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ABSTRACT 

New medievalism or neo-medievalism challenges the authority and 
capacity of the state. This weakening or hollowing out of the state has 
implications most notably for security. This is because a host of actors 
compete against and adulterate the state's monopoly on violence. 
Identities are also impacted by neo-medievalism, with multiple, cross-
cutting and transnational networks of belonging all becoming more 
prevalent. However, a neglected area within the literature are the im-
pacts on national identity: the perceived sense of belonging to a na-
tion based on shared culture, memories or institutions. National iden-
tity is seen as becoming increasingly obsolete due to the myriad of 
state challengers. This paper instead argues that neo-medieval securi-
ty considerations are themselves shaping national identity in different 
ways. This is addressed by examining the impacts of three such devel-
opments: the changing nature of warfare, the increasing role of non-
state actors and the prevalence of transnational organizations.  

Keywords: national identity, neo-medievalism, organizations, securi-
ty, states. 

INTRODUCTION 

Neo-medievalism, born during the superpowerdom of the Cold War in 
which state-centricity was paramount, seemed to endure a lengthy lull 
immediately after its inception. As one scholar pointed out, it ‘has led 
the quiet life of a sleeping beauty’ (Friedrichs 2001: 476). Exploited 
by some for its ‘conceptual slipperiness’ (Holsinger 2007) and 
‘ephemeral’ (Fitzpatrick 2011: 11) in its nature, even its major archi-
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tect, Hedley Bull, argued that it was states, not transnational, cross-
cutting entities, that were responsible for forging an international soci-
ety (2002: 245). With the theoretical dominance of the idealist/realist 
prism, neo-medievalism was also relegated early on to an epiphenom-
enal position. Broadly speaking, Idealism looked towards institution-
alism to remedy international anarchy and focused on the constraining 
capacities of international organizations. Realism continued to privi-
lege the state as the most important actor within the international sys-
tem and had little need to broaden the political horizons to include the 
plethora of supra-state and sub-state actors to help understand the in-
ternational system.   

The post-Cold War epoch has witnessed a resurgence. Neo-
medievalism fits well into the various strata of a political world no 
longer anchored to the machinations of two hegemonic powers. At the 
domestic level, it captures a disintegrated world order in which state 
authority, as seen in weak and failed states, is challenged by compet-
ing sources of internal and external power. At the regional level, some 
institutions have evolved into ‘imperial conglomerates’ (Khanna 
2009) with political, monetary and legal powers that transcend states 
in many areas. At the international level, neo-medievalism captures 
the embedded interdependence and transnationalism in which a host 
of international actors – non-governmental organizations, intergov-
ernmental organizations, multinationals as well as other entities – vie 
for influence. At all stages, neo-medievalism fundamentally ushers in 
change, wherein established loyalties abate, and new ones emerge. 
With regard to Hedley Bull’s original typology, there are five catego-
ries in which neo-medievalism plays out: the technological unification 
of the world, the regional integration of states, the disintegration of 
states, the rise of transnational institutions and the resurgence of pri-
vate international violence (Bull 2002: 245). As such, it is the aspects 
attached to both security and the economy that are most being trans-
formed.   

As ‘a system of overlapping authority and multiple loyalty, held 
together by a duality of competing universalistic claims’ (Friedrichs 
2001: 475), neo-medieval sub-state and supra-state entities are reflec-
tive of both the disaggregated and fragmented world as well as the 
harmonized and globalized one. The wealth of studies available is 
emblematic of its revival. Its conceptual power has been applied to 
individual states such as Hungary (Deets 2008), Sri Lanka (Norell 
2003), Bosnia (Simms 2003) and Malta (Brommesson 2008). Its dy-
namics have been explored within the immediate literature produced 
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after the September 11, 2001 attacks (Berzins and Cullen 2003) as 
well as militant groups which exemplify a common neo-medieval cir-
cumstance: when a state loses its monopoly on violence, sub-state ac-
tors flourish (Klauck 2017; Ünay 2017). Additionally, neo-medie-
valism has also been applied to the digital domain in which the shift 
from a modern to a postmodern political economy is as seismic as the 
historic move from the medieval to the modern era (Kobrin 1998). As 
a non-traditional polity, the European Union has also been investigat-
ed with regard to its fuzzy borders (Angelescu 2008) and its increased 
regional grand strategy rather than global approach (Winn 2019).  

However, national identity, the perceived sense of belonging to 
a nation reflected in various shared traditions, culture, institutions, 
history and language, is a neglected aspect within neo-medievalism.  
There are three reasons for this. Most basically, national identity does 
not fit into the fragmented, regionalized and globalized identities that 
are symptomatic of changing political actorness. On the one hand, 
sectarian identities are flourishing with over 100 secessionist move-
ments worldwide (Kingsbury 2017) with even strong states like India 
and China marred by nationalist movements that position ethnic and 
cultural identities in opposition to the broader state in which they ope- 
rate. On the other hand, the pull of mega institutions weakens national 
identities by positioning them in a network of many. In short, natio- 
nal identity is being pushed and pulled from inside and out. Secondly, 
national identities are anachronistic and symptomatic of an attachment 
that no longer reflects the postmodern world. With regard to the 
prevalence of multiple loyalties and identities, Czerny argues that neo-
medievalism:  

… has often come under fire from ‘inter-nationalists’ and 
believers in the continuing strength of deeply embedded na-
tional identities. However, I would argue that the fragmen-
tation of identities will basically cut across, coexist and 
overlap with pre-existing national identities, although the 
latter will become increasingly empty rituals divorced from 
real legitimacy, system affect or even instrumental loyalty 
(Czerny 1998: 55–56).  

