
Page   of   1 2

Title: Architecture, Power and National Identity

Abbreviated Title:  APNI – Vale 2008

Author: Lawrence Vale

Date of Work: July 27, 2008

Type of Work / 
Pages:

Book; 400 pages

Publisher: Routledge

URL: http://www.amazon.com/Architecture-Power-National-Identity-Lawrence/
dp/0415955157

Keywords: Civic Space; Physical Environments; Symbolism; Power; Manipulation

Abstract: The first edition of Architecture, Power, and National Identity, published in 
1992, has become a classic, winning the prestigious Spiro Kostof award for 
the best book in architecture and urbanism. Lawrence Vale fully has fully 
updated the book, which focuses on the relationship between the design of 
national capitals across the world and the formation of national identity in 
modernity. Tied to this, it explains the role that architecture and planning 
play in the forceful assertion of state power. The book is truly international 
in scope, looking at capital cities in the United States, India, Brazil, Sri 
Lanka, Kuwait, Bangladesh, and Papua New Guinea.
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“The scale of the structures reminds the mass of political spectators that they enter the precincts of 
power as clients or as supplicants, susceptible to arbitrary rebuffs and favors, and that they are 
subject to remote authorities they only dimply know or understand” p. 8 

“The manipulation of civic space thus tends both to sanction the leaderships exercise of power and 
to promote the continued quiescence of those who are excluded” p. 8 

“The design of a government building’s interiors holds many clues about the nature of the 
bureaucracy that works therein” p. 3 

As Goodman notes, “a building may mean in ways unrelated to being an architectural work – may 
become through association a symbol for sanctuary, or for a reign of terror, or for graft” p. 4 

Goodman identifies four ways that are tied to choices: 
1. Denotation 
2. Exemplification 
3. Metaphorical expressional 
4. Mediated reference 

Many political regimes make especially powerful symbolic use of the physical environment. 
Throughout history and across the globe, architecture and urban design have been manipulated in the 
service of politics. Government buildings are an attempt to build governments, and to support specific 
regimes. More than mere homes for government leaders, they serve as symbols of the state. We 
can, therefore learn much about a political regime by observing closely what it builds. The close 
examination of government buildings can reveal a great deal about what Clifford Geertz has termed 
the “Cultural balance of power: within a pluralist society p. 3 

The scale of the structures reminds the mass of political spectators that they enter the precincts of 
power as clients or as supplicants, susceptible to arbitrary rebuffs and favors and that they are 
subject to remote authorities they only dimly know or understand p. 8 

The manipulation of civic space thus tends both to sanction the leadership’s exercise of power and 
to promote the continued quiescence of those who are excluded p. 8 

The design of a government building’s interiors holds many clues about the nature of the 
bureaucracy that works therein p. 8


