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City and Nation in Cultural Perspective: Introduction 

 

Abstract 

This special issue explores how cultural production and practice understand and articulate the 

changing relationship between city and nation, in the light of globalization and the increasing 

freedom of cities to build, brand and promote themselves independent of the nation state. The 

Introduction maps the scholarship pertaining to cultural engagements with city and nation, 

highlighting their separation into two distinct spheres. It reviews the existing scholarship on 

city-nation relations in the field of urban studies (where discussion has centred on the 

emergence of ‘world cities’ and their implications for nation states) and in urban history. It 

locates in Vivian Bickford-Smith’s work on cities and nationalism in South Africa a rich 

source of inspiration for the volume’s complementary study of the role played by cultural 

production and practice in articulating, shaping and negotiating understandings of city and 

nation in contemporary Europe. It closes with an overview of the contributing articles.  
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City and Nation in Cultural Perspective: Introduction 

 

This special issue originates in a symposium on ‘City and Nation: Changing, Relations, New 

Perspectives in Urban and cultural Studies’ held at the University of Bristol in June 2019. 

The aim of the symposium was to explore the role played by cultural production and practice 

in articulating, negotiating and reshaping understandings of city and nation, in the light of 

increasing devolution of powers world-wide and the growing freedom of cities to build, 

brand and promote themselves, independent of the nation state. Cognisant that relevant 

scholarship is extremely limited and focused primarily on the political, social and economic 

implications of the changed relationship between city and nation (Clark and Moonen 2016; 

Barber 2014; Emanuel 2020), the symposium sought to bring together scholars in the fields 

of urban studies and cultural studies to explore how cultural production and cultural practices 

understand, articulate and shed light on the changing relationship between city and nation.  

As with the symposium, so too this special issue works to extend the scholarship on 

city and nation not only through its attention to cultural production and practice but also by 

including alongside urban contexts traditionally aligned with the nation state critical 

consideration of cities often excluded from discourses relating to national culture. It 

interrogates how cultural practices and production shape understandings of the relationship 

between city and nation; how national identities and discourses play out in the context of 

distinct urban contexts – how they are negotiated, refracted, challenged or made concrete in 

the microcosm of the city, its cultural practices and its cultural representation. It showcases a 

range of theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches pertinent to the study of city 

and nation, and questions how practices of urban identity-building, memorialization and 

branding relate to wider national identities and cultural imaginaries, at distinct moments or as 

they evolve over time. Focusing on Europe, broadly conceived, the articles collected here pay 
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close attention to sub-national inflections of the changing relationship between city and 

nation, explore the relationship between distinct urban contexts and national discourses, and 

interrogate the role played by cultural production and practice in articulating or reshaping 

public understandings of the city-nation relationship.  

 

Cultures of City and Nation: Separate Spheres 

Separately, city and nation have long been the subject of cultural exploration and associated 

critical analysis. It is a commonplace of nationalism studies, for instance, that narratives of 

belonging, premised on a shared history and culture, underpin national identity and claims for 

the right to the self-determination of a people perceived and constructed as a nation (see 

Anderson, 1983; Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm 1990; Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983;). That 

commonplace has resulted, in recent years, in the promotion of ‘cultural nationalism’ (Kohn 

1960, 1967; Hutchinson 2013) as a progressive alternative to ethnicity or common ancestry 

as the basis of national identity (see Nielsen 1996; Leerssen 2006; Gerson and Rubin 2015). 