Similarly, the Italian philosopher and critic Umberto Eco located 
neo-medievalism as ‘transformation between the end of a world-wide 
empire and the rise of a new political balance – a very pluralistic peri-
od in which the whole deck of historical cards is shuffled and no nos-
talgia for the past is allowed’ (Eco 1987). National identities are a by-
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gone belonging, no longer capable of competing with the wealth of 
identity challengers that are anathema to holistic images of the nation. 
Thirdly, the host of sub-state actors has weakened the state’s ability to 
formulate a dominant and subsuming identity. Obvious examples in-
clude how the global norms of human rights (e.g., Bailliet 2012) and 
climate change (e.g., Hale 2018) have been influenced by sub-state 
actors. As such, states are less norm entrepreneurs and more vehicles 
for sub-state norm creators to fashion a rules-based world. National 
identities have simply become a means to an end. 

From a methodological standpoint, this paper defines neo-me-
dievalism as a concept that can help us make sense of certain security 
dynamics rather than taking neo-medievalism to be an actual para-
digm that can be subject to analysis within international relations. The 
aim is to argue how national identity, rather than fading away due to 
the presence of neo-medievalism, is actually being reformulated in a 
number of ways. It is not suggested that the reformulations presented 
are the only or necessarily the most important ones. I instead argue 
that via a careful reading of the available literature, these outcomes are 
nonetheless tangible and empirically supported, and the findings simp-
ly help us to understand the relationship between neo-medievalism 
and national identity better. The following are discussed: the fluctuat-
ing nature of warfare, the growing importance of non-state actors and 
the predominance of transnational organizations. Each is discussed in 
two ways. First, I explain how each concept can be characterized by 
three neo-medieval developments. Second, I explore three national 
identity effects stemming from these impacts. This empirical section is 
introduced with Figure 1 which synthesizes the findings. The paper 
concludes with a summary of how the influences on national identity 
can be systematized through ideal type amalgamates. In this section,  
I also briefly discuss the importance of framing neo-medievalism and 
national identity not as zero-sum game challengers but as a series of 
interrelationships.  

THE CHANGING NATURE OF WARFARE 

An obvious neo-medieval impact on security is the shifting nature  of 
conflict. Within this concept, three developments are apparent. First is 
the decline-of-war thesis (see, e.g., Angell 1911; Levy 1983; Holsti 
2006; Goldstein 2011). The hypothesis broadly argues that the costs to 
war simply outweigh whatever benefits accrue, irrespective of wheth-
er conflict is motivated through territorial conquest, the acquisition of 
resources, personal ambition or ideological differences. Varying time 
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periods appear to tell the same story. Levy (1983) analyzed the declin-
ing trend between conflicts between great powers from 1495 to 1975 
and argued that the ‘increasing costs of Great Power war relative to its 
perceived benefits have reduced its utility as a rational instrument of 
state policy and largely account for its declining frequency’ (1983: 14, 
cited in Sarkees et al. 2003: 51). Tertrais, reporting on Uppsala Data 
Conflict Project (UDCP) and Center for Systemic Peace (CSP) data, 
also concludes that classic international conflict has practically disap-
peared despite the tripling of the number of states since 1945 (Tertrais 
2012: 9). A second trend of warfare is the shadow impact of a spike in 
civil or intrastate conflicts during the post-World War Two period 
(Dupuy and Rustad 2018; Dosse 2010). Between 1945 and 1999, ap-
proximately 3.33 million battle deaths occurred in 25 interstate wars 
with a minimum of 1000 dead overall in contrast to 16.2 million 
deaths within 127 civil wars (Fearon and Laitin 2003: 75). These two 
developments are of course, by no means uncontested (see, e.g., Fazal 
2014), although neo-medievalism offers a number of explanations. 
They include the internalization of norms (Talentino 2005: 4); leaders 
and people rather than democracy becoming more war averse (Human 
Security Report 2015: 150); and the argument that traditional conflict 
is waning and ‘new wars’ are being forged with a mixture of war, or-
ganized crime and human rights violations conducted by global, local, 
public and private actors (Kaldor 1999). Relatedly, the third aspect of 
conflict is asymmetric warfare becoming the custom due to the state 
no longer being the only or indeed the central orchestrator of violence. 
A shadowy term, asymmetric warfare was first utilized to examine 
how big nations lose small wars, with insurgents regarding the conflict 
as ‘total’ but the external power treating it as ‘limited’ (Mack 1975: 
181). Within civil wars, violent non-state actors seem to be not bound 
by the laws which govern states (Lele 2014: 105) and this provides an 
attractive incentive for non-state groups to engage in terrorism, insur-
gency and organized crime. Asymmetric intra-state warfare has histor-
ically emboldened militarily weaker units with the capacity to break 
the political will of dominant states to fight. Military methods, rather 
than military size, can win wars. Neo-medievalism also broadens ac-
tor-centrism. Local voices, military bases, autonomous territories and 
secessionist groups, for example, can also mold state security (Taka-
hashi et al. 2019).   
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Fig. 1. Neo-Medieval Developments and National Identity 

