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CONTEMPORARY COSMOPOLITANISM 
IN THE LIGHT OF CLASSICAL 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY
1Mete Ulaş AkSOy*

Cosmopolitanism is one of the concepts that have occupied 
an important place in political theory since the end of the cold 
war. The collapse of the communist block was representing 
the emergence of an era in which humanity is no more divided 
into hostile camps. The euphoria occasioned by this unification 
and the great, if not vertiginous, progress in the communication 
technologies made it quite easy to talk about the unity of 
mankind beyond the political and cultural borders. Given the 
fact that the cosmopolitan theses have been frequently proposed 
in the philosophical and political debates, cosmopolitanism 
can legitimately claim to be an important part of the agenda 
of political theory. nevertheless this currency held nowadays 
by cosmopolitanism is a recent phenomenon and especially 
when the 20th century is considered, the historical record of 
cosmopolitanism is not so heartening.1 Throughout its history, 
cosmopolitanism has usually appeared as a kind of political 
idealism; because of this, it has been usually condemned 

1  Mete Ulaş Aksoy is Assistant Professor at Gediz University, izmir, 
Turkey. his field of interest is history of political thought. his studies 
concentrate mainly on the historical transformations of sovereignty as 
an institution and concept. his article “hegel and Georges Bataille’s 
Conceptualization of sovereignty” was published in 2011.
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as being a wishful thinking or naivety when the pressure of 
political realities is strongly felt. And this also explains why 
the generation which experienced the traumas of 20th century 
(the collapse of empires, world wars, totalitarian ideologies …
etc.), could hardly tolerate naivety and permit it to be a factor 
in politics. nonetheless the traumas are the products of time, 
and they, however great, are bound to change like everything 
within time. Accordingly, the attitude which dominated the 
political and international life during the Cold War and which 
discarded the “ought” for the sake of better addressing to the 
realities changed abruptly with the end of cold war.2 history, 
which never stops producing new configurations of “is” and 
“ought,” was giving rise to a new one in which “ought” is no 
more omitted for the necessities of “is.” Consequently, in today’s 
world, heralding a cosmopolitan world order, applauding its 
ideals and putting humanitarian values above the national 
borders and diplomatic practices is no more practically naïve, 
strategically imprudent and diplomatically perilous. having left 
the 20th century with its calamities and catastrophes behind, 
humanity was facing the prospect of unity with hope and 
enthusiasm. The belief, especially in the period immediately 
following the end of Cold War, was so strong and the inspiration 
was so sweeping that even the ethnic cleansings, religious 
fanaticisms and terrorist attacks, flamed up at that period, did 
nothing but gave testimony to the necessity of world order based 
on cosmopolitan ideals. 

The critical reading which cosmopolitanism, like many 
political concepts, deserves requires keeping enthusiasm at 
an arm’s length. of course, this does not mean to sacrifice 
the sentimental dimensions of our consciousness which serve 
as openings to world-experience. Academically or not, one 
always starts with the personal experiences, and at this level 
one can easily associate with the cosmopolitan ideals and 



11

Mete Ulaş Aksoy

values. yet the critical reading requires more than this. This is 
especially so for cosmopolitanism which has long historical 
background and which, one way or another, has found a way 
to affect the philosophical and political imagination throughout 
this background. Therefore, we should take this historical 
background into account and realize the modifications and 
variations produced by it if we want to develop a critical reading 
of contemporary cosmopolitanism. This naturally entails to 
read cosmopolitanism as a political and philosophical tradition 
which dates back to the ancient Greek and to index its ideas, 
ideals and principles as the constellation of this tradition. This 
automatically brings us to the brink of [classical] political 
philosophy. 

Before dealing with this aspect, before treating it as a 
tradition, it would be good for us to take a broader perspective 
and locate cosmopolitanism within a larger tradition from 
which it came into existence. in this sense, heidegger can be 
a good starting point. To my knowledge, heidegger did not 
directly deal with cosmopolitanism.3 nevertheless, his views 
on western metaphysics have important implications for our 
issue. The western metaphysics, according to him, can be 
defined as a tradition following the same thread even in the 
different guises from socrates to nietzsche. Within the context 
of this study, it suffices to point out that the revolutionary 
character of heidegger’s thought mainly consists in his emphatic 
ability to show that the western metaphysics forgets Being 
(seinvergessen): having fixed its attention on beings to such an 
extent as to forget Being, the western metaphysics has always 
mistaken the whole of beings as the Being itself. An attentive 
look does not miss the importance of this general ontological 
framework to understand the deadlocks that the cosmopolitan 
theses usually encounter: cosmopolitanism, especially in the 
debates with communitarianism, acts as if it has worked out the 
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dichotomy between universal and particulars; the problem that 
has distracted the western metaphysics since the antiquity. 

To realize this problematic, we need only to take a closer 
look at the things which are put before us as universals. upon 
a closer inspection, these universals turn out to be a particular 
which enjoys a wider scope [of validity or application] due to 
the historical circumstances.4 To solve this problem, namely 
to have a universal which is not a mere aggrandizement of the 
particular(s), we have to deal with the questions and concerns 
heidegger highlighted under the title of Seinvergessen. 
otherwise, our imagination cannot escape from the trap of 
dialectical impulse. of course, dialectic is one of the intellectual 
tools indispensable to penetrate deeper into the historical 
reality. But the problem with dialectic is that the process it 
envisages usually comes to an end with the [arbitrary] will 
of the philosopher, namely when the historical reality is 
configured according to his taste.5 This also explains how easily 
the philosophical and theoretical formulations result in the 
dichotomies which usually appear as chicken-egg questions. 

This general structure sheds light on the context in which 
cosmopolitanism is articulated. Cosmopolitan theses and 
arguments usually give rise to the communitarian responses or 
vice versa. in this context, cosmopolitans and communitarians 
present their views in mutually-exclusive forms. in order not 
to succumb to the mutually-exclusive readings which, in the 
long run, are sure to condemn our imagination to a deadlock, 
one should take an attitude which rejects the idea that one of 
the sides can hold a monopoly over truth. rather than being 
concerned with “who says the truth?” namely “who wins the 
game?” it would be better for us to take this structure itself 
into account. such an attitude compels one to give thought to 
the truth-claims of every part. From this, one can easily infer 
how important it is for cosmopolitanism to take seriously into 
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account the communitarian claims: the failure to do this can 
cause cosmopolitanism to cast its arguments into mutually-
exclussive terms.6 

let us, therefore, dwell on some communitarian critiques. 
Alienation is one of them. According to communitarians, the 
social relations are constitutive for the self. A self without social 
relations is impossible; and these relations within which the 
self is embedded entail the social groups and a social space 
mediating them. Therefore, a public life, developed in the 
varying degrees and institutionalized in the different forms, is 
essential for the self. such a constitutive role implies that without 
a proper public life, self cannot sustain itself. Considering this, 
we can conclude: the fall of public amounts to the same thing as 
the fall of self. however, it is clear that our global world which 
is usually presented as a global village necessarily envisages a 
vague public space: it spans such a vast geographical space that 
it has to become superficial. in wanting of the strong ties, strong 
attachments and the strong sentiments, the self has been given 
no option other than to be atomized. here is the mass-man: 
stripped of its social ties and attachments and thus accorded 
with the imperatives of consumer capitalism, this mass-man 
ends up in a distant place from what genuine cosmopolitanism 
anticipates: indifference, lack of responsibility, treating other 
as a means rather than as an end in itself. And these are the 
basic parameters to urge the communitarians to look upon the 
life in our global village as infected with alienation. of course, 
cosmopolitans have important answers to this charge, but let’s 
skip the details and turn our attention to another charge. 

To start with, there are some crucial questions: do 
cosmopolitan ideas and ideals represent a trans-cultural and 
trans-political formation? Can they transcend every social, 
cultural and ideological commitment? or are they the normative 
attitudes that have developed out of a particular cultural and 
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political setting? do they run the risk of imposing a local 
perspective on the alien soils and minds? it can be argued 
that from the time of incursions of hellenism into the middle 
east to our age, cosmopolitanism has been in trouble to keep 
its distance from a [practical] interest.7 suppose this granted, 
we can conclude that the cosmopolitan ideals and values, the 
initial impression notwithstanding, are hardly trans-political and 
trans-cultural; they are the expressions of certain cultural and 
political settings. Therefore, we can notice the danger inherent 
in cosmopolitanism: it can be used as a means in the service 
of a particular interest. 

The charges of moral imperialism, of course, are to be 
taken seriously; yet this by no means prevents us from making 
reservations in the face of them. The charges are valuable 
in that they make us attentive to how the innocent acts can 
sometimes cause the unjust conditions. But being too assertive 
in this point can lead to moral relativism. What is disturbing 
in moral relativism is that its logic runs the risk of leading to 
the moral indifference even in the face of such extreme case 
as cannibalism or human sacrifice.8 

This point is important in that it brought us to see the 
subterranean trends which are usually ignored: the uneasy 
relation of cosmopolitanism with liberalism, the uneasy relation 
which nowadays is overlooked under the shadow of global 
liberal culture. An attentive look can realize the tension between 
cosmopolitanism and liberalism. here the concept of moral 
relativism is the key factor: does not moral relativism take its 
main impetus from liberalism? is not the liberalism with its war 
against the theological, teleological and substantial worldviews 
the main responsible for the moral relativism? it is apparent that 
cosmopolitanism ought to keep moral relativism at a distance. 
does not this distance affect the position of cosmopolitanism 
vis-à-vis liberalism? Why do we not find such a distance 
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between cosmopolitanism and liberalism in today’s debates 
on cosmopolitanism? What we experience today is a sort of 
combination of the two: they are found here and there hand 
in hand in dealing with an international problem or making a 
common cause against a local or a traditional custom. 

To make these abstract suppositions more concrete, we can 
turn our attention to another concept: globalization. Today, the 
debates on cosmopolitanism seem to center on or run parallel 
to the development of globalization. Cosmopolitanism which 
was disdained as being unrealistic and impractical for the 
most part of 20th century, now seems to entrench itself, casting 
out the critiques by showing how history is on its side. in this 
sense, one may find astonishing how close to political realism 
cosmopolitanism can come: the formulation of a normative 
agenda that is related, if not dependent on, the existing power 
relations. But for the sake of brevity, let’s try to look at the 
center of the matter. 

i think this center is the association of cosmopolitanism 
with liberalism, and many of the critiques leveled against 
cosmopolitanism derive from this association. Therefore, a 
case for distinction between liberalism and cosmopolitanism 
is necessary. But how? To take a look at the historical 
background of cosmopolitanism can help us in this regard. Two 
philosophical figures immediately rise to prominence in this 
background: diogenes the Cynic and kant. one may wonder 
what the motivation in taking them together is. Whatever 
can be said about them, it is clear that they represent two 
historical turning points. in the case of these philosophers, 
the emergence of cosmopolitanism coincided with the great 
social, political and institutional upheavals. Can the emergence 
of cosmopolitanism at these historical circumstances be 
taken merely as a coincidence? i do not think so. kant’s ius 
cosmopoliticum, which plays a critical role in the kantian 
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edifice, came to the agenda when the need for a new social 
code to organize relations among states was strongly felt. At 
that time, the european history was experiencing the collapse 
of feudal codes, the displacement of ecclesiastical organizations 
by a state bureaucracy and the rise of bourgeoisie alongside the 
nation-states. in such moments of great upheavals, the existing 
structure of social norms and codes is frustrated by the “new” 
which frequently visits the customary and ordinary and which 
is no more easily treated as an exception. it is exactly at this 
turning point when the need for the new social code was being 
urgently felt that kant’s ius cosmopoliticum appeared along with 
Grotius and others.9 This also explains why we so frequently 
come across a reference to kant even in the contemporary 
debates on cosmopolitanism. 

Therefore, it seems in place to focus on that which we can 
find in kant’s cosmopolitanism but which we cannot in today’s 
liberal cosmopolitanism. This is teleology or the teleological 
conceptualization of history. in kant’s formulation, there is an 
open reference to the idea of “perfection.” According to kant’s 
schema, history is moved by a plan which the actors cannot 
discern. This hidden plan stages dramas as it unfolds itself in 
an increasingly complex institutional forms. looked within, 
the process envisaged by this plan seems to run from one 
domination to another. But when looked from afar, the careful 
thinker (the philosopher) can see that there is an end point: the 
process supposes a point of culmination which retrospectively 
gives meaning to all previous stages and sufferings. This is 
the moment when humanity, hitting one destruction after 
another, finally learns [the lessons of] the mutual recognition 
and peaceful coexistence. Therefore, ius cosmopoliticum or 
perpetual peace signifies a moment of culmination, a moment 
of perfection in history.10 



17

Mete Ulaş Aksoy

i think the keyword here is perfection. even if through 
the agency of history, a kind of perfection is supposed in 
kant’s scheme. needless to say, this teleological perspective 
(the supposition of an end point in the long course of time) 
is what is missing in the modern thought in general and in 
the contemporary cosmopolitanism in particular. here are 
the corner stones in the emergence of modern thought: the 
mechanical conceptualization of universe, the disappearance 
of miracle as a theological and political phenomenon, the 
placement of nature (the realm of never-ending repetition or 
chaos) in an inferior position than history (the realm of reason). 
it is clear that these are not very friendly to a teleological 
conceptualization of human relations. 

should cosmopolitanism presuppose or embrace such a 
perfection? This is a difficult question for us who solve the 
tension between representation and virtue in favor of the 
former. There is nothing surprising in this favor because the 
perfection would usually embody a messianic teleology or it 
would presuppose a kind of discrimination among the equal 
human-beings, or both at once. Being an approach aiming at the 
disappearance of discrimination, cosmopolitanism can hardly 
be on good terms with the idea of perfection. nevertheless, in 
this conclusion, a lot depends on how we define perfection and 
what we understand by it. moreover, focusing too much on the 
tension between representation and perfection or on the tension 
between cosmopolitanism and perfection, do we not run the risk 
of omitting another tension: the tension between representation 
and cosmopolitanism? now the tides of globalization are so 
strong that we tend to uncritically assume the association 
between democracy and cosmopolitanism. yet this does not 
need to blur the tension inherent in the relationship between 
cosmopolitanism and democracy. Because of its character, 
habit and attitude, demos is usually closer to patriotism than 
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to cosmopolitanism. This can be easily proved by looking at 
the tendencies in the societies in which the political culture is 
not advanced, namely in societies in which the demos does 
not yet take any decisive step in the direction of perfection. in 
this sort of societies, democratization goes hand in hand with 
the ethnic conflicts and religious fanaticism. 

our theme is neither the theories nor the paradoxes of 
democracy; so we can focus on cosmopolitanism by bypassing 
them. interdependence among nations, the density of the 
relations taking place on the global scale, the development 
of common habits and attitudes across the globe, sharing the 
similar, if not the same, symbolic and material conditions… 
all these are crucial signs to look upon the important part 
of humanity as a demos (nowadays it becomes customary 
to refer to the world population as the inhabitants of global 
village). nevertheless, we must admit that the life of the global 
demos is a far cry from a genuine cosmopolitan culture. The 
basic characteristics of the human condition described as the 
global demos is the spread of basic parameters of consumer 
society across the world.11 Therefore we have at our hand 
two interrelated facts: the world takes more and more a 
cosmopolitan outlook, yet this outlook hardly goes beyond the 
economical, diplomatic and financial interdependence among 
peoples. Accordingly, the amount of relations among nations 
has so increased that no body can deny the global trends (the 
globalization of life); but this by no means manages to create 
a cosmopolitan world culture which can unite the demos 
of our global village through the substantial sympathies and 
attachments. 

Considering this, we come to another important point: 
global governance. now, it is plausible to say that we have 
reached the stage of global governance. But the phenomenon 
of global governance is far away from arousing euphoria. The 
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increasing possibility of unification of humanity under the single 
organizational structure can lead either to inefficiency (the 
endless series of civil war on the global scale) or it can achieve 
an unthinkable efficiency so that it causes an international 
tyranny. Today, no body can deny that we are affected by 
the problems transcending the national borders and that we 
have more sophisticated and efficient facilities at our disposal 
than those provided by the national states. Therefore, that we 
are experiencing the phenomenon of global governance is a 
fact. yet without a genuine cosmopolitan culture, this global 
governance is nothing other than the spread of what Foucault 
called governmentality over the entire world. seeing the link 
between global governance and governmentality, we catch the 
glimpse of the fact that in our cosmopolitan world order, what 
we stand witness is less the rise of civilization based on global 
hospitality than a domination of a technique deployed by a 
will to power operating now globally. This is the theme which 
is thoroughly studied by Adorno (Dialectic of Enlightenment) 
and heidegger (Question Concerning Technology).12 

Putting all these side by side, we see two important points 
which should be taken into account in our discussion of 
cosmopolitanism. one is the danger of global tyranny which is 
made possible by the undreamed heights of modern technology 
(global governance). The other is the preponderance of the 
global demos whose members, though displaying an increasing 
homogeneity, are mainly motivated by the desire to treat other 
as a means (consumer capitalism). To these points, we can 
add another one: increasing technological advancement in the 
techniques of rule and the institutional complexity resulted from 
it make it difficult to determine the responsible for the authority 
relations. in such an increasingly complex bureaucratic structure 
as our global governance, the “who” in the question of “who 



20

Cosmopolitanism and Philosophy in a Cosmopolitan Sense

is the sovereign?” or “who is responsible for using the power?” 
becomes highly insensible. 

it is therefore not too much to say that the coming of the 
cosmopolitan world order does not dispel the worries about the 
global governance. in our age, the world history seems to make 
head in the cosmopolitan direction, which means that the power 
relations support the cosmopolitan ideals. Then, it is exactly at 
this age that cosmopolitanism stands in need of a critical stance 
more than ever: the more one succumbs to the critical reading 
of cosmopolitanism, the more one feels the necessity of making 
a distinction between cosmopolitanism affected by the global 
govermentality and genuine cosmopolitanism challenging the 
social codes and customs. 

such a case of distinction brings a philosophical figure, 
to whom we referred earlier, to our attention: diogenes the 
Cynic.13 in order to see cosmopolitanism in its original form 
and to realize the potential of classical political philosophy, let’s 
concentrate on diogenes the Cynic. it is not surprising to see that 
diogenes’s uttering his being a world citizen coincides with a 
certain historical stages in the life of polis: the crisis and decline 
of city-state. Polis points to a progress in the human history 
through which the blood-ties and the customs of ancestral life 
had been replaced by a public spirit. What is distinguishing 
about this spirit is that it enforces its members to consider each 
other as similar and equal.14 

diogenes appeared exactly at the moment when the 
ideological, institutional and geographical setting of city-state 
was in trouble to contain this public spirit within its limits. it is as 
if a universalism, found as a germ at the dawn of city-state and 
flourished within its institutional setting, was trying to unfold 
itself into another form (imperial). The dramatic moment came 
when the existing structure could not contain the germ which 
had already become a tree. so, this makes clear that contrary 
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to the initial impression, there is not a break but continuation 
between polis and cosmopolis.15 But this polis which emerged 
as a consequence of imperial dominion is closer to being a 
megapolis than to being cosmopolis. here we come to a vital 
point: what is the difference between these two? 

The famous encounter of two historical cosmopolitan 
figures, Alexander the Great and diogenes the Cynic, has a 
lot to say about what we are trying to sketch so far. At that 
time, Alexander was at the top of an empire. empire, generally 
speaking, is a mechanism designed to rule; this mechanism 
points to a governance larger than the scope of city-state.16 i do 
not want to ignore the contributions of hellenism in the middle 
east, neither do i suspect the cosmopolitan ideals motivating 
Alexander. yet it is hard to deny the close relationship between 
the empire as a political structure and the cosmopolitanism 
finding its expression within this structure. And we come to 
understand in what sense the cosmopolis envisaged by an 
empire is a mere megapolis. 

Turning our attention from Alexander to diogenes, we can 
understand the importance of classical political philosophy for 
cosmopolitanism. To start with, it is a good place to concentrate 
on the diogenes’s position in the face of polis. of course, 
diogenes carried the position of philosopher in the face polis 
to the extreme heights;17 but this should not make us miss 
the point: even in varying degrees and in different forms, the 
position in question is what all philosophers [should] share in 
common. The most defining characteristic of the relationship 
between polis and philosopher is the tension. or it should be 
so. one may ask why? The reason for this can be found within 
the very definition of philosophy: the search for truth. it is 
necessary, therefore, for philosophy to attempt to replace the 
opinions with truth.18 But every polis, the megapolises included, 
presupposes the opinions. The heart of polis is pulsed with 
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the opinions however noble. Therefore, the philosopher, who 
cannot help challenging opinions, is a threat to polis. yet the 
relationship cannot be cast into the mutually exclusive terms. 
let’s try to substantiate this claim. 

The polis ushered in the birth of philosophy. The birth of 
polis preceded that of philosophy: without the transformation 
effected by the coming of polis, there would be no philosophy. 
For a search for truth to be possible, the ancestral myths and 
faith propping them should be pushed back. Where the myths 
hold a strong reign, the reason cannot find a place to pursue 
truth and the philosopher cannot come to life. The birth of polis, 
in this sense, is decisive for the philosopher. it is not therefore 
too much to say that the philosopher owes too much to the 
polis. yet the philosopher cannot rest satisfied with this; to the 
extent that he is in the search for truth, he one way or another 
would clash with the opinions upon which the polis is based. 
This explains why the philosopher becomes a threat to the polis; 
but this also shows the complexity of the relationship between 
the polis and philosopher. Philosopher should at once thank 
to and pose a challenge to polis. But we have so far looked at 
the matter from the side of philosopher. What is the situation 
of polis in the face of philosophy? The raison d’être of polis is 
good life; so it cannot blind itself to the possibilities of “better 
life.” it is clear that these possibilities are laid open only by a 
figure who is already a part of the polis but who also manages 
to keep himself at a distance to it: philosopher. 

Thus we arrive at the land of classical political philosophy. 
What is the best regime? What are the conditions of justice? is 
there any natural right?... These are the well-known questions 
of classical political philosophy. A closer examination 
immediately reveals how important these questions are to 
understand modern cosmopolitanism. To appreciate this, 
we should take a deeper glance at the implications of the 
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relationship between philosopher and polis. motivated by 
the desire to search for truth, the philosopher tries to turn his 
back to the polis [political life] where the contingencies and 
accidental incidences set the stage and where the power and 
opinions rather than truth prevail. it is exactly at this point that 
we come to realize that the emergence of [classical] political 
philosophy links these apparently independent, if not mutually 
exclusive, moments together. 

To arrive at truth, one must start with the opinions. This is 
what the “cave” metaphor narrates so well: there must be an 
ascend (transcendence) if the truth is aimed. But this also points 
to another fact that the philosopher can embark on his voyage 
only by starting with the polis. nevertheless, this voyage, to a 
certain extent, is what polis itself ought to participate in. Polis, 
like philosopher, cannot rest satisfied with the level of opinions; 
in this regard, its position is similar to the philosopher, or at least 
it ought to be so. otherwise polis runs the risk of becoming what 
it attempted to replace: it destructs the ancestral myths but puts 
in their stead the rational ones; and it usually plunges into the 
imperial adventures, appearing to the outsiders as a “gang of 
robbers” what ever the notion of justice prevails within.19 

The impetus of transcendence, namely the desire to leave 
the cave behind is felt most strongly when the fact is faced that 
the customs of polis are not natural ones. This is occasioned by 
means of encountering other customs that had gained currency 
in other societies. Therefore, the [classical] political philosopher 
can be conceived as the one who is troubled by the fragmentary 
character of truth within the communal settings. Accordingly, he 
is the one who tries to transcend this realm of fragmentation. 

i think that these remarks lay open the relationship, or even 
the correlation, between the philosopher and cosmopolitanism. 
A comparison with another oft-cited cosmopolitan figure (the 
merchant visiting the foreign lands) would provide for us the 
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crucial insights in this regard. Through his visits to the foreign 
lands, the merchant also experiences the fragmentary character 
of truth prevailing in different societies. indeed, he ought to 
act according to this fragmentary character unless he does not 
want to lose his gain. yet the motivation in trade is the benefit 
expected from the other. so the merchant cannot help treating 
the other as a means. maybe, this explains why our global 
cosmopolitan world order, based on the extremely developed 
forms of trade, tourism and fashion, is still far from creating a 
genuine cosmopolitan culture. 

if we do not take the geographical spread of trade, governance 
and communication enough, we more readily make ourselves 
open to that which lies at the center of cosmopolitanism and which 
is the essence of every cosmopolitan expression: treating the other 
not as a means but as an end in itself. it is therefore plausible to 
say that cosmopolitanism is not merely a horizontal act (covering 
the entire world with the same values, principles and ideals); but 
it also involves a moment of transcendence through which these 
values and principles are put under critical examination. The aim 
of this transcendence is to save these principles and values from 
the reification which can turn them into an ideological element 
serving a [particular] practical interest. A [particular] practical 
interest can always be found lying in ambush to prey on the noble 
ideas. so it can be alleged that the critical attitude ought to be the 
essential component of cosmopolitanism. 