Cultural production and practices are, moreover, viewed as fundamental tools of nation-

building, both within and beyond the structures of the nation state; this is best exemplified by 

the ubiquitous use of national anthems as a technology of nationhood (see Daughtry 2003; 

Lauenstein et al. 2015) but it is also readily demonstrated by the prevalence of practices of 

commemoration and celebration understood to embody the ideologies and collective self-

images of the nations to which they are attached. Such celebrations not only cluster around 

significant events in the nation’s history (Independence Day; Bastille Day; Australia Day, 

etc.) but may also centre on national cultural icons or achievements (Spain’s Día de la 

Hispanidad, Ireland’s St Patrick’s Day, Scotland’s Burns Night); these, in turn, may 

contribute to the construction and promotion of a national ‘brand’ for commercial and 

political purposes (see Harvey 1996; McCrone at al. 1995; Aroncyzk 2013). Cultural 
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production is, moreover, assigned a critical role in the national consciousness; as epitomized 

by the Great American Novel, it may be expected to hold up a mirror to the nation, giving 

collective voice to national concerns, tensions or sentiments and providing close interrogation 

of the ‘state of the nation’ at a given moment in time (see Buell 2014).1 

Cultural approaches to the city are far more varied, reflecting the longer history of the 

urban phenomenon, the complexity of its material forms and structures, its social practices 

and its sensorial and experiential effects. Cultural products, spanning diverse forms of prose 

writing and poetry; city guides and tourist paraphernalia; newsreels, documentaries and 

feature films; popular music, graphic novels, the visual arts and digital media all furnish a 

dynamic understanding of how human beings have responded to urbanization and the city in 

general, while also exploring how inhabitants and visitors have understood the distinctive 

spatial and architectural forms, urban rhythms and social practices of individual cities in 

particular.  

Studies of literary engagements with the city range as widely as literature itself in 

their approaches to the city but stress the primacy of the novel – itself a product of urban 

modernity – as a privileged vehicle for interrogation of the social, psychological and 

experiential effects of urbanization. Building on landmark studies like The City in History 

(Mumford 1961) and The Country and the City (Williams 1973), cultural and intellectual 

histories trace the evolution of literary engagements with the city in accordance with wider 

historical shifts, but almost exclusively from within the perspective of western literature and 

society. Emblematic is Robert Lehan’s The City in Literature, which ranges from the 

Enlightenment to the present, mapping three key stages of urban development – commercial, 

industrial and ‘world stage’ – onto a variety of cultural modes and genres construed as 

 
1 Buell distinguishes between ‘national novels’, which provide iconic foundational fictions for individual 

nations, and the ‘great national novel’ debate, which is characterised by anxieties about legitimacy or greatness 

of a given nation or by attempts to define a nation in search of an identity. He notes in passing the emergence of 

such discussion in Britain from the early 1990s as symptomatic of a nation in decline (see Buell 2014: 10-12). 
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inseparable from and giving expression to the spatial, relational, psychological and emotional 

changes wrought by the transformation of urban life (Lehan 1998: 3). Similarly, Robert 

Alter’s (2005) study of the literature of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century – a 

period that witnessed the exponential growth of the European city – relates the emergence of 

experiential realism to the new technologies and arrangements of public and private space. It 

shows how writers of diverse imaginative temperaments developed innovative techniques 

detailing the moment-by-moment sensory, visceral, and mental experience of the protagonists 

to convey the lived experience of the metropolis and shifts in modern consciousness deriving 

from altered perceptions of the fundamental categories of time and space, the boundaries of 

the self, and the autonomy of the individual. 

Literary historical approaches of this kind are complemented by scholarly attention to 

the image of the city in literature (Pike 1981; Wirth-Nesher 1996), and to the construction 

and transmission of a sense of place. This may entail a focus on discrete urban contexts (e.g., 

Preston and Simpson-Housley 1994), assorted urban forms (Finch, Ameel and Salmela 2015, 

2017) or distinctive urban spaces, from the café to the department store to the railway station. 

