




The Middle Ages have for the last centuries been used as an object of fear and contrast-

modernisation narrative of the nation state has been challenged in the last decades. 
Globalisation has not only brought people in the world closer together, but has also 
challenged established certainties. Especially the project of the nation state of national 
integration and national development has been challenged by globalisation. After the 
period of national integration we are now entering a period of renewed fragmentation, 
questioning the taken-for granted dominance of national territories. This has sparked 
a renewed interest in the Middle Ages, an era in which the nation state was not so 
dominant. This essay focuses on the changing role of cities in the New Middle Ages. 
It discusses not only how cities and their urban networks tear the traditional fabric of 
the nation state apart, but also to what extent urban networks and regions can play an 
important role in new forms of network based economic, political and civic integration 
in the future.
 The dominance of territory as an integrative framework was connected to moder-
nity but is now challenged and transformed. Spatial fragmentations are linked to the 
growing importance of an ever increasing number of urban networks crossing the 

-
tional territories and the growing importance of cities has some similarities with the 
Middle Ages. Against this backdrop, a role of the cities can become crucial not only as 
the current drivers of economic development, but also as the future forerunners of the 
new forms of civic bonding. This is because the cities can build on a sense of commu-
nity within their boundaries to organise and coordinate networks between cities and 
their surrounding regions. Certainly, the multitude of partially overlapping networks 
around cities cannot be controlled by a central political power, but it can be partially 
coordinated through some form of a shared identity based on dialogue. This does not 
mean that networks replace national territories as the main integrative force. It does 
mean, however, that the relation between networks and territories change. The focus of 



-
tional territory to cities, urban networks and urban regions deprived of clear borders. 
 All this resembles in some aspects the mediaeval period before the emergence of 
the nation state. Of course, neomedievalism does not imply an expected return to 
the Middle Ages. Rather, it calls for a renewed interest in how spatial diversities can 
be integrated through urban networks operating partially outside national territorial 
frameworks and hierarchies.

The idea of the nation states as the basic building blocks of the world has dominated 
politics since the Middle Ages. The fragmentation, which was characteristic for the 
Middle Ages did not disappear entirely, but the dominant political discourse focused 
on territorial consolidation externally and internally. Reality changed, however, much 
slower than political ideologies. What is interesting, many academics these days nar-
row the nation state down (as a political reality) only to the period just before and after 
the two world wars1. Peter Taylor2 makes a useful distinction of how the role of cities 
has changed over time. During the heydays of the nation state cities were contained 
in their functioning, they were subjugated to the centralising nation state. Before that 
cities were rampant at least when they were not controlled by a central empires like 
the Roman or Ottoman empire. The European cities in the Middle Ages were rampant 
in the sense that they were relatively free from the political constraints of weak ter-
ritorial rulers. Cities could develop their own small and large scale trade networks, 
thus integrating their surrounding region and sometimes extending them to larger 
parts of Europe. The crisis of the nation state releases the cities from the yoke again 
and returns to them the opportunities to more independently shape their future and 
experiment with the new forms of cooperation.

A political drive towards the state and national sovereignty has spread over Europe and 
the Americas since the American and French revolutions, and since the decolonisation 
in the mid-twentieth century it followed to the rest of the world. As a result, the world 
became increasingly divided into national territories. This was linked to the idea that 
the modernisation of each national society would free people from “the cloisters” of 
the Dark Middle Ages and lead them into a bright future spearheaded by the USA3. 
Territorialisation was an important aspect of this dominant western version of mod-



ernisation. The economy was capitalistic, but regulated within the national territory by 

and inequalities within the national territories were – after the Second World War – 

the national territory). Not only internally, but also externally, the national territory 
was used by the nation state to regulate society. For example, the nation state regulat-
ed foreign trade through border controls. 
Apart from the economics, the politics 
also became territorialised. Externally, 
national sovereignty was to be protected 
by international relations backed by na-
tional armies. Internally, the sovereignty 
of the people was linked to democratisa-
tion focusing on citizen rights for people living within the national territory. What is 