This vertical dimension (the moment of transcendence) of 
cosmopolitanism is more easily realized when we take into 
account the questions and concerns raised by the classical 
political philosophy. since the quality of the principles (the 
vertical moment) is as much important as their scope of validity 
(the horizontal moment), we had better start by asking questions 
about the regime in which the cosmopolitan ideals find their 
most rigorous expression. 
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NOTES
1  After the second World War, the political idealism, with which 

cosmopolitanism is closely associated, was held as one of the main 
responsible for the war. idealism is not only dangerous in the political 
life; it is also detrimental to the scientific progress. hence, e. h. Carr’s 
famous formulation suggests that idealism is the sign of the infantile 
character of a science. According to him, the idealist approach can 
dominate at the early stages of an academic discipline; but as this 
discipline grows mature, the focus of attention shifts from “what should 
be done?” to “what is?”. e. h. Carr, The Twenty Years’s Crisis, p. 8.

2  We should add that even during the Cold War, there appeared 
important developments as regards cosmopolitanism. Therefore, the 
end of cold war is not so much a break as a continuation, albeit in the 
accelerated forms, of the process. “…the narrowly state-centered focus 
of these organizations was remedied or supplemented by more people-
oriented agreements, especially the “universal declaration of human 
rights” (and a series of later, related documents). These and similar 
developments have engendered a widespread hope that humankind 
may now –or at least soon- be ready for the adoption of a global 
cosmopolitan ethics seen as a framework buttressing and undergirding 
existing legal provisions.” Fred dallmayr, “Cosmopolitanism: moral 
and Political,” in Political Theory, Political Theory, vol. 31, no. 3, 
2003. p. 422.

3  it is not difficult to find a link between cosmopolitanism and the 
planetary rule of the will to power which heidegger envisages as the 
direct outcome of western metaphysics. This planetary rule gives rise 
to two options: global tyranny (sham cosmopolitanism) or genuine 
cosmopolitanism. if this planetary rule does not want to turn out to be 
the global tyrant, it has to elaborate a cosmopolitanism which is saved 
from the negative effects of this planetary rule. on the other hand, 
cosmopolitanism, because of its condemning the political subject to 
the loose allegiances, runs the risk of leading to political inactivity and 
irresponsibility. Therefore, when confronted with the practical matters, 
cosmopolitanism seems to be trapped with a difficult choice: either 
political inactivity (just like the beautiful soul in hegel’s scheme) or 
political Übermensch. heidegger’s critical reading of Übermensch 
reveals the link between the will to power on plantery level and the 
man as übermensch: “der Übermensch is der höchste Gestalt des 
reinsten Willens zur macht… der Übermensch , der unbedingte 
herrschaft der reinen macht, ist der sinn des einzig seinden, d.h. der 
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erde… der Übermensch läβt den menschen der bisherigen Werte 
einfach hinter sich, übergeht ihn und verlegt die rechtfertigung aller 
rechte und die setzung aller rechte in das machten der reinen macht.” 
heidegger, nietzsche, pp. 39-40. But this is also the blind point of 
heidegger. in this age of planetary rule, the call of Being cannot be 
responded by the nazi figure because of his or her particularistic 
character; it can be responded more adequately by a cosmopolitan 
figure. maybe this is one of the reasons which motivated latter 
heidegger to turn his attention to the east-West dialogue: “Appalled 
by the prospect of an approaching spiritual unity of the planet on the 
lowest level of humanly empty, calculating, technical thought, wrought 
by the victory of Western technology, heidegger tried to prepare the 
ground, a possible common but deeper ground for the meeting of east 
and West in dialogue. The ground heidegger tried to prepare was to 
make it possible for each side to preserve something of its own noble 
depths while joining with the other to forge the unified humanity 
imposed upon us … history? destiny? The gods?” “the prescientific 
world and historicism: some reflections on strauss, heidegger, and 
husserl,” lawrence Berns, “The Prescientific World and historicism: 
some reflections on strauss, heidegger, and husserl,” in Leo Strauss’s 
Thought: Toward a Critical Engagement, Alan udoff (ed.), l. rienner 
Publishers, Boulder, 1991, p. 177.

4  This can be clearly seen in today’s arguments deployed for asserting 
cosmopolitan thesis. For example, in held’s book, Cosmopolitanism: 
Ideals and Realities, we encounter such an approach. The existing 
national and cultural borders are contingent, if not completely 
outdated, historical realities. Because of this, they are not substantial 
so as to form a sound obstacle before the universal claims which 
take humanity as a whole and thus transcend the existing borders. 
But the same line of argument can be quite easily turned against the 
cosmopolitanism. The world-ethics transcending the localities is itself 
the production of historically contingent factors. Therefore, in order 
to assert a universal ethics surpassing the particular ones because of 
their arbitrary character, one needs more ontologically substantial 
basis than the certain configuration of historical forces (globalization). 
david held, Cosmopolitanism: Ideals, Realities, and Deficits, p. 40.

5  This is exactly the case of hegel and marx. in their approaches, the 
dialectical movement stops even if there are materials upon which 
the dialectic can work, therefore in which there is still potential 
to produce history. But this is not specific to dialectic. To stop the 
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philosophical imagination before the possibilities are exhausted can be 
said to be the general characteristics of political philosopher. hobbes’s 
unwillingness to the carry the contract to its logical conclusions, 
namely to an international covenant and an international leviathan 
above the particular states can be given as another example. But what 
is important here is to see this not as a fault of this or that philosopher 
but to see it as a tradition. in this sense, Gregory stone’s article is 
illuminating: “The whole premise of dante’s Monarchy is that there 
is a fundamental flaw in Aristotelian-Thomist political theory, which 
brings the life of the state to a premature end before it ever comes to 
possess its true nature, the attainment of its telos. By setting the limits 
of the polis at the extent of the city (Aristotle) or the kingdom (Aquinas), 
dante’s predecessors are themselves, on this issue at least, sodomites. 
For sodomy is, in essence, the unnatural delimitation of the boundaries 
of the community. sodomy is a contraceptive political ideology that 
prevents the growing polis from reaching its natural end.” Gregory B. 
stone, “sodomy, diversity, Cosmopolitanism: dante and the limits 
of the Polis, Dante Studies, no: 123 (2005), p. 115.

6  This also holds true for communitarianism. it should also engage 
in this kind of conversation. That a cosmopolitan like Brian Barry 
formulated an apparently oxymoronic conceptual pair, “cosmopolitan 
nationalism” is an crucial sign of the fact that some sorts of 
intermingling has already taken place. “nationalism is Janus faced. 
looking in one direction, it is an ideological construct in the sense of 
marx and engels: an obfuscatory idealization of a sordid reality. This 
is the form of nationalism i have been addressing until now. i must 
now add that it has a more benign face. in this form, it is essential 
to the successful operation of a liberal democratic polity… we may 
say that nationalism of this form is required by cosmopolitanism.” 
Brian Barry, “statism and nationalism: A Cosmopolitan Critique,” in 
NOMOS Volume XLI: Global Justice, p. 53.

7  “no other Greek system was so well qualified as stoicism to appeal to 
the native virtues of self-control, devotion to duty and the public spirit 
in which the roman took a special pride, and no political conception 
was so well qualified as the stoic world-state to introduce some 
measure of idealism into too sordid business of roman conquest.” p. 
151. “doubtless also the stoic world-state lent itself easily to a kind 
of sentimental imperialism which enabled the conquerors to imagine 
that they were assuming the white man’s burden and where bringing 
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the blessings of peace and order to the politically incompetent world.” 
George h. sabine, A History of Political Theory, p. 153.

8  Cannibalism and human sacrifice are two main extreme cases put 
before the moral relativist. According to the opponents of moral 
relativism, the indifference suggested by moral relativism should 
be sustained in the face of these extreme cases if one is loyal to the 
underlying presumption forming the basis of moral relativism. But 
one note of caution in this regard seems to be in place: studying the 
social functions of cannibalism and human sacrifice within a certain 
community and taking moral neutrality in the face of them are two 
different things. so taking a moral position against them can by no 
means be taken as ignoring their social function. 

9  “Various attempts, most notably by the dutch jurist hugo Grotius and 
the saxon samuel Pufendorf, had been made during the seventeenth 
century to redefine the ancient roman concept of the law of nations 
(ius gentium) so as to create an international law capable of restraining 
the activities of the european powers. But, as kant also observed, 
these man –whom he described collectively as ‘sorry comforters’- had 
done nothing to remedy the situation… As kant recognized, the only 
possible means to control the behavior of states in international arena 
would be to create an international political order. Then, and only 
then, would there exist some agency with the power to sustain an 
international legal community.” p. 9 Anthony Pagden, “The Genesis 
of Governance and enlightenment Conceptions of the Cosmopolitan 
World order,” in International Social Science Journal, v. 50, 1998.

10  This teleological view is found not only in kantian cosmopolitanism. 
it can also be found in another cosmopolitanism: stoicism. indeed, the 
rejection of teleological world-view is a recent phenomenon in the 
history of thought. To see the stoicism effect in this regard see: T. h. 
irwin, “stoic naturalism and its Critics,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to the Stoics, p. 353. But this subject is a little complex. if we can 
talk about the teleology in stoicism, it is also possible to talk about 
another principle in it: eternal recurrence. That this principle is in a 
certain tension with teleology is certain. For “the eternal recurrence” 
in stoicism, see r. d. hicks, Stoic and Epicurean, pp. 37-39.

11  A nice of illustration of this point can be found in mehta’s article: 
“What are, in other words, the limits of hybridization – a familiar self-
description of cosmopolitans? Can hybridization be extended to the 
deepest issues that give our lives the purpose we think it has, or will 
it extend only to those activities that dance at the surface of our lives 
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(and that may be appropriately defined by the image of consumption) 
– the restaurants we visit, the movies we see, the carpets we drape 
our floors with, and so on. What does the cosmopolitan really put at 
risk?” p. 628. Pratap Bhanu mehta, “Cosmopolitanism and the Circle 
of reason,” Political Theory, vol: 28, no. 5, 2000.

12  one may ask to what extent it is right to criticize and blame technology. 
According to some, technology, along with the side effects, contains 
some positive elements for freedom and human subjectivity. For 
example, Connolly stresses that the vertiginous speed that today’s 
technology makes us enjoy has important positive results for 
cosmopolitanism if cosmopolitanism is to escape from the totalizing 
and hegemonic character of kantian universal. Although this line of 
argument needs a careful elaboration than can be done in a footnote, 
it is in place to have brief glance at that: “speed can be dangerous. At 
a certain point of acceleration, it jeopardizes freedom and shortens the 
time in which to engage ecological issues. But the crawl of slow time 
contains injuries, dangers, and repressive tendencies too. it may be 
wise therefore to explore speed as an ambiguous medium that contains 
some positive possibilities… The politics to pluralize hegemonic 
culture along several dimensions and the politics to fundamentalize 
hegemonic identities form two contending responses to late-modern 
speed… it also becomes clear why democratic pluralists must embrace 
the positive potentialities of speed while working to attenuate its most 
dangerous effects.” William e. Connolly, “speed, Concentric Cultures 
and Cosmopolitanism,” in Political Theory, Vol. 28, no. 5, 2000, p. 
598.

13  For a useful discussion of diogenes the Cynic in this context, see 
nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” in The Cosmopolitan 
Reader, p. 157.

14  From the perspective of cosmopolitanism, the city-state represents 
a particularism. of course, it is a sort of particularity. But leaving 
the matter at this point seems to do injustice to city-state. it was an 
important tool to breaking up the particular world-views and brining 
about a public space in which certain amount of population, regardless 
of their particular characteristics, can participate in. This Jean-Pierre 
Vernant expresses clearly: “le courant démocratique va plus loin; il 
définit tous le citoyens, en tant que tells, sans consideration de fortune 
ni de vertu, comme des égaux ayant exactement les mêmes droits à 
participer à tous les aspects de la vie publique.” Jean-Pierre Vernant, 
Les Origines de la Penseé Grecque.
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15  To realize some points of continuation in the transformation of city-
state into the empire, see sabine: “Great as is the gap between this 
conception of a World-wide society of autonomous individuals and 
the moral intimacy of city-state, the two are not wholly discrepant. it 
would be truer to say that the philosophy of the hellenistic age tried 
to Project upon a cosmic field ideals which, in their first appearance, 
were confined within the limits of the city.” sabine, Ibid, p. 143.

16  in this sense, one surmises the similarities between the global 
governance and imperial rule. The term “empire” is what the critiques 
of global governance usually use. in this sense, it is not mere a 
coincidence that one of the most influential books which put the global 
governance of our age under the critical scrutiny is entitled “empire.” 
negri and hardt, Empire. For this point see especially pp. 18-22.

17  To understand this point, it is essential to take into account the 
difference between Cynics (and also early stoics) and later stoics: 
while in the roman stoics, the imperial virtues and characteristics 
are preponderant, the reluctance, if not abhorrence, in the face of 
public life and authority is the brand of Cynics and early stoics. 
“This conception of World-wide citizenship involved important 
consequences and had a distinguished history in stoicism, but this was 
due chiefly to the positive meaning which the stoics gave it. What the 
Cynics emphasized was its negative side: primitivism, the abolition of 
civic and social ties and of all restriction except those that arise from 
the wise man’s sense of duty. The protest of the Cynic against social 
convention was a doctrine of the return to nature in the most nihilist 
sense of the term.” sabine, Ibid., p. 137.

18  Fort this point, see strauss’s article, “What is Political Philosophy”. 
“Philosophy, as quest for wisdom, is quest for universal knowledge, 
for knowledge of the whole… of philosophy thus understood, political 
philosophy is a branch. Political philosophy will then be attempt to 
replace opinion about the nature of political things by knowledge of the 
nature of political things.” leo strauss, “What is Political Philosophy?” 
An Introduction to Political Philosophy: Ten Essays, pp. 4-5.

19  The term is borrowed from leo strauss.
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THE ATHEISTIC METAPHYSICS OF 
MOdERN COSMOPOLITANISM

1James AlExANdEr*

modern cosmopolitanism is based on an error. it is an 
error concealed by a hope: the error is to think that there is a 
cosmopolitan world which can be theorised as one, and the 
hope is to suppose that there is such a world or could be such 
a world. The error is fundamental, that is philosophical: but it 
only comes to attention when we turn to the history of thought, 
because it is only in considering older forms of cosmopolitanism 
that we see where the error of modern cosmopolitanism lies. 

The error is not the supposition that there is one world. 
There is no problem with this supposition. The problem is that 
modern cosmopolitanism supposes both that the world is two, 
or that there are two worlds, and that one of these two worlds 
is the only world, and therefore is both. This is a formal error. 
But it is an error which is concealed in much cosmopolitan 
writing because most cosmopolitan theorists present it as a 
difficulty which can be overcome rather than an impossibility 
which cannot be overcome. 

*  James Alexander teaches in the department of Politics, Bilkent 
university, Ankara. he is the author of Shaw’s Controversial Socialism 
(2009), A Life of Frederick Bulmer, 1865-1941 (2009), “oakeshott on 
hegel’s ‘injudicious’ use of the Word ‘state’” in History of Political 
Thought (2011), “The Four Points of the Compass” in Philosophy 
(2011), and “oakeshott as Philosopher” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Oakeshott (forthcoming, 2012).
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in his recent Visions of World Community Jens Bartelson 
is only the latest of many to draw attention to the ‘paradox’ in 
cosmopolitanism. This paradox is that

every effort to impose a given set of values on the existing 
plurality of communities in the name of a common humanity 
is likely to be met with resistance on the grounds of its own 
very particularity.1

Almost all cosmopolitan theorists admit some variant of this 
paradox. The simple way of putting it is that we are torn 
between the universal and the particular; and a more subtle 
way of putting it is to say that any particular universal is itself 
particular and therefore not inclusive but exclusive. it is this 
exclusivity which seems to be the particular problem of modern 
cosmopolitanism. For either we have a world order which is 
inclusive, in the sense of accepting all particularity, because 
it lacks any sort of criterion which would exclude anyone; 
or we have a world order which is universal, but exclusive, 
because it has a criterion for inclusion which always makes it 
possible that some people would be excluded. most modern 
cosmopolitan theories are supposed to reconcile the universal 
and the particular. But no theory offered so far has been 
convincing in showing how reconciliation could occur. here 
i intend to indicate why conviction will always be lacking, and 
why reconciliation is impossible.

Bartelson resembles most modern cosmopolitans in 
following a recognition of this paradox with an attempt to 
overcome it.2 his book is unusual because it takes the form 
of a history of cosmopolitan ideas. he rightly observes that 
most older forms of cosmopolitanism depended on some sort 
of ‘cosmological belief’. But since by his own account most 
cosmopolitan theorists after the eighteenth century attempted to 
ground cosmopolitanism on some sort of anthropological fact—
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such as ‘sociability’—rather than some sort of metaphysical 
belief, it is rather odd that his book ends with the suggestion 
that we should reformulate “our conceptions of community in 
the light of our cosmological beliefs about the human habitat”.3 
he wholly avoids asking the question of whether we have 
such beliefs. his history indicates that we almost certainly do 
not. And he fails to see that the older cosmological criterion 
for inclusion in a higher city divided humanity into two cities, 
where any modern anthropological criterion of inclusion is 
supposed to recognise that humanity forms one city.

it is necessary to look again at the history of cosmopolitan 
theory in order to indicate the nature of the non sequitur 
in Bartelson’s historical argument. And, in so doing, i shall 
sketch a history of cosmopolitanism which, like Beck’s, has 
three significant stages,4 but differs from Beck’s in suggesting 
that the three stages are, as Bartelson suggests, conditioned by 
metaphysical beliefs or by a lack of them: and, in particular, 
by our beliefs about God. 

Almost every modern cosmopolitan theorist knows 
something about older cosmopolitan theories, although they 
rarely consider anyone other than kant and the stoics.5 kant is 
a highly ambivalent figure, as i will later show. But the stoics 
are fairly simple. Bartelson quotes the most famous utterance of 
seneca from schofield’s translation: “let us embrace with our 
minds, two commonwealths: one great and truly common… the 
other one to which the particular circumstances of birth have 
assigned us… which pertains not to all men but a particular 
group of them.”6 Although, as Bartelson says, many modern 
theorists have engaged with the stoics, they have not seemed 
to recognise what is going on in stoic thought. The first thing 
to notice here is that there are two commonwealths mentioned, 
not one. The second is that Bartelson has not quoted the 
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utterance in full. in full, as schofield has it, it reads that are two 
commonwealths,

one great and truly common—in which gods and men are 
contained, in which look not to this or that corner, but 
measure the bounds of our state [civitas] with the sun; the 
other, the one to which the particular circumstances of birth 
have assigned us—this will be the commonwealth of the 
Athenians or the Carthaginians or some other city [urbs].7

What Bartelson has left out is that the first city contains men 
and gods. This may not seem important. But it is fundamental 
to the structure of older cosmopolitan theories. For not only did 
all older cosmopolitans distinguish a higher and a lower city: 
they did so as a consequence of some sort of ‘cosmological 
belief’ about God or the gods.

if we understand the history of cosmopolitanism in terms 
of what was thought about God, we see that there were three 
great eras of cosmopolitan theory: which were successively 
dependent on a polytheistic, a monotheistic and an atheistic 
metaphysics. And i will argue that we cannot fully understand 
the paradox of modern cosmopolitanism until we see very 
clearly that its metaphysics are atheistic.

I. Polytheistic Cosmopolitanism
in all classical cosmopolitan theories there is a distinction 

between a higher world, or city, and a lower world, or city, or 
world of cities, and this is because the higher city is a city in 
which man lives with the gods—that is, in relation to law, which 
is the law of the world (as opposed to the law of any mere city), 
and in relation to reason, and in relation to nature. since not 
all men have reason, not all men belong to the higher city. This 
was never a city which could exist through force.



36

Cosmopolitanism and Philosophy in a Cosmopolitan Sense

The first historical use of the word kosmopolités, ‘citizen 
of the world’, is in Philo’s commentary on moses’s law in the 
first century A.d.

it consists of an account of the creation of the world, 
implying that the world is in harmony with the law, and 
the law with the world, and that the man who observes 
the law is constituted thereby a loyal citizen of the world 
[kosmopolitou], regulating his doings by the purpose and will 
of nature, in accordance with which the entire world itself 
also is administered.8 

But it is likely that diogenes the Cynic was first to use the 
word.9 When asked which city he was from, diogenes famously 
replied, ‘Kosmopolités’: “i am a citizen of the world”. scholars 
still disagree on what he meant by this: whether his ideal was a 
‘positive’ one of an alternative order to the established political 
order or a ‘negative’ one of a rejection of any sort of political 
order. Perhaps diogenes only meant by kosmopolités that he 
was “a homeless exile, to his country dread, a wanderer who 
begs his daily bread”—apolis, without a city, aoikos, without 
a home.10 But it is clear that he divided cities into two. other 
men lived in the polis, but diogenes’s polis was the kosmos. 
he is said to have used a famous argument:

All things belong to the gods. The gods are friends to the wise, 
and friends share all property in common; therefore all things 
are the property of the wise. [...] The only true commonwealth 
[politeia] was, he said, that which is as wide as the universe 
[kosmos].11

This argument was quite possibly influenced by later stoic 
philosophy—since no one definitively knows how much old 
Cynic argument has been overlaid by stoicism or how much 
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old stoic argument is in fact Cynic. But it is the same argument 
that is found in seneca. There are two worlds or cities. in one 
(the lower and yet plural world of cities) every man is included, 
and in the other (the higher and unitary world of one city) not 
every man is included: man forms a community with the gods. 
The same argument is used by Cicero: 

since there is nothing better than reason, and since it exists 
both in man and god, the first common possession of man and 
God is reason. But those who have reason in common must 
also have right reason in common. And since right reason is 
law, we must believe that men have law also in common 
with the gods. Further, those who share the law must also 
share Justice; and those who share these are to be regarded 
as members of the same commonwealth [civitas].12

romans, like Cicero, sometimes identified this civitas with 
rome,13 but, as marcus Aurelius more properly understood, 
this higher city was neither to be identified with rome nor with 
all humanity. schofield explains:

The ideal city of zeno’s Republic is indeed in a sense a 
universal community, whose citizens are (as diogenes the 
Cynic claimed of himself) kosmopolitai. however, it is 
universal not in that it includes all mankind, but because it 
is made up of gods and sages wherever they may be: not a 
wider community, but a wholly different sort of ‘community’. 
When Chrysippus uses words like ‘city’ and ‘law’ he intends 
a radical transformation of their meaning, robbing them of 
anything ordinarily recognisable as political content. in other 
words, political vocabulary is depoliticised.14

That is one way of putting it. Another way of putting it is to say 
that in classical cosmopolitanism the universe was politicised. 
But whichever way one puts it, one sees a division of two cities, 
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two polities, two worlds. The higher city which resulted was 
exclusive: not everyone was a citizen, only the gods and men 
who were like gods—because they were wise and good. As 
Plutarch said, this divided the world into two: cosmopolitans 
were told to look on good men as their kinsmen and the bad 
as foreigners.15 

so, in short, in ancient cosmopolitanism there were two 
worlds, or two cities: a first, unitary, in which some men and 
the gods were together, and the second, a plurality, in which 
all men lived. no one ever said that all men composed one 
city.16 

II. Monotheistic Cosmopolitanism
Christianity is almost always ignored by modern theorists 

of cosmopolitanism, since they ignore everything between 
seneca and kant.17 The reason for this is perhaps that Christian 
writers used ‘kingdom’, ‘city’ and ‘church’—and never used 
cosmopolitan language itself. or perhaps because the emphasis 
on God does not appeal to a secular sensibility. And yet 
Christians sketched a vision of the world which bore marked 
similarities to the Cynic or stoic vision.

