier today and much 
more expensive to support and transfer compared to pre-modern states. 

 Our analysis of the emergence of capital cities of nation-states in Europe 
also confi rmed that they have played an important role of catalysts in the 
formation of the European nations. The transition from the rule over people 
based on personal ties to the rule over territorial states has signifi cantly 
amplifi ed the role of capital cities in the life of the state. The European 
notions of capital city and nation-state have spread around the world. The 
governments in non-European countries have adopted some European mod-
els defi ning the relationship between the nation and its capital cities. As a 
result, the making of the non-European nations often involved the introduc-
tion of the new capital cities, contributing to the maintenance and reinforce-
ment of their new identity and reproduction of certain patterns in power 
relations from the Western world. 

 Our analysis has also shown the important role of nations, nationalism, 
and nation-building in contemporary global processes. Contrary to the thesis 
about the decline of the nations as the agents of world history promoted by 
some social theorists – they were supposedly displaced by large geopolitical 
complexes, civilizations, transnational corporations, and other supranational 
entities – our analysis ascertains that nations continue to play a conspicu-
ous role in global political processes, and nation-building stays fi rm on the 
agenda of mature nations in the developed countries, not to mention the rest 
of the world. The capital city transfers are also critical in the processes of 
national and mega-regional integration and consolidation. 

 We have also found that different political regimes carry out capital city 
relocation projects with different success rates. The liberal-democratic politi-
cal regimes appear to be more successful in that respect – with their city 
relocation projects relying upon the integrative strategies and democratic 
decision-making processes. The less successful political regimes seem to be 
struggling with the mission, although they can still achieve some more effi -
cient administration of the country and establish particular loyalties and 
control over territories. Under these regimes the offi cial de-centralization 
plans that were often declared to be one of the aims of capital city transfers 
in reality were translated into a more centralized state. We have also deter-
mined that many autocratic regimes fail to achieve not only major goals of 
better integration and inclusivity but even to reach specifi c targets related to 
their hidden political agendas such as suppression of dissent, marginalization 
of the protest movements and solidifi cation of their power base. 

 The multiple case studies demonstrate that capital city transfer might not 
be the most effi cient method to address the major social, economic, and polit-
ical problems they aim to solve. Due to complexity and high costs of these 
projects, the change of the seat of the government remains a highly unpre-
dictable social enterprise involving certain risks, which some governments 
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are hesitant to take. Therefore, it can be classifi ed as a radical strategy of 
urban system transformation comparable to shock therapy in economics and 
surgical intervention in medicine. 

 Furthermore, the proposals to relocate the capital city in some cases mys-
tify and camoufl age real social and political problems and misrepresent 
them. Quite often the problems these projects seek to resolve, e.g., hyper-
centralization, geographic inequities, corruption, the relationship between 
different regions, can be more effectively resolved via application of various 
alternative policies. Political debates on capital city relocations tend to draw 
public attention to the importance of these issues placed on the agenda and 
help to bring them into sharper focus. There are also issues like the political 
constitution of the state, strategies of national development, and the geo-
graphic identity of the state often added to the list. Ultimately these debates 
prove to be constructive and fruitful regardless of the relocation related 
outcome. 

 In spite of all potential concerns, the reasons to move the capital city 
might be very compelling, and capital city transfers can in principle con-
tribute to positive social and political change. They are especially relevant 
for territorially large countries with oversize primary cities serving as their 
capitals. Capital city relocation projects often fail not because of their prin-
cipal inability to solve particular social and political problems but because 
of their poor organization and administration indicating lack of strategic 
planning. Therefore, new approach and analytical methods, new decision-
making models and planning procedures are necessary to better understand 
the problematic matter and improve the success rate. 

 In this context, politicians, policy-makers, and researchers are facing mul-
tiple challenges that need to be addressed in a more systematic fashion. These 
are issues associated with the administration of the transformational proj-
ects, institutional arrangements necessary to carry them out, and corruption 
prevention arrangements, as corruption often plague all large government 
mega-projects. There are also issues of urban technologies, their develop-
ment and implementation linked to the infrastructure of the new capital 
cities. It is also extremely important to identify and develop appropriate 
decision-making processes related both to the principal decisions regarding 
capital city transfers and the choice of appropriate site for them. These pro-
cesses need to refl ect the right balance between expert views and opinions 
raised via democratic procedures. 