-
tion within the territory of a nation state, but was also used to mobilise the population 
militarily and otherwise against other nation states. These economic, political and 
cultural territorialisation were aspects of the modernisation of society aimed at mov-
ing it away from the Dark Middle Ages. 
 It is important to stress that this development towards a world formed by nation 

followed by mainstream academics – than the physical reality of international eco-

of relations, but this was more an ideal than reality. Hence, it is not astonishing that 
its assumptions have been increasingly questioned over the last decades. According to 
John Agnew this dominant conceptualisation of the nation state falls in the territorial 

4

statism of an assumed spatial congruence between society, economy and politics with-

fetishism of reifying social space as static and unchanging; from the methodological 
territorialism of assuming that all social relations are organised within a territory; and 
from a methodological nationalism of assuming that the national scale is the dominant 
level of social developments5

nation state and despite the fact that crucial relations transcend the borders between 
nation states, a state imagined as a national community is an important political con-
struction.
 “The nation” has always been something of a normative ideal. “The idea of ‘identity’, 
and a ‘national identity’ in particular, did not gestate and incubate in human experi-
ence ‘naturally’, did not emerge out of that experience as a self-evident ‘fact of life’. That 



idea was forced into the Lebenswelt of modern men and women – and arrived as a 
6 But it 

the role of cities . In the Middle Ages cities were important political players, not only 
as city-states, but also as key political actors within the mediaeval territorial states.7 
However, with the advent of the nation state their political role was reduced to that of a 

municipality implementing policies decided 
by the nation state. Economically they were 
still the centres of innovation, but their eco-
nomic power and transnational linkages 
were regulated by the nation states and cur-
tailed by their policies of territorial integra-
tion and homogenisation.8 Cities were still 
the cultural centres, but were controlled by 
nationalistic policies. 

 In the Middle Ages, however, cities – especially larger trading cities, like Amster-
dam, Cologne, Barcelona and Wroclaw to name but a few –were dynamic entities that 
thrived not only thanks to external relations, but also thanks to the dynamics of inter-

This cultural, urban diversity was smothered by the nationalistic policies of nation 
states. 

In the last decades the economic, political and cultural projects of the nation state are 
being challenged by the developments, through which cities emerge as key players. Eco-
nomically, cities are considered as better suited to provide the best innovation and busi-
ness climate than the cumbersome nation state. Cities can give business the necessary 

-
cessful in the global competition. This trend is already visible, and will get stronger in 

networks. For instance, the automotive and consumer electronic industries in Wroclaw 
not only sell their products on the European market, but are also a part of European 
manufacturing networks. These urban networks are becoming increasingly unbound 

specializations of the cities as well as increasing inequalities within the cities themselves. 



 The decline of central control by the nation state frequently leaves more political 
space for cities to organise their own urban region. Attention is now shifting from the 
urban network of large cities to larger entities – that is to say to metropolitan regions. 
This process will contribute to the creation of an even more complex and layered as-
semblage of networks. Within the metropolitan region, its internal networks including 
smaller cities and rural regions will increasingly contribute to the competitive poten-
tial of the whole region. But also the connections between whole metropolitan regions 
will form clusters of urban networks across national borders. Many metropolitan re-
gions, including Wroclaw, already cooperate on the European level to learn from one 
another’s experiences in order to further strengthen their position in the future.9 Cities 
thus not only increasingly become part of international urban networks, but they tend 
to organise their surrounding regions. 
 Many of the assumptions on which nationalism is based are also being eroded. Glo-
balisation exposed the impotence of nation states to support their population in face of 
worldwide economic competition and increased international migration, which under-
mines the assumed historical ancestry and homogeneity of the nation. The importance 
of national identities is further challenged by the increased individualisation through 
which individuals gain more freedom with whom they associate and with what (inter-
national) life-style groups they feel connected.
 Thus the nation state as a regulator of the national society within its territory is 
challenged externally by the permeability of its borders and internally by its decline of 



more important economically as part of increasingly more complex and expanding 
urban networks that transcend national boundaries. They also become more important 
for their surrounding region. This is linked to their increasing political role within the 
nation state, which is relinquishing many of its centralised regulatory powers. Cities 
also become more important in more complex forms of identity formation. On the one 
hand this is the result of the undermining of the conceptual assumptions of the nation-
alism and the nation state. On the other hand it is linked to the growing importance 
of cities and their international and regional position. At the same time, the growing 
importance of cities changes the focus of spatial identity discourses among the peo-