The religious language of the Bible was highly political. The 
idea of a ‘kingdom of God’ separate from other kingdoms is 
evident in some old Testament writings, e.g. in daniel: “in the 
days of these kings shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom, 
which shall never be destroyed: and the kingdom shall not be 
left to other people, but it shall break in pieces and consume 
all these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever.” (dan. 2.44.) 
in Christianity this idea was made universal—so that this city 
was now seen as higher than any ordinary city. The Jews 
had always considered Jerusalem the ‘holy city’, but in the 
new Testament it was exalted so it became anó Ierousalém, 
‘Jerusalem above’ (Gal. 4.25), or, in the Apocalypse, famously, 
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the ‘new Jerusalem’ of the vision tén polin tén hagian polin 
Ierousalém kainén eidon, “i saw the holy city, new Jerusalem…” 
(rev. 21.2) it was clear this was a higher city, as it came out of 
heaven, ‘as a bride adorned for her husband’.

Jesus ignored the division of men into different earthly cities. 
his commandments were universal: simply that “thou shalt 
love the lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, 
and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength” and that “thou 
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself”. (mark, 12.29-31.) The most 
important political saying of Jesus was “render... unto Caesar 
the things that are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are 
God’s” (matt. 22: 21), where he divided the world into two, one 
of Caesar and one of God. And when Pilate asked him whether 
he was the king of the Jews, he said, “my kingdom is not of this 
world [kosmos].” (John 18.36.) There was an ambiguity about 
whether this kingdom was something to come, or something 
which already existed.18 on the one hand: “The kingdom of 
God is within you”. (luke 17.21) yet on the other: “For here 
have we no continuing city, but we seek one to come.” (heb. 
13.14) But what was important was that it was only through 
Christ that one could become part of this higher city. 

There were two major differences between this 
cosmopolitanism, if we may call it that, and the older stoic 
one. one was that there were not many gods, but one God, 
so that it was through one’s relation to the one God (and not 
through law, reason, nature etc) that one entered the higher city. 
As Paul wrote, “There can be neither Jew nor Greek, there can 
be neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female, for 
ye are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3:28) And the second was 
that faith replaced wisdom as the criterion of inclusion. “hath 
not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For seeing that 
in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom knew not 
God, it was God’s good pleasure through the foolishness of 
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the preaching to save them that believe. seeing that Jews ask 
for signs, and Greeks seek after wisdom: but we preach Christ 
crucified, unto the Jews a stumbling-block, and unto Gentiles 
foolishness;... God chose the foolish things of the world, that he 
might put to shame the wise.” (1 Cor. 1:20-27.) As a criterion 
of inclusion, faith was clearly broader than wisdom—but, of 
course, never wholly inclusive, for it excluded those who did 
not have faith, just as wisdom excluded those who did not 
have it. 

This doctrine of two cities, a higher one in which man is 
related to God, and a lower one in which man is related only 
to other men, and the related doctrine that one belongs to the 
higher city not through reason—which the stoics thought man 
shares with the gods—but through faith, hope and charity—
which the Christians thought man owed to God—was given 
clear development by Augustine. “Two cities, then, have been 
created by two loves,” he wrote.19 There was a higher love, 
the love of God (and therefore the love of the neighbour), and 
the love of self (and therefore what kierkegaard was to call all 
‘preferential’ love).20 The higher love was commanded of us 
even though it was impossible for us. ought did not, in this 
case, imply could. hence Christ’s crucifixion: which was God’s 
concession to us. But all this theology apart, it should be clear 
that in Christianity, there were two worlds, or two cities: a 
first in which some men and the one God were together (the 
‘kingdom of God’ or ‘new Jerusalem’ which was, on earth, 
anticipated by ekklesia, the ‘church’ or ‘community’), and the 
second in which all men lived. And, again, the higher could 
not be established by force.

III. Atheistic Cosmopolitanism
so in polytheistic cosmopolitanism there was a higher 

city in which some men and the gods had reason in common, 
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and in monotheistic cosmopolitanism there was a higher city 
in which some men had faith in God. Both distinguished 
the higher city, which was exclusive, from the lower city, or 
cities, which were inclusive. But they did so in terms of man’s 
relation to the gods (through reason) or God (through faith). 
modern cosmopolitanism is atheistic, anthropological rather 
than theological, and so, lacking gods or God, has no way of 
distinguishing the higher city, not of this world, from the lower 
city of this world. The two cities are, as a consequence the 
same: and yet they are not. This is the real ‘paradox’ of modern 
cosmopolitanism. 

Accounts of modern cosmopolitanism often begin with 
kant. it is not said often enough that kant is a highly ambivalent 
figure. in Perpetual Peace, written in 1795, he certainly 
distinguished Staatsrecht, political right, and Völkerrecht, 
international right, from Weltbürgerlichrecht, cosmopolitan 
right: which considered man from a ‘universally philanthropic’ 
point of view: where Menschen und Staaten, or individuals 
and states, could be regarded as Bürger alles angemeinen 
Menschenstaats, or citizens of a universal state of mankind.21 
most modern cosmopolitans admire this but lament that kant 
only took cosmopolitan right as far as ‘universal hospitality’—
rather than further into universal justice.22 But to see kant as 
the first modern cosmopolitan (in so far as he advocated a sort 
of cosmopolitan order which could be established in the world 
of man) is to ignore the fact that he can be seen as the last stoic 
or Christian cosmopolitan (in so far as he advocated a higher 
city which existed only in relation to God). Just as Christians 
spoke of the ‘kingdom of God’, kant famously spoke of the 
‘kingdom of ends’. 

This was part of his characterisation of the categorical 
imperative. if we were to act according to the categorical 
imperative, kant argued, this would be to belong (depending on 
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how one translates Reich der Zwecke) to a ‘realm’ or ‘empire’ 
or ‘kingdom’ of ends—a ‘systematic union of different rational 
beings through common laws’.23 This could only exist if everyone 
followed the moral law. so far, so secular. But there is evidence 
that kant thought the kingdom of ends could only exist in relation 
to God. “Woe to the legislator who would establish through 
force a polity directed to ethical ends! For in so doing he would 
not only bring about the very opposite of an ethical polity but 
[would] also undermine and make unstable his political polity.”24 
scholars still cannot agree on whether kant’s kingdom of ends 
was metaphysical, in which case it was only a secularisation 
and minimisation of older stoic or Christian ethical ideals, and 
of conscientious significance only, or whether it was political, 
in which case, as he saw, the unanswerable question of how it 
was to be established was raised.25

modern cosmopolitans do not, like kant, seek a criterion 
such as the categorical imperative by which inclusion in 
a higher city can be achieved. For they are atheistic, have 
abandoned any criterion of inclusion which would be an 
exclusive inclusivity, and seek to do something no cosmopolitan 
ever did before which is unify the higher city and the lower 
city. i have already mentioned Bartelson’s point that modern 
cosmopolitans abandoned reason—and faith—to attempt to 
establish the universal in terms of some inclusive ‘human’ 
quality such as sociability.26 But sociability in itself cannot 
explain why humans should be considered to live in a higher, 
united city, when their sociability is expressed perfectly well 
in lower, disunited cities. The entire problem is a consequence 
of the fact that modern cosmopolitans want both to claim that 
there is one city, and to claim that there are two.27 so they leave 
us eternally torn between a higher city which is exclusive, and 
a lower city which is inclusive—while claiming at times that 
these two cities are the same. This is not only paradoxical: 
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it is impossible. But modern cosmopolitan theorists call the 
impossibility a difficulty and claim that it can be ‘overcome’. 

We see what forms this overcoming can take in two recent 
books both entitled Cosmopolitanism, one by a well-known 
liberal theorist and one by a well-known radical theorist. (A 
liberal, loosely, is someone whose theories emphasise the 
individual, take legal form, and derive policies from principles. 
A radical, loosely, is someone whose theories emphasise some 
sort of collective, take sociological form, and advocate some 
sort of practice—or praxis.) 

held, in his Cosmopolitanism, claims to recognise the 
paradox of modern cosmopolitanism, but seems also to suppose 
that by recognising it he has solved it. he distinguishes two 
worlds, a higher one of universal, abstract principles and a 
lower one of actual traditions. And he says that while his theory 
“aims at being universal, it tries to address cultural and political 
specificity seriously”.28 it does this in the form of a compromise 
which held calls a ‘layered cosmopolitanism’—a ‘mix of 
regulative principles and interpretive activity’.29 in this way he 
can defend the imposition of the universal on the particular 
and yet at one and the same time deny the imposition of the 
universal on the particular. somehow his imposed order of a 
set of ‘metaprinciples’, ‘principles’ and ‘policies’ is meant to 
have specificity built into its universality.30 But only at the cost 
of contradiction. Anyone who asserts that “the principles of 
cosmopolitanism are the conditions for taking cultural diversity 
seriously” cannot also assert without contradiction that “the 
meaning of cosmopolitan regulative principles cannot be 
elucidated independently of an ongoing discussion in public 
life”.31 But this is exactly what held does.

harvey, in his Cosmopolitanism, takes far more seriously 
than held the question of ‘why seemingly noble universal 
projects and utopian plans so often fail’.32 he is critical of 
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held and other ‘new Cosmopolitans’—nussbaum, Beck, 
Appiah and others—who advocate an ‘ethereal and abstracted 
universalism’ while making concessions to particularity which 
are incompatible with it.33 he observes, for instance, that 
held’s ‘caveat [about particularity] has immense implications’ 
for his universalism, since it means that every universal 
principle could be interpreted in ‘any which way’.34 harvey 
sees that most cosmopolitan theorists want to overcome and 
yet cannot overcome the contradiction of the universal and the 
particular.35 he claims, probably rightly, that the particular is 
usually “opportunistically appealed to [by such theorists] in 
order to discredit unfavoured or promote favoured universal 
positions”.36 This is all exemplary. But when harvey turns to 
his own suggestions we find, again, the same belief that the 
difficulty can in principle be overcome. 

Whereas held advocates a singular ‘layered cosmopolitanism’, 
harvey advocates a more pluralistic vision of ‘subaltern 
cosmopolitanisms’.37 unlike held, he has no principles or policies 
to suggest: instead he says that “the task… is to work across 
different scales”.38 he tells us that the ‘cosmopolitan project’ 
needs “a dialectic, process-based, and interactive approach to 
world historical geography”—whatever that means.39 All we 
can take it to mean is that whereas held sees the solution to the 
paradox of cosmopolitanism as lying in a static legal framework 
which lays down the conditions for particularity, harvey sees it 
as lying in some sort of dynamic practice which is itself always 
particular. But this is even less of a solution than held’s. if held’s 
cosmopolitanism fails to overcome the contradiction between 
universality and particularity, at least it embodies it. harvey’s 
cosmopolitanism overcomes the contradiction by ignoring it: 
by disposing of universality altogether, and recognising only 
particularity. But a cosmopolitanism which recognises only 
particularity is not cosmopolitanism at all. 
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neither held nor harvey offers an even slightly convincing 
vision of world community. held’s theory is a barrage of 
suggestions which cannot conceal a fundamental theoretical 
contradiction. harvey’s theory is an attempt to dignify 
the emptiness left behind after relentless criticism of the 
contradiction. And there is a sense that both theorists would 
silently have to appeal to some sort of force to achieve their 
cosmopolitan order.40 This would be either the Weltstaat 
which kant wanted to avoid, and which held wants to avoid 
mentioning, or the revolutionary praxis which harvey wants to 
avoid mentioning. As cosmopolitan theorists they are right to 
avoid mentioning force, for force, or will, or power—unless it 
is that of God or the gods—can never be a principle of a higher 
city. But without force there is simply no necessity in anything 
either held or harvey says, unless we consider them to be 
merely writing scripture for rival atheistic religious cults.

The confusion held and harvey could cause us can only be 
avoided if we see that cosmopolitanism, in its older and proper 
form, distinguished a higher and a lower city, and claimed that 
the higher city was ‘not of this world’, even if it was in some 
sense in the world and of it. The higher city was a community 
of the wise, or a community of the faithful, and so excluded 
those who were not wise, or those who were not faithful. What 
modern cosmopolitans want is the destruction of the distinction 
between the higher and the lower city, so that all men—without 
regard to wisdom or faith—may be members of one city. But 
they also want this city to be in some sense a higher city, and 
this requires them to restore the distinction between higher and 
lower which they reject. This contradiction is a consequence 
of adopting an atheistic metaphysics. For without God, or the 
gods, there is no meaningful higher city to which men can 
aspire: there is only the one and only city, the city of all cities, 
which is a totality, and contains good and bad alike. The older 
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cosmopolitans—whether stoic or Christian, and even at times 
kantian—recognised that the higher city will be identical with 
the lower city only at the end of history. until then, and without 
God, and for us, it remains only an ideal of no necessity.

The contradiction can be stated in short order. modern 
cosmopolitans postulate the existence of two cities, and then 
postulate the existence of only one. This contradiction is so 
blatant that it may seem remarkable that there is such a thing as 
modern cosmopolitanism. That there is such a thing is because 
modern cosmopolitans treat this contradiction as a difficulty 
rather than as a demonstration of impossibility.41 modern 
cosmopolitan theorists should ask, ‘is cosmopolitanism possible 
given its contradiction?’, to which the answer would be, ‘no’. 
But instead they ask, ‘how is cosmopolitanism possible given 
its apparent contradictions?’ to which their answer is, ‘By some 
form of compromise’.42 Which can then be written about ad 
infinitum in terms of a ‘layered’, or ‘moderate’, or ‘partial’, 
or ‘balanced’ cosmopolitanism.43 no amount of adjectival 
cosmopolitanism is ever going to conceal the contradiction. 
scheffler says that cosmopolitanism at first seems either 
‘platitudinous’ or ‘implausible’.44 But it is both platitudinous 
and implausible—because it is fundamentally contradictory.

only theistic cosmopolitanism resolves the contradiction. 
For it is only if one has a conception of God or the gods that 
one can reconcile the universal and the particular. And this 
is because a god embodies both law and power. The irony of 
atheism is that it is manichaean: for law and power fall apart 
when only ‘of this world’. All modern political theories in the 
absence of God emphasise either the priority of law over power 
or the priority of power over law. Consider kant and nietzsche; 
consider kelsen and schmitt; consider rawls and, say, Geuss. if 
one is cosmopolitan and emphasises law over power, then one 
has an empty ideal ‘which exists God knows where—or, rather 
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of which we can very well say that we know where it exists, 
namely in the errors of a one-sided and empty ratiocination’.45 
in which case cosmopolitanism is an empty, abstract, forlorn 
hope.46 But if one emphasises power over law—as any practical 
cosmopolitan eventually has to do—then the ideal is, as 
critics of cosmopolitanism always say, imperial rather than 
cosmopolitan.47 in which cosmopolitanism establishes not 
a higher city, but only a vast lower city, like the rome of st. 
Augustine. modern cosmopolitans are those of us who think 
that that the city of earth is the city of god, or should be, or 
must be. They repeat Constantine’s error. But Constantine had 
an excuse, for in his world, law and power were one, derived 
from God. modern cosmopolitans have no excuse for their error, 
since in their world, law and power are theoretical antitheses: 
and it is only hope which leads them mistakenly to call the 
impossibility of reconciling the universal and the particular a 
difficulty, and to continue writing about cosmopolitanism as if 
its contradictions can be overcome.

nozick wrote that “a philosophical argument is an attempt 
to get someone to believe something, whether he wants to 
believe it or not”.48 And i think that philosophical argument 
here—brought to consciousness by historical analogy—
indicates that modern cosmopolitanism is impossible, whether 
we want to believe it or not. 
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The status and role of cosmopolitan right in kant’s 
philosophy of right is a matter of deep contention. What is 
essential in understanding cosmopolitan right is, however, the 
distinction of it from international right. it is only when we view 
cosmopolitan right as something different from international 
right that we can come to see that it is the means kant has to 
address the difficulty of a state of nature problem that is rarely 
attended to, the problem, that is, of how to overcome the state 
of nature that exists between states, a state of nature that puts 
citizens of any given state into a precarious position whenever 
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they are beyond the bounds of that state. Further, the possibility 
of commercial transactions between citizens of distinct states 
is complicated by the problem of how to guard against cultural 
domination, as kant makes clear in demarcating cosmopolitan 
right in such a way as to rule out colonialism. When we set 
cosmopolitan right in this three-fold perspective of being distinct 
from international right, as being concerned with a state of 
nature problem and as part of a critical response to colonialism, 
we are able to rise to the level of seeing cosmopolitan right as a 
basis for a view of universal citizenship. however it is still the 
case that in viewing cosmopolitan right in this way we have to 
relate it not merely to the notion of provisional right that kant 
uses in his more familiar story about the state of nature but also 
to his model of enlightened reason.

Cosmopolitan Right and International Right
The first difficulty, then, in discussing cosmopolitan right is 

distinguishing it clearly from the notion of international right, 
something made difficult by the way in which contemporary 
political philosophers, particularly in the wake of the 
publication of John rawls’ The Law of Peoples, have tended to 
conflate the two. The basic reason why there is this tendency 
in contemporary political philosophy is, however, due to the 
notion that cosmopolitan thought is concerned with global 
justice, where such justice is conceived of as part of a quest for 
redistribution of resources in the form of a moral egalitarianism.1 
This moral egalitarianism focuses on the welfare of individuals 
setting this against the concern with states and effectively 
arguing for a re-shaping of the political by means of a greater 
attention to trans-individual concern with well being. 

kant’s model of cosmopolitan right is quite different from the 
type of thinking that is at work in such contemporary political 
theory. To begin with, cosmopolitan right is not conceived of 



54

Cosmopolitanism and Philosophy in a Cosmopolitan Sense

by kant in terms of “global justice”, if, by this phrase, we mean 
a theory of global politics that is principally concerned with 
distribution of resources in an egalitarian fashion. This is because 
cosmopolitan right is part of kant’s philosophy of right, not his 
philosophy of virtue, with the result that cosmopolitan right 
should be seen as indicative of a binding legal commitment, 
not as an ethical duty, whether perfect or imperfect.2 

so, to capture the specific sense of cosmopolitan right in 
kant’s sense is to view right in a specific way as both normatively 
grounded and yet distinct from the demands of ethics.3 This 
specific character of right is indicated in the universal principle 
of right that governs all of kant’s philosophy of right and which 
he states as follows: 

Any action is right if it can coexist with everyone’s freedom 
in accordance with a universal law, or if on its maxim the 
freedom of choice of each can coexist with everyone’s 
freedom in accordance with a universal law (Ak. 6: 230). 

noticeably the formula defines two ways in which something 
can be right, firstly referring to how actions can be so and then 
how maxims of actions can be so. however, both ways the 
formula is stated converge on a reference to outward conduct 
and this is what is essential to whether something is right. That 
which is right is that which is governed by a universal law that 
regulates the free relations we have with each other. so the 
universal principle of right is a principle that realises external 
freedom by means of restricting it or performs a kind of practical 
schematization of such external freedom. 

kant subsequently explains the division within the 
formulation of the supreme principle of right when he argues 
that the adoption of the universal principle of right as a maxim 
is required of me by ethics but not by right itself (Ak. 6: 231) as 
right itself merely requires that my action be governed by this 
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principle without this meaning i need take it as a consciously 
explicit goal to be so governed. so the principle of right can be 
given an ethical justification without action in accord with it 
requiring explicit reference to such a justification.4 Just as kant 
also restricted and realised freedom in the basic statement of 
the universal principle of right so this is also furthered when 
he connects right to the authorisation of coercion. Coercion is 
justified in a somewhat indirect way as a response to a previous 
act that would disrupt the reciprocity that is involved in what is 
right. since right involves a reciprocal use of external freedom, 
what is wrong is that which would hinder such reciprocity 
and this hindrance is thus itself, in hindering such reciprocity, 
a source of resistance of freedom to freedom. it is thus part of 
the consistent self-regulation of freedom that it should include 
reference to the need for coercion, as this would be the means 
of hindering the hindrance to freedom, a hindering that is itself 
a restoration of freedom’s self-consistency. 

if the philosophy of right can thus be seen as a philosophy 
of authorised coercion in terms of the self-regulation and 
self-consistency of freedom then the state of nature problem 
that exists at the primary level and authorises the formation 
of a state of right is merely an extension of the authorisation 
of coercion in the general sense. To the general argument 
concerning such authorisation kant adds the further point 
that the limited spherical surface of the earth has provided a 
necessity that communities be formed, something that effects 
the original justified right each of us has to possession of land. 
(Ak. 6: 262).5 When kant formulates the nature of public right 
in general he subsequently distinguishes it into three parts in 
the following way:

under the general concept of public right we are led to think 
not only of the right of a state but also of a right of nations (ius 
gentium). since the earth’s surface is not unlimited but closed, 
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the concepts of the right of a state and of a right of nations 
lead inevitably to the idea of a right for a state of nations (ius 
gentium) or cosmopolitan right (ius cosmopoliticum). so if 
the principle of outer freedom limited by law is lacking in 
any one of these three possible forms of rightful condition, 
the framework of all the others is unavoidably undermined 
and must finally collapse. (Ak. 6: 311).

it is important to note here that the three forms of right 
distinguished are all parts of the general concept of right. Within 
the general concept of right we separate out questions that are 
specific to the right to a state, the rights of states in relation 
to each other (which kant here terms the right of nations but 
elsewhere views as international right) and cosmopolitan right 
(here also termed a “right” for a state of nations). 

When we move on to looking at the distinct way kant 
characterises international right by contrast to cosmopolitan 
right what emerges is a second form of state of nature, distinct 
from that which is invoked generally as the basis of the right to 
form a state. international right concerns the relations between 
states and states considered as distinct entities are in a state 
of nature with regard to each other. so international right 
consists of rights that regulate war and peace.6 This is why 
kant formulates international right as concerned with rights 
to go to war, rights in war and rights after war. By contrast, 
cosmopolitan right concerns the right to peaceful community 
that emerges from the constant likelihood, given the sphericality 
of the earth, of interaction and concerns the right to offer to 
engage in commerce with each other. As kant puts it: “each has 
a right to make this attempt without the other being authorised 
to behave toward it as an enemy because it has made this 
attempt” (Ak. 6: 352). There is, then, on kant’s view a right, 
not an ethical duty, to attempt community with others, a right 
that carries with it a corresponding obligation on others to treat 
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one with hospitality. since this is a matter of right there must 
also be a way in which it can be clearly explicated in terms 
of the types of ways it can be regulated and it must emerge in 
some way from the general concept of right, must, that is, be 
shown as something that there is a need for, just as the state of 
right itself was shown to be needed by reference to the state 
of nature that would otherwise befall us. Cosmopolitan right 
thus is related to international right in one key sense which is 
that if international right governs the state of nature that exists 
between states in terms of regulating their conduct and policing 
their actions, so cosmopolitan right ensures a realm of rights 
for citizens of different states in interaction with each other, a 
pattern of interactions that is not part of a international right 
as it is precisely presumptively peaceful. This presumption of 
peacefulness will, in fact, be part of what forms a guardrail 
around the application of cosmopolitan right.

