
The two edged sword: capital cities and the limits to state
centralization in mid nineteenth-century Germany

Zef Segal
The Department of History, Philosophy and Jewish Studies, The Israeli Open University and The School of Computer Science, Tel Aviv Jaffa College, Ben Gurion
19, Hod Hasharon, Israel

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 21 June 2017
Received in revised form
24 December 2017
Accepted 31 December 2017

Keywords:
Centralization
Cartography
Postal systems
Railway systems
Urban culture

a b s t r a c t

This paper discusses the role of capital cities in the construction of nineteenth-century German states. It
describes the significant efforts that were put into strengthening new capital cities, such as Munich,
Dresden, Stuttgart and Hanover, especially due to the polycentric nature of German society, and making
them more central in citizens' lives. This was done through symbolic and institutional measures. As a
result, they were transformed into demographic, political, economic, administrative and iconic centres.
However, demographic, geographic and historical constraints determined state infrastructural shape and
form, just as much as political centrality. Consequently, existing circumstances limited the options and
possibilities of the states, and prevented the creation of a German equivalent of London or Paris. This
paper explores the role the capital cities of independent states such as Bavaria, Saxony, Hanover and
Württemberg played in spatial infrastructure and spatial imagination, and shows contradictory processes
of capital city development.

© 2018 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

The development of capital cities was largely the product of the
era of nation-states.1 Although social theorists have not fully
explained the role capital cities played in the formation of the idea
of the nation or the nation-state, it is commonly understood that
they are significant in the process of state centralization. ‘The
capital city became a true centre of national unity and a visual
laboratory of national imagination’, claims Vadim Rossman.2

However, the relationship between capital and nation, or capital
and state, is not so simple. Existing urban landscapes, institutions
and commercial ties limit the ability of governments to predomi-
nantly focus the national imagination on a specific urban centre.
This article examines the attempts made by nineteenth-century
state officials in four German states e Bavaria, Saxony, Hanover
and Württemberg e to form a single symbolic centre in each of
their states and discusses the relationship between state-making
and different kinds of centralization: cultural, iconographic, insti-
tutional and infrastructural.

These four kinds of centralization reflect different ways of
drawing people into seeing the capital city as their centre. Cultural

centralization relates to the view of the capital city as a spectacle
and the planning issues associated with the growth of visitors to
newly opened museums, galleries and festivals. Iconographic
centralization refers to the changing representation of capital cities
in visual discourse and their prominent role in the imagined ge-
ography of the state. Institutional centralization is the establish-
ment of central civil institutes, which are not merely administrative
centres, in the capital cities. Infrastructural centralization relates to
the role of capital cities in transportation and communication
networks, such as railway and postal systems. All four kinds of
centralizationwere used by officials to bring the people of the state
to the capital city, and to turn their capital cities into something
more than just administrative-functional centres.

This paper will use these different forms of centralization to illu-
minate the complex relations between state-making and the power
of capital cities through the history of the fourmedium sized German
states of Bavaria, Saxony,Württemberg andHanover, and their capital
citieseMunich, Dresden, Stuttgart andHanovere between the fall of
Napoleon in 1815 and the end of the Austrian-Prussian war in 1866.
These four states were not superpowers, such as Prussia or Austria,
nor were they miniature entities, such as the Thuringian principal-
ities. They were large enough to develop individual territorial cohe-
sion, in which their capital cities were key components, but this feat
was a process and a struggle. Empowering their capital cities was a
central theme in the agenda of the four governments but, as this
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article shows, it met significant social, geographic and economic
limitations. Furthermore, state officials who overemphasized their
capital city could cause a backlash, alienating the state's population.

During the nineteenth century state capitals became reflections
of their states and were designed as political symbols.3 In many
ways they represented or symbolized state power without the use
of violence. Medieval polities usually lacked a capital city, having
itinerant emperors, kings and princes, of variable mobility.4 From
the Renaissance onwards, capital cities gradually became the norm,
but in Germany they were mostly monarchic Haupt- and Resi-
denzst€adte (capital and residence cities), representing princely po-
wer and glory rather than being state symbols. The creation of
extravagant royal courts symbolized royal separation, rather than
becoming a matter for public identification.5 This role changed as a
result of the emergence of centralized bourgeois territorial states.
The ‘embourgeoisement’ of their cities transformed them into
institutional, cultural, economic, political and innovational cen-
tres.6 Bourgeois institutions such as banks, clubs and large com-
mercial companies were constructed alongside centralized
religious and academic facilities.7 As a result, capital cities were no
longer seen as simply the location of the palace, but as binding
centres for nations and the focal point of states. This transformation
in character was, in many ways, part of conscious policies of state
integration by the monarchs, and not against their will. Capital
cities no longer merely represented the royal court, but rather the
nation-state as a whole. Such cities were seen as manifestations of
their particular state cultures.8

German capital cities

The lack of overall political centralization posed a particular
problem for capital city formation in German states. This has been
referred to as ‘das Hauptstadtproblem’ or ‘Hauptstadtfrage’, and can
be dated back to the founding of themedieval Holy Roman Empire.9

Although princes of small German states during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries imitated Versailles by constructing castles
and royal courts in German capitals, this only led to the establish-
ment of many palace towns (Residendzst€adte), ranging from Zwei-
brücken in the west to Breslau in the east, most of which could not
be seen as state centres.10 Stein Rokkan, the Norwegian sociologist,
called the territory stretching from central Italy to the North and
Baltic seas the ‘City Belt’, due to the existence of a large number of
strong and autonomous cities that prevented the establishment of
centralized territorial states earlier than the nineteenth century.11

Although some of the larger member states of the Holy Roman
Empire began to resemble centralized territorial states during the
eighteenth century, they were still fragmented polities.12 Further-
more, this political and cultural variety and multiplicity was
perceived as the essence of German uniqueness by Johann Wolf-
gang von Goethe, Friedrich Schiller and Justus M€oser.

The 1806 dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire and the
Napoleonic establishment of German states reduced the number of
capital cities and gave each of those that remained a more
centralized role. However, the construction of each state from
dozens of small principalities caused many of the previous Resi-
dendzst€adte to become peripheral cities in much larger states, such
as Würzburg or Regensburg in Bavaria, Lüneburg in Hanover and
Mergentheim in Württemberg.13 Annexed into the new polities,
these cities, and other politically powerful German localities, such
as ecclesiastical principalities and free imperial cities, were threats
to the integration of the newly emerging states. Although many of
these cities had begun losing ground in the previous centuries, the
Napoleonic wars erased their remaining political power and placed
them geographically as far from the bureaucratic centres of the new
states as one could imagine.14

Mid nineteenth-century urban growth also widened the gap be-
tween Munich, Dresden, Hanover and Stuttgart and the other cities
and towns in their states. Between 1850 and 1870 the population of
Munich grew from107,000 to169,000, thatofDresden from97,000 to
177,000, that of Stuttgart from 47,000 to 92,000 and that of Hanover
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