 Last but not least is the identifi cation of the innovative fi nancing mod-
els and options with the optimal combination of private and public funds. 
Some of these fi nancing arrangements might involve external loans and land 
sales by developers. The most recent precedents of funding these projects 
involve private fi nancing through real estate investment fi rms and fi nanc-
ing through the governments of foreign countries via G-to-G (Government-
to-Government) models. Some examples of such fi nancing models include 
the new capital city of Afghanistan funded by Japan; Amaravati in Andhra 
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Pradesh, with fi nancial help from Singapore; the capital city relocation in 
Egypt that will be fi nanced by UAE’s Capital City Partners (CCP) and Chi-
nese Construction Company; and the construction of the new capital city of 
Zimbabwe fi nanced by the Chinese fi rms. 

 There are also problems associated with the evaluation of performance of 
capital cities and criteria identifying their success. 

 So far there is no consensus regarding these questions, and some of them 
are not even properly formulated. Undoubtedly, the answers will depend on 
particular circumstances and local specifi cs. It is also clear that more efforts – 
both theoretical and practical – are expected to develop the concept of a new 
capital city to ensure its successful implementation. 
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   Table 1  Major capital city relocations in the past 100 years  

Country From To Year Distance (km)

Russia Saint-Petersburg Moscow 1918 633
Albania Durrës Tirana 1920 39
Turkey Istanbul Ankara 1923 351
Australia Melbourne Canberra 1927 472
Zambia Livingston Lusaka 1935 484
Guinea-Bissau Bolama Bissau 1941 40
China Nanjing Beijing 1949 1219
Mauritania Saint-Louis Nouakchott 1957 303
Senegal Saint-Louis Dakar 1958 265
Brazil Rio de Janeiro Brasília 1960 754
Botswana Gaborone Mafi keng 1961 138
Rwanda Butare Kigali 1962 80
Uganda Entebbe Kampala 1962 35
North Yemen Ta’izz Sana’a 1962 198
Pakistan Karachi Islamabad 1966 1144
Libya Bayda/Benghazi Tripoli 1969 1000
Belize Belmopan Belize City 1970 68
Malawi Zomba Lilongwe 1974 227
Côte d'Ivoire Abidjan Yamoussoukro 1983 228
Libya Tripoli Sirte 1988 463
Chile* Santiago Valparaiso 1990 98
Nigeria Lagos Abuja 1991 541
Tanzania Dar es Salaam Dodoma 1996 571
Kazakhstan Almaty Astana 1997 974
Germany Bonn Berlin 1999 604

 Appendices 

(Continued)



Country From To Year Distance (km)

Malaysia** Kuala Lumpur Putrajaya 1999 47
Myanmar Yangon Naypyidaw 2005 330
UAE Abu Dhabi Khalifa City 2012 30
Georgia* Tbilisi Kutaisi 2012 230
Afghanistan Kabul New Kabul 2013 25

  *Legislative only **Executive only 

  Note:  This list does not include temporary relocations, relocations in smaller states, and those 
within the same metropolitan area (<10 km).     

Table 1 (Continued)

  Table 2  Temporary or smaller-scale capital city relocations in the past 100 years 

World Region Country From To Year

South Asia Sri Lanka Colombo Kotte 1982
Bhutan Punakha Thimphu 1952

SEA Philippines Manila Quezon City 1976
Laos Luang Prabang Vientiane 1975
Indonesia Yogyakarta Jakarta 1949
Philippines Quezon City Manila 1948

Middle East Oman Salalah Muscat 1970
Israel Tel Aviv Jerusalem 1949
Oman Muscat Salalah 1932
Bahrain Muharraq Manama 1923
Jordan Salt Amman 1921

Africa Guinea-Bissau Bolama Bissau 1941
Guinea-Bissau Bissau Madina do Boe 1973
Guinea-Bissau Madina do Boe Bissau 1974