Similarly prominent are studies of literature as the sphere where diverse practices and figures 

of urban life are first registered and explored. Sociologists and literary scholars alike have 

found in figures like the ‘flâneur’, the city stroller of nineteenth-century French literature and, 

more recently, its female equivalent, emblematic archetypes of modern urban experience 

(Benjamin 1973; Wolff 1985; Brand 1991; Wilson 1992; Elkin 2016). For others, it is the 

figure of the ‘stranger’ (Simmel 1950) and the evolution of its differing inflections, that 

provides fertile terrain for understanding the effects of rapid urbanization, particularly as 

regards the diversification of the population and the ambiguous position that city-dwellers 

might occupy in relation to the fleeting pleasures, potentialities and dangers presented by the 

modern city. As with analogous studies in the social sciences, with which they are in close 
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dialogue, such interrogations have ranged across everyday practices and psychogeographies 

(Löffler 2017), spatial mapping (Moretti 1999; Bulson 2007), sensory experiences, emotional 

geographies and embodied understandings of the urban (Jaye and Chalmers Watts 1981; 

Squier 1984). They have been concerned with matters of social and environmental justice, 

and with issues of class, gender, race, ability and age in the urban environment.   

Across the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, the ever-increasing complexity 

of the city as a spatial and social structure for the organization of human and non-human 

interactions has been accompanied by a diversification of cultural media approaches to urban 

contexts and experiences. These range from cinema, through the comic book and graphic 

novel, to digital media interactions and virtual reality. Cinema is afforded a special place in 

the scholarly literature, which today amounts to a prodigious bibliography addressing, in 

addition to aspects also explored in literature, aspects specific to film’s encounter with the 

urban. These include cinematic representations of urban contexts and phenomena (Shiel and 

Fitzmaurice 2001, 2003; Mennel 2008), cinematic urban cartographies and practices (Castro 

2010; Hallam 2012; Hallam and Roberts 2013; Bruno 2002), the effects of new audio and 

visual technologies on the cinematic experience of the urban (e.g., Anderson and Webb 2017; 

Elliott 2013) and audience experiences of and engagement with discrete urban locations (see 

Hallam and Roberts 2013). This work builds on earlier scholarship which stressed the 

intimacy of the relationship between the modernity of the city and the emergence of cinema 

as a material and visual art form (see esp. Bruno 1993; Clarke 1997; Shiel and Fitzmaurice 

2001; Krause and Petro 2003). Drawing on Baudrillard’s invitation to ‘begin with the screen 

and move outwards towards the city’ (1988: 56), the pioneering The Cinematic City 

promoted a new ‘conceptualization of the cityscape as screenscape’ (Clarke 1997: 1). 

Providing close analysis of those cinematic forms which relate most significantly to the city – 

early cinema, the documentary, film noir, new Wave and postmodern cinema – and applying 
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theoretical insights drawn from film studies, feminism and urban studies, the essays included 

there make a compelling case for the volume’s understanding of the city as shaped by 

cinematic form. That understanding is premised on Benjamin’s articulation of the new 

Technik of cinema as both a technology and technique that registered a shift in the field of 

human perception, sensitizing people to aspects of the world that had previously gone 

unnoticed (Benjamin [1935] 2008; Clarke 1997: 2). Citing the medium’s potential for 

achieving startling new effects in its modification of scale, proximity and pace, its ability in 

the process of editing to reorganize space-time and its liberation of sound, colour and smell 

from vision (Clarke 1997: 2), Clarke concludes with Shaviro that ‘cinema is at once a form of 

perception and a material perceived, a new way of encountering reality and a part of reality 

perceived for the first time’ (1993: 41). In other words, the advent of cinema produced new 

‘ways of seeing’ (Berger 1972) that profoundly altered our understanding of the city and its 

experienced reality. It follows that a similar claim might be made for more recent 

technologies of vision and associated audio-visual media, including the myriad forms of 

digital storytelling and the immersive experiences of augmented and virtual reality. If the 

impact of such innovations is yet to be fully understood, it is clear that – like cinema before 

them – they continue to alter our interactions with and understanding of the ‘the highly 

complex field of tensions, virtuality, possible-impossible’ that constitutes the ‘urban 

phenomenon’ (Lefebvre 2003a: 40).  