To summarize, neo-medievalism has produced three noticeable 
changes within warfare: the decrease in inter-state war, the increase in 
intra-state war and the proliferation of asymmetric warfare. These, 
in turn, are responsible for a number of national identity impacts. The 
first is the manner in which ethnic conflict becomes imbued with  
national characteristics. Ethno-nationalism places the concept of the na-
tion – common linkages of culture, language, myths or history – as 
being defined ethnically. As the ethnic group is a community of peo-
ple, kin survival is logically compelled by self-determination and self-
government. As Gurr (1993) points out, the rise of nationalism in the 
modern period combined with the ‘problem of fit’ with 600 language 
groups, 5000 ethnic groups and fewer than 200 states (cited in Woods 
et al. 2011: 154), leads to factions vying for political legitimacy. Eth-
nic conflict is often characterized as a national struggle. The demise of 
colonial wars, coupled to the de-ideologization of conflicts due to the 
end of the Cold War, has catapulted ethnicity as a principal reason for 
conflict. Claims for statehood have tended to be legitimized via na-
tionalism and the post-colonial break up which spawned an increase in 
the number of states has led to many ethnic claims over national gov-
ernance (Rubinoff 2000: 273.) Additionally, the principle of self-
determination, enshrined within international law via Article 1 of the 
United Nations Charter as well as the 1960 Declaration on the Granting 
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of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples, has similarly 
linked ethnicity to statehood. The norm of self-determination has gal-
vanized ethnic groups, perhaps most notably in weak and fragile 
states, to vie for political representation. Finally, conflict at an ethnic 
level can exacerbate the degree of violence being carried out. In the 
most extreme cases, within genocide for example, methods such as 
categorization, discrimination, dehumanization, persecution and even-
tual extermination, are framed and justified due to the out-group being 
an existential threat. The entity most invested with this responsibility 
is the state and tyrannical governments therefore often frame ultra-
nationalistic and hyper-militarized identities as a mechanism to op-
press ethnic groups which themselves are seen as a threat to the na-
tion.  

The second effect on national identity stemming from the shifting 
nature of warfare is the advent of sovereignty ruptures and the prolif-
eration of new claimants. The rupture of sovereignty ‘results from the 
violent contest between the governing authority and its opponents 
constitutes the core feature of civil war’ (Sambanis and Schulhofer 
2019: 1547). Taking Krasner’s definition of sovereignty as ‘the asser-
tion of final authority within a given territory’ (1988: 86), conflict, 
especially at the ethnic level, involves clashes over national identity 
and are characterized by which group gets to usher in the new zeitgeist 
of the nation. The emphasis here, however, is the zero-sum game na-
ture of sovereignty and the manner in which it has been used to ‘beat 
the competition’: 

In situations of existential competition, success by one is 
likely to spell the demise of the other. In situations of non-
existential competition, a gain by one means a loss by the 
other. In such situations, political entities use the tool of 
sovereignty to beat the competition because the legitimacy 
that sovereignty confers makes it one of the more potent 
tools in their toolbox (van Veen 2007: 9). 

Sovereignty is wedded to both internal and external legitimacy. 
Internally, it places one group as the dominant benefactors in the pow-
er grab for the state. Externally, the body that claims sovereignty be-
comes recognized by other sovereign states and this enables them to 
utilize the diplomatic, commercial and international legal ties that are 
the benefits of statehood. What is more, sovereignty claimants do not 
always take the guise of ethnic groups because sovereignty is linked to 
a neo-medieval fanning out of actors not defined by any single ethnic 
group but by a multiplicity of agents. For example, tensions can exist 
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between elite sovereignty and popular sovereignty with no ethnic dis-
tinction being the cause. Coup d’états also seem to be a common albe-
it declining form of sovereignty challenge with the 2010–2019 period 
having 47 unrealized coups and 13 realized ones; 2000–2009, 43 and 
23; 1990–1999, 73 and 62; 1980–1989, 93 and 65; and 1970–1979, 88 
and 93 (Peyton et al. 2021). In short, there seems no shortage of sov-
ereignty claimants within the fragmented neo-medieval framework.  