emerging urban structure . 
 The trends that suggest the advent of the future in which cities emerge as more 

of some characteristics of the three epochs: the Middle Ages, the age of the nation state 
and the urban future.
Figure 1 depicts the rise and possible further decline of the nation state. It shows the 

even larger. 
 The municipal and provincial amalgamations of the last decades are in some way a 
continuation of this trend towards larger administrative territories. All over Europe 
a decentralisation of power at the cost of the nation state has resulted in pressures 

-



trate the emergence of the prosperous and independent cities at the end of the Middle 
Ages and account for the fact that their wealth provided the resources for the nation 
states to emerge. After a period of absorption by the nation state the cities tend to 
emerge again, but not so much as separate, independent cities, but rather as the nodes 

-
cate that the cities are no longer predominantly market towns for their surrounding 
region, but function more as nodes in the gradually extending and overlapping urban 

the future these urban networks will possibly become more important and develop 
into stable political constructions competing directly with the declining nation state. 
Figure 1 is however dominated by the solid pyramid indicating the homogenising and 

the trend towards nation state formation, which until recently dominated political 
and academic thinking. Figure 1 also shows that although the rising trend of nation 
state is in crisis and its development is now being reversed, the nation state is still a 
dominant force.

To better understand this current crisis of the nation state some academics make com-
parisons with the Middle Ages. Some regard neomedievalism as a possible scenario 
when the centralised territorial coordination of nation states would continue to frag-

10 This will result 

identities will focus on larger entities like “Europe” or “liberal values”, or “Christian 
values”, which will provide some integration and bonding comparable to the bonds of 

-
pled with a renewed focus on smaller entities like local communities can create new 
forms of politics, alliances and allegiances.11 
 It is now clear that neo-medievalism interpreted in this spirit does not imply “a re-
turn to the Middle Ages”, but calls for a renewed interest in dealing with fundamental 
crises in social structures. Where do these crises lead to?

from one structural TimeSpace to another. The word TimeSpace reiterates the insep-
arability of time and space for human self-understanding. Following Fernand Braudel’s 
types of social time (short-term “episodic history”, medium-term “cyclical history” and 
long-term “structural history”), Wallerstein extends them by attaching a spatial dimen-

12



time and space. This TimeSpace has dominated the social sciences until recently and 
took the form of the search for general laws of behaviour. Those who operate within 
this TimeSpace conceptualize social change as eternal progress starting in the Dark 
Middle Ages. Wallerstein criticizes this search for universal laws, but also seeks to go 
beyond the short-term analysis of particular events and places typical for the second 
type: “episodic TimeSpace”. He therefore focuses on the third type – “structural Time-
Space”, which analyses long-term phenomena and qualitative changes of the social 
system. When a transition from one “structural TimeSpace” to another takes place, 
one can speak of the fourth type: “a transformational TimeSpace” that – Wallerstein 
believes – becomes reality right now. 
 Once, the capitalist world-economy as we know it was a new structural TimeSpace 
that emerged out of the late Medieval crisis of feudalism in Northwestern Europe. A 
large scale and expanding division of labour based on market competition replaced the 
coercion-based local division of labour which characterised the Middle Ages. However, 
we now face a new crisis. Wallerstein compares the crisis of the Middle Ages that gave 
birth to the modern world-system with its nation states, with the current crisis of the 
world-system. He claims that what will emerge is a new, yet another fundamentally 

structural TimeSpace13.
 Saskia Sassen14 also compares the current crisis and the transformation of the nation 
state with that at the end of the Middle Ages. This can help to avoid what Saskia Sassen 
calls “the endogeneity trap” that leads a researcher to limiting analyses to the subject 

study to the characteristics of the x itself - i.e., global processes and institutions”.15 This 
means that analyses of globalisation should not be limited to the burgeoning worldwide 
trade, new communication technologies, the emerging global institutions, the growth 
of transnational corporations, the growing importance of cities and the decline of the 
nation state since the 1980s. More attention to both the local scale and a longer time-
frame is necessary to better understand globalisation. To avoid the endogeneity trap 