Cosmopolitan Right and Provisional Right
if the relationship between states is one in which there is 

a state of nature and thus a continuously open possibility of 
war, it is with regard to international right that there is a state of 
nature problem. The problem kant runs into here is well stated 
by katrin Flikschuh who refers to what she calls a “sovereignty 
dilemma” which consists in the difficulty that between states 
there is a demand for the intrinsic coercion that accompanies 
right in order to ensure reciprocal use of freedom and yet on 
the other hand each state is also a juridical individual with 
manifest right to determine its own affairs and there can be 
no right to coerce its action.7 This “dilemma”, cast at the level 
of international right, is part of the reason for kant’s shifting 
arguments in different texts about the question of how to ensure 
that relations between states can be given lawful form. The 
basic response to this question is, however, distinct from that 
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which can apply to the state of nature in which individuals are 
placed precisely because states are, each considered separately, 
rightful entities. This is why there is no ground in kant’s theory 
of international right for a view that will enable decisive 
supersession of the state of nature between states. 

however, even within the state of nature there is a form 
of right, which kant terms “provisional right”. it is referred 
to, for example, when at the conclusion of the first chapter 
of the Doctrine of Right, kant discusses possession in a state 
of nature and declares that it can be provisionally right. kant 
here declares: 

the way to have something external as one’s own in a state 
of nature is physical possession which has in its favour 
the rightful presumption that it will be made into rightful 
possession through being united with the will of all in a public 
lawgiving, and in anticipation of this holds comparatively as 
rightful possession (Ak. 6: 257). 

here the status of provisional right is one that applies to 
something held only empirically and not intelligibly and it 
is only a comparative form of right, which, furthermore, has 
this presumption of right in virtue of a relation it possesses to 
something anticipated. however, in the relationship between 
states there is little ground for imagining that the basis of 
a provisional right would be held only by means of such 
restraints as the supersession of the states themselves would 
require suppression of something whose existence is rightful 
and would, thus, be wrong. so, if there is a state of nature that 
does not permit an evident solution of the kind that is available 
for individuals, then the law that must regulate relations here 
would have to be a provisional one, even though there is no 
clear means of superseding the wrongful condition that a state 
of nature always consists in. 
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Because of the peculiarity of the situation at the level of 
international right elizabeth ellis formulates a principle that kant 
explicitly uses himself only for right during war and takes it to 
present the basis of provisional right in the case of international 
right. This is the principle: “Always leave open the possibility…
of entering a rightful condition” (Ak. 6: 347).8 however to give 
this principle as the overall means of regulating international 
right has a number of drawbacks. Firstly, such a principle, 
formulated by kant for a very different purpose to the one that 
ellis is urging, is not descriptively accurate in relation to the 
situation of international right. There are rightful conditions 
operative within each state so the opening that has to be left 
open is not one towards a “rightful condition” but rather towards 
a condition that expands the sphere of rightfulness. secondly, 
ellis’ principle is only negative and does not help to clarify 
what kinds of relations between states would enhance the 
chances of conduct conformable to right increasing. Thirdly, 
and most importantly for my purposes, the principle given 
by her is not specific enough in clarifying the status of the 
relationship between citizens of different states and their means 
of communicating and trading with each other. 

rather than adopt ellis’ proposal, i suggest we take instead 
the universal principle of right itself as providing the form of 
provisional right that is applicable and that conduct which 
does not conform to it is conduct that incurs the application 
of coercion as part of the self-regulating economy of outer 
freedom. And, it is something like this suggestion, i think, that 
enables us to make more sense of the role of cosmopolitan 
right. if cosmopolitan right is a means in which relations 
between individuals who are citizens of different states can 
come into rightful contact, then, what follows from it, is that 
such contact should conform with universal conditions of 
freedom, be peaceful in intent and, in encouraging relations 
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between different publics, also encourage mutual interaction 
between states. When seen in this setting, cosmopolitan right, 
whilst not sufficient to overcome the “dilemma” Flikschuh 
points to, is, nonetheless, part of what enables there to be 
law-governed peaceful conduct that points ideally beyond the 
state of nature between states without requiring suppression of 
rightful entities.

Cosmopolitan Right and Peace
if we see cosmopolitan right in the way i am suggesting, 

however, then it is centrally important to work through an 
understanding of it that shows both the means by which it can 
promote peacefulness and the ways of regulating it to guarantee 
such peacefulness. in the Doctrine of Right kant presents the 
thoroughgoing community of all nations on the earth as a 
rational idea of peaceful relations, which need not be exactly 
friendly. The central conception of it is presented there as a 
right to offer to engage in commerce with others that should 
not be responded to with the automatic suspicion that would be 
correctly aimed at an enemy. As he summarises it: “This right, 
since it has to do with the possible union of all nations with 
a view to certain universal laws for their possible commerce, 
can be called cosmopolitan right” (Ak. 6: 352). similarly, in 
Perpetual Peace, the third definitive article defines cosmopolitan 
right as consisting in conditions of universal hospitality, based 
on a right to visit other lands, a right explicitly related both 
there, and in the Doctrine of Right, to the right of possession 
in common of the earth’s surface. 

The right that is guaranteed in cosmopolitan right restricts 
both the conduct of the visitor and of those who are visited. 
let’s take the conduct of the hosts first. There is nothing that 
prevents the host from refusing to engage with the visitor should 
they choose though this is balanced by the right the visitor has 
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to have the conditions of being able to live at all respected. 
This is why kant indicates in Perpetual Peace that the visitor 
cannot be turned away if the consequence of this would be 
their destruction. But if this is a constraint on the host’s ability 
to practice non-engagement, there is also a clear distinction 
between the right to visit that the foreigner possesses and a 
right to settle. The former is guaranteed as part of cosmopolitan 
right, but the latter is not. What is given to a member of an 
alien community, as a part of right, is the ability to present 
themselves as worthy for engagement, the right, as kant puts 
it, “to present oneself for society” (Ak. 8: 358). it is this that is 
traced back to the original possession in common of the earth’s 
surface as originally no one had any more right than another 
to a particular place on it. so the right to the earth’s surface is 
a right held in common and with this right comes the always-
open possibility of offering trade with inhabitants of a given 
place. This indicates that the right that is given in cosmopolitan 
right is, as kant states in Perpetual Peace, a “natural” right as 
it does not arise from contractarian agreements but is simply 
there as a given condition of the common right of possession 
that is original.9 

if cosmopolitan right is thus guaranteed, in its minimal form 
of a right of visitation, and this constrains the behaviour of those 
who are visited, so that hostility to the visitor is outlawed, then 
this prevents those visited from being able to exercise force upon 
the visitor, provided the visitor is peacefully engaging in an offer 
of trade. This is thus the basis of kant ruling out responses to 
the visitor that involve piratical behaviour on the part of the 
hosts or behaviour that could lead either to the destruction or 
enslavement of the visitor. But if the inhabitants of the area 
visited are thus constrained in terms of the way they can meet 
with the visitor, the visitor is likewise constrained in terms of 
the behaviour they can exercise towards those visited. 
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The visitor has a right to seek commerce but they do not 
have a right to have this offer accepted. This curtailment of 
the behaviour of the visitor prevents the visitor from arriving 
in the area they go to as simple conquerors who could count 
the inhabitants of the place visited as if they lacked worth. 
The curtailment of the behaviour of the visitor is the basis of 
what i would term the “Japanese exemption”, as kant refers in 
Perpetual Peace to the way the Japanese closed their borders, 
and prevented entry to their land to foreign visitors, without 
denying all access to trade, but preventing the foreign traders 
from engaging with the general population. This exemption 
from engagement is in accord with right since there is nothing 
that says the people visited have to accept the offer of trade 
or that they need even to engage with the visitors. Further, the 
Japanese in the situation spoken of, did not treat the visitors with 
“hostility” since they did not endanger their lives and, what is 
more, did allow access to trade. so, formally, despite preventing 
the visitors from engaging with their general population, the 
Japanese did nothing here wrong and, kant indicates that, 
given the colonial temperament of visitors to the lands of the 
orient, the restrictions the Japanese imposed on these visitors 
were not merely in accordance with right, but also entirely 
understandable. 

similarly, in the Doctrine of Right, kant states that visiting 
other countries is liable to provide the occasion for “troubles 
and acts of violence”, particularly when the point of such visits 
is to create establishments that will relate back to the original 
country from which the visitors have come. The abuses that are 
always open as arising from the process of such visitation do not 
themselves suffice, however, to prevent such visitation as there 
is no way that the right of citizens of the world to try to establish 
community with all can be over-ridden. Again, however, this 
right is itself limited since it is not, as kant explicitly states, a 
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right to “make a settlement on the land of another nation” as 
such a right would require a specific contract, something, that 
is, over and above the provisions of cosmopolitan right alone 
as it would involve engagement with the law of the state visited 
and would be regulated by the law of such a state. 

if these are the mutual conditions under which cosmopolitan 
right is constrained, the next point worth consideration concerns 
the sense kant gives cosmopolitan right with regard to the 
possibility of peaceful relations between peoples. For kant does 
not just consider cosmopolitan right as only guaranteed through 
conditions that specify peaceful relations, and it is as well that 
he does not, since this would only indicate that cosmopolitan 
right conforms to the general requirements of right. no, he 
also suggests that the practice of cosmopolitan right expands 
the prospects for peace in general. in Perpetual Peace kant 
describes cosmopolitan right as “a supplement to the unwritten 
code of the right of a state and the right of nations necessary 
for the sake of any public rights of human beings and so for 
perpetual peace” (Ak. 8: 360). 

The reason why the “supplement” that cosmopolitan right 
represents is necessary for the sake of any public rights of human 
beings is not difficult to seek. Cosmopolitan right guarantees that 
if a citizen of one state is within the borders of another that they 
cannot be rightfully deprived of life or the means of life and, 
alongside the rules of international right that govern conduct in 
relation to war, it is a guarantee to such citizens of a recognition 
of their rights that is independent of their relationship to the laws 
of their own land. such recognition of their status is a basis for 
visiting other countries and for both communicating and trading 
with citizens there. since such engagement is permitted in so 
far as it is peaceful we can see that it also conforms to a wish 
for peace. it is less clear, however, how it promotes the ideal of 
perpetual peace.10 At this point kant ‘s argument has an unusual 
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turn, which draws upon his hopes for a kind of “ruse of nature” 
by which we are driven towards moral conduct even by means 
that themselves have nothing necessarily or distinctively moral 
about them. 

At the conclusion of the first supplement of Perpetual Peace 
kant refers to the “spirit of commerce” and writes:

since the power of money may well be the most reliable of all 
the powers (means) subordinate to that of a state, states find 
themselves compelled (admittedly not through incentives of 
morality) to promote honourable peace and, whenever war 
threatens to break out anywhere in the world, to prevent 
it by mediation, just as if they were in a permanent league 
for this purpose…in this way nature guarantees perpetual 
peace through the mechanism of human inclinations itself…  
(Ak. 8: 368)

This larger argument, whilst not part of the strict case for 
cosmopolitan right, is, nonetheless, an indication of the 
importance of the conduct guaranteed by it. The argument is 
that trade is not merely something that is legitimate in conditions 
of peaceful exchange but that it is a practice that facilitates 
peace between nations, so much so, in fact, that it is a means 
by which the goal of international right of establishing a law-
governed realm between states, is given a certain automaticity of 
application. each state finds it within its interest to prevent war 
in order that the trade guaranteed as a matter of cosmopolitan 
right can be continued to the advantage of each state. so the 
practice of guaranteed peaceful trade, within the boundaries 
of cosmopolitan right, has a tendency to promote peace in 
the more general sense and thus to help bring about a relation 
between states that moves them, at least in practice, beyond 
the condition of a state of nature that their separate existence 
theoretically condemns them to.
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Cosmopolitan Right and Enlightened Reason
The suggestion that emerges from consideration of kant’s 

view of cosmopolitan right is that it is within its consideration 
we can find, if not a resolution of what Flikschuh views as kant’s 
“sovereignty dilemma”, at least a different vantage upon the 
problem of how to supersede the state of nature that operates 
internationally. looked at from the standpoint of cosmopolitan 
right the activities that have the most potential for promotion of 
peace are ones that are carried out not by the means of states 
but rather by means of actions of citizens of distinct states 
coming into communication with each other on a common 
ground of guaranteed right. Another reason for thinking that it 
is by this means that the best kantian picture of peace can be 
given concerns the relationship between cosmopolitan right 
and the universal practice of enlightened reason. 

in his essay on enlightenment kant posits a distinction 
between public and private uses of reason, which has an initially 
paradoxical air about it. Citizens of a state, whilst engaging in 
occupations for others, are engaged in “private” uses of reason, 
kant writes here and he contrasts this with a “public” use of 
reason, as carried out by the writings of one who addresses 
the world at large. in engaging in such writing the one who 
addresses the public at large is treated by kant as a member of 
“the society of citizens of the world” (Ak. 8: 37). The reason for 
this is that the writer has left behind all specific occupations and 
is thinking from the standpoint of universality, which enables 
him to “think for himself”.11 This universal communicative 
possibility that emerges from writing, links it to the “secret” 
article for perpetual peace, where kant suggests that public 
speech about “universal maxims of waging war and establishing 
peace” should be consulted by rulers (Ak. 8: 369). The link is 
that the universal maxims are themselves, as public, available 
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and stated in the same public form as the writings referred to 
in the essay on enlightenment. 

The universal communicative possibilities of reason 
are ones that enable transcendence of the specific private 
statements of officials and employees. Going beyond these 
statements of private reason they presage a universal relation 
between persons as citizens of the world. This is a different 
level of cosmopolitan thinking but it is surely related to the 
conception of cosmopolitan right in a number of ways. Firstly, 
the “secret” article of Perpetual Peace presents the public 
statements of philosophers as permitted statement by states and 
available for consultation by them. This public availability of 
the maxims of universal reason is formally akin to the universal 
hospitality of cosmopolitan right and indicates that just as 
persons cannot be turned away if the result would be loss of 
life so the counsels of reason concerning the rightful means of 
waging war have to be consulted. openness to the visitor and 
openness to the counsels of reason are formally akin in their 
universality. secondly, the nature of the statements of universal 
reason incorporates the statement of universal hospitality itself, 
as it is such reason that states the right of universal hospitality. so 
the statement of universal hospitality arises from the unrestricted 
thought of enlightened reason. Thirdly, and most conclusively, 
the universal right of philosophic reason to examine and state 
its precepts and have them taken into consideration by rulers 
is akin to the right to have the offer of trade taken seriously as 
one presents oneself for society. The statements of reason are 
likewise presented to society for its consideration and ask no 
further and can be granted no guarantee of acceptance. Just as 
the “Japanese exemption” shows the basis for restriction of the 
rights of visitors without incurring the censure of being wrong, 
so, likewise, rulers can, following their own laws, take only 
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partial cognisance of reason as long as they continue to follow 
the general rules of right. 

if it is the case that there is a general relationship between 
cosmopolitan right and enlightened reason it also follows that 
enlightened reason is not a reason that accepts or authorises 
colonialism. it is precisely the opposition to colonialism and the 
acceptance of careful guard-rails around the right of hospitality 
that provides a basis for viewing the opening to peaceful 
relations between peoples as grounded on a law that is a form 
of right whilst deliberately not being a forced resolution of the 
so-called “sovereignty dilemma”. rather than seeing relations 
between states as the core problem of global reasoning it is 
the lesson of kant’s conception of cosmopolitan right that it is 
rather the relations between citizens and the openness of them 
to communication and trade with each other that is the ground 
of progress towards perpetual peace.
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NOTES
1  John rawls distinguishes his notion of the “law of peoples” from such 

an idea of “cosmopolitanism” and in this respect at least his view is 
closer to kant’s. see John rawls (1999) The Law of Peoples (harvard 
university Press: Cambridge, mass), §§ 11.1 and 16.3. The earlier 
citation also makes clear the position of moral cosmopolitans in his 
view citing as it does the work of Thomas Pogge, in particular. For a 
clearer view of the positive statements of Pogge see T. Pogge (1992) 
“Cosmopolitanism and sovereignty”, Ethics 103, pp. 48-75.

2  seyla Benhabib, for example, errs in her understanding of cosmopolitan 
right as imposing an “imperfect moral duty”, an error all the more 
surprising given that she has recognized that kant does not view it as 
a part of a theory of philanthropy but as something that is owed by 
right. see s. Benhabib (2004) The Rights of Others: Aliens, Residents 
and Citizens (Cambridge university Press: Cambridge), p. 36.

3  in attempting to articulate a notion of law that is both normatively 
grounded and yet distinguishable from the ethical Jurgen habermas is 
following the kantian model of understanding right although he often 
writes as if his account has left behind its kantian background due to 
his overarching commitment to “discourse ethics”. see J. habermas 
(1996) Between Facts and Norms (Polity Press: Cambridge) and for 
critical reflections on this work see r. Von schomberg and k. Baynes 
(eds.) (2002) Discourse and Democracy (suny: Albany).

4  When viewed in this way it becomes clear that there is not a specific 
problem with incorporating the Doctrine of Right within kant’s ethical 
system. There is, however, a lot more to be said than can be here about 
the full philosophical rationale for distinguishing right from virtue, a 
rationale that would make clearer the substantive distance between 
kant’s philosophy of right and utopian positions that attempt to 
incorporate into right conditions that properly only belong to virtue.

5  The spherical form of the earth’s surface is not itself a justificatory 
premise of a normative sort in kant’s argument but is rather akin to 
what rawls terms a “circumstance of justice” since it is a constraint 
on action of a sort that is not chosen and which shapes what it is to 
be able to choose. notably the spherical form of the earth, even if 
it assures us of the fact of communities, would itself alone give no 
guarantee of the rightful nature of any such communities so is rather 
only another way of indicating the “unsociable” need for sociality that 
is a general premise of kant’s pragmatic anthropology. For a slightly 
different view, however, that suggests that kant is committed in the 
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Doctrine of Right to a different kind of anthropology to the pragmatic 
see o. höffe (2001) Kant’s Cosmopolitan Theory of Law and Peace 
(2006 trans. by A. newton, Cambridge university Press: Cambridge), 
pp. 102-6.

6  once this is noted we can see that the previously cited work of höffe 
states in its title something false since kant does not articulate a 
“cosmopolitan theory” of law and peace but rather an “international” 
theory of law and peace, as it is not part of his account of cosmopolitan 
right to explicate the theory of law and peace.

7  katrin Flikschuch (2010) “kant’s sovereignty dilemma: A 
Contemporary Analysis”, The Journal of Political Philosophy 18:4, p. 
482. Flikschuch contrives to present a resolution of the “dilemma” in 
question through a systematic analysis of kant’s texts which, however, 
retains a bias in favour of the juridical supremacy of individual states. 
Flikschuch, despite initially also attending to the difference between 
international right and cosmopolitan right, says little, however, about 
the prospects for tackling the dilemma in question by means of an 
appeal to cosmopolitan right.

8  elizabeth ellis (2005) Kant’s Politics: Provisional Theory for an 
Uncertain World (yale university Press: new haven), pp. 112 and 
133. 

9  This point that cosmopolitan right is a “natural” right is another way 
of showing that it is governed by the notion of provisional right but, 
since kant elsewhere is clear that the only “innate right” is the right 
to freedom it surely follows that the law governing cosmopolitan right 
must be the basic law of external freedom, namely, the universal 
principle of right.

10  This is regardless of the question of the status of this ideal which 
appears to change from Perpetual Peace to the Doctrine of Right.

11  in accord with my suggestion of a relationship between enlightened 
reason and cosmopolitan right Peter niessen describes cosmopolitan 
right as incarnating a communicative right. see P. niessen (2007) 
“Colonialism and hospitality” Politics and Ethics Review 3.1: 
pp. 90-108.
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1. Origin and limitations of the “right to compel”  
in a republican state

What is the limitation of the “right to compel” in the kantian 
perspective of cosmopolitan law? in this paper, proceeding from 
the moral foundation of the kantian republic, i will attempt to 
analyze the consequences that such a turning point has had on 
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modern international law and finally to trace the framework of 
the current, contemporary juridical-political situation. 

As is it is well known, the constituent concept of the 
republic is represented by the separation of legislative power 
from executive power. Whenever this should not be the case, 
we would be under a despotic forma regimis and, as in the 
case of rousseauian-inspired direct democracy, faced with 
a real juridical “Unform” in which the possibility exists of all 
deliberating on one.1 

ultimately, the republic is for kant the only ordered and 
structured form of political organization in which law, force and 
freedom are coordinated, subordinated and united. Therefore, 
as guarantor of this connection between freedom and the law, 
the republic may legitimately act co-actively towards those 
who use their particular freedom to undermine the universality 
of juridical law. 

But how is the relationship between law and politics 
characterized in the kantian republican system? And in 
particular, what are the origins and the legitimate limitations of 
political action as a “right to compel?” let us say immediately 
that in kant’s framework, the argument on the legitimacy and 
the legal coercion of the state stems, on the one hand, directly 
from the denial of the right to resistance and, on the other hand, 
from the kantian formulation of the concept of right. 

As regards the first aspect, the reasons leading kant to 
decry, in no half measure, regicide as a “crimen immortale, 
inespiabile” are emblematic.2 This means that regicide is not 
considered a particular crime but rather as an extreme case 
of the exercise of the right of resistance by the people – a 
revolutionary act that translates into the dismissal and denial 
of the current juridical order, restating temporarily the state of 
nature. Therefore, should the right of resistance be legitimized, 
the coercion of the state itself would not have the power and 
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authority which allows it to ensure its citizens protection and at 
the same time to guarantee freedom for all. hence, for kant, the 
juridical meaning of state coercion has its origins in the need to 
overcome the temporary condition of the laws established by 
the jus gentium, which is characteristic of a state where there 
is no public justice. escaping this state of iniustus, typical of 
natural societies, is therefore a moral duty which humanity must 
accept in order to achieve a legal state. 

secondly, the meaning and limitations of the coercive 
state in a republican perspective should be found in the 
transcendental formulation of the concept of right. To this end, 
kant, in Perpetual peace, states that the origin of the republic 

“springs from the pure concept of right”,3 or rather from an 
interest in freedom that belongs to legislative reason which 
operates in the juridical and political sphere. Therefore, the 
condition legitimizing the republican model is the formulation 
of the concept of right “in its double meaning of ‘idea of 
freedom’ and ‘authorization to use coercion’”.4 

despite this, in Metaphysics of Morals kant frequently 
claims the equivalence between right and constriction and he 
seems to leave in shadow the indissoluble relationship between 
legal phenomena and the “kingdom of ends”. 

however, in Perpetual peace there is a mitigation of this 
equivalence thanks to the construction of the republican 
cosmopolitan order. in fact, the latter can be achieved only 
through politics as the art of prudence and wisdom which 
is mandated with the task of balancing the two faces of the 
juridical phenomenon, freedom and constriction. 

According to critical method, two different spheres of 
competence belong to law and politics: they are not disconnected 
because there is an indissoluble bond that binds the political 
sphere to the universality of moral imperatives and, specifically, 
to those that concern the external freedom of the individual. 
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Therefore, if the task of politics is the application of juridical 
principles, then politics is no other than realized right. yet, 
kant maintains that it is necessary for whoever governs in 
the republic to integrate moral observance with knowledge 
of pragmatic anthropology, which is the way people behave 
concretely following their empirical inclinations. Thus, from 
this integration, the “moral politician” will learn a theorization 
of prudence which will help him to apply better, in practice, 
what is imposed by moral theory. 

so, in a republican perspective, on one hand, the legal 
coercion by the state comes from the need to overcome the 
state of nature, on the other hand, the use of force finds its 
own limitations in the idea of freedom which is present in the 
transcendental formulation of the concept of the right. 