The third warfare-related effect is the hardening of national identi-
ty. Rather than waning, national identity can become more impervi-
ous. On a national level, the spike in sovereignty competitors certainly 
might seem to disaggregate identity on a homogenous nationwide lev-
el. However, two reflections are apparent. For some conflicts, national 
identity is central for three reasons: as an end in itself as identity cre-
ates belongingness for the group, as the ultimate justification of the 
group’s land and resource claims, and as a means to provide a focus 
for advancing the group’s culture, religion and customs (Kelman 
2001: 191). With reference to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for in-
stance, ‘acknowledging the other’s identity becomes tantamount to 
jeopardizing the identity – and indeed the national existence – of one’s 
own group’ (Kelman 2001: 192). As national identity functions as a 
tool for group survival, its constituent components become more ex-
treme and unyielding. ‘Soft’ national identity, one might argue, has 
more fluid boundaries and might be synonymous with non-violent 
nationalism. Scottish and Catalan national identities might be repre-
sentative of this kind. ‘Hard’ national identity has more rigid bounda-
ries, with little interest in accommodating the opposing identity. The 
destructive implications might lead to an ‘authoritarian’ identity which 
pitches opposing identities as existential threats. The second reflection 
on the hardening of identity is whether or not the group functions as a 
majority or minority. Korostelina in her study of the impact of nation-
al identity on conflict with regard two ethnic minorities in Crimea, 
concluded Russians who adopt a national identity and who believe 
they are the dominant group will be more inclined to engage in vio-
lence against other ethnic groups whereas Crimean Tatars who identi-
fy with national identity are more inclined to configure Ukraine as a 
multinational rather than an ethnocentric nation (Korostelina 2004: 
225–6). If one minority feels it is linked to a more dominant national 
identity, say evident within an adjacent ‘great power’ state, then ex-
pressions of national identity might be more prone to violent expres-
sion. National identity hardens not merely as a precursor for conflict 
but also as a product of conflict. 
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THE INCREASING ROLE OF NON-STATE ACTORS  

A second focus of neo-medievalism concerns the burgeoning role of 
non-state actors within international as well as domestic security. 
Westphalianism historically wedded security to the state and the cor-
responding security dilemma has become more obsolete. As Zielonka 
identifies: 

The Westphalian state is about concentration of power, hi-
erarchy, sovereignty and clear-cut identity. The neo-medie-
val empire is about overlapping authorities, divided sover-
eignty, diversified institutional arrangements and multiple 
identities. The Westphalian state is about fixed and relative-
ly hard external border lines, while the neo-medieval em-
pire is about soft border zones that undergo regular adjust-
ments (Zielonka 2014: 81). 

There are three aspects to the increasing role of non-state actors. 
The first concerns what can be called ‘insecurity from below’ (Czerny 
1998: 39). The state has become one of several oligopolistic security 
competitors. As Czerny goes on to clarify, ‘the rise of civil wars, tribal 
and religious conflicts, terrorism, civil violence in developed coun-
tries, the international drugs trade’ all indicate that: 

A kind of generalised ‘insecurity from below’ has emerged, 
bound up with the dual character of globalisation as a glob-
al-local dialectic, whipsawing the state between the interna-
tional and transnational, on the one hand, and an increasing-
ly complex set of micro- and meso-level phenomena on the 
other – what Rosenau has called ‘fragmegration’ (Czerny 
1998: 39). 

The second development is the rise of security norm entrepre-
neurs. Power diffusion has created a panoply of sub-state security ac-
tors. Cybersecurity is a pertinent area to locate this trend. Glen, for 
example, identifies three clusters of agents shaping this issue: tradi-
tional international diplomacy carried out by national governments; 
multi-stakeholder entities which include civil society, businesses, re-
search institutions, governments and NGOs; and the private sector 
dominated by technology companies (Glen 2021: 1127–8). States, of 
course, still continue to have a dominant role within the proliferation 
of security norms such as in nuclear weapon non-use or in sovereign-
ty. However, the neo-medieval collage results in middle-power and 
small-power states having a more pioneering role. For instance, Aus-
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tralia and the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) (Ralph 2017), Chile and 
international human rights (Fuentes-Julio 2020) and Sweden and con-
flict prevention (Björkdahl 2007). What is more, these state-centric 
responsibilities towards norms are themselves influenced by public 
discourse, domestic civil society and broader citizen-driven NGO 
linkages. A final aspect concerning the growth of non-state actors is 
the manner in which low politics has molded into high politics. It is, 
of course, well established that state security has incorporated human 
security since World War Two. This has broadened the dimensions of 
security in a wide array of areas. New security threats including water, 
food and energy security; gender-based violence; global health threats; 
migration; religious extremism and terrorism; organized crime and 
human trafficking; cyber threats and populism (Gueldry et al. 2019). 
These challenges forge new modes of global governance necessary to 
deal with them: 

If government denotes the formal exercise of power by es-
tablished institutions, governance denotes cooperative prob-
lem-solving by a changing and often uncertain cast. The re-
sult is a world order in which global governance networks 
link Microsoft, the Roman Catholic Church, and Amnesty 
International to the European Union, the United Nations, 
and Catalonia (Slaughter 1997: 184).  