relations between the local scale and many other scales allows us to avoid the scale 
duality between the national and the global. Studying the periods before, during and 
after the golden age of the nation state avoids the time duality which contrasts the peri-
od of the nation state with the current period of globalisation.16 It must be highlighted 
that the nation state is not a kind of primordial condition which is now challenged 
by globalisation. There were certainly important long distance relations before the 
period of the nation state. This does not suggest that that there are no fundamental 
changes between the 16th and 21st centuries.17 Analysing earlier periods gives a much 
more nuanced and complex picture than “models of current social change, which are 



typically geared toward isolating key variables to create order where none is seen. (…) 

about current transformations”.18 History is important to understand the continuities 
and changes of the building blocks on which assemblage the general structure of these 
periods is based.19 Each new phase reassembles the constituent elements of the previ-
ous period in a new way. To understand globalisation it is therefore important to study 

assemblages, like the cities and nation states.20 

Over the last decades, there emerged a huge literature on the growing importance of 
cities and globalisation.21 Cities are now internationally ranked on their performance 
in the global networks and on their local economic potential. A wide array of indicators 
is used to measure the relative performance of cities in the global economic competi-
tion. For instance, in the ranks calculated by the Financial Times, Wroclaw tops the list 
of “emerging cities business friendliness”.22 Improving urban economic performance 
and the position in these rankings is increasingly linked to policies that improve the 
global economic position of cities.
 Indeed, urban competitiveness has become an important topic in policy discourses. 
However, academics tend to be more sceptical 
to this idea. Some point out that urban com-
petition is hardly global, but rather limited to 
nearby cities.23 Furthermore, especially eco-
nomic geographers stress that it is not cities 

another.24 However, so far the discussions 
about urban competitiveness are dominated more by policy concerns than by academic 
investigation. One can say that “the policy tail is wagging the analytical dog”25 as the 
policymakers everywhere have jumped onto the urban competitiveness bandwagon.26 
Hence, an urban development industry has emerged which transformed these ana-

by globalisation and regional competitiveness regardless whether these are real, but 
because they are acted upon.27

the national community. Such assumption is rendered false when applied to national 
community, (which was already discussed above) due to the territorial trap that as-



sumes congruence between territory and community. The concept of an urban com-

in political debates on urban interests falls into “the local trap” i.e. assumption that 
there exists something like a singular urban community that has shared, common in-
terests.28

their constructed, man-made character is ignored. 
 One can develop Purcell’s thought by saying that the focus on the shared interest of 
urban communities in globalising networks falls into “a nodal trap of urban compet-

to the one from territorial trap) that there is an assumed homogeneity of interests 
within the urban community between the elite and the rest of the population. The 

-

acknowledge that well-being of the political communities in a city is fundamentally 
related to its linkages with other cities. Moreover, it focuses not on a single scale, but 

on both local and global scales. In spite 
of this, the idea of “the urban competi-
tiveness for the urban community” still 
falls in a nodal trap, because it assumes 
that the members of diverse global, 
non-local networks share more inter-
ests with their urban neighbours within 

a city than with their own networks involving many cities. Such way of thinking is 
oblivious to the fact that the urban neighbours of the global actors in fact participate 

than with the other branches of that bank. In other words, the node is assumed to be 

global networks in a city creates a common good for the entire urban community. 
This overrides (or better: conceals) the common interests of the urban elites collab-
orating in their global networks. 
 Obviously, as to policy making, a shift from succumbing to the territorial trap to 
succumbing to the nodal trap is a danger that must be avoided. How to do it? In the 
Middle Ages people learned to deal with multiple loyalties and identities. But in the 

with these complexities. Unfortunately, the increased frequency of social change in 

with these complexities.



