
Cities are one of humanity’s most complex and ancient forms of 
social organization. Unfortunately, this is frequently overlooked 
in the charter cities discourse where charter cities are portrayed 
as new, as unusual, and as the pipe dreams of futurists with little 
grounding in reality. We believe this discourse is mistaken, and 
sorely in need of revision.

Charter cities should not be seen as new and different but rather as 
drawing inspiration from an ancient form of social organization: 
the self-governing city. Such cities have existed throughout human 
history, on different continents and in different times, and played 
important roles in regional and even world history. These semi-
autonomous or independent cities thrived because they took 
advantage of the benefits derived through the special form of 
organization and humans propensity to truck, barter, and exchange.

Self-governing cities created frameworks, both physical and 
legal, to empower their residents in politics and commerce. For 
example, Lubeck created a legal code, Lubeck Law, that was copied 
throughout the Baltic region in late medieval Europe, setting the 
stage for the mercantile Hanseatic League. Then there is Tangier’s 
long history of trade that paved the way for one of the earliest 
manifestations of a free trade zone in the world. 

In this Charter Cities Atlas, we detail 13 examples of self-governing 
cities throughout history, drawing examples from different regions 

of the world and different historical periods. Each of these cities 
took a unique path, figuring out how to overcome the individual 
challenges presented by their environment to succeed. Despite 
massive differences, they similarly were able to govern effectively, 
take advantage of regional trade, and innovate.

Of course, it is important for the institutions of self-governing 
cities to be tailored to their times. Some of our early examples, 
like Athens, are independent city-states. Others, like Coba, 
are part of a much larger political structure with complicated 
relational ties. The unifying factor is that these cities had high 
degrees of autonomy that allowed them to develop their own 
systems and respond quickly and effectively to ever-changing 
market conditions.

We hope that this Atlas helps demonstrate the importance of 
cities and self-governance. We also hope that the Atlas serves 
as a much-needed reminder that the core idea behind charter 
cities — that adaptive and responsive local institutions help spur 
economic development — is a much older, tried, and tested idea 
than the discourse gives it credit for. Indeed, the cities in this 
Atlas make a convincing argument that such cities are a central 
method in humanities efforts to progress across a variety of fields. 
There is much to learn from the history of self-governing cities. 
As we see the first generation of modern charter cities begin, this 
history is crucial to understand.

Introduction

Holstengate, Lubeck, Germany, circa 1890 
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The Holsten Gate is a city gate marking off the western 

boundary of the old center of the Hanseatic city of 

Lübeck. Built in 1464, the Gothic brick construction is 

one of the relics of Lübeck’s medieval city fortifications 

and one of two remaining city gates, the other being the 

Citadel Gate (“Burgtor”).
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The Adrianople Group is a business advisory and 
research firm that provides the world’s most up to 
date information on Special Economic Zones and 
new city projects. We provide three types of services: 
business intelligence, marketing, and data. The world 
of tomorrow is powered by competitive governance.

Adrianople Group

The Charter Cities Institute is a nonprofit that 
empowers new cities with better governance to 
lift tens of millions of people out of poverty. To 
achieve this mission, we conduct both practical and 
academic research, produce popular media, provide 
technical assistance to new city developments and 
governments, and engage relevant stakeholders 
through a variety of partnerships and events.
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