In view of the wealth of scholarly approaches to the construction of the city in 

literary, cinematic and cultural studies more broadly, the dearth of scholarship addressing the 

relationship between city and nation is striking. Beyond a small number of studies dedicated 

to individual cities – usually capitals or cities deemed central to the image of the nation and 

explored from the perspective of cultural contributions to nation-building and the 

maintenance of the nation state (see, e.g., Atkinson and Cosgrove 1998; Rausch 2014; 



 

 9 

Mkrtchyan 2017) – there is a virtual absence of scholarship relating developments at the level 

of the city to those at the level of the nation state. That failing is not exclusive to cultural 

studies or the humanities in general; rather, it pervades the scholarship as a whole. The 

neglect appears particularly arresting when we consider that the last significant groundswell 

of scholarship relating to the nation (Hobsbawm 1990; Greenfield 1992; Yuval-Davis 1993; 

Chatterjee 1993) took in place in the 1990s and coincided with the initial flourishing of 

critical interrogations of cultural – and especially cinematic – engagements with the city 

(Bruno 1993; Clarke 1997; Shiel and Fitzmaurice 2001, 2003; Krause and Petro 2003). If the 

rejuvenation of academic study of nations and nationalisms in the 1990s may be explained by 

the resurgence of nationalism amid the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, the upswell of scholarship dedicated to cultural engagements with the city may be 

seen to originate in a rebalancing of powers between city and nation in the context of 

globalization.  

As Clark and Moonen (2016: 23) outline, the origins of that rebalancing may be 

traced to the 1970s, when nation states became more place-specific in their approach to 

economic development. This was followed, over the course of the following decades, by a 

wave of liberalization in the global economy that saw flows of capital, goods, infrastructure 

and labour accelerate faster than political structures could respond to. That same period also 

saw cities that had been in a spiral of decline suddenly appear more flexible than their 

national governments at taking advantage of the new order. The result, visible from the 

1990s, is a shift in the balance of power between cities and nations, marked by increasing 

devolution to the municipal level and the associated freedom of cities to set their own 

agendas, develop economically and forge commercial relations independent of the nation 

state. These changes were registered across the globe but perhaps most evidently in that part 
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of the world most immediately affected by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

emergence of new national configurations: continental Europe. 

 

City-Nation Relations: The Scholarship 

To date, relevant scholarship in the field of urban studies has focused primarily on the 

political, social and economic implications of the changing relationship between city and 

nation. It has highlighted the emergence of the city as an economic powerhouse and 

demonstrated particular interest in the potential of ‘world cities’ – urban areas that are 

becoming global in character and orientation (Parnreiter 2013) – to displace the hegemony of 

the nation state in the context of an increasingly globalized economy (Massey 2007; Curtis 

2016; Clark and Moonen 2017; Katz and Nowak 2018). While some scholars argue that the 

changing relationship between city and nation heralds the ‘end of the nation state’ and the 

rise of regional economies (Ohmae 1995; OECD 2016), others foresee a return to the city-

state (Curtis 2014, 2016), the emergence of the ‘nation city’ (Emanuel 2020), or a globalized 

network of cities governed by a ‘global parliament of mayors’ (Barber 2013) as preferable to 

the economic and political model of the nation state. For the proponents of such alternative 

models (e.g., Katz and Nowak 2018; Amen et al. 2011), the population and the complexity of 

today’s cities compare well with those of the nation state at its foundation (Emanuel 2020: 

81) but benefit from the greater immediacy, flexibility and accountability associated with the 

governance of a tangible and proximate urban community instead of an imagined community 

of dispersed national citizens (Anderson 1983). 