The focus of the debate on the economic role of cities is shifting from individual large 
cities to urban networks and metropolitan regions. Cooperation and coordination 
between cities and their surrounding area is increasingly regarded as important for 
stimulating their competitiveness. The policies that aim to do so not only focus on 

-
tant local, regional and national political and economic actors in a form of multi-level 
governance.
 It is a general observation that cities not only compete but also cooperate. They 
cooperate in new institutional arrangements to cope with the problems a crisis-prone 
globalising economy generates. They also cooperate on the new tasks they receive from 
the nation state following the decentralisation of power and responsibilities. 
 The ‘new regions’ created in such cooperation are sometimes based merely on the 
cooperation between of adjacent administrative territories. However, it is not always 
the case. The new regions increasingly consist of complex urban networks, linking 
cities with each other and further with local and regional administrations. They are 

levels (local, regional, national) and non-administrative partners, like business (organ-
isations) and other groups of stakeholders. The organisation of these new regions and 

public administrations and non-state actors – like business associations – in networks, 

used to look after the interests of local stakeholders.29

-

conceptualise these new regions as a problem linked to the crisis-prone capitalism. 
According to Neil Brenner30 this “mosaics of scalar organization” cut across the classi-
cal nested administrational hierarchies to create a “continued institutional and spatial 
disorder.31

 Other authors conceptualise new regions as a viable solution. For example, Bruno 
Frey labels these regions as FOCJs (Functional Overlapping Competing Jurisdictions) 
and regards them as an alternative to the hierarchical system of a centralised state.32 
FOCJs emerge bottom-up in response to the complex geography of problems. Their 

-
CJs are not an alternative, but a complimentary administrative structure. The area 



cooperating to collectively promote the competitiveness of their region. Such concep-
tualisation results in a layered administrative landscape of multiple coexisting and 

of the problems they address, but the legal framework on which the cooperation 
(mostly informal) in these new regions is based is in fact more problematic – as is 
their democratic legitimation.

One way to counter the fragmentation linked to the crisis of the nation state and the 

identities of communities, cities, regions, nations and continents are being construct-
ed. New forms of identities can provide alternatives for the civic bonding based on 
the nationalism (that focuses on the territory of the nation state). Identities are not 

not ‘out there’, waiting to be discovered. What is ‘out there’ is an identity discourse 
on the part of political leaders, intellectuals and countless others, who engage in the 

33 This means that 

through the so called “identity discourses” – the proposed ways of bonding uttered 
by many groups, which are subsequently disputed, agreed upon, reinterpreted and 
transformed. Identities, as a result, are social constructs – the entities created and 
governed by society itself. As Anssi Paasi puts it, when describing regional identity: 

a social construct that is produced and reproduced in discourse. The discourses of 
regional identity are plural and contextual. They are generated through social prac-
tices and power relations both within regions and through the relationship between 
regions and the wider constituencies of which they are part.”34 Thus, spatial identity 
discourses are always related to other competing or complementary discourses. They 
emerge out of interaction with other identities.
 The role of national identities in both national and international politics has been 
extensively acknowledged and studied. The rise of nationalism and the decline of 
localism since the nineteenth century in Western countries were commonly regarded 
as the opposite sides of the same coin. What is interesting, the decline of local urban 
identities was seen – at that time – as a welcome sign of the breaking of the bonds of 
traditional medieval societies that were viewed pejoratively – as societies that solely 



restrained individuals in their path toward modernity. Hence, phenomena such as 
individual freedom, democracy, economic development and welfare, were linked to 
the imagined future community of the nation, which as a two-faced god Janus not 
only looked backwards in history at the Dark Middle Ages, but also forward at the 
bright future of modernity. In this view, urban and regional identities were seen 

future-oriented, modern and integrative nationalisms. 
 All nationalisms stress the homogeneity of the nation and the exclusiveness of the 
relation between the individual and the nation. They leave no room for other signif-
icant competing collective identities.35 Hence, modern individuals were to identify 
predominantly with their national community. Although local and regional identities 
did not disappear at that time, they were reformulated as the historical setting of the 
national discourse which focuses more on integration and development away from 
the old localism characterised by fragmentation and stagnation.36

 It took many centuries for this hierarchal relation between local, regional and 
national identities (with the nation and civic activity on the top) to emerge, mature 