To recap, the increasing role of non-state actors has three impacts: 
insecurity from below, the rise of security norm entrepreneurs and the 
forging of low politics into high politics. Stemming from these, na-
tional identity is fashioned in several ways. The first is how unitary 
state-sponsored identity, due to bottom-up pressures, shifts to multiple 
identities. The state may retain a monopoly on the legitimate use of 
violence but is not the sole authority on purveying national identities. 
However, it is worth noting that democracies are more prone to na-
tional identity fractures than non-democracies. As argued by Fukuyama:  

Globalization has brought rapid economic and social change 
and made these societies far more diverse, creating de-
mands for recognition on the part of groups that were once 
invisible to mainstream society. These demands have led to 
a backlash among other groups, which are feeling a loss of 
status and a sense of displacement. Democratic societies are 
fracturing into segments based on ever-narrower identities, 
threatening the possibility of deliberation and collective ac-
tion by society as a whole (Fukuyama, n. d.). 
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The assertion of new groups accompanied by the corresponding 
backlash from others can be seen as clashes over national identity. 
Within the United States, it has been argued how the weakening of 
classical American nationalism, and the consequent loosening of the 
connections of mutual loyalty, has created a vacuum at the core of 
American national identity (Hazony 2018). Additionally, the Pew Re-
search Center analyzed attitudes in the U.S., France, Germany and the 
U.K. and concluded that the criteria for national belonging – being 
born in the country, sharing national customs, being Christian and 
speaking the national language – have become less strict for many 
over the 2016–2020 period polled (Silver et al. 2021). The waning of 
old identities ushers in new forms of belonging. These, of course, can 
produce notable tensions. Within Brexit, the UK decision to leave the 
EU after its 2016 referendum, national identity issues over sovereign-
ty, immigration and democracy were paramount. Cultural pluralism, 
with government multicultural policies designed to integrate rather 
than assimilate, and with backlash against this model due to race riots 
and the terrorism of 9/11 and 7/7, certainly functioned as a motivator 
for Brexit, it has been argued (Ashcroft and Bevir 2016: 356). The 
crisis of multiculturalism also permeates other European states. To 
coin the identity dilemma, as one scholar articulates, ‘in the past, 
groups perceived as incompatible with European identity were usually 
located beyond European borders. But now they are firmly established 
within Europe itself’ (Chin 2017: 2).  

A second development is the state-based cooptation of norms. The 
lifecycle of norms evolves from a process of creation, diffusion and 
internalization and it is an understandable focus that international 
norms have impacted on the domestic make-up and identities of states. 
That is to say, domestic identities have been shaped by international 
forces. However, the role of norm entrepreneurs, and their ability to 
foment the norm which eventually becomes elevated from the local,  
to the national, to the global level, is key. Motivated by altruism, em-
pathy and ideational impetuses, and strategized through persuasion 
and activism, ‘norm entrepreneurs are critical for norm emergence 
because they call attention to issues or even ‘create’ issues by using 
language that names, interprets, and dramatizes them’ (Finnemore and 
Sikkink 1998: 897). Of course, the abolitionist movement, the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross, labour rights and women’s suf-
frage all predate the appearance of neo-medievalism. However, post-
World War Two norm proliferation indicates the increasing power of 
norm galvanizers. Risse and Sikkink argue how human rights norms 
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have been established through a network of advocacy groups which 
serve a threefold purpose: they raise moral consciousness against 
norm violators, they empower and protect domestic resistance to norm 
breakers, and they create a transnational structure which pressures 
repressive regimes (Risse and Sikkink 1999: 5). However, in order to 
consolidate norms, whether via realist raw self-interest, liberal institu-
tionalization or constructivist socialization, states are essential for this 
process of consolidation. This is because states alone have the capaci-
ty to municipalize the norm so it becomes embedded at a national lev-
el and then a component of national identity. Additionally, only states 
possess the legalistic wherewithal to reinforce the norm through legal 
means by making the norm law via treaties or via constitutional 
amendments. Modern states embed norms because modern states are 
expected to carry out certain functions. Examples of common organi-
zational structures and practices include policy planning, the princi-
ples of science and the promotion of public welfare (Goodman and 
Jinks 2008: 728). As such, neo-medievalism results in states being 
buffeted both bottom-up by pressures coming from NGOs and local 
norm advocates as well as top-down pressures from IGOs and advoca-
cy networks with international linkages.  

A final observation springing from the increasing role of non-state 
actors is the popularity of anti-liberal ideologies. As highlighted in a 
recent Foreign Affairs article:  

Populist politicians across the globe call for major changes 
in the norms and values of world politics. They attack liber-
al order as a so-called globalist project that serves the inter-
ests of sinister elites while trampling national sovereignty, 
traditional values, and local culture (Cooley and Nexon 
2021). 