2. The “right to compel” in the cosmopolitan order
in the two years separating the writing of Über den 

Gemeinspruch: Das mag in der Theorie richtig sein, taugt aber 
nicht für die Praxis from Perpetual peace, kant perfected the 
concept of republic becoming the “theorist of a representative 
democracy extended to all its citizens and extended to all 
the peoples of the earth in a cosmopolitan perspective”.5 The 
republican state, in fact, legitimizing its authority in order 
to safeguard the principles of external freedom for citizens, 
brings about the concept of right which for kant consists “in 
the possibility of connecting universal reciprocal coercion with 
the freedom of everyone”.6 

As we said before, this idea of an agreement between 
freedom and constriction defines the kantian concept of right 
which, though distinct from ethics, remains indissolubly tied 
to morality. From this point of view, it is possible to affirm with 
habermas that 
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the cosmopolitan law is a logical consequence of the idea of 
the constitutive rule of law; it is established for the first time 
a symmetry between the juridification of social and political 
relations both within and beyond the state’s borders.7 

in other words, just as the republican state is the overcoming 
of a condition in which individuals live in a state of nature, in 
the same way the construction of legitimate cosmopolitan law 
represents the overcoming of jus gentium based on the legal 
recognition of war between sovereign states. in prevailing 
international law, the relationships between nations are viewed 
as being in the condition of wild freedom that, if not deprived 
of right, remains a perpetual jus belli, or rather, legal status 
without jurisdiction (iustitia vacuus). And not just this: since 
laws are established and agreed between sovereign states, they 
have a positive and “temporary” character being the fruit of 
circumstances of the moment. 

so, according to kant, coming out “of such an abject 
condition”,8 should be the fundamental interest of the states 
themselves since they are always exposed to the danger of 
war. on the contrary, by moralizing their policies, the states 
would have both the opportunity to put an end to a situation of 
permanent belligerence between them and the chance to modify 
their own constitutions, directing it towards the republican spirit. 
Cosmopolitan law, in fact, has a “durable” nature because its 
validity is not established through international agreements but 
rather is the direct result of pure reason in its practical use. 

indeed, the necessity to overcome the jus gentium as jus 
belli did not prevent kant from oscillating sometimes in favor of 
a “federation of nations”, other times in favor of a republican 
“state of nations”;9 in both cases the progressive transformation 
of international law into cosmopolitan law inevitably carries 
along with it the overcoming of the state as the only source 
of right.10 
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however, as members of a “federation of nations”, the 
states can at any time rescind such a contract, being only 
morally obliged to remain together for the civil resolution of 
any possible controversy or for the abolition of war. on this 
argument habermas states that kant

cannot have legal obligation in mind here, since he does not 
conceive of the federation of nations as an organization with 
common institutions that could acquire the characteristics of 
a state and thereby obtain coercive authority.11 

Conversely, the hypothesis of a “world-republic” brings 
about not only the progressive and complete cessation of 
the sovereignty of each nation’s jus ad bellum, but also their 
submission to a central government whose aim is to ensure, 
using force at times, long-lasting global peace. 

What would happen though, if some states refused to 
adhere to a similar universal federal system and rejected both 
hypotheses? Clearly denying the possibility of using military 
force to impose their participation, kant responds that the 
construction of world federal community would take place only 
through stipulating treaties and through the ability of republican 
forms to spread themselves, thanks to the force of example.12 
Besides being founded on extraordinary faith in the “infallible 
ability of public opinion to become enlightened”,13 such an 
answer seems to be the expression of the knowledgeable use 
of tools of political diplomacy. more precisely, the role played 
by “moral politicians” requires their being able to manage, 
especially in the cosmopolitan sphere, the correct mediation 
between freedom and constriction aimed at bringing about 
perpetual peace between nations. 

Consequently, despite his numerous turnabouts14 and 
his monistic plan for his cosmopolitan project, kant strongly 
condemns every type of punitive war (bellum punitivum) and 
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extermination (bellum internecinum) towards another state. 
even when the latter threatens peace and world stability, he 
claims that 

the states are called upon to unite against such misconduct 
in order to deprive the state of its power to do it; but they are 
not called upon to divide its territory among themselves and 
to make the state, as it were, disappear from the earth, since 
that would be an injustice against its people, which cannot 
lose its original right to unite itself into a commonwealth.15 

in other words, if from a moral point of view kant justifies the 
building of a political project that unites all the people of the 
earth as “an immediate duty”,16 from a juridical viewpoint 
he remains fixed upon certain principles of jus publicum 
europaeum and, first of them, the principle of non-interference 
in the internal affairs of another state. 

Therefore, in my opinion, international law as the “right 
to compel” through military intervention or simply through 
humanitarian interference, is in no way justifiable nor even 
less compatible with a cosmopolitan perspective. nowadays 
in fact, the question on whether it is still possible to achieve 
political unity in the world requires us to keep in mind that 
the two transcendental conditions of the kantian plan are 
still unsatisfied. That is to say, firstly, the conviction that the 
republican model of modern democracy has in itself fostered 
the peace process; secondly, the overturn of the principle of 
non-interference (Charter of the UN, art. 2, § 7, Chapter i) in an 
alleged right of intervention by the international Community. 

3. The idea of cosmopolitanism and the crises of 
contemporary democracy

As far as regards the first point, it can be said that influential 
philosophers of law and politics of the xxth century (such 
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as kelsen and habermas) have frequently criticized the fact 
that kant’s moral cosmopolitanism, leaving untouched the 
Westphalian dogma of the sovereignty of states, has not been 
able to fully develop the idea of juridical cosmopolitanism in 
which there is a single superior authority enjoying a “monopoly 
on violence”. on the contrary, kelsen, after the First World War 
pronounced himself in favor of the construction of a civitas 
maxima governed by a single institution and regulated by 
universal common law, as well as under the jurisdiction of the 
international Court of Justice.17 in other words, the Austrian jurist 
believed that maintaining a state’s sovereignty, even though it 
were a republican form of government, constituted a legitimate 
impediment in the hands of individual governments since they 
could not be constrained to respect international legality. 

however, according to habermas, if it is historically true 
that the republican constitution (not only in the West) has 
undergone a marked nationalistic regression during the last two 
centuries, it has nonetheless contributed toward a modification 
of aggressive foreign policy, particularly by democratic 
states, and to conduct different kinds of war which favor the 
development of non-authoritative states.18 For this reason, 
despite the indecision between world-republic and federation, 
“the moral universalism that informed kant’s proposal remains 
the authoritative normative intuition” for the construction of a 
future world society.19 

Therefore, aware of having in front of his eyes a historical 
reality which was profoundly different from that of the xViiith 
century, habermas states that a necessary update of kantian 
“intuition” requires, in the first place, the institutionalization of 
cosmopolitan law, through which the individual governments 
are compelled to respect international legality and in the second 
place, this update should deal with the institution of a global 
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government which gathers, under its own command, military 
force and police functions.20 

in this sense, hoping for major reform in the security 
Council of the united nations, habermas argues that it 
should be entrusted with the task of global domestic politics 
(Weltinnenpolitik) capable of achieving not so much the 
definitive abolition of war but rather an effective defense of 
human rights on a planetary scale. in fact, 

the police actions of a politically competent and democratically 
legitimated world organization would better merit the title of 
a ‘civil’ regulation of international conflicts than would war, 
however limited. For the establishment of cosmopolitan order 
means that violations of human rights are no longer judged 
and combated immediately from the moral point of view, 
but rather are prosecuted, like criminal actions within the 
framework of a state-organized legal order, in accordance 
with institutionalized legal procedures.21 

in habermas’ terms, the historical evolution of the cosmopolitan 
idea as well as that of world institutional bodies and their 
application procedures, is based on the immediate legal validity 
of human rights which may be safeguarded or disregarded by 
national laws. Thus, the proposal of cosmopolitanism based 
on human rights seems to leave behind the crisis of the role of 
contemporary democracies: protected during the xxth century 
by the laws of nation-states, these rights nowadays are waiting 
to be recognized, in concrete terms, within a cosmopolitan 
legal project. 

despite strong calls for radical reforms of supranational 
bodies, to gamble on the fulfillment of a true “cosmopolitan 
democracy”22 means, first of all, supporting the recognition of a 
global rule of law, or rather, to accomplish in a practical sense, 
the respect by each individual state, of certain fundamental 
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juridical rules, even in the absence of last instance coactive 
power. 

however, in my opinion, the fulfillment of this scenario 
involves a greater problem of ethical universalism23 and 
consequently requires a denunciation without appeal of the 
instrumental use of human rights which, in the last twenty years, 
the entire international Community has made use of with the 
aim of justifying real wars of aggression. one clear position 
regarding this point was completely unexpected, even by those, 
like habermas, who maintain that it is possible to trace a clear 
line between a moral fundamentalism of human rights24 and 
an authentic cosmopolitan spirit. 

The human rights politics of a world organization – he states 
– becomes inverted into a human rights fundamentalism only 
when it provides a moral legitimization under the cover of a 
sham legal legitimization for an intervention which is in reality 
nothing more than a struggle of one party against the other. in 
such cases, the world organization (or an alliance acting in its 
name) engages in deception, because it passes off a military 
conflict between two warring parties as a natural police 
measure justified by enforceable law and by the judgments 
of a criminal court.25 

in reality, as underlined by T.m. Frank, even by adopting rigorous, 
legal criteria, it seems impossible to be able to distinguish 
between “true” and “false” humanitarian interventions,26 since 
human rights policies have overturned the principle of non-
interference. since resolution 688 of April 1991 regarding the 
1st Gulf War, we have witnessed the first reformulation of the 
“prohibition on intervention”: the un, in fact, appealed for 
a right of intervention (article 39, The Charter of UN) in the 
case of “a threat to international security” thus getting round 
the criticism of interfering in the internal affairs of a sovereign 
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state.27 since then, respect for international legality and the 
principle of non-intervention have lessened in the face of the 
need to affirm at all costs the legitimacy of armed intervention 
for humanitarian reasons.28 

This distinction between the concepts of international 
legality and legitimacy of intervention has undergone further 
variation after the 1999 nATo-led war in kosovo in which the 
domestic jurisdiction of a sovereign state was clearly violated. 
As Archibugi and Croce have written, “the nATo intervention 
was considered to be illegal under current international law 
since what happened in kosovo was under the jurisdiction of 
a sovereign state, but legitimate in terms of its aim to prevent 
an imminent humanitarian calamity”.29 

Therefore, military intervention, unauthorized by the un 
security Council, because it was not possible to establish 
whether or not there was a real “threat to international security”, 
was deemed necessary as it was supposed that violations of 
human rights were being carried out in ex-yugoslavia. And 
so a few jurists on this occasion, though considering nATo’s 
military intervention “illegal”, proposed to update international 
law by introducing new laws allowing for the juridical 
discipline of armed intervention for humanitarian reasons. one 
of these jurists was A. Cassese, who, recognizing that nATo 
had committed a violation of the united nations Charter by 
attacking the republic of serbia, argued however, that the use 
of force was legitimate because the war in kosovo was the proof 
that a “new legitimization of international law for the use of 
force” was being created.30 

during subsequent wars in Afghanistan and in iraq, these 
two forms of legitimization of armed intervention, “threat 
to international security” and “violation of human rights”, 
were alternated and superimposed, up to the point that it was 
claimed that all those states that did not respect human rights, 
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constituted potentially, a threat to world stability. so, the 
waiver of the principle of non-intervention may include the 
presumption of authorization for “coercive regime change” 
within the so-called “failed states”.31 in this context, kofi 
Annan and the other members of the High Level Panel together 
argued, in december 2004, that the use of force by the security 
Council, covered by Chapter Vii of the Charter of UN, should 
also include “the collective international responsibility to 
protect”.32 it was therefore necessary to allow a new means 
of intervention, legitimized this time by the security Council, 
against a state which violated the fundamental rights of its 
citizens, even though this did not compromise peace and geo-
political order. 

From a legal point of view, this latter argument, put forward 
for the first time in 2001 by the Canadian government in its 
report The Responsibility to Protect, was finally included in 
un resolution 1674 of 28 April 200633 in which articles 4 and 
26 deal with the possibility of the security Council having to 
treat violations of human rights by member states of the un as 
if they were, in themselves, a threat to peace and international 
security and, by dint of this, consider itself legitimized to adopt 
appropriate measures.34 

nowadays, this path toward the “legalization” of the un’s 
right to intervene, based on the doctrine of r2P35 has been 
favorably met not only by the Catholic Church,36 but also by 
others. A few months ago, in fact, this doctrine was cited as the 
post factum reason to justify intervention in libya by the usA, 
uk and France. on the other hand, Germany, russia, india, 
China and Brazil, affirmed that what was happening in libya 
was an effect of a “civil war” which did not represent a threat 
to peace or world order. Conversely, with resolution 1973,37 
the security Council offered an aspect of international legality 
to a war of aggression which is totally contrary to the united 
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nations Charter. in this regard it is worthwhile restating that 
the security Council, according to the Charter of the united 
nations, has neither the competence to promulgate new 
norms of international law, nor may it behave as if it were 
a real “Council of War” which can arbitrarily decide where 
and when to intervene. should this be the case, one might 
legitimately wonder why the un have decided not to intervene 
in those areas of the world where, for years, there has been 
well-documented ethnic cleansing. Palestine immediately 
comes to mind. 

Therefore, the doctrine of the r2P seems like a sort of 
juridical astuteness which comes dangerously close to including 
the right to interfere in international law. From this point of 
view of much greater seriousness is the fact that the use of such 
a doctrine risks provoking greater instability in international 
relations and, at a political-philosophical level, distorting the 
profound meaning of the cosmopolitan proposal, thus reducing 
it to a purely intellectual posture through which imperialistic 
maneuverings are legitimized and which, instead of resolving 
conflicts, creates them, erecting new borders between peoples 
instead of bringing them into democratic boundaries. 

Consequently, in my opinion, reinvigorating the cosmopolitan 
project, means today, more than supporting a generalized right/
duty of intervention by the state, fighting for full recognition of 
“universal hospitality” since “the right to present themselves to 
society belongs to all mankind in virtue of our common right 
of possession on the surface of the earth”.38 

it is thus a case of promoting a non-destructive alternative 
to the reformulation of the principle of non-interference in 
the internal affairs of a sovereign state; an alternative which 
would probably constitute an opportunity for contemporary 
democracies to give another meaning to the notion of 
“sovereignty is responsibility”.39 
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nowadays, this opportunity seems to me nothing more 
than a hope, much more feeble than those held by many 
progressive-minded intellectuals following the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. however, this is not necessarily bad since the force with 
which it presented itself then, probably did not allow them to 
see what was in front of their eyes. in fact, the historic defeat 
of Communism in russia did not so much open the doors to 
a new world republican order as offer the possibility of a new 
geopolitical division of the world.40 

After twenty years the world scene appears noticeably 
changed: the characteristic enthusiasm of the early 1990s to 
construct a lasting world peace has been replaced by a darker 
and more sinister feeling. however, the political realities and 
cynicism of the “new millennium” do not prevent a sincere 
declaration of faith in the progressive realization of that peaceful 
condition described by kant that, although the last two centuries 
have not confirmed, “cannot even be denied”.41 
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PATHWAYS TO COSMOPOLITANISM  
IN POLANd:  

A SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS
1Sarah GruNBErG*

Poland is witness to a sudden rise in migration from both 
european and African nations, an event which increasingly 
puts people of different races and cultures in close contact. A 
demographic consequence is a mini-boom in biracial families 
in Poland. in a globalizing europe where national borders are 
increasingly permeable and individuals increasingly inter-
marry, the idea of cosmopolitanism has become the subject of 
much spirited public and academic debate (hall 2002; hannerz 
1996; held 2002; Tomlinson 1999; urry 2000b; Vertovec and 
Cohen 2002). Cosmopolitanism continues to be a contested 
term that means different things to different disciplinary fields; 
blurry lines between cosmopolitanism and internationalization, 
globalization, transnationalism and universalism add to 
the definitional complexity (Beck & sznaider 2006; Pichler 
2008, saito 2011; skrbis et al. 2004). many argue that 
cosmopolitanism is “associated with a conscious openness to 
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socialization, cosmopolitanism and social change, collective memory, 
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the world and to cultural differences” (skrbis et al. 2004, 116). 
due to nationalism, xenophobia and racism, there are many 
challenges to acceptance of cosmopolitanism in a racially 
homogenous environment (mikulska 2011; ząbek 2009). if the 
cosmopolitan assumption is that all humans belong to a single 
community, and that even strangers with weak connection to 
one another can share a common worldview, a critical question 
arises: How can Polish society adopt a cosmopolitan view, if 
the racially dominant group sees and treats racial minorities as 
socially, culturally, and biologically different? 

in this paper i explore sociological definitions of 
cosmopolitanism and major, inter-related determinants of 
societal acceptance of cosmopolitanism in Poland. i explore 
two main paths toward cosmopolitanism for Polish society: 
acceptance or rejection. Theoretically, i examine the role of 
national context and the emergence of racial diversity amidst 
racial homogeneity. methodologically, i analyze race as 
presented in Polish traditions and the mass media to interpret 
how cosmopolitanism is culturally perceived. individuals who 
society perceives to be racially different are not the whole 
story of race, cosmopolitanism and Polish society; biracial 
individuals and families both represent and embody the tension 
between the national context and emerging racial diversity. 
in the attempt to understand pathways to cosmopolitanism in 
Poland, i focus on historical perceptions of both African and 
biracial12 individuals. 

Poland is a crucial case for examining this phenomenon 
in that it is a useful example of a society that in the recent past 
has been racially and ethnically homogenous, but presently 

1 A note on terminology: some prefer the term “multiracial” or “mixed 
race” to biracial, but i focus specifically on two socially constructed 
racial categories – Black and Caucasian – that have strong meaning 
in contemporary Poland.



91

Sarah Grunberg

experiences a boom in migration from various parts of the world. 
new forms of racial inequality are becoming apparent which 
have not existed in the recent past and this poses many questions 
for cosmopolitanism in Poland (mikulska 2011; ząbek 2009). 
Although there has been some research on cosmopolitanism (and 
also “europeanization”) in terms of european identity (Pichler 
2008, 1121), the concept and empirical study of cosmopolitanism 
in everyday life has only recently made its way into the social 
sciences and struggles with definition and clarity (Beck 2004). 
There has been very little sociological research done on the 
concept in eastern europe and Poland, specifically.

Cosmopolitanism in Sociological Debate
The concept of cosmopolitanism, traditionally rooted in 

philosophical studies, has received an upswing in interest among 
social scientists. Philosophers understood that cosmopolitanism 
projects the idea that all human beings, regardless of race, 
ethnicity, or gender, belong to a single community. This “love 
for humanity”, philosophy of universal inclusion, blindness 
to particularity, and ability to share a common worldview 
based on moral responsibility to all human beings is key in 
the cosmopolitan ideology. As suggested by skrbis (2004), 
cosmopolitanism is often perceived as an “ideal” rooted solely 
in universalism and philosophy, however today it has resurfaced 
as a conceptual way “of understanding the consequences 
of increased social interactions across cultural and political 
boundaries…[with] focusing questions related to globalization, 
nationalism, population movements, cultural values and 
identity” (skrbis et al., 131). many others have also commented 
on cosmopolitanism as a valuable analytical concept and call 
for a “cosmopolitanism sociology” (Pichler 2008; Beck 2004; 
skrbis et al. 2004). There have also been many discussions 
regarding the nationalism and cosmopolitanism debate, and 
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the attempt to understand how states are being changed and 
reformulated in a more cosmopolitan way (Beck & sznaider 
2006, 20-21). in recent years many scholars have attempted to 
separate cosmopolitanism from the purely philosophical ideal 
and root it in “concrete social realities” (Beck & sznaider 2006, 
7). There are many different cosmopolitanisms as well as the 
empirical phenomenon of cosmopolitanization (saito 2011; 
Beck & sznaider 2006; Beck 2004). still, many insist empirical 
research on “actually existing cosmopolitanism” should be a 
priority (Pichler 2008; lamont & Aksartova 2002).

Attempts at Conceptual Clarity
Cosmopolitanism finds itself intertwined with a variety 

of concepts and theories and many have made attempts 
to differentiate and define them. A primary distinction is 
between cosmopolitanism and internationalism. While both 
cosmopolitanism and internationalism suggest openness to 
other cultures, internationalism indicates that the “nation” is 
a part of the equation and that nations have commonalities, 
whereas cosmopolitanism eliminates national boundaries and 
instead insists on a single moral community. Beck (2004) details 
the difference between the two concepts and outlines that 
although cosmopolitanism may presuppose internationalism, 
they do not pursue the same idea (143). This is the case as 
internationalism draws boundaries between “us” and “them”, 
the national and the international, whereas cosmopolitanism 
redraws and opens boundaries 

transcending or reversing the polarity of the relations between 
us and others and…by rewriting in cosmopolitan terms the 
relationship between state, politics and nation and goes 
beyond the ‘either inside or outside’ distinction between 
national and international and is instead ‘both inside and 
outside’ (Beck 2004, 143). 
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Cosmopolitanism must also be differentiated from concepts 
such as universalism and globalization. universalism projects 
a worldview of a universal identity, often in contrast to 
religious distinctions and particularism. universalism and 
cosmopolitanism share the idea of moral responsibility for all 
human beings, however universalism neglects to acknowledge 
cultural differences in the world that remain an important part 
of cosmopolitanism. Beck and sznaider (2006) suggests that 
cosmopolitanism differs from universalism because “it assumes 
that there is not just one language of cosmopolitanism, but 
many languages, tongues, grammars” (14). They emphasize that 
cosmopolitanism should be inclusive rather than exclusive of 
universalism, nationalism, and transnationalism in its practices 
as these concepts are both the make up of cosmopolitanism as 
well the approaches that make it distinguishable (Beck & sznaider 
2006, 19). Pichler (2008) expands on this idea by arguing that 
particularism and universalism act as poles in overemphasizing 
difference on one end and neglecting difference on the other, 
whereas “Cosmopolitanism considers both similarity and 
difference in understanding the need for enclosure and the 
possibility of multiple identities and affiliations to groups on the 
one hand and individualism on the other” (1110). 

Cosmopolitanism scholars attempt a conceptual division 
between cosmopolitanization and globalization with varying 
success. Beck and sznaider (2006) define cosmopolitanization as 
a “globalization from within” or “internalized cosmopolitanism” 
(9). in this way, the authors suggest that local-global phenomena 
can be explored through suspending the assumption of the 
nation-state and through framing questions “…so as to illuminate 
the transnationality that is arising inside nation-states” (Beck & 
sznaider 2006, 9). saito (2011) takes this a step further and 
insists that “globalization, consisting of the institutionalization 
of world society and the transnational circulation of foreign 
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people and objects, leads to cosmopolitanism as a subjective 
orientation of openness to foreign others and cultures” (124). 
Globalization is then the diffusion of ideas, culture, and 
languages across space and cosmopolitanism is the feeling of 
openness within society that occurs as a result of this diffusion. 
Conceptual clarity is still necessary in many cases, as these 
terms seem to share more than they do not, and in this way, 
cosmopolitanism seems to both encompass these concepts as 
well as differ from them in slight respects. 

nationalism can have a profound influence on individual 
and societal acceptance of cosmopolitan thinking through the 
connections it has with racism and xenophobia. The debate 
over nationalism and cosmopolitanism appears in this context 
specifically in the influence that nationalism may have on 
cosmopolitanism in a homogenous society. Cosmopolitan 
ideology may be either reinforced or refused depending on 
the context, and societies may make it more or less difficult 
for individuals to adopt a cosmopolitan view of the world, a 
situation which influences the diffusion of cosmopolitanism. 
nationalism, ethnic and racial homogeneity, and lack of contact 
with other cultures, play a significant role in the difficulties 
behind maintaining a cosmopolitan ideology for society as a 
whole. however, with an increase of cross-national contacts, 
and the attendant increase in racial diversity, cosmopolitanism 
becomes a central, and contested, philosophy.

Cosmopolitanism in the Polish Context
under travel-restricted Communist-era Poland, contact with 

individuals of different races and ethnicities were rare. Because 
Poland does not have an extensive modern history of relations 
with individuals from Africa, most of the notions of the “black 
other” are informed by a uniquely Polish African mythology 
(kłokowska 1962; Chodubski 2005; Fereira 2002; mol 2004). 
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For example Julian Tuwin’s (1923) children story “murzynek 
Bambo”, found in many preschools and homes throughout 
Poland, tells the story of a “happy little negro” who climbs 
trees and is afraid to bathe, as it will “bleach” his “black” skin, 
and has resulted in much controversy due to the inconsistency 
of what are argued to be Polish intentions versus African 
interpretations (kłokowska 1962; Chodubski 2005; Fereira 
2002; mol 2004). on one end it is argued that the this poem 
promotes anti-African stereotypes while from on the other it is 
said to be a means of accustoming readers on an elementary 
level with individuals from different cultures and different 
parts of the world. still, the word “Bambo” has in recent years 
acquired negative connotations as an invective term used to 
insult individuals with darker skin in Poland (mikulska 2011). 
The term “murzyn”, or its diminutive form “murzynek”, is also 
a topic of debate in Poland as its definitions range from “black 
person” to “negro” and depending on the context of its use, it 
can have many negative connotations (ząbek 2009). 

studies of African-Polish relations have emphasized 
that problems between “whites” and “blacks” as Africans in 
Poland are perceived through the prism of race, rather than 
through their nationality or ethnicity, and that stereotypes are 
change resistant (ząbek 2009). in the post-communist context, 
emerging racial heterogeneity and racial institutions impact 
development of cosmopolitanism in Poland on individual and 
societal levels. nationalism and racism push toward rejection 
of cosmopolitanism, while the positive experiences of Polish-
African families can lead to a strengthening of it. 