Oceania Palau Koror Ngerulmud 2006
Federated States 
of Micronesia

Kolonia Palikir 1989

Marshall Islands Jabor Majuro Atoll 1944
Solomon Islands Tulagi Honiara 1942

Southern Europe Montenegro Cetinje Podgorica 1946



  Table 3  Countries with active public debates on capital city relocation 

Region Country Present 
Capital

Proposed 
Capital(s)

Year Debate 
Began

Africa Egypt Cairo Al-Fayoum 2005
Equatorial 
Guinea

Malabo Oyala 2012

Ghana Accra Kintampo 2007
Kenya Nairobi Gigiri 2009
Liberia Monrovia Bentol 1982
Senegal Dakar Lompoul 2007
Somalia Mogadishu Hargeisa, Baidoa 2004
South Sudan Juba Ramciel 2010
Uganda Kampala Karuma 2011
Zimbabwe Harare Hampden 2011

East Asia China Beijing Chongqing 2010
Japan Tokyo Hokuto 1995
Mongolia Ulan Bator Kharkhorin 2005
South Korea Seoul Sejong City 2002
Taiwan Taipei Kaohsiung 2006

Post-Soviet 
States

Azerbaijan Baku Gyandzha/Alyat 2010

Georgia Tbilisi Sukhumi 2010
Kyrgyzstan Bishkek Osh 2006
Russia Moscow Novosibirsk 2005
Tajikistan Dushanbe Danghara 2012
Ukraine Kyiv Baturin 2005

Southeast Asia Indonesia Jakarta Palangkaraya 2010
Philippines Manila Cebu City 2011
Thailand Bangkok Nakhon Nayok 2011

South Asia Bangladesh Dhaka Trishal 2010
Nepal Kathmandu Chitwan 2012

Americas Argentina Buenos Aires Santiago del Estero 2014
Bolivia La Paz Sucre 2008
Haiti Port-au-Prince Cap Haitien 2010
Nicaragua Managua Estelí 2014
Peru Lima Huancayo 1983
Venezuela Caracas Ciudad Libertad 2005

Middle East Iran Tehran Qom, Isfahan, Tabriz 2003
Yemen Sana’a Aden 2014

(Continued)



Region Country Present 
Capital

Proposed 
Capital(s)

Year Debate 
Began

Europe Romania Bucharest Alba Iulia 2010
Slovakia Bratislava Martin 2009
UK London Liverpool* 2003

    Note : This table does not list all the candidates for the role of a new capital city. For example, 
in Iran, Tabriz, Parand, Shahroud, Isfahan, and Qom have been proposed; in Indonesia, 
Palangkaraya, Banjarmasin, and Jonggol; in Russia, Ekaterinburg, Tver, Vladivostok, and other 
cities; in Egypt, 6th of October City, Alexandria, Suez, and Port Said; in China, Zhengzhou, 
Lanzhou, Wuhan, Linxi, Xiangyang, Liaocheng, Changsha, Anyang, and several others. For 
the sake of brevity, this table lists only the most popular candidates for new capitals. 

 *In the UK, in 2003, Plaid Cymru party MP Adam Price proposed moving the capital of 
the UK to Liverpool. In 2012, MP John Mann proposed relocating the headquarters of most 
government departments to different cities outside of London. In 2014, MP Graham Stringer 
called for England’s government to be moved to Manchester, Lord Adonis suggested moving 
the House of Lords to the North, and trade unionists suggested designating Glasgow the capital 
of the UK, as an alternative to Scottish independence. Other contenders for this role in England 
include Middlesbrough, Lichfi eld, and Nottingham.    