On the face of it, what might be labelled a nativist spike seems an-
ti-medieval: that political elites via anti-democratic measures are cen-
tralizing their authority in a manner more reflective of the unabashed 
power of the state. An analysis of illiberalism in Turkey, Poland and 
Hungary, as well as encroaching elements within the Czech Republic 
and Slovakia, highlights the decline of liberal principles based on in-
dividual liberties, minority rights and separation of governmental 
powers, as well as democratic structures essential for linking popular 
will to public policy (Polyakova et al. 2019: 2). However, there are 
three factors worth highlighting which link neo-medievalism to illibe-
ralism and then to national identity. First, liberal tenets such as expan-
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sive images of national identity that capture all citizens within the polity 
irrespective of their ethnic, religious or political identity, tend to be 
undermined by illiberal leaders (Polyakova et al. 2019: 5). Liberalism 
itself is configured as a threat to citizens, and populist leaders who 
promote nationalism through the privileging of specific ethnic and 
religious identities therefore position themselves as vanguards or pro-
tectors of what are seen as weakened, formally dominant ethno-cultu-
ral traditions. Second, neo-medievalism has effectively weakened the 
ability to create pan-national identities because the proliferation of 
non-state actors also has a voice in shaping the national psyche. This 
flux and destabilization have catapulted populist leaders into a posi-
tion of defenders of traditional national identity. For instance, eastern 
and central European populism, it has been argued, has been aggravat-
ed by the ‘fear of diversity and fear of change, inflamed by the utopian 
project of remaking whole societies along western lines’ (Krastev and 
Holmes 2019). Finally, the manner in which low politics has become 
high politics has placed national identity issues at the forefront of ide-
ology. The most obvious articulation of right-wing identity-based ide-
ology is how mass immigration is the principal threat to national iden-
tity. However, as cultural rather than economic cleavages have be-
come more dominant, ‘immigration has added non-economic signifi-
cance to the right-left distinction’ which helps explain working-class 
support for far-right parties (Kopyciok and Silver 2021: 4–5). A mis-
trust of globalism and the authorities who are responsible for it often 
creates bedfellows of elements of the left and right. Both tend to con-
figure established elites as having hijacked the nation for their own 
interests, and more established, historically embedded practices of 
national identity, as they are planted at the popular level, are invoked 
and utilized to create resistance to this process.  

THE PREVALENCE OF TRANSNATIONAL  
ORGANIZATIONS  

The final aspect of neo-medievalism is the increasing prevalence of 
transnational organizations. Although the term usually refers to inter-
national non-governmental organizations which transcend the nation-
state, this section instead focuses more on intergovernmental organi-
zations. Again, three impacts can be addressed. The first is the prima-
cy of multilateralism. Not merely is multilateralism characteristic of a 
neo-medieval world within which many spheres of influence flourish 
and necessitate cooperation through burden-sharing, but unilateralism 
is becoming increasingly dangerous and vilified. Unilateralism may 
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well satisfy short-term goals but can lead to  long-term harm to the 
state’s reputation even if it is regionally hegemonic. For example, out 
of ten inter-state conflicts from 1990 to 2010, only two were not ad-
dressed by the United Nations Security Council (Fox 2014: 243). The 
UN is also a transitioning actor in aiding the shift from conflict to 
peacetime governance via post-conflict reconstruction (Fox 2014: 
244). With the advent of United Nations sanctions, International Court 
of Justice rulings as well as the past record of the International Crimi-
nal Court and Tribunals, unilateralism can, at least for some, produce 
a high cost to governments. A second development within security 
organizations is the dual paradox of security regionalization and frag-
mentation. Regionalization has understandably flourished within a 
post-Cold War world. In a review paper, Kelly distills several varia-
bles associated with regionalism which contrast with global structures 
and fits in well with neo-medieval power diffusion (2007: 198 and 
223–4). Security issues at the local level form regional dynamics and in-
ternational organizations designed to deal with them while weak and 
failing states turn the security dilemma inward and produce, according 
to various theorists, IOs which enforce domestic sovereignty and ig-
nore internal repression. Fragmentation takes several forms including 
the manner in which security has effectively been outsourced which, 
according to some, shows an increasing unwillingness to deal with 
conflict resolution (see, e.g., Gowan and Witney 2014). Within institu-
tions themselves, private security companies and contractors have 
mushroomed. Reasons include the security gap with a proliferation of 
failed states, terror groups and revived quarrels; globalization causing 
a surge in trade which has widened the gap between state actors; new 
modes of warfare in which military technologies have enabled civilian 
companies to flourish; and privatization in which markets are being 
more dominated by the activities of non-state actors (Pałka 2020: 5–
6). A final feature of transnational security organizations is the hu-
manitarianization of security. Post-World War Two human security 
has been spearheaded by international organizations. As one scholar 
noted:   

Not only did the last century see the emergence of regimes 
committed to the physical destruction of populations but al-
so of entities devoted to monitoring and assisting popula-
tions in maintaining their physical existence, even while 
protesting the necessity of such an action and the failure of 
anyone to do much more than this bare minimum (Redfield 
2005: 329). 
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Humanitarianization has developed in a number of ways. Interna-
tional humanitarian legal norms have become omnipresent with basic 
principles of military necessity, precaution, distinction and proportion 
being codified within legislation as well as the emergence of the Re-
sponsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. The United Nations security 
framework has increasingly been shaped by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees and the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights. Additionally, agencies have 
shifted from being aid providers to dealing with the actual causes of 
conflict. Also, humanitarian arguments have simply become more 
dominant within international security discussions (Reid-Henry and 
Sending 2014: 431 and 434).  