-
ever, the newly formed reality of urban networks and regions hardly has the time to 
develop these kinds of thick spatial identities. These new identities are in fact much 
thinner and more subject to change and competition than the traditional thick identi-
ties. Below, table 2 gives an overview of the key characteristics of the thick, territorial 
identities and the thin, more network based identities. 
 What are the features of these two types of identity? Thick spatial identities are more 
backward-looking and value the spatial community as a political goal in itself. They 
focus more on bonding within a territorial community, while thin identities focus more 
on bridging between networked communities. 
Thin spatial identities are more forward-look-

especially economic policies. Moreover, thin 
spatial identities are more functional and 
linked to sectorial policies and special in-
terests and stakeholders, while thick spatial 
identities are more integrative. Whereas thin 
spatial identities are created around a few - often economic - characteristics, thick spa-
tial identities cover a broad range of cultural, social, political, landscape and economic 
characteristics. Also, thin spatial identities are more changeable. Their spatial form 
and meaning can be adapted to changing circumstances. They are less based on static 
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 The growing importance of thin spatial identities can be illustrated by comparing 



-
ation in an urban network. Both are located in the North-east of the German federal 
state of Nordrhein-Westfalen. 

landscape, regional traditions and long history. It is a strongly institutionalised 
region within a territory which was already formed in the Middle Ages and which 
has hardly changed over the centuries. Its rural landscape is hardly touched by 
industrialisation and urbanisation. After centuries of being an independent state, 

-
nies together with the regional chambers of commerce founded an association – to 

-

from both the more rural Westfalen and the declining industrial Ruhr area. By 
advertising its many mid-sized cities with thriving local companies, they commu-
nicate a distinct thin regional identity. Its regional identity discourse is thus based 
on economic characteristics, is offensive, expansive and future oriented. It focuses 
its communications not on its own population, but on entrepreneurs. Its commu-
nicated regional identity has shifted over time from correcting a negative image 

community showing the rest of Germany how to improve global competitiveness 
through networking and deregulation.38

-
-

dle Ages, cities and regions will have considerable autonomy towards territorial states. 
The urban centrifugal forces now challenge the legitimacy of the political system based 
on the coherence between collective national identity and political territory. Together 
with the nation state the thick territorial spatial identities are now being challenged 
as well. Thus, new forms of spatial identities are needed to legitimise and stabilise this 
fragmenting political system. But this does not mean that the new, thin, relational 
identities are to replace the traditional thick territorial identities. How they will relate 
to each other in the future? 



 Urban networks and regions will become more numerous and important and de-
pend more and more on future oriented, thin spatial identity discourses focusing on 

-
petitiveness in the global economy. But in order to legitimise their political decisions 
they have to link these thin economic identity discourses with elements of the his-
torically rooted thick identities. Urban networks and regions can thicken their thin 

economic regional identity discourse by referring to a glorious past, even though this 
was long before the administrations in these regions started to cooperate. They do this 
to widen their support base from policy makers to the general population.39 Urban ad-

urban identities focusing on economic competitiveness are more used to attract outside 
investors. In turn, thick urban identity discourses are frequently used as an ideological 
shield to conceal the drawbacks of these neoliberal policies for the general population, 
by focusing on the supposedly shared interest of all members of a urban community.40 



 But these new thinner and layered identity discourses of urban networks and 
regions are not simply replacing national identities. Over the last decade all over 
the Western world there is a resurgence of a new form of nativist nationalism. 
Traditional nationalism was more based on the horizontal confrontation across 

the border with neighbouring nations 
at the same spatial scale. A new nativ-
ist nationalism, however, focuses more 
on the vertical power relations across 
scales: native nationalists now cooper-
ate across borders to reduce the influ-
ence of the European Union and limit 

globalisation in general and international migration in particular. But even this 
resurgence of nationalism that opposes globalisation and thin identity discours-
es focusing on urban competitiveness and international urban relations does not 
signal a return to the traditional nation state. Why? Because nativist nationalism 
also creates new bonds across territorial borders, thus adding a further layer to the 
complex relations and identities of cities, urban networks, urban regions and the 
administrative territories of the nation state and Europe. The application of ne-
omedievalist perspective to the study of these problems can help us to understand 
how to deal with the globalized urban future.