Clarke and Moonen’s World Cities and Nation States (2017) offers an important and 

rare corrective to more extreme assessments of the potential of ‘world cities’ to supplant 

nation states and/or detach from their wider national economy and society. Highlighting a 

lack of empirical evidence for such claims and a tendency in the scholarship to both over-
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emphasize the economic significance of world cities and remove nation states too quickly 

from analysis, Clarke and Moonen argue instead for the ongoing relevance of the nation state 

and, implicitly, the need for a more balanced understanding of the relationship between city 

and nation. Key to that argument is the dependence of world cities on nation states and 

national governments to manage the effects of their global integration and provide a stable 

environment for growth.2 Factors included for consideration extend from the incentive 

structures built into national frameworks and their impact on economic outcomes, through the 

provision of regulation, security and the impact of national strategies surrounding migration, 

population and education on the potential for agglomeration of talent, skills and resources, to 

the delivery of large-scale infrastructural projects and choices about where to locate key 

industries and national military, trade, research or scientific facilities. To these we might add, 

in the light of the Covid-19 pandemic and the global climate crisis, existential threats of a 

certain magnitude and complexity. 

While acknowledging that the emergence of the world city ‘has propelled humanity 

between the inflection point from the “age of the nation state” and into the “age of cities”’, 

World Cities and Nation States stresses that ‘this new age inherits all the identities, 

institutions and organizing principles of the nation state system’ (Clarke and Moonen 2017: 

3). The result is an unstable equilibrium involving opportunities and challenges in equal 

measure; the imperative, then is ‘to reimagine the roles of legacy institutions’ and rethink the 

relationship between city and nation as a partnership of ‘mutual interest in inventing solutions 

to the problems of our new urban century’ (Katz 2017: xii). For Clarke and Moonen, such a 

shift towards city-nation partnership is already well underway, with national governments 

beginning to respond to the needs of world cities, recognizing their importance to the national 

 
2 Even the strongest proponents of the city as an alternative to the political and economic paradigm of the nation 

state (e.g., Emanuel 2020) recognize its limitations in relation to provision of territorial security and stability. 
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economy. Consequently, ‘a new phase of dialogue and reform has begun, one that 

acknowledges the mutual requirements and responsibilities of cities and national 

governments, and which recognizes their inter-dependence’ (Katz 2017: 32).  

Though focused on the paradigm of the world city, Clarke and Moonen’s findings are 

readily applicable to all cities, regardless of scale. The combined impact of the globalized 

economy and increasing devolution of powers to the local level is such that even relatively 

small urban entities can emerge as independent agents and innovative laboratories of 

economic, social and political change. As a result, that national governments tend no longer 

to dictate to regional and city partners but to negotiate and experiment with them, providing 

clear evidence of the evolution of city-nation relations. 

As in the field of urban studies, so too in the humanities scholarship addressing the 

relationship between city and nation is sparse and confined primarily to historical studies. In 

a rare publication dedicated to ‘Cities and Nationalisms’ – a special issue of the Journal of 

Urban History (2012) – Vivian Bickford-Smith observed that the relative paucity of studies 

of the relationship between city and nation seems particularly strange in light of their close 

interconnection and their shared association with modernity. As he points out, cities tend to 

be the places where nationalisms of one kind or another are constructed, conveyed and 

contested, and where many nationalists learn their political trade (Bickford-Smith 2012: 855). 

Moreover, individual cities in particular and the urban in general have often played a major 

role in the nationalist imagination and ideology. Despite this, however, and primarily for 

reasons relating to disciplinary dynamics, ‘historians of nationalism have generally paid little 

attention to cities and, at least until recently, urban historians have displayed similar neglect 

towards nationalism’ (Bickford-Smith 2012: 855). 
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Bickford-Smith’s own work pioneers sustained interrogation of the historical 

evolution of the relationship between city and nation, in the context of South Africa.3 While 

his earlier collaboratively produced publications on Cape Town (Worden, Van Heynigen and 

Bickford-Smith 1998; Bickford-Smith, Worden and Von Heynigen 1999) explore how 

perceptions of cities or discrete areas within cities contribute to creating or reinforcing social 

identities like nationality, ethnicity, race and class, The Emergence of the South African 

Metropolis (Bickford-Smith 2016) focuses directly on the ways in which immigrant elites set 

about fashioning Cape Town, Durban and Johannesburg as British cities. Here, Bickford-