To sum up, the increase in multilateralism, security regionaliza-
tion and fragmentation, and the humanitarianization of security all 
stem from the increasingly dominant role played by transnational se-
curity organizations. In relation to the impacts on national identity, the 
first is the communalizing of identity. Rather than hard-bordered, ter-
ritorially defined conceptualizations of security, states have become 
more inclined to socialize their security with regard to others. A logi-
cal outcome of this has been the fruition of security communities. 
Most associated with Karl Deutsch, security communities are a group 
of integrated people, attaining a sense of continuity of institutions and 
practices, and united by a sense of agreement that common problems 
can be resolved through peaceful change without the use of large-scale 
force (Deutsch et al. 1957: 5). Security communities can communalize 
national identity in two main ways. The first is the benefits attached to 
the cooperation between common identities. As security communities 
are predicated on the notion of integration, national identity plays a role 
in forging interdependence. This is because ‘integration is achieved 
when there is a prevalence of mutually compatible self-images of the 
states participating in the process, up to the point of developing a 
common identity and mutual expectations of shared economic and 
security gains’ (Kacowicz 1999: 542). Such shared identities can in-
clude political systems, namely democratic values and institutions, but 
also common language, history and geography. The second is the im-
portance of the commonality of goals. Countries with shared histories 
are more inclined to configure externalities in the same way. It is, of 
course, by no means a uniform process but security communities can 
act as a tool for coagulating opinion to produce common responses to 
common problems. As an example, in the Community Vision for 
2025, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations stresses ‘an inclu-
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sive and responsive community that ensures our peoples enjoy human 
rights and fundamental freedoms’ and ‘a community that embraces 
tolerance and moderation, fully respects the different religions, cul-
tures and languages of our peoples, upholds common values in the 
spirit of unity in diversity’ (ASEAN 2015: 4). Transnational institu-
tional change also impacts on security communities and identity. Atti-
tudes to the nation, patriotism and ethnic identity, have a level of resil-
ience due to globalization pushback, path-dependency and historical 
legacy. Globalization seems to function as the backdrop to social, cul-
tural and national changes which are deprioritized for more here-and-
now national sentiments and priorities. For example, the real or poten-
tial loss of territory/sovereignty or existence of geopolitical threats 
leads to higher support for restricting immigrants from non-dominant 
groups (Ariely 2019: 776). As such, neo-medieval patterns of globali-
zation become one more piece in the national identity puzzle with 
contested multiple loyalties producing both global as well as national 
citizens depending on other influences. 

Secondly, transnational organizations have influenced the broad-
ening of domestic social contracts. Social contracts define the rela-
tionship between the individual or group and the government and in-
clude such values as security, freedom and welfare. Neo-medieval 
security regionalization and fragmentation, as well as the humanitari-
anization of security, have enabled externalities to reshape the social 
contract. National contracts respond to global concerns. Naturally, 
such linkages are difficult to attain as there is no formal contract be-
tween citizens and an imaginary global authority, but national gov-
ernments are being held accountable for their ability to provide global 
public goods (Derviş and Conroy 2019). Examples might include the 
reduction of carbon emissions as well as the abolishment of nuclear 
weapons. Of course, universality within international law is an in-
creasingly difficult ideal to work towards but that is not the point. The 
issue is how global fears help shape national identities. Additionally, 
such processes occur due to weak domestic social contracts which are 
more inclined to be substituted with global ones. Fragile domestic 
contracts can be revealed through citizens’ trust of governments. Ac-
cording to the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment, of the 40 countries listed, 13 have seen lower trust levels in 
2020 than in 2010 and 25 have trust levels of lower than 50 per cent 
(OECD 2022). Other data indicate how trust in the political systems of 
European nations is markedly low, with Pew Research Center indicat-
ing that trust in the US government is at a historic nadir (Ortiz-Ospina 
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and Roser 2016). Arguably, a lack of faith in domestic government is 
causing citizens to turn to alternatives. As a United Nations Develop-
ment Programme reports mentions:  

International covenants, security pacts, trade regimes, fi-
nancial agreements, governance institutions, social move-
ments and forces, all add concrete boundaries and pressures 
to the eventual shape and reach of a national social contract. 
Although national actors may have the feeling that they are 
involved in their own negotiations, existing supranational 
structures and forces may greatly reduce the space for ma-
neuver and may influence the result of those negotiations 
(UNDP 2016: 13). 

As such, international organizations help fossilize international 
concerns within domestic social contracts. 