Polish Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism 
Generally, the debate between nationalism and 

cosmopolitanism brings about a great deal of discussion (saito 
2011; Pichler 2008; Beck & sznaider 2006; Cheah 2006; 
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skrbis et al. 2004; Beitz 1983). Beitz highlights one of the clear 
distinctions between nationalism and cosmopolitanism in his 
statement that 

According to the national ideal, foreign policy should 
‘promote interests of a determinate group of human beings, 
bound together by the tie of a common nationality’; according 
to the cosmopolitan ideal, it should strive impartially to 
promote the interests of everyone (Beitz 1983, 591-592).

According to cosmopolitanism, nationalism excludes those 
who are not members of the nation. Cosmopolitans claim that 
“home” or a “nation” provides a substantive identity, such as 
claiming that one is Greek or French, while a cosmopolitan may 
say, “i am a citizen of the world” and employ many different 
cultures into his or her lifestyle. As Voltaire so aptly states, “so 
this is the human condition: to want your own country to be 
great is to wish your neighbors ill. The man who would want 
his homeland never to be larger, or smaller, or richer or poorer 
would be a citizen on the world” (Voltaire 1994, 29). Clearly 
nationalism challenges cosmopolitanism as it implies that the 
nation is to come first, and that everything else is to come second. 
nussbaum (1996) further discusses this point, explaining the 
dangers of choosing the nation, what she considers a “morally 
irrelevant characteristic”, before considering one’s responsibility 
to the rest of the world. she states, 

once someone has said, i am an indian first, a citizen of 
the world second, once he or she has made that morally 
questionable move of self-definition by a morally irrelevant 
characteristic, then what, indeed, will stop that person from 
saying…i am a hindu first, and an indian second, or i am an 
upper-case landlord first, and a hindu second? (5)
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moral responsibility to all human beings is a fundamental 
element of the cosmopolitan ideology and is contested when 
the nation demands that citizens be morally responsible first and 
foremost to the nation and its fellow citizens. in homogenous 
societies this seems to be an especially powerful agent to 
exclusion, even in the exclusion of citizens who simply look 
different. 

Beck and sznaider (2006) argue that societal relations are 
becoming “…distinct from the nation-state” and that “‘society’ 
no longer appears under anyone’s control” (20). They suggest 
that “the new agenda does not intend to “throw the state 
back out” but instead aims to explore “how states are being 
transformed in the cosmopolitan constellation, how new 
non-state actors arise and a new type of cosmopolitan states 
might develop” (Beck & sznaider 2006, 20-21). Cheah (2006) 
warns however, that “we cannot automatically assume that 
experiences of a globalizing world where people, things, and 
events have become more and more connected necessarily lead 
to and form the substrate for a cosmopolitan form of politics that 
displaces that of the nation-state” (Cheah 2006, 491). 

When it comes to Polish national identity, and who Poles 
consider a part of their national community, physical difference 
plays a significant role. nowicka (2004) develops the hardships 
of biracial individuals in Poland who choose to identify only 
with their Polish parent and states: 

The self-definition of Polishness leaves no room for physical 
difference (nowicka and Łodziński 2001). According to 
surveys conducted on various samples, only 13% of the 
Poles are willing to admit a coloured foreigner to the Polish 
national community. According to the vast majority of the 
Polish people, physical difference makes it impossible to 
cross this barrier (nowicka, 76). 
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Another Polish Public opinion poll (2004) shows that Poles 
see the “presence of people from the former ussr (with the 
exception of lithuanians), the Vietnamese, Turks, Arabs and 
Africans…as rather disadvantageous…most (83%) believe 
that Poland does not need more immigrants” (Polish Public 
opinion, 2004, 2). 

Polish nationalism seems to make it all the more difficult 
to have a cosmopolitan worldview. it is not easy however 
to say whether public opinion polls reflect nationalism or 
xenophobia, or what exactly leads to these forms of exclusion 
from the nation. Jasińska-kania (2009) argues that education 
and socioeconomic status influence perceptions of exclusion 
and tendency to exclude. she states, “younger people, the better 
educated, the better off, and those living in big cities…are more 
tolerant and open toward national minorities and immigrants” 
(Jasińska-kania 2009, 36). similar results have come from 
recent empirical studies of cosmopolitanism as cited by saito 
(2011) suggesting that “…age and education have statistically 
significant effects on cosmopolitanism as openness to foreign 
others and cultures: younger and better-educated respondents 
are more likely to express cosmopolitan orientations” (mau 
et al. 2008; olofsson and Öhman 2007; Phillips and smith 
2008; Pichler 2008, 2009; schueth and o’loughlin 2008 in 
saito, 127). it is clear however that the majority of Poles still 
finds it difficult to adopt a cosmopolitan view of the world, and 
instead is more likely to exclude rather than adopt a common 
worldview. 

Media and Cosmopolitanism

“monkey,” “black monkey,” “asphalt,” “Bambo,” “gorilla” 
are the types of invectives that nearly all interviewees of 
African origin reported hearing. individuals who stand out for 
their darker skin and/or are of Asian origin reported hearing 
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insulting epithets such as “black”, “nigger” or “yellow.” 
Foreigners frequently hear comments that they are not 
welcome in Poland and should go back to their countries” 
(mikulska, Helsinki Foundation, 2011). 

The helsinki Foundation 2011 study entitled “racism in 
Poland” explores racism toward immigrants and children of 
mixed marriages. The increase of cross-national contacts and 
immigration to Poland has certainly had an influence on how 
race is culturally perceived. Physical difference is a marker 
that has not been a positive determinant of what it means to 
be “Polish” according to the Polish people. 

While biracial and African individuals in Poland are clearly 
in the minority and often encounter a great deal of discrimination 
due to their appearance, many of Poland’s beloved celebrities 
are biracial. This “exotic” physical difference in a way gives 
some biracial individuals a “status” that cannot be achieved 
by the ordinary Pole, and this is something that seems to have 
changed in recent years. These celebrities are often referred 
to by Poles as “our strangers”, affirming that although they are 
different, they are in fact, Poles. 

A recent article in Wprost, a popular Polish weekly news 
magazine, began with the subheading, 

“When they walk down the street, they hear: Bambo, nigger, 
or asphalt. People with different color skin do not have an easy 
life here. But we are convinced that we are extraordinarily 
tolerant” (Bojar & renata 2010, 48). 

Within this article examples are given of how Poland’s most well 
known “racially different” individuals experience Polish racism. 
richard mbewe, A well-known actor and economist from 
zambia who came in Poland in 1983, recaps an experience 
shopping with his young daughter in a shopping mall. his 
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daughter ran through the aisles and one man, apparently 
unhappy with her behavior, exclaimed, “Behave yourself little 
nigger, this isn’t Africa!” (Bojar & renata 2010, 48). Although he 
says that he has gotten used to being called “murzynek Bambo” 
on the streets, he explains that it still upsets him to hear that he 
is taking someone else’s job. 

Another experience with racism in Poland comes from 
ola szwed, a well-know biracial Polish actress whose father 
is nigerian. she begins by describing how an older woman 
“spit at her feet” only weeks before her interview with Wprost. 
The actress recalls what she views as a “funny” experience, 
rather than a sad one, when young children would look at her 
and ask their parents, “Why is that woman so tan?” (Bojar & 
renata 2010, 49). she says that this experience is not sad for 
her because she knows that “these little ones have probably 
never seen a person with darker skin” (Bojar & renata, 2010, 
49). she explains however that when she was a teenager she 
did experience a moment that really frightened her. she speaks 
about how she was approached by a group of skinheads on 
the bus and how “vulgar” and “aggressive” they were, which 
scared her, however she explains that she will never forget the 
moment when one of the passengers hid her from the skinheads 
and helped her off of the bus. in the end she says “Thanks to 
the fact that i acted on the TV show, everyone knew me, for 
them i was ‘swoją obcą’ [our stranger], different but accepted” 
(Bojar & renata 2010, 48). 

According to the article, another well known Polish-
Ghanaian weather woman reports that she was a victim of 
racism before she was even born, claiming that upon finding 
out that her mother would birth a biracial child the nurses said 
they would not deliver the baby (Bojar & renata, 2010, 48). 
Another woman from Angola remembers when a Polish man in 
the bus told her “don’t sit here, blacks don’t have the right to sit” 



101

Sarah Grunberg

(p. 48). Jacek Purski, an activist for an antiracism campaign in 
Poland called “never Again” claims that most of the racism that 
occurs in Poland occurs at soccer games at Polish stadiums. he 
gives an example explaining that “the referee comes up to the 
dark-skinned soccer player who has just been injured and asks 
him: Are you going to get up or should i give you a banana?” 
(Bojar & renata 2010, 50). 

in a more recent incident, in January 2012 Gazeta Wyborcza, 
a leading Polish newspaper, reported that Polish mP marek 
suski was recorded speaking about John Godson, Poland’s first 
nigerian mP, to a member of Godson’s party saying, “your 
little black man will vote with you” (“Wasz murzynek głosuje 
razem z wami”). suski’s use of the term “murzyn”, a contested 
term in itself, in its diminutive form, as well as his use of the 
term in the context of ownership, through the use of the word 
“your”, caused a considerable reaction from many people in 
Poland. When suski was questioned about his comment soon 
after, he explained himself in saying that the story “murzynek 
Bambo is in Polish literature a nice little poem”. in response 
to this, Godson insisted that the incident “is an issue of one’s 
level of intercultural intelligence”. An altered image of suski, 
posted by mP Cezary Tomczyk, surfaced on Facebook shortly 
after the incident. The edited photo showed a dark skinned 
suski, with a play on words from the poem “murzynek Bambo”: 
“little black boy suski lives here in Poland, he has weak jokes, 
this friend of ours”. later in the evening, mP Godson posted 
the photo on his own Facebook page with the heading and 
emoticon, “:-)”. it was not long before the image accumulated 
584 “likes” and 70 comments. The image was commented on 
by Poles subscribed to Godson’s Facebook page. Comments 
ranged from short statements of support such as, “suPer!”, 
“BrAVo!”, to more lengthy discussions of race in Poland. one 
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comment in particular, which accumulated the most “likes” 
from other users, stated 

mr. Godson, if only our ‘white’ politicians had even 1/10 the 
intelligence, diligence, perseverance, and if they did even 
1/20 for us that you have for your district, then in our country 
the things that we see on television and read on the internet 
or the newspapers would not happen.

Through the social power of in-group solidarity, a 
homogenous environment makes it very easy to voice prejudice; 
it is only when these views are challenged that they may change. 
For cosmopolitanism to exist in such societies, citizens must 
have much more exposure to different cultures, and to put aside 
racist views and stereotypes. it seems that in recent years Polish 
media has come to notice the contradictions behind stating 
that Poland is becoming more and more tolerant but at the 
same time sensing and seeing that there is still a deep cultural 
tendency to exclude. 

Discussion
This paper addresses a critical question: How can Polish 

society adopt a cosmopolitan view, if the racially dominant 
group sees and treats racial minorities as socially, culturally, 
and biologically different? i argue that considering the recent 
past and current culture of Poland with reference to racial 
others, there are two major pathways at a societal level for 
cosmopolitanism to go: rejection or acceptance. in the case 
of Poland it is clear that it has been, and is still, very difficult 
to maintain a cosmopolitan philosophy on a societal level. 
The rejection of cosmopolitanism through nationalism and 
racism appear to be the most obvious and the strongest 
counterexamples to cosmopolitanism. Because Poland is 
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a country that has historically witnessed countless periods 
of oppression and has experienced a constant struggle 
with maintaining a Polish national identity under its many 
occupations, nationalism now proves to be a very important 
force in Polish society (kłoskowska 1994). The way in which 
Poles perceive foreigners and whether or not they accept them 
into their national community continues to change, yet this still 
seems to be a force that rejects cosmopolitanism. 

There are some signs that Poland may be moving in the 
direction of accepting cosmopolitanism in the growing number 
of multiracial celebrities as well as in electing individuals of 
different backgrounds, such as Godson. however as noted 
earlier, when public figures, such as suski, who are meant 
to represent Poland, use offensive language, this also poses 
questions about cosmopolitanism in Poland. The reaction from 
Godson’s side brought light to this issue but also served as a 
means to challenge the current dialect between individuals 
of different races and ethnicities in Poland. As seen in the 
distinction of “our strangers” it is possible to be accepted 
as a Pole, even when physically different such as in the 
case of multiracial Poles, however this does not apply to all 
individuals, and still does not show a complete implementation 
of cosmopolitanism. 

is education the path toward acceptance of cosmopolitanism? 
Pogge (2007) discusses how the works of nussbaum (1996) and 
rorty (1998) develop cosmopolitanism in the form of education: 
“children should be taught that foreigners, too, are citizens of 
the world, equal to us in dignity and human rights. And they 
should also be taught concretely about foreigners, about the 
history, culture, problems and prospects of their societies” 
(Pogge 2007, 328). Tuwim’s poem cannot continue to serve as 
the primary tool to educate youth in Poland about individuals 
of different cultures. A step has been made to change this by 



104

Cosmopolitanism and Philosophy in a Cosmopolitan Sense

authors such as mamadou diouf, a native of senegal and Polish 
citizen, in his children’s book “The little Book About racism” 
(“mala książka o rasizmie”). in this way, it is still difficult to 
say which path Poland will take. 

Because very little empirical research has been done in 
terms of studying actually existing cosmopolitanism in eastern 
europe, it would be beneficial to continue this study through 
an empirical look at African-Polish families actually living in 
Poland. it would also be useful to do similar studies in other 
countries, including more racially diverse societies where 
cosmopolitanism may be more or less accepted or rejected. 
more research in Poland on views of cosmopolitanism, both 
on the societal level and within Polish families would be 
instrumental in determining which direction Poland may take 
in terms of cosmopolitanism. lamont & Aksartova (2002) also 
discuss “anti-racist rhetorics” in comparing black workers in 
the united states and north African and white workers in 
France, which could also be developed further and compared 
in racially homogenous contexts such as Poland. Generally 
much more empirical research is necessary when it comes to 
contextualizing cosmopolitanism in the social sciences. 
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PUBLIC USE OF REASON FROM A 

COSMOPOLITAN POINT OF vIEW1

1Kostas kOukOuzEliS*

I. Introduction
here is a simple thought. it is true that nowadays globalization 

either in economics, culture or environment is considered to 
be a mere fact. Civilization and technology have contributed a 
lot to such a thing. yet, what has not been globalized, in fact, 
what has been rather fiercely pushed away, is politics. how 
can we experience a globalized world – ‘one world’, according 
to Peter singer – nevertheless, remain politically in a situation 
of nation-states still trying to negotiate their own sovereignty? 
A globalized world is not at the same time a cosmopolitan 
one, and a cosmopolitan world does not ipso facto entail the 
abolition of all state boundaries. on the contrary, the argument 
of the present essay will be that cosmopolitanism provides 
the conditions of the possibility of forming a democratic – in 
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in Central Europe, Theory, Culture & Society, and Pli: The Warwick 
Journal of Philosophy.
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kant’s own terms a ‘republican’ – state. such a thing cannot be 
based on the narrow state logic of exercising self-determination, 
a Westphalian world already left behind, but on a higher 
political structure being in place, that is, a cosmopolitan civil 
society, which indirectly and non-coercively could influence 
internal state constitution absent direct representation.2 After 
i present what i take it to be kant’s cosmopolitan concept of 
philosophy, i will focus on what it means to make a public 
use of one’s reason and what it means to enjoy the status of 
republican citizenship. i will try to argue that both should have 
a cosmopolitan scope, although they should be limited to a 
certain dimension, what i will call, following Philip Pettit’s use 
of the term, the ‘editorial’ dimension of democracy: the capacity 
to challenge and contest. 

II. Kant’s cosmopolitanism
immanuel kant’s philosophy famously rests on a conception 

of reason that in principle demands a cosmopolitan in scope 
political framework in order to be realized. This is not just kant’s 
idiosyncratic view of reason, but reflects his distinct idea of a 
cosmopolitan concept of philosophy itself, something rarely 
mentioned in literature.3 in his Lectures on Logic kant draws 
the distinction between the scholastic and the worldly concepts 
of philosophy [in sensu cosmico]. Philosophy, according to the 
scholastic concept can turn out to be an intellectual game, for it 
is merely ‘a doctrine of skill’, whereas, according to the worldly 
concept it is a ‘doctrine of wisdom’ or a ‘science of the highest 
maxim for the use of our reason.’4 This is further clarified in the 
Critique of Pure Reason, where he turns from this scholastic 
concept [Schulbegriff] in its sense of ‘a system of cognition 
[…] as a science’ to the cosmopolitan concept [Weltbegriff] of 
philosophy as ‘the science of the relation of all cognition to the 
essential ends of human reason’.5 reason for kant is a matter 
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of setting and pursuing ends of one’s own, which is also one 
of the definitions of humanity [Humanität]. 

The reference to the ‘essential ends of human reason’ might 
invite fierce criticism from anti-metaphysical thinkers, yet, one 
should stress here that what is important is not some kind of 
metaphysically objective ends, but freedom. on the one hand, 
ends are not given in things in themselves, but in agreement 
with the Copernican revolution, issue from subjectivity itself.6 
Given that, there remains the relation to freedom. There can 
be no science of (natural) human ends, but, instead, the widest 
possible scope of freedom to use reason. 

Freedom [carries] with it the right to submit openly for 
discussion the thoughts and doubts with which we find 
ourselves unable to deal, and to do so without being decried 
as troublesome and dangerous citizens. This is one of the 
original rights of human reason, which recognize no other 
judge than that universal human reason in which everyone 
has his say. And since all improvement of which our state is 
capable must be obtained from this source, such a right is 
sacred and must not be curtailed.7 

What is then required for people to learn to think for 
themselves is the freedom to make public use of reason.8 
But what does public use might mean? in his famous essay 
‘An Answer to the Question: What is enlightenment?’ one of 
kant’s own examples refers to tax officials who command: 
‘don’t argue, but pay!’ such an example though implies that 
tax officials make a private instead of a public use of reason, 
not because they communicate their message in private, in fact 
their command is public, but because they are ‘employed to 
expound in a prescribed manner and in the name of another’, 
that is, the state’s own authority. The same counts for the 
clergyman example who delivers his catechism and says ‘do 
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not argue, but believe!’. By comparison, making a public use 
of reason means the opposite: using one’s own reason freely 
means trying to express one’s own conviction about the truth 
of a matter. moreover, if one believes she has found the truth 
(kant calls it ‘inner religion’ in the clergyman example) she 
would have to resign from his office!9 making a private use of 
reason here has to do with the form of the relationship between 
guardian and ward rather than the content of one’s views. The 
authority exercised by the guardians encourages the habitual 
abandonment of critical thinking. 

i have argued elsewhere that this form is partly, albeit 
essentially triggered by reason’s feeling of its own need, reason’s 
insight into its own lack of objective grounds for guiding 
judgment when it leaves experience, something that applies 
to moral law as well through the feeling of respect. ultimately, 
reason is not given to itself as an object, but needs to present 
itself to itself in the process of gaining clarity. in that sense it 
disconnects subjectivity from a fixed, historical conception 
of identity, which comes along with a certain motivational 
baggage. Publicity then is equivalent to also giving form to 
subjectivity by making a public use of our reason, instead 
of taking such a need as a rational insight into the essence 
of things, something that can cause enthusiasm or make one 
‘superstitious’ through reliance on facts. The latter is true of 
our contingent identities – in our example here attached to 
or already constituted by a particular statist logic or religious 
authority.10 Therefore, even reasoning publicly within the 
bounded society of a single state might constitute a private use 
of reason. kant argues then that reason’s need applies to all 
finite rational beings and should therefore be opened up to the 
‘world at large’. The scope of the public use of reason cannot be 
a closed, or a bounded society, but ‘a complete commonwealth 
or even a cosmopolitan society’.11 
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Therefore, kant’s cosmopolitan concept of philosophy 
referring to wisdom is linked to the public use of reason. it is 
through publicity that freedom is basically structured, it does 
not obey objective meta-rules, and is not based on what is 
called common sense. The latter choice of common sense 
belongs to John rawls’s supposedly kantian conception of 
public reason. rawls’s conception of public reason is based 
on the concept of ‘reasonableness’ defined as ‘a willingness 
to listen to what others have to say and being ready to accept 
reasonable accommodations or alterations in one’s own 
view’,12 but which already presupposes a democratic culture, 
a common sense as part of the content of public reason, that 
serves to apply substantive principles properly and identify 
laws and policies that match them.13 There is no coincidence 
therefore that rawls’s conception is explicitly anti-cosmopolitan 
and confines his theory within a bounded, democratic society 
when he talks about the use of public reason, whereas kant is 
preoccupied with the public use of reason.14 even his account 
of ‘global public reason’ is simply an extension of his theory of 
the liberal state, because it once again presupposes a minimal 
catalogue of human rights. 

now, a significant part of kant’s focus on the public use 
of reason rather than public reason as a special category of 
reason is that reason’s need carries with itself a right [Recht des 
Bedürfnisses], that is, the right of reason’s need as a subjective 
ground for presupposing and assuming something which reason 
cannot know through objective grounds, nevertheless it has to 
be communicated for we need a criterium veritatis externum. 
now this claim is a juridical and not a teleological or prudential 
one. kant argues that ‘[t]he claim of reason is never anything 
more than the agreement of free citizens, each of whom must 
be able to express his reservations, indeed, even his veto, 
without holding back’.15 in other words, kant recognizes a right 
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to dissent, to contest as an essential, although negative way of 
testing maxims. dissent and disagreement mark a difference in 
orientation and unveil through being made public the principle 
of making a judgment, involve, in other words, the principle 
of self-reflection, the mode of reflection.16 such a juridical 
transformation of reason’s own need marks a fundamental 
aspect of the use of public reason in a cosmopolitan frame for 
a number of reasons. For such a conception of public reason 
to be realized we have to take seriously kant’s reference to a 
republican concept of citizenship. What does such a reference 
require from us?

III. The content of republican citizenship
in the previous section we acknowledged, along with 

kant, that the public use of reason involves our self-reflection 
and the constitution of our subjectivity unveiled in reason’s 
need. one of the essential aspects of publicity is exactly our 
capacity to dissent, to even express one’s veto on decisions 
made or policies proposed by others. such a capacity though 
is inextricably linked with one’s membership in a democratic 
polity, one’s membership in a commonwealth as a citizen. And 
citizenship entails equal standing. This is absolutely crucial if 
one is to use her reason publicly, that is, also autonomously. 
What does this mean? in this section i will try to argue that 
essentially kant’s reference to citizenship requires a specific 
version of cosmopolitanism, which i will call ‘republican 
cosmopolitanism’.17 making public use of reason presupposes 
having equal standing or being free in a republican sense. 