Table 3 (Continued)

  Table 4  Recent subnational capital city relocation debates and moves 

Country Region From To Year

India Andhra Pradesh Hyderabad Seemandhra 2014
Telangana Hyderabad 

(shared capital 
with Andhra 
Pradesh)

Hyderabad 
(capital of 
Telangana only)

Russia Yamal 
Autonomous 
Republic

Salekhard Noyabrsk ongoing debate

Karelia Syktyvkar Ukhta
Ingushetia Nazran Magas 2000

Indonesia Maluku Ambon Masohi 2012
Banggai Island Banggai Salakan 2008

United States Alaska Juneau Anchorage ongoing debate

  * Since 1956, 16 new states and union territories with new capitals have been created in India: 
Gujarat and Maharashtra in 1960; Nagaland in 1963; Haryana in 1966; Himachal Pradesh, 
Manipur, Meghalaya, and Tripura in 1971; the Kingdom of Sikkim in 1975; Arunachal 
Pradesh, Goa, and Mizoram in 1987; Chhattisgarh, Uttarakhand, and Jharkhand in 2000; and 
Telangana in 2014.     



   Table 6  Pairs of the opposing types of capital cities 
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  Table 5  The relationship between four normative concepts and six strategies 

 



   Table 7  Capital city relocation costs/budgets by country 

Country From To Total 
Budget 
in billions

Alternative 
Estimates

Total GDP 
in current 
USD*

%GDP**

Germany Bonn Berlin 16 11 1800 0.8%
Kazakhstan Alma-Ata Astana 12 22 54.5%
Malaysia Kuala 

Lumpur
Putrajaya 8.1 79.1 10.2%

Brazil Rio de 
Janeiro

Brasília 19.5 137.5 14.2%

Nigeria Lagos Abuja 13 72.4 18.0%
Tanzania Dar es 

Salaam
Dodoma 0.144 3.3 4.4%

Malawi Zomba Lilongwe 0.12 0.84 14.3%
Myanmar Rangoon Naypyidaw 5 83.9 6.0%
Afghanistan Kabul New Kabul 34 50 15 280.0%

    *  GDP is quoted in the year the project was started. E.g., Kazakhstan’s GDP is quoted based 
on 1997, and the GDP of Malaysia based on 1999. 
  **  % GDP represents the average between the suggested budget and alternative estimate when 
applicable. 

Table 6 (Continued)



   Suggested capital city relocation budgets/estimates in a sample of countries   

Country Old Capital New Capital Suggested 
Budget

Alternative 
Estimate

GDP % GDP

Japan Tokyo 144 350 4400 3.3%
Indonesia Jakarta 11 695 1.6%
S Korea Seoul Sejong 38.5–45 1000 3.9%
S Sudan Juba 10 2 500%
Iran** Tehran 29–43 417 7.2%
Russia Moscow 150 300 1300 17.3%
Argentina Buenos Aires Viedma 4.7 115 4.1%
Egypt Cairo New Cairo 45 287 15.7%

   *  GDP is quoted in the year when the proposal was made. E.g., Indonesia’s GDP in 2010, and 
Japan’s GDP in 1999. 
  **  % GDP represents the average between the suggested budget and alternative estimate when 
applicable. 

 Sources: 
  Malawi . GDP in 1975: Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Malawi, 1970–2010 http://kushnirs.
org/macroeconomics/gdp/gdp_malawi.html#t2_1 The amounts spent signifi cantly exceeded 
the original budget of $60–70 million (50–60 million MWK) (Potts, 1985: 189). Moreover, 
some expenses, notably the construction of the airport and of the new transportation routes 
were not included in the expenses. $120 million is a more realistic estimate. 

  Tanzania . The appraisal as of 1993 was 4.9 billion TZS (Kironde, 1993: 448). GDP in 1974: 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Malawi and its neighbors, billions dollars, 1970–2010. The 
exchange rate in 1993 год is found in Krichene, N. “Purchasing Power Parities in Five East 
African Countries,”  IMF Working Paper , October 1998 

  Brasília . The appraisal is done in 2010 dollars. Baldussi, D. “Brasilia, 50 Years as the Capital,” 
 Rio Times , Jan 12, 2010. Accordingly, GDP in 1957 ($17.6 billion) is converted to 2010 USD 
($137.5 billion). Pessoa, M. “Fiscal Policy in Brazil and Japan: what can be learned” (Tokyo, 
2004: 47). 