A final consideration concerns how the neo-medieval impacts of 
transnational organizations shape national identity from being a pas-
sive to an active entity. I take passive national identity as being similar 
to everyday reproductions of nationalism (e.g., Billig 1995; Déloye 
2013). This taken-for-granted process sees nationalism produced 
through, for example, media, symbols on money, literature, sport, and 
so on. Unlike the more commonly studied extremist nationalisms, 
which precisely because of their radicalism sit outside of the boundary 
of mainstream invocations of national identity, passive national identi-
ty is a grassroots rendering of largely unconscious social acts which 
solidify themes into the nation. Active national identity is more about 
change. Identity ruptures cause individuals to reevaluate the estab-
lished national identity being lost or the new one emerging. For exam-
ple, the current refugee crisis caused by the 2022 Russian invasion of 
Ukraine is testing how humanitarian European states’ really are. Of 
course, transnational civil society also humanitarianizes national iden-
tities. NGOs are particularly vibrant within democracy promotion as 
they ‘enhance democracy by expanding the number and range of voic-
es addressing government’ (Silliman and Noble 1998: 306). As such, 
the fanning out of actors, particularly with regard to transnational or-
ganizations and the humanitarianization of security, activates national 
identity by injecting human security issue areas into the national vi-
sion and helps popularize and foment such concerns abroad.  
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CONCLUSION 

This paper has argued that national identity, despite claims of its grad-
ual obsolescence due to the fragmentation and globalization implicit 
within the enveloping neo-medieval order, actually functions as a 
shapeshifter. The various impacts on national identity, as shown in 
Figure 1, can be categorized according to ideal types to aid examina-
tion.  

Within the changing nature of warfare, national identity is reified. 
Ethnic identity frequently becomes imbued with national ambitions 
because the acquisition of sovereignty is the best way to enable the 
ethnic group to realize its goals. The spike in sovereignty ruptures and 
claimants indicates that both intrastate and interstate conflicts still 
continue to be framed within the desire for nationhood. Additionally, 
to galvanize citizens in a struggle, to imbue a solid sense of belonging, 
and to absorb various historical, emotional and cultural strands into 
a composite whole, national identity becomes hardened.  

With regard to the increase in non-state actors, national identity is 
contested. Unitary state-sanctioned national identity is being chal-
lenged by sub-state and civil society actors. Alternative visions of na-
tional identity are constantly jostling for supremacy within the narra-
tive of nations. Norm entrepreneurs are also shaping the identity of 
nations and states coopt norms once a critical mass has been reached 
in order to both claim ownership and to legitimize them. Anti-liberal 
ideologies have also become part of the neo-medieval patchwork.  
A mistrust of established political and economic elites as well as cer-
tain political and economic projects reflective of globalism have cre-
ated tensions within states about traditional national identities being 
besieged.  

In terms of the rise of transnational organizations, national identi-
ty is internationalized. The communalizing of identity is a product of 
security arrangements that are becoming more multilateralized and 
regionalized. Common goals and values socialize security considera-
tions. Weak domestic social contracts coupled with global fears enable 
citizens to search for social contracts from outside of their national 
domain. Passive national identity, reproduced in an everyday manner, 
is being challenged by more active national identity which incorpo-
rates transnational groups as an important vehicle to shape and inter-
nationalize domestic concerns which are less and less likely to operate 
in a territorially bound bubble.  
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In conclusion, there are three important advantages worth high-
lighting with regard to neo-medievalism, national identity and the 
study of their relationship. Firstly, even if nation-statism is under siege 
from neo-medievalism, the fact remains that national identity is 
‘sticky’ and ‘sedimented over time’ (Norval 1999: 84). National iden-
tity changes but seldom disappears. And even its disappearance pro-
duces new entrants. As such, rather than examining national identity 
as a state-mandated, uniformed block of meaning, the interrelationship 
between neo-medievalism and national identity captures both stasis 
and change within a country’s national image. Secondly, no epoch is 
without challenges and the current one might be marred by the same 
cleavages and threats as emerged in the early post-Cold war period. 
As the philosopher Pierre Hassner articulated nearly three decades ago: 

Peace or war? Utopia or nightmare? Global solidarity or 
tribal conflict? Nationalism triumphant or the crisis of the na-
tion-state? Progress on civil rights or persecution of minori-
ties? New world order or new anarchy? There seems to be no 
end to the fundamental dilemma and anguished questions 
provoked by the post-Cold War world (Hassner 1995: 215). 

Looking at neo-medievalism and identity as an interrelationship 
captures the actors involved, be they part of the fragmented world of 
non-state actors, the state-centric world of states or the globalized 
world of transnational organizations, and the impacts they have in 
terms of the challenges that buffet nations. Finally, security challenges 
shape nations’ sense of themselves which impacts on how they be-
have. Whether national identity is reified, contested or international-
ized influences the manner in which the state deals in its relations with 
others. An identity-reified state will be more inclined to address prob-
lems through the lens of state power because the national identity of 
such a state is heavily attached to state-centric concepts such as self-
determination and sovereignty. An identity-contested state will be 
more disposed to approaching problems in a disintegrated and contra-
dictory manner as the panoply of sub-state actors shape the state’s 
reaction to the issue being addressed. An identity-internationalized 
state will logically be more prone to multilateralize its interactions and 
to galvanize its agency through collective action. Who a nation is 
shapes what a nation does, and the utilization of the dynamics of neo-
medievalism, lodged most logically within the constructivist ap-
proach, can help our understanding of the linkages between national 
identity and international relations.   
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