Smith demonstrates how, through cultural and institutional practices of urban territorial 

naming, architecture, cultural associations, recreation and traditions, it was in the major cities 

that British national identity and values, and sometimes overt nationalism, were most 

successfully maintained in South Africa, across racial and ethnic divides. The complementary 

edited volume on ‘Cities and Nationalisms’ (Bickford-Smith 2012) was premised upon the 

idea that investigation into the relationship between cities and nationalisms was in its infancy 

and should be encouraged. It sought to extend the existing scholarship by taking an inclusive 

approach to the relationship and by focusing primarily on non-Western cities, with case 

studies addressing Bombay, Shanghai and Dublin in the late nineteenth to early twentieth 

century and Alexandria, Kinshasa and Kirkuk in the twentieth century. These case studies 

served to illustrate the diversity of ways in which cities – as multimedia conveyors of the 

national – sustained nationalisms, often while promoting themselves as cosmopolitan and 

hospitable to multi-ethnic societies or networks of national communities. They also 

facilitated interrogation of the relationship between nationalism and urban territoriality, 

especially in the case of ‘divided cities’, host to competing nationalisms, or in the context of 

 
3 See also Samman (2007), Zimmer (2013) and Foster (2015) for related historical studies of the evolution and 

responses of diverse urban communities to the advent of nationalism, the nation state and associated 

modernization; Leerssen (2015) explores the role played by urban cultural mobilization in the process of nation-

building. 
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changing national or ethnic identities. Significantly, by drawing attention to the use of 

imperial and national state ‘ornamentalism’ in ritual, commemorative practice, material 

culture and print media, the volume highlighted how cultural factors – extending to the 

design, built environment and representation of the cities in question – might serve to bolster 

or challenge national identities. 

 

City and Nation in Cultural Perspective  

This special issue complements the historical focus of Bickford-Smith’s collection by turning 

to cultural production and practice, and by making the case for the study of city and nation – 

as opposed to city and nationalism – from a cultural perspective. It shares with the ‘Cities and 

Nationalisms’ volume an inclusive approach to the city-nation relationship, but within a 

European setting, and it similarly seeks to elucidate how questions of representation, identity 

and cultural practice contribute to shaping and maintaining understandings of how individual 

cities relate to the national context of which they are a part. Adhering also to the Journal of 

Urban Cultural Studies’ understanding of the urban not as a thing but a relation (Fraser 2014: 

7), questions pertaining to relational identities of city and nation recur across the volume, 

reflecting an established concern in urban cultural studies scholarship with the construction 

and transmission of urban identities and an associated sense of place.  

 The articles selected for inclusion demonstrate the breadth of ways in which the 

relationship between city and nation has been conceived, articulated and reimagined in 

cultural production, memory and practice. They are the product of research carried out by 

scholars working across modern languages, cultural geography, and interdisciplinary visual 

studies; in their various approaches, they testify to the interdisciplinary character of urban 

inquiry and to the need to work across disciplinary boundaries to ‘reconstitute the complexity 

of the urban phenomenon’ (Lefebvre 2003b: 57) as it relates to the national. No overriding 
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theoretical framework unites the essays collected here; instead, in accordance with the 

interdisciplinarity of urban cultural studies, authors draw liberally from a range of theoretical 

fields (e.g., Lefebvrian, postcolonial, cultural memory, aesthetics) and methodologies (close 

analysis of diverse texts, media, discourses and practices of representation, and ethnographic 

participant observation). Individual articles explore how the relationship between city and 

nation is expressed in diverse forms of cultural production or practices of representation or, 

conversely, how cultural practices and products shape or are shaped by the changing 

relationship between city and nation. Alert to the mutually constitutive dynamics of city-

nation relations, they also explore how cultural practices and production at the level of 

individual cities exemplify, negotiate or challenge national discourses and ideologies.  