  Nigeria . $10 billion was spent in 12 years, from 1985 to 1997. The economists have estimated 
in 1997 that $2–4 billion will be necessary to fi nish the project. Moser, G., Rogers, S. & 
Van Til, R. 1997. “Nigeria: Experience With Structural Adjustment,”  IMF Occasional Papers  
(Washington D.C.), March, 37. In 1985–1992 the GDP of Nigeria has signifi cantly increased. 
The average GDP throughout these seven years годах was $244 billion. Accordingly, 5–6 
percent of GDP was spent on the construction of a new capital. 

  Russia . The fi rst estimate was cited by the mayor of Moscow Нгкш Luzhkov (2002), and the 
second one by Iosif Diskin, the co-Chair of the Council for National Strategy (Babaian, 2011). 

  Myanmar . This estimate was provided by an expert in Burmese economy Sean Turnell, 
Professor at Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia. “Built to Order: Myanmar’s New 
Capital Isolates and Insulates Junta,”  The New York Times , June 24, 2008. 

  Kazakhstan . According to the offi cial estimates, originally $2 billion were spent by the 
government and $2 billion by the private companies. 

  Afghanistan . State budget ($11 billion) and private funds ($23 billion).     

http://kushnirs.org/macroeconomics/gdp/gdp_malawi.html#t2_1
http://kushnirs.org/macroeconomics/gdp/gdp_malawi.html#t2_1


  Table 8   Selected countries ranked by economic dominance of capital city (2014)  

Country GDP/capita People (%) GDP (%) Capital City

Brazil 3.05 1 4 Brasília
Russia 2.33 9 21 Moscow
Thailand 2.30 13 29 Bangkok
China 2.27 2 3 Beijing
Indonesia 2.17 6 13 Jakarta
Italy 2.08 4 9 Rome
India 1.90 2 4 New Delhi
Iran 1.88 16 30 Tehran
Egypt 1.85 19 35 Cairo
Spain 1.70 7 12 Madrid
UK 1.69 13 22 London
France 1.67 18 30 Paris
Argentina 1.47 32 47 Buenos Aires
Venezuela 1.35 10 14 Caracas
Mexico 1.32 17 22 Mexico City
Austria 1.30 20 26 Vienna
Sweden 1.23 26 32 Stockholm
Japan 1.14 29 33 Tokyo
South Korea 1.10 21 23 Seoul

  Table 9   Zipf plot for cities in a sample of countries  

Graph C1 5(a) Size distribution of cities in the UK

 Source: Overman, H. “Are Britain’s ‘Second Tier’ Cities too Small,” Spatial Economics 
Research Center. 2012. October 12. 



  Graph C1 5(b)  US 

  Graph C1 5(c)  France 



  Graph C1 5(d)  Poland 

  Graph C1 5(e)  China 



  Graph C1 6  Size distribution of Russian cities 
 Source: World Bank.  From Transition to Development: A Country Economic Memorandum for 
the Russian Federation . Report no. 32308. March 

      Table 10   Economic dominance: second cities compared to capital cities  

Country GDP/capita People (%) GDP (%) Capital City

China 2.27 1.5 3.4 Beijing
2.24 1.7 3.8 Shanghai

Italy 2.08 4.3 9.0 Rome
2.70 2.0 5.4 Milan

India 1.90 2.0 3.8 Delhi
3.62 1.7 6.2 Mumbai

Pakistan 1.25 0.8 1.0 Islamabad
2.00 10.0 20.0 Karachi

Spain 1.70 6.9 11.7 Madrid
3.48 3.6 12.5 Barcelona

Brazil 3.05 1.3 4.0 Brasília
2.17 5.3 11.5 São Paulo
1.61 3.1 5.1 Rio de Janeiro

USA 0.92 0.7 0.6 Washington D.C.
2.66 2.6 7.0 New York

Russia 2.33 9.0 21.0 Moscow
1.03 3.7 3.8 Saint-Petersburg

UK 1.69 13.0 22.0 London
1.75 0.8 1.4 Manchester

France 1.67 18.0 30.0 Paris
2.89 0.8 2.2 Lyon

Japan 1.14 29.0 33.0 Tokyo
1.95 2.0 3.9 Osaka
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