What does being free in a republican sense mean? on kant’s 
own view, public reason and enlightenment are interconnected. 
one place to see this is kant’s famous dictum Sapere aude!, 
which means to have courage to use your own understanding, or 
to think for yourself at all times, something that can be done only 
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when communicating our thoughts to others. enlightenment is 
an other-directed activity, a social process. now, kant’s public 
use of reason is a demand, which, together with its crucial role it 
plays in exercising one’s autonomy, that is, her internal freedom, 
is a mark of a political relation towards others. in other words, it 
points to the form we ought to stand to one another as citizens 
in a polity. in that sense it involves what kant calls our external 
freedom. To have courage means not to be afraid to express 
who one is in public, fearing that she might be accused of being 
dangerous or unreasonable. Getting courage now is inextricably 
linked with having a particular standing, the standing of being 
a full and equal member of a commonwealth. 

such a standing corresponds to the standing of citizen 
of a republican state, defended by kant, but also recently 
elaborated by Philip Pettit.18 kant’s reference to the standing of 
a citizen is mainly based on the much neglected Metaphysics 
of Morals, especially his Doctrine of Right, where he refers to 
the one innate right as “[f]reedom (independence from being 
constrained by another’s choice), insofar as it can coexist with 
the freedom of every other in accordance with a universal law, 
is the only original right belonging to every man by virtue of 
his humanity”. such a right carries also “innate equality, that 
is, independence from being bound by others to more than one 
can in turn bind them; hence a human being’s quality of being 
his own master (sui iuris) […] and finally, his being authorized 
to do to others anything that does not in itself diminish what is 
theirs […] such things as merely communicating his thoughts 
to them”.19 now, this innate right to freedom is a right one 
has by virtue of one’s humanity, that is, her capacity to set 
and pursue ends of one’s own, and is grounded on our in 
principle interdependence regarding freedom itself, not de 
facto interdependence. 
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To make clear, such a right to freedom should be interpreted 
neither as mere absence of interference (negative freedom), 
nor only as self-determination within a bounded society 
(positive freedom). it is structured around the idea that to be 
free is not to owe one’s existence to another person’s arbitrary 
power, which may or may not be exercised. For example, one 
is still under domination/slavery if, because of his master’s 
kindly disposition, ends up doing whatever the latter pleases. 
This would be a condition of servitude, dependence or else 
domination.20 Therefore, on the one hand, non-interference 
is simply not enough to guarantee freedom when others 
could interfere at their pleasure – there is no need of actual 
interference, possible interference is simply enough. on the 
other hand, self-determination within a state might already 
presuppose and prescribe a certain mode of reflection through 
a common identity, for example rousseau’s general will acting 
as a collective agent. For kant political freedom conceived as 
‘independence’ can be realized only within a system where 
we have established relations of right. For kant what is a priori 
presupposed is not a catalogue of natural rights but citizenship 
in a community. The thrust of the argument here focuses 
not on natural rights, but on citizenship, the status of equal 
membership. kant’s talk of innate right has the meaning of 
having the right to have rights.21 

i now want to argue that the scope of such a republican 
citizenship should be cosmopolitan. nowadays, the 
interdependent nature of global social interaction means that it 
is no longer possible to demarcate political communities as self-
legislating or enjoying freedom as self-rule or self-determination. 
There is a sense that republican freedom points to the obligation 
to establish relations of right with all peoples and individuals, 
wherever they happen to be located on the earth’s spherical 
surface, which is not unlimited, but closed [globus terraqueus].22 
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kant’s talk then of innate right as the right to have rights refers to 
membership in the world at large. it also explains better kant’s 
cosmopolitan right to hospitality in its current context, which, 
points exactly towards a cosmopolitan public sphere that forms 
the conditions of possibility for constituting a republican state/
people, or so i would argue.

IV. The cosmopolitan scope of citizenship and the 
importance of contestation

Quod omnes tangit ab omnibus  
tractari et approbari debet23

Contrary to common assumptions republican citizenship 
does not necessarily have to be attached to bounded or national 
citizenship, but, if public reason has to address the ‘world at large’ 
the scope needs to be cosmopolitan. now, if one dismisses the 
prospect of establishing a world republic by dissolving current 
states, a prospect kant also rejects, cosmopolitan citizenship 
makes sense only within a cosmopolitan public sphere. This 
is what kant means by cosmopolitan law [Weltbürgerrecht] 
as the third category of public law. such a category refers to 
the right of hospitality, which involves the right to present 
oneself to others and to try to establish contact with other 
people, something that involves free communication and 
free trade through the status of individuals in their dealings 
with states of which they are not citizens. This is not a novel 
claim, but it has been defended by quite a few thinkers on 
many grounds.24 Andrew linklater, for example, thinks that 
cosmopolitan citizenship is linked to the notion of a dialogical 
community, that is, a global public sphere of critical judgment 
and deliberation, something already established through a 
global web of digital technologies that cross boundaries and 
a global web of commercial and cultural exchanges.25 yet, 
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although kantian in spirit, such a view of public sphere, which 
conceives of public reason as being merely dialogical, misses 
the point, for we need more than simple dialogue of already 
constituted subjectivities on a cosmopolitan level – we need 
to engage our modes of reflection. This is because the public 
use of reason is not only dialogical, that is a product of actual 
dialogue, but self-reflective (reflexive). 

staying within our previous analysis of the public use of 
reason the cosmopolitan scope of republican citizenship would 
entail the following things: 

1. The public use of reason, as we have seen above, 
carries with itself the right of reason’s need, which 
is translated into a right to dissent. such a juridical 
right should have a cosmopolitan scope for it does 
not presuppose a bounded society of democratic self-
determination. it rather corresponds to cosmopolitan 
democratic institutions that allow people to contest 
decisions that affect their freedom as rational agents. 
First, it has to be noted that republican citizenship 
based on non-domination corresponds to a democratic 
system that has two dimensions, one authorial and the 
other editorial, according to Pettit.26 on the one hand, 
the authorial dimension gives citizens an electoral 
control of government’s decisions, it demands a single 
agent and sees citizenship as active control through 
voting, that is, self-legislating. on the other hand, the 
editorial dimension corresponds to something like a 
virtual control of what is proposed as a law or policy. 
The distinction describes roughly the different, yet 
interconnected roles of both author and editor – the 
latter can reject what is written by the former. The lesson 
of this two-dimensional structure of democracy is that 
people have to be able to determine both the content of 
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the policies and the modes of policy implementation.27 
Therefore, Pettit talks about a crucial link between 
republican citizenship and contestation.

There is of course a crucial question to be answered here. 
does the editorial dimension presuppose the authorial/electoral 
dimension or, in other words, does giving one’s explicit consent 
– trying to establish agreement – lie at the basis of the public 
use of reason, making contestation only a secondary issue in 
relation to such an effort? Citizenship, for example, is akin 
to the right to vote.28 nevertheless, voting or the authorial/
electoral dimension presupposes the status of non-domination, 
of being independent in the sense of not being at the mercy of 
anyone else. if this presupposition does not exist voting itself 
might be seriously compromised, because one might still be 
the mouthpiece of others. The two dimensions correspond 
to will and reflection respectively. Therefore, there is a sense 
the editorial dimension, that is, self-reflection, comes prior to 
the authorial one, that is, the expression of the will.29 There is 
finally a last question: what are the limits of contestation? kant 
even talked about using one’s veto power, as we saw above, 
although Pettit thinks it is a too strong and infeasible mode 
of public decision-making not allowing for the possibility of 
compromise.30

now, this authorial dimension corresponds to freedom 
conceived as self-legislation and is attached to its having 
territorial bounds, the existence of a general will legislating in 
one voice. Presupposing a collective subject through global 
legislation, that is authorial or electoral democratization at a 
global level, is indeed both infeasible and undesirable, therefore 
has to be rejected. But the editorial dimension, i.e. contestation, 
should and could have a cosmopolitan scope, 31 for enjoying 
the standing to contest policies or imposed obligations does not 
necessarily entail the presence of a global state, but of a public 
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sphere, which is meant to be the negative substitute for the 
infeasibility of coercive civil law at such a level.32 What we need 
is an effective public sphere where one could exercise virtual 
control as editor who can amend or reject what is written or 
passed as a law or policy. The roman legal maxim mentioned 
at the beginning does not therefore mean that what affects all 
ought to be decided by all, only that what affects all ought to 
elicit the considered approval of all. 

2. The effective exercise of such a right to dissent must be 
based on the status of enjoying basic non-domination as 
being a world citizen. We should therefore pursue the 
distributive aim of securing the capability of democratic 
citizenship at least in this negative dimension of the 
right to contest. For this people should enjoy whatever 
capabilities are necessary to enable them to avoid 
domination, that is, to have access to sufficient resources 
to assure adequate levels of nutrition, education, 
housing, health care and access to information.33 

3. There have been a number of proposals regarding 
the institutionalization of cosmopolitan republican 
citizenship. one of them is the creation of a second civil 
assembly integrated into the un structure, which would 
create a political forum for contestation. This would 
be based not on appointed by national governments 
representatives, but on directly elected ones. such an 
assembly would potentially challenge the statist logic 
of most intergovernmental relations in the security 
Council and elsewhere in relation to human rights or, 
for example, WTo agreements that impose obligations. 
From a cosmopolitan point of view that might also be 
of great interest is the activity of transnational advocacy 
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networks. such networks link activists all over the world 
interested in human rights or environment. domestic 
activists when faced with unresponsive or corrupted 
governments can work together and put pressure on 
their home governments, which in turn can put pressure 
on the originally unresponsive states.34 

To recapitulate and conclude: contrary to both 
communitarians and liberals, the scope of such a republican 
citizenship should be cosmopolitan. Cosmopolitan republican 
citizenship ought not to be a matter of all the peoples of the 
world finally coming to have enough similar beliefs and a 
unified culture or common identity to enter into a world 
republic. it should be a matter of achieving the conditions under 
which a plurality of persons can inhabit a common space of 
independence. it also explains better kant’s cosmopolitan right 
of hospitality, which, points exactly towards a cosmopolitan 
public sphere that forms the conditions of possibility for 
constituting a republican state/people. To be sure, this is not 
an empirical claim. most people nowadays argue that insofar 
as globalization extends the scheme of cooperation beyond the 
nation-state we should also extend the concept of citizenship 
on a global scale. however, kant’s claim is not empirical, but 
is based on putting forward the a priori conditions for perpetual 
peace. Perpetual peace is not a goal to be achieved by a 
confederation of sovereign states, whatever their constitution, 
but of a federation of republican – democratic in our sense – 
states. But the conditions of their possibility should not again be 
based on the narrow state logic of exercising self-determination, 
which kant claimed could entail a private use of reason, but 
on global civil society, which indirectly and non-coercively 
influences government absent direct representation. kant’s 
conception of freedom conceived as non-domination provides 
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the normative basis for an interactive universalism in that it 
establishes the right of communication and the capacity of 
outsiders to contest and initiate deliberation in the public 
spheres of separate states. let us remind ourselves that public 
use of reason is reflexive, that is self-correcting. 

one last remark should be made here about the public use 
of reason and the cosmopolitan concept of philosophy itself. The 
distinction between private and public use is not a distinction 
between individual and community, but a distinction between 
one’s prescribed identity and one’s openness to change through 
public self-disclosure at the world at large. The cosmopolitan 
concept of philosophy has the task, i think, not to provide us 
with solutions to already prescribed questions - and prescribed 
questions can dominate more than prescribed answers. on 
the contrary, it is about formulating the proper questions, and 
the proper questions can be formulated when one is testing 
publicly, that is also from a cosmopolitan point of view, 
assumed authorities, given identities, and fixed boundaries.35 
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Cosmopolitan normative commitments are often considered 
incompatible with the recognition of state sovereignty as a basic 
principle of international law. Although cosmopolitans do not 
necessarily reject the normative importance of sovereignty 
completely, there is a tendency among contemporary 
cosmopolitans to ascribe to it a mere derivative significance, 
dependent on its instrumental value for protecting human rights. 
Based on the idea that every person is an equal unit of concern 
generating obligations on every other person, they advocate 
international legal reform in a decisively individualistic 
direction: away from an order based on the sovereign equality 
of states toward an order where respect for basic human rights 
serves as the exclusive criterion for the legitimacy of political 
and legal institutions. 
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in this paper, i argue that there is a stronger connection 
between the rights of individuals and state sovereignty. Taking 
a conception of justice informed by kant’s philosophy of 
right as a point of departure, i claim that state sovereignty is 
intrinsic to the recognition of individuals as units of ultimate 
concern. Justice among persons, understood as each person’s 
right to be independent from subjection to other person’s 
arbitrary choices, presupposes that interaction is regulated by 
coercive public institutions (i.e., state authorities). Accordingly, 
sovereignty, entailing norms such as non-intervention and 
self-determination, should be seen as a necessary correlate to 
respect for the rights of persons.

I
By cosmopolitan normative commitments, i understand 

the implications of the core normative idea of so-called 
moral cosmopolitanism1 – the idea that each person is to be 
recognized as an equal unit of concern generating obligations 
on every other person. Thomas Pogge has spelled out this 
idea by identifying three features uniting diverging strands of 
moral cosmopolitanism: individualism: the ultimate units of 
concern are individual human beings rather than human groups; 
universality: the status of ultimate unit of concern attaches 
to every living human being equally; generality: persons are 
ultimate units of concern for everyone.2 

There is no necessary conflict between cosmopolitanism 
thus conceived and an international legal order of sovereign 
states. The latter, sometimes dubbed a “statist” order, is an 
order where all states have legal standing and are recognized 
as equals, so that they are formally subject to the same general 
rights and duties, most importantly the right to self-determination 
and the correlative duty of non-intervention. in a statist order, 
sovereignty implies that a state has legal personality, and thereby 
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can be a subject of international legal process and a party 
entering into international treaties. it also implies the entitlement 
to organize domestic legislative, executive, and adjudicative 
institutions as it sees fit as well as the obligation to respect the 
territorial integrity of other sovereigns. 

despite the compatibility of moral cosmopolitanism and a 
statist international order in principle, an influential strand of 
contemporary cosmopolitanism advocates global reforms in a 
decisively individualistic direction: away from an order based on 
the sovereign equality of states toward an order where respect for 
basic human rights serves as the exclusive criterion for judging 
the legitimacy of political and legal institutions. Proponents of 
this anti-statist cosmopolitan view – which include philosophers 
like Brian Barry, Charles Beitz, Allen Buchanan, simon Caney, 
darrel moellendorf, and Fernando Tesón – argue that there 
should be congruence between domestic and international 
or global principles of justice. Whatever principles of justice 
apply internal to states should also apply in the international 
realm. And since justice is usually conceptualized in terms of 
human rights, so “the core of justice, protection of human rights, 
should be a primary goal of the international legal system”,3 
much in the same way that protection of human rights should 
be the standard by which we judge domestic political systems. 
state sovereignty is thereby reduced to an instrumental value 
whose importance is relative to its effectiveness in promoting 
and protecting basic human rights.4 individuals, not states, 
should be recognized as the ultimate subjects of international 
law, whereas the international legal standing of states should 
depend on the legitimacy of their domestic orders. 

An important implication of this view is rejection of non-
intervention as a basic international norm. Given the normative 
primacy of individuals, protecting basic human rights is 
considered a just cause for intervention, including military 
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intervention. This is not to say that human rights violations 
taking place on the territory of a state either complicit in or 
incapable of preventing these violations provide sufficient 
justification for military interventions. The scope of cases where 
interventions are justified is limited by standard jus ad bellum 
constraints: the use of military force must have a reasonable 
prospect of success, be a means of last resort, stand in proportion 
to the injustice it is meant to rectify, etc. yet, the norm of non-
intervention is not recognized as a self-standing norm governing 
international relations. As Charles Beitz puts it, “there is a right 
against intervention, but … it does not apply with equal force to 
all states”.5 sovereignty is derived from the more basic concern 
with justice to persons, and “only just states deserve to be fully 
protected by the shield of sovereignty”.6 

By the same token, the weight of claims to self-determination, 
as raised by former colonies in the 20th century, depends on 
whether or not liberation would be favorable with regard to 
reducing injustice. People living under foreign rule can invoke 
no intrinsic right to govern themselves against colonial powers. 
self-determination, like non-intervention, is no self-standing 
principle. it is just “a means to the end of social justice”.7 only 
if there is reason to believe that decolonization will lead to a 
less unjust society is there a right to self-determination. 

it seems reasonable to say that anti-statist cosmopolitans 
belong to what Gerry simpson has called a tradition of “liberal 
anti-pluralism” characterized by “lack of tolerance for non-
liberal regimes”.8 Transforming sovereignty into a function of 
a state’s human rights record in effect implies discrimination 
between states on the basis of their internal features. Concretely, 
such discrimination comes to expression in various ways. it is 
reflected in proposals that representation in the un should be 
restricted to democratic states that respect human rights,9 or that 
there should be established a coalition of democratic states that 
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can trump the un security Council with regard to authorization 
of preventive use of force.10 it is also reflected in claims that 
regime change, or advancing justice in the basic structure of 
states, is a just cause for military intervention.11 

in line with Jean Cohen, i consider this anti-statist trend 
among contemporary cosmopolitans to be “normatively flawed 
and politically dangerous”.12 in practice, it risks becoming an 
imperial ideology of powerful states in need of an excuse for 
going to war and, more generally, seeking an exceptional status 
for themselves. According to Cohen, the mistake of the anti-
statist cosmopolitans is that they seek cosmopolitan reforms 
without acknowledging the legitimacy of the sovereign state. 
They fall into a conceptual trap where sovereignty and human 
rights are construed as components of two mutually exclusive 
legal regimes.13 With this, i agree. in the following, i will 
therefore suggest a way in which we can get around this trap.

II
how is it possible to square human rights with state sovereignty? 

That is, how can the normative tenets of moral cosmopolitanism 
be reconciled with recognition of self-determination and non-
intervention as fundamental principles of international law? An 
important first step, i believe, is to question what can be termed 
a distributive conception of justice implicit in, but not exclusive 
to, the anti-statist cosmopolitan view.14 if i am not mistaken, it 
is precisely because they think of justice primarily in distributive 
terms that the anti-statist cosmopolitans cannot attribute more 
than an instrumental value to sovereignty. 

Characteristic of distributive conceptions is that justice is 
defined in terms of fair allocation of certain “outputs”. Precisely 
what is regarded as relevant outputs does of course vary. For 
some, the output to be distributed is happiness. For some, it is 
benefits and burdens. others again, consider rights belonging 
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intrinsically to every person qua human being to be the output 
that matters. As far as anti-statist cosmopolitans are concerned, 
the output is conceptualized as basic human rights grounded in 
human needs or interests. The idea seems to be that there are 
certain needs that must be fulfilled in order for any person to live a 
decent life. These needs are translated into the language of human 
rights in such a way that respect for these rights makes it possible 
to live a good life, whereas their violation makes it impossible.15 
Accordingly, requirements of justice are requirements referring 
to the conditions for living a decent life, as articulated by basic 
human rights, such as rights to life, security of the person, means 
of subsistence, freedom of movement and action, freedom of 
expression, freedom of association, religious freedom, etc. And 
whoever is committed to justice must seek to establish conditions 
that secure the non-violation of these rights. 

This way of conceptualizing justice has impact on what 
role one ascribes to legal and political institutions, not least the 
institutions that make up a state. insofar as one thinks of justice 
in terms of allocating morally desirable outputs, institutions 
can only serve as more or less useful means with which we 
approximate these outputs. legal and political institutions are 
mechanisms or “tools for the indirect pursuit of something that 
can be fully specified without reference to them”.16 The reason 
for establishing institutions exercising the powers of making, 
applying, and implementing laws is to make it more likely that 
the right results are realized, and the legitimacy of institutions 
depends on their effectiveness in this regard. 

such a view on institutions is easily traceable in the writings 
of the anti-statist cosmopolitans. it seems to be implied in the 
reduction of state sovereignty to an instrumental value, and is 
clearly expressed by Brian Barry: “the value of any political 
structure … is entirely derivative from whatever it contributes 
to the advancement of human rights, human well-being, and 



131

Kjartan Koch Mikalsen

the like”.17 in a similar vein, Allan Buchanan emphasizes the 
“teleological” nature of moral reasoning about institutions. even 
if it need not be guided by the goal of maximizing welfare or 
happiness, and even if all efforts at achieving morally worthy 
goals should be subject to deontological constraints, such 
reasoning is nevertheless fundamentally goal guided, in the 
sense that assessments of institutions takes the form of evaluating 
the institutions’ effectiveness in achieving the pre-institutionally 
defined end they were made to achieve.18 

There are at least three reasons why i think distributive 
conceptions of justice should be questioned. First, they tend 
to lose out of sight that justice is a concept that only applies 
to relations between persons. Whatever the requirements of 
justice are, they do not apply to persons living isolated from 
other persons. yet this relational nature of justice is played down 
insofar as justice is conceptualized in distributive terms. if justice 
is understood primarily as a question regarding proper allocation 
of outputs, persons are first and foremost seen as recipients of 
justice. What persons have a right to is specified independently 
of their relations to other persons. only in a second step do 
other people come into the picture as those against whom 
claims of justice can be raised. it therefore seems fair to say that 
distributive conceptions implicitly assume “a social atomism” 
where “individuals … lie as nodes, points in the social field, 
among whom … bundles of social goods are assigned”.19 This 
is to misrepresent what justice is really about. 

The second reason we should question distributive 
conceptions of justice is that they blur important distinctions 
in a way that severs the link between demands for justice and 
actual injustice. A primary focus on outputs does not allow for 
distinguishing adequately between cases where people suffer 
as a result of natural events and cases where people suffer as 
a result of what other people do to them. nor does it allow for 
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distinguishing adequately between cases of rights violations due 
to exploitation by other people and cases of rights violations 
implicating us. This is not to say that these distinctions cannot 
be recognized and assessed differently by adherents of a 
distributive conception. yet inasmuch as justice is identified 
with a specific output it seems to follow that all of the cases 
raise justice-based demands on the ‘supply-side’. since what 
matters is the realization of a certain pattern of distribution, it 
is in each case a duty of justice to remedy the bad situation 
of those who suffer.20 This is to confuse acts of solidarity with 
what we owe to others as a matter of justice.21 

The third reason for questioning distributive conceptions of 
justice, at least in the specific form of ant-statist cosmopolitanism, 
is their insufficient attention to the issue of who can legitimately 
decide how abstract principles of justice should be specified, 
applied, and implemented in particular cases. Characteristic is 
a primary focus on what are appropriate principles of justice. 
What matters is that justice is done. The questions ‘who is to 
determine what are justified claims?’ and ‘who is entitled to 
ensure that justice is done?’ is either neglected or thought to 
rely on the extent to which the relevant agent meets objective 
standards of justice.22 This is particularly unsatisfactory insofar as 
the demand for justice is linked to the use of coercive means, as in 
the case of military intervention. For the anti-statist cosmopolitan 
it becomes hard to identify any normatively significant difference 
between coercion by domestic political authorities and coercion 
by foreign governments.23 yet this is to ignore domestic context 
as the most important arena for specifying and concretizing 
what should count as each person’s legitimate rights. With 
raymond Geuss, one could describe distributive conceptions as 
“ethics first” approaches that “complete the work of ethics first, 
attaining an ideal theory of how we should act, and then in a 
second step … apply that ideal theory to the action of political 
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agents”.24 This implies a problematic form of expert rule where 
political process and decision-making involving the rights holders 
themselves is replaced by normative reflection carried out by the 
moral philosopher.

III
in view of the considerations brought forward above, it 

is worthwhile to consider whether there are better ways of 
conceptualizing justice. To my mind, a promising alternative 
is to think of justice in terms of what kant calls a “right to 
freedom”, defined as a right to independence from being subject 
to other people’s arbitrary choices.25 This idea squares well with 
the basic features of moral cosmopolitanism. it is individualistic 
in the sense that it recognizes individual human beings as 
ultimate units of concern. it is universalistic in the sense that 
the status of ultimate unit of concern attaches to every human 
being equally. And it is general in the sense that all persons are 
ultimate units of concern for everyone. 