In geographical terms, the contexts studied span the breath of Europe: from Ireland 

and the UK, through France, Germany and Italy to Turkey. By including analysis of capitals 

and cities strongly associated with the nation state (Berlin, Dublin, Istanbul) alongside urban 

contexts or spaces less immediately aligned with national discourses – second cities such as 

Naples, Liverpool or Bologna; peripheral cities in the form of new towns; and sites of urban 

performance and protest – the essays collected here present a more textured and inclusive 

understanding of the city-nation relationship than has previously been the case. The temporal 

scope of the volume is more restricted, centring on the contemporary period and addressing 

changes that date from the post-Cold War context of the 1990s. However, the inclusion of an 

intriguing case-study from post-war France provides an important illustration of the extent to 

which the relationship between city and nation has shifted from a top-down and centralized 

dynamic to a more liberal and diversified set of practices in the contemporary period. Across 

the volume as a whole, cultural products and practices that may be seen to promote an 

institutional understanding of the relationship between city and nation – in the form of urban 

planning, museum exhibition and public commemoration – are analysed alongside cultural 
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products (literary, cinematic, artistic) and practices (theatrical and artistic, formal and 

informal) that respond to or critique such interpretations. Yet, for all their diversity, some 

notable synergies and thematic continuities emerge. 

The opening article by Edward Welch explores the creation of new towns as part of 

France’s repositioning of itself as a modern European nation in the context of decolonization 

in the 1950s and 1960s. While acknowledging that French spatial planning represented the 

sort of imperious state intervention critiqued by radical spatial theorists such as Henri 

Lefebvre, Welch also approaches urban planning as a realm of the imagination and a practice 

of representation in which the nation’s future was envisaged as filled with space and light. 

His exploration lends credence to Raymond Williams’ (1975: 297) view that debates about 

the city are debates about the future insofar as ‘the pull of the city is towards progress, 

modernization, development’. However, it also reveals how the translation of national dreams 

into built urban realities had become, by the 1970s, a source of political tension which found 

public expression in the visual media of photojournalism and film, media which – no less 

than urban planning – constitute ‘scopic regimes of modernity’ (Jay 1988) and produce 

alternatives ‘ways of seeing’ (Berger 1972) and understanding the relationship between city 

and nation.  

‘Ways of seeing’, or understandings of the gaze as ‘socially constructed seeing’ that 

orders, shapes and classifies the world in accordance with ‘ideas, skills, desires, and 

expectations, framed by social class, gender, nationality, age and expectation’ (Urry 2011: 2), 

underpin the representation of and the role occupied by individual cities within the national 

imaginary. Questions of how city identities are fashioned and evolve, in cultural production, 

in relation to developments at the national level are a thematic concern that unites the articles 

addressing Berlin, Bologna, and Naples in the post-Cold War context. Berlin’s urban identity 

and the role of the city in post-reunification discourses in Germany is the focus of Ulrike 
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Zitzlsperger’s interrogation of cultural production and practice from the 1990s to the present. 

Zitzlsperger explores how the complex agenda of national reunification was, through 

extensive urban development in the 1990s, projected onto a city which was simultaneously 

emerging as a site of cultural and artistic creativity and developing a countercultural identity 

of its own. Reviewing that period today, she compares the relative space given to national 

questions and urban identity in the exhibitions and cultural products dedicated to 1990s 

Berlin and explores how the city developed post-Wall narratives of new beginnings that 

affirmed a metropolitan identity both consonant with and extending far beyond that of 

national capital.  

Cultural understandings of the university city of Bologna and its relationship with 

Italian youth culture are the subject of Cecilia Brioni’s contribution. Focusing on novels set 

in the 1990s, Brioni argues that Bologna has, since the 1970s, represented an ‘urban 

mythscape’ (Bennett 2002) for left-wing subcultural youth in Italy and a microcosm of 

intragenerational encounter and/or conflict at national level. Tracing the lines of continuity 

between city and nation, she relates a shift away from depictions of the 1970s as a touchstone 

for the subcultural protagonists of novels set in Bologna in the 1990s to the emergence of 

Italy’s ‘Generation X’ and its particular relationship with social and political commitment. 

Focusing in on literary depictions of spatial practices, she witnesses the invention of a new 

urban mythology on the part of a generation often overlooked in Italian cultural and historical 

analysis. 

Remaining in Italy but taking a more theoretical turn, Ruth Glynn’s focus on Naples 

presents an important counterpoint to the preceding focus on cities readily aligned with the 

nation state. Glynn reviews the historical construction of Naples as an internal ‘Other’ in 

national discourse and interrogates new critical perspectives that re-evaluate the city in the 

light of postcolonial theory. Identifying that such theories do not map onto cultural 
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representations of Naples’ relationship with Italy, she turns to theorizations of cultural 

accentedness (Naficy 2001; Coetzee 2013) to propose a new approach to the city, premised 

upon a more egalitarian and inclusive reframing of national culture in terms of differently 

accented practices, discourses and interpretations. The approach is intended as a model for 

critical interrogation of the relationship between city and nation more broadly. 

The city as a stage for socio-political struggles and national commemorative practices 

is the focus of the final two contributions. These marks a shift away from cultural production 

and representations of the city-nation relationship to focus instead on cultural practices and 

performances that work to disrupt or counter complacent understandings of the nation and 

prevailing narratives of national identity or national policy. In the first of these, Tijen Tunali 

argues that cities have become the central stage for socio-political struggles and that new 

approaches are needed to understand the aesthetic ‘dissensus’ – understood as ‘a conflict 

about who speaks and who does not speak’ (Rancière 2011: 2) – of contemporary activism in 

the urban space. Focusing on the Gezi Park uprising in Istanbul (2013), Tunali explores the 

intersection between aesthetics, urban space and ‘dissensus politics’ (Rancière 2010) in social 

movements. The article seeks to understand the relationship of activist aesthetics to changing 

practices and conceptions of citizenship and considers how empirical explorations of bodies 

organizing in urban space for ‘the right to the city’ (Lefebvre 1968) might contribute to a new 

form of citizenship beyond the national paradigm. 

The closing contribution by Karen Till addresses These Rooms, a site-specific 

theatre/dance installation (2016-19) which re-enacted in unconventional urban venues in 

Dublin, London and Liverpool the experiences of civilian Irish women and British soldiers 

during the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin. Uniting close analysis of performances involving 

audience participation with attention to associated public outreach projects in the cities in 

question, Till explores how critical artistic interventions in ordinary urban settings can 
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encourage mainstream society to ‘unlearn’ destructive concepts supporting colonial, national 

and neoliberal spaces and times. Specifically, she argues that, through the staging of intimate 

domestic encounters that productively disrupted heroic narratives, These Rooms challenged 

traditional and gendered nationalistic commemorations of war and rebellion and offered more 

inclusive ‘potential histories’ and forms of belonging across political, social and temporal 

borders. 

It is hoped that the volume will inspire further study of the relationship between city 

and nation, and that the individual essays included will provide valuable theoretical and 

methodological tools for further research in a wider range of contexts than has been possible 

to incorporate here. The focus on contemporary European cities is intended not as an 

enclosing perimeter but as a starting point for research addressing city-nation relations in 

other parts of the world and at other historical junctures. An important aim of the volume is 

to demonstrate the merit of cultural perspectives on the relationship between city and nation; 

it is hoped that such a perspective will encourage those working in urban cultural studies to 

incorporate consideration of the nation and its effects within their conceptual horizon. It is 

further hoped that the cultural focus of the volume will provide new insights for urban studies 

scholars more used to viewing the city-nation relationship through the lens of political, 

economic or social dynamics. As we venture ever further into the ‘age of the cities’, the 

relationship between city and nation will continue to evolve, as will debates about the 

respective powers and status of each. The central role played by cultural production and 

practice in articulating, shaping and maintaining discourses and identities demands that 

cultural analysis be placed at the very heart of such debates and actively contribute to the 

work of reimagining the city-nation relationship as a partnership of ‘mutual interest in 

inventing solutions to the problems of our new urban century’ (Katz 2017: xii). 
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