At the same time, conceptualizing justice in this way differs 
remarkably from conceptions articulating justice in terms of 
human rights protecting basic human needs. For one thing, it 
means holding the capacity for rational agency, and not human 
well-being, to be the ultimate ground for claims of justice. 
Although this does not rule out that public institutions should 
somehow be responsive to human needs, it implies that needs as 
such are insufficient for justifying claims against other persons. 
That someone is bad off is neither sufficient nor necessary for 
them being victims of injustice, and can therefore not give rise 
to duties of justice in other people. The normative baseline is 
that everyone should have the right to make choices of their 
own provided their exercise of this right does not encroach on 
anyone else’s right to make free choices. every claim of justice 
must somehow be founded in this right to equal freedom which 
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is an unconditional constraint on any effort at promoting other 
normatively valuable goals. 

moreover, the idea of equal freedom, as we find it in kant, is 
not a distributive idea. it does not refer to the equal distribution 
of a pre-politically defined set of liberties or of an equal range 
of equivalent opportunities. nor does it refer to freedom as 
one good among others that have to be promoted, possibly in 
competition with other goods, in order to secure human well-
being. The idea is strictly relational, in the sense that it concerns 
the standing of persons vis-à-vis other persons. This standing 
should be one of mutual independence. everyone should be 
free to decide for themselves what ends to pursue, and no one 
should be in position to impose their arbitrarily chosen ends on 
others. Justified restrictions on the right to pursue ends of one’s 
own choice must be reciprocal and non-contingent. They must 
restrict everyone equally, and they must not merely represent 
the particular view of one person or group. enabling relations 
of mutual independence is the rationale for establishing legal 
and political institutions, and the idea of such relations is the 
standard by which these institutions are assessed. 

since this conception of justice is relational from the 
outset, it avoids the social atomism of distributive approaches. 
Freedom is not a predicate that applies to persons considered 
individually. rather than an output that can be specified without 
reference to one’s relations to other people, it is a claim of each 
person against all other persons that they do not subject him or 
her to their arbitrary choice. 

importantly, the right to freedom is not only a principle for 
assessing the legitimacy of legal norms and institutions, but also 
an idea that requires a state authority. understood as a system of 
reciprocal and non-arbitrary constraints, freedom is not possible 
to sustain in the absence of a public authority that organizes 
legislative, executive, and adjudicative public institutions. on this 
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conception, we can only interact in a fully rightful way in a civil 
condition, of which the state is constitutive. if one accepts that 
justice should be thought of in terms of a right to freedom, one 
should therefore reject the view that legal and political institutions 
are mere tools for promoting desirable outputs. They should rather 
be seen as constitutive of justice. For the same reason we should 
avoid thinking of state sovereignty as an instrumental value. if 
the state is a necessary condition for mutual independence, then 
recognizing the equal sovereignty of states is part and parcel of 
respecting each person’s right to freedom.

IV
The reason why a coercive state authority is a necessary 

condition for interaction on just terms is that there are certain 
irresolvable problems of assurance and indeterminacy in a 
hypothetical state of nature. Although the problems are different, 
they refer to deficiencies that are parallel in their structure. in 
both cases the problem is that we unavoidably subject each 
other to arbitrary choice as long as there is not established a 
public institutional framework governing our interaction.26

The assurance problem is a problem regarding property 
right. in contrast to the right to freedom, which is innate, rights to 
property are acquired. Any legitimate legal system must permit 
such acquisition, because a general prohibition against it would 
be an arbitrary restriction of freedom.27 Acquired rights must 
further be enforceable. yet in a state of nature there is no one 
that can enforce these rights in a rightful way. Absent public 
authorities any coercive act is necessarily performed by a private 
agent, and such an agent cannot serve as a legitimate enforcer 
of justice. A private enforcer is what kant calls a “unilateral 
will”,28 and is necessarily insufficient for establishing a system 
of reciprocal and non-arbitrary constraints. rightful assurance 
is therefore not possible outside civil society.
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The indeterminacy problem concerns how each person’s 
sphere of freedom is to be demarcated from every other person’s 
sphere of freedom. in part, this is a problem of specifying what 
abstract principles of justice prescribe generally. in part, it is 
a problem of applying general rules to particular cases. since 
general rules and principles are always indeterminate, there 
can be a plurality of equally reasonable, yet incompatible 
interpretations of them. Although some cases are easy, many 
cases leave room for reasonable disagreement concerning the 
proper limits between mine and your freedom. As in the case of 
the assurance problem, the problem is that there is no rightful 
way in which we could resolve such disagreement in a state of 
nature, because any judgment about how to draw the distinction 
would be a private judgment. Whoever decides where the line 
should be drawn subjects others to one-sided restrictions, and 
this is incompatible with each person’s right to freedom. 

According to kant, the only way to overcome the systematic 
dependencies that exist in a state of nature is to establish a state 
– that is, a public authority organizing legislative, executive, and 
adjudicative bodies. inasmuch as one thinks that any justified 
restriction on freedom must be for the sake of freedom itself, i 
think one should agree with him on this point. The only way to 
create a system of reciprocal and non-arbitrary constraints is to 
create a public authority that represents the will of all citizens 
united. And if the state can reasonably be seen as the condition 
for possible realization of freedom, it seems mistaken to contrast 
human rights with state sovereignty, or to reduce sovereignty 
to an instrumental value. sovereignty in the international realm 
should rather be seen as a correlate to each person’s freedom 
as guaranteed by the state. To recognize the principle of non-
intervention as a basic principle of international law is to 
approve of the state’s role as an enabling condition for mutual 
independence among persons. By contrast, a right to military 



137

Kjartan Koch Mikalsen

intervention is the same as a right to jeopardize the freedom-
enabling institutional framework of the state. it is a right to wage 
war, which in turn is to put the state sanctioned public order at 
risk. hence, it is at odds with each person’s right to freedom. 
Whoever is concerned with individual freedom should therefore 
be equally concerned with state sovereignty.

on kant’s view, the ideal constitution for the state authority 
constitutive of civil society is the republican constitution that 
binds executive power to the legislative will of the people. 
yet there is nothing in the argument that i have put forward 
that makes a perfect republican constitution a criterion for 
recognizing the sovereignty of a state. The claim is that states 
are institutional frameworks that enable freedom, not that they 
guarantee the equal freedom of citizens as a matter of fact. 
Qua enabling frameworks they are structures where freedom 
can (but need not) take on concrete shape. Freedom is not a 
gift or something that can be imposed on a people from the 
outside, but a common practice, something which co-citizens 
must continuously strive for themselves. such common practice 
further needs an arena where reciprocal ascription of rights 
can take place. states are such arenas. And these arenas, 
even when they are less than perfect, should be protected 
by the principle of non-intervention. only to the extent that 
states are recognized as entities with legitimate claims to 
independence from foreign interference can there be talk of 
politically autonomous learning-processes toward what kant 
calls a republican constitution. As michael Walzer has put 
it, “the recognition of sovereignty is the only way we have 
of establishing an arena within which freedom can be fought 
for and (sometimes) won”.29 There is in other words no direct 
relation between the domestic and the international standing 
of states, which is to say that sovereignty cannot be graded in 
accordance with the internal features of a state.30
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NOTES
1  moral cosmopolitanism is commonly distinguished from institutional 

or legal cosmopolitanism. To my knowledge, the distinction is due 
to Beitz 1994, who distinguishes between institutional and moral 
cosmopolitanism. Pogge 2002 speaks of legal rather than institutional 
cosmopolitanism in order to draw a further distinction between 
interactional and institutional moral cosmopolitanism.

2  Pogge 2002, p. 169. see also Barry 1999, pp. 35 f.
3  Buchanan 2004, p. 81. see also Caney 2005, pp. 265 ff.
4  Beitz 1999, pp. 69 and 83, and Tesón 1997, p. 40.
5  Beitz 1999, p. 191.
6  Tesón 1997, p. 40.
7  Beitz 1999, p. 104.
8  simpson 2001, p. 539.
9  Tesón 1997, p. 25.
10  Buchanan and keohane 2005, pp. 274 ff.
11  moellendorf 2002, pp. 104, 118, and 159 f.; Tesón 2005.
12  Cohen 2006, p. 486.
13  Ibid., p. 497.
14  young 1990, p. 16 ff., criticizes current philosophical discourse on 

justice for being dominated by a “distributive paradigm” that “defines 
social justice as the morally proper distribution of social benefits and 
burdens among society’s members.”

15  Buchanan 2004, pp. 128 ff., Tesón 1997, pp. 4 f., and Caney 2005, 
pp. 72 ff.

16  ripstein 2009, p. 9.
17  Barry 1999, p. 37.
18  Buchanan 2004, pp. 74 f.
19  young 1990, p. 18.
20  Buchanan 2004, pp. 86 ff. argues that we have a “natural duty of 

Justice” to ensure that the basic rights of all other persons are protected 
irrespective of how we are related to them.

21  Cf. Forst 2011, p. 2.
22  The latter part of this disjunction is supposed to cover the view 

defended by Buchanan 2004, pp. 233 ff.
23  Beitz 1999, pp. 80 and 87.
24  Geuss 2008, p. 8.
25  kant 1996, p. 393.
26  The next two paragraphs are highly condensed versions of accounts found 

in hodgson 2010, ripstein 2009, pp. 145-181, and Varden 2008.
27  see ludwig 2002, p. 175 f. and hodgson 2010, pp. 58 ff.
28  kant 1996, p. 409.
29  Walzer 1977, p. 89.
30  on this point i fully agree with Walzer 1980, p. 212.
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NEW REAdING OF IMMANUEL KANT’S 
PHILOSOPHY OF LAW:  

THE IdEA OF COSMOPOLITAN 
dEMOCRACY

1Andrej miTiC*

Introduction
The idea of cosmopolitan democracy enters the social 

sciences scene at the end of the 20th century, when various 
“theories of present”, such as reflexive modernity, second 
modernity, global age, late capitalism, network society and world 
risk society were introduced to explain civilizational moment 
in which the world found itself.1 it aims to be a representative 
expression, theoretical-political and legitimational formula of 
the new, post-cold war era, the era of tectonic shifts in social, 
political, scientific, and wider civilizational paradigms. 

Trying to bridge the gap between modern values (whose 
antitraditional, enlighted system of identities introduced state, 
nation, secularity and the equality of citizens instead that 
of empire, ethnos, religion and hierarchy), and postmodern 
values which offered the pluralization of identities in the 

*  Andrej mitic is a Ph.d. Candidate, at the Faculty of law, university of nis, 
nis, serbia. his fields of interest are: Philosophy of Politics, Philosophy 
of law, russian Conservatism. research in: Cosmopolitanism, 
Conservatism. main publication: “idea of law in ivan ilyin’s Philosophy 
of law Conception”, TEME, 3/2011, nis, 2011.
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context of globalization and the “dissolution” of concepts 
such as state and nation in the light of the possibilities of new 
“postmodern empires” and cosmopolitan citizenship – the idea 
of cosmopolitan democracy is a descriptive and prescriptive 
project at the same time.

Balancing between the universalism of the modern era 
and tempting postmodern inclination to discredit it, the idea 
of cosmopolitan democracy is a theoretical and symbolical 
expression of this quest, which fixes the transitional point of 
the world which is “out of joint”. By revalorizing long historical 
tradition of cosmopolitanism, its antique cynical and stoical 
impulses and modern enlightened ethos, it tries to present it as 
the new Zeitgeist, still searching for an adequate law, political 
and institutional form.

Theory of cosmopolitan democracy belongs to a new, broad 
political and intellectual interdisciplinary movement, with a 
distinctive research agenda-labelled “new Cosmopolitanism”.2 
since the fall of the Berlin’s wall, “new Cosmopolitanism” has 
grown into a recognizable school of thought, which operates in a 
new “cosmopolitan paradigm” of the social sciences. As robert 
Fine competently put it, “its critical function is to emancipate 
social science from its bounded national presuppositions and 
construct new analytical concepts appropriate to globalizing 
times”.3

mapping the theory of cosmopolitan democracy inside 
this scientific complex, leads us to its genus of political 
cosmopolitanism, the species of institutional cosmopolitanism 
as more exact differentia specifica.

institutional design of the new cosmopolitical order is its 
first and utmost scientific and political goal. But, the institutional 
model of cosmopolitan democracy cannot be understood 
without pointing to the other-fundamental philosophical and 
scientific levels on which it stands. As a political theory it 
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functions not only on its empirical-analytical (descriptive) 
level, but on the normative-value (prescriptive) level as well. 
entering the field of cosmopolitan political philosophy, it works 
on the revival of ideas of universal history, perpetual peace and 
cosmopolitan justice, which were essentially conceptualized 
by immanuel kant.4

immanuel kant’s “Janus-like” conception of cosmopolitan 
order which was theoretically defined in twelve years period 
before and after the French bourgeois revolution (1785-1797), 
is exposed to permanent hermeneutic efforts and open to 
wide interpretative variations. Being influenced by two grand 
theoritacal traditions, that of natural law and ius gentium on 
the one side, and the “eternal peace” projects on the other, 
kant was trying to find a theoretical passage between them, 
and establish his own original position in this great debate of 
the epoch.

Political theory of cosmopolitan democracy represents 
contemporary reception of immanuel kant’s law and political 
philosophy. original cosmopolitan conceptual core being of 
classical Greek or roman, modern-kantian, or contemporary 
provenance, is ethical. standing especially on kantian ethical 
fundament, theory of cosmopolitan democracy tries to re-
contextualize it, facing new “cosmopolitan circumstances” 
of the “global age”. in trying to “iron the inconsistencies”5 in 
his law and political theory by a “structural adjustment” of the 
key elements of kant’s project of “eternal Peace” to the new 
global circumstances, this theory transcends kant’s model of 
cosmopolitan order, and pleads for a global order with world-
statelike performances. 

key steps in this direction are made by extending kant’s 
idea of cosmopolitan law to the level of cosmopoliatan 
democratic law, then, by transforming classic-Westphalian into 
post-Westphalian or cosmopolitan sovereignty, and finally by 
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projecting a cosmopolitan political order which would make of 
confederal phoedus pacificum a more centralized, semifederal 
global institutional arrangement. 

By pushing all key points of kant’s vision of the cosmopolitan 
order further, theory of cosmopolitan democracy leaves his 
theoritacal frame, and enters essentially antikantian value-
field. Firstly, this is evident in constructing a supranational 
institutional building-level of governance which kant tried to 
avoid being afraid of its despotic implications, and secondly in 
“applying” the cosmopolitan democratic law, by legitimizing 
“humanitarian military interventions” as a method of resolving 
conflicts. This thinking with “kant against kant”.6 effort to 
establish a “benevolent global leviathan” twists kant’s primal 
intention, and becomes deformed cosmopolitanism, exposed 
to criticism from various theoretical and ideological points of 
view.

The idea of cosmopolitan (democratic) law
The idea of cosmopolitan (democratic) law is the normative-

value core of the theory of cosmopolitan democracy. As a 
theoretical update of kant’s law-poltical cosmopolitanism 
it searches to implement his cosmopolitan project into 
conditions shaped by globalization process. The concrete 
idea of “cosmopolitan law” which is in this context being 
functionalized is kant’s original “conceptual innovation”.7 
extrapolation of its very narrow content is still hermeneutically 
attractive.

Cosmopolitan law is the third part of immanuel kant’s 
tripartite system of public right, which includes domestic law 
and international law.These three types of laws are designed 
to map possible relations between states and citizens.8 
domestic law regulates legal relations between states and their 
citizens; international law treats relation between states; and 
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cosmopolitan law is directed towards relation between states 
and the citizens of other states and to the inhabitants of non-state 
communities as well.9 These relations constitute key features of 
the definite articles of kant’s project of Perpetual Peace.

Although there is ongoing debate on the logical extent of 
kant’s cosmopolitan law, what is broadly accepted, is that 
kant “sought to create a level of cosmopolitan law that would 
obligate both states and individuals to the hospitable treatment 
of all human beings regardless of their citizenship or national 
origin”.10

in the third article it is said that cosmopolitan right should 
be limited to “conditions of universal hospitality”.11 And 
“hospitality” means “the right of a stranger not to be treated with 
hostility when he arrives on someone elses territory”.12 

The normativity of cosmopolitan law, its desirability and 
inevitability stems, in kant’s view, from pure empirical fact that 
the world is not an infinite plane, but a sphere where every 
individual should occupy its own place tolerating one another 
at the same time. To this natural fact kant adds a specific “law 
quality”,13 that this physically closed space must be “closed” 
by a lawfull condition too, one which would assure humans 
coexistence. As kant proclaimed:

The peoples of the earth have thus entered in various degrees 
into a universal community and it has developed to the point 
where a violation of rights in one part of the world is felt 
everywhere.

regarding kant’s intention, the concept of cosmopolitan law 
stipulates practical standards of hospitality which refer to all 
individuals without difference. That means that states cannot 
treat strangers only in their own interest, but always have 
to have in mind the interest of humanity as a whole. Thus, 
cosmopolitan law would admit lawful status te every individual, 
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at least regarding one question-hospitality. What is important to 
emphasize here is that cosmopolitan law is not meant to erase 
the distinction between citizens and not citizens that follows 
from the existence of states.14

This means that kant doesn’t abandon the idea of 
“westphalian” state sovereignty, but it is somehow questioned, 
since individuals become subjects of law outside their own 
domestic law order. 

in spite of this, kant does not make a step towards 
supranational institution building which would directly 
sanction breakings of cosmopolitan law. Consequently, this 
means that, although his idea of cosmopolitan law is imagined 
as juridical concept, it stays in the sphere of morals, “public 
use of reason”, “dictate of reason” to function as moral and 
practical task for humanity which should be closing to the 
“eternal peace”. supposed status of “world citizenship” is a 
call, directed to all individuals to use their reason, and notice 
every breaking of cosmopolitan law. This “duty” belongs mostly 
to the philosophers, which have to become true “guardians” of 
the cosmopolitan law.

one of the main proponents of cosmopolitan democracy, 
david held, makes an “extension” of kant’s argumentation on 
cosmopolitan law, broadens its content and seeks for a new 
frame of its realization. 

Although he finds kant’s arguments in favour of “universal 
hospitality” very important, he finds them not adequate in 
specifying conditions for the “cosmopolitan society” today. 
held is critical on kant’s conception of cosmopolitan law on 
these grounds. As he puts it, “formal commitments to allow 
each person to become part of a cosmopolitan society take 
no account of the complexity of power, power relations and 
inequality which turn ‘the free realm of reason’ all too often 
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into a market –driven sphere marked by massive inequalities 
of access, distribution and outcome”.15

in held’s perception cosmopolitan law ought to be 
rethought as cosmopolitan democratic law, if freedom and 
autonomy are to be guaranteed for all. Centres of power could 
be local, national, but transnational and global too, and that 
is the reason why domestic democratic law is not sufficient 
anymore. Cosmopolitan democratic law is needed as a kind 
of democratic public law entrenched inside the states but 
between them too. in his perception kant’s conception of 
cosmopolitan law is not sufficient since “participants in a 
cosmopolitan society of reason can find themselves entering a 
world of discourse often shaped by sectional interests, private 
priorities or particular substantive commitments”16, and finds 
kantian conception “too weak to underpin the free movement 
of people and ideas”.17 

in helds vision cosmopolitan democratic law represents 
the conditions of “universal hospitality” in contemporary 
globalized world. Thus, “hospitality” has to take into account 
“community of fate” at the global level which finds itself in the 
net of technological, economic, political, ecological and other 
interactions caused by globalization processes. 

it urges held to make a decisive, “qualitative” step from 
kant’s delicate projection of cosmopolitan order, a step 
towards institutional capacities which would be “guardians” 
of cosmopolitan law today, and which would be a model of 
transponing kant’s concept of cosmopolitan law from the sphere 
of morals, conscience and philosophical concern of “public 
use of reason” into the sphere of law and “global politics” by 
supranational institutionalization. 

held proposes a gradual evolutive agenda which 
would lead to a cosmopolitan polity to cover the globe. 
This agenda includes as its starting point reform of the un 
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system, establishment of a Global Parliament and globally 
interconnected legal system; then, a “Boundary Court” for local, 
national, regional and cosmopolitan disputes of jurisdiction, 
and what is most important in our perception-an effective 
military force that would diminish reliance on national military 
power.18 Cosmopolitan democratic law is meant to “hold the 
system together”, provide a “common structure of action”, 
protect peoples’s rights and secure possibility for democratic 
participation at a various levels.19 

Constantly refusing to name this law and and political global 
frame as “world state”, cosmopolitan democracy model goes 
far beyond kant would advocate, since national states would 
be legally subordinate to cosmopolitan democratic law.20 even 
more, in cosmopolitan polity sovereign nation-state ‘would in 
due cours “wither away”’.21

Thus, such a cosmopolitan democratic political community 
in held’s vision rests on the idea of cosmopolitan sovereignty, 
and these themes we will try to reconstruct in the next part, 
although their full presentation goes far beyond frame of this 
article and capacity of this author.

Cosmopolitan sovereignty and the cosmopolitan 
democratic political community

The idea of cosmopolitan sovereignty in the theory of 
cosmopolitan democracy functions on the descriptive and 
prescriptive level at the same time, gaining both empirical and 
normative status.

empirical-analytical level of the theory of cosmopolitan 
democracy conceptualizes “global transition” in which world 
finds itself thanks to transformative potential of globalization 
processes. descriptive insights in the nature of globalization and 
its impact on the reconfiguration of the structure of international 
order, and reshaping the power of the “Westphalian state” 
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caught in the net of the world interconnectedness, as well, 
sheds new light on the paradoxes and challenges confronting 
state sovereignty today, demanding its “structural adjustment” 
to the new “global” circumstances.

Taking globalization as given, postmodern “fatum”, 
objective process – which could be more or less directed or 
“tamed”, but which cannot be ignored or stopped, represents 
the key empirical presumption on which whole normative-
institutional structure of cosmopolitan democracy is built.

Theory of cosmopolitan democracy belongs to the new 
scientific wave that tries to make traditional (“Westphalian”) 
concept of state sovereignty less “dogmatic”, and to adapt it 
to the new “cosmopolitan circumstances”.22 in this optic, state 
sovereignty is historical phenomenon, which can and should 
change its content contextually. since the nascing context of 
national state has changed, it should be followed by the shift 
in understanding of the concept of sovereignty today.

in order to make the idea of cosmopolitan sovereignty 
more understandable, we will try to reconstruct key steps in the 
argumentation on the empirical-analytical level of cosmopolitan 
democracy theory.

new, “cosmopolitan” sovereignty appears in the 
circumstencas of “global politics”.23 The idea of global politics 
is one that “challenges the traditional distinctions between 
the domestic and the international, the territorial, and the 
non-territorial, and the inside and the outside, as embedded 
in conventional conceptions of “the political”.24 These 
circumstances are directing towards some form of “inner world 
politics”.25 This is the moment of making post-Westphalian 
sovereignty possible, the conditioned, “fluid” sovereignty, 
which demand redefinition of state functions in these new 
cosmopolitan atmosphere. 
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Tectonic shifts made by globalization bring in new actors 
in global political arena. so, even if national states de iure 
stay as subjects of international law, de facto regulation on 
global level today includes new supranational and subnational 
organizations, global market sector and transnational civil 
society, which reshape and diminish the capacity of national 
state to reproduce its traditional functions.26

What authors of cosmopolitan democracy are trying to say is 
that we are moving from the point in international system where 
national states were epicenters of power to the global system 
where state power is disaggregated through the multilayered, 
multidimensional and multi-actor system called “global 
governance”.27 states are becoming “too small for resolving 
big problems, and too big for resolving small problems”, so 
to speak.

The analytical concept of “global governance” pictures a 
system in which national states maintain important – but not 
so dominant – “Westphalian” role in the world system. Being 
far more “pooled”, state sovereignty in cosmopolitan vision 
is much more a “bargaining chip”, compelled to transfer its 
competencies upwards and downwards in order to gain the 
capacity for solving collective problems and to legitimize the 
order inside the state. in that manner, the modern state as we 
know it starts to lose its essence, becoming in higher degree 
“globalized” or “disaggregated”.28 

What should be emphasized at this point is, that theory 
of cosmopolitan democracy, starting from the description of 
this empirical “cosmopolitan sovereignty” infers its normative 
status, as a goal to which new cosmo-political order should be 
directed. Cosmopolitan democracy model aspires to restructure 
global order by redefining the concept of sovereignty along the 
lines of cosmopolitan (democratic) law.
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These principles are for an era in which political communities 
and states still matter, “but not only and exclusively” regarding 
to held.29 in this paradigm, 

sovereignty can be stripped away from the idea of fixed 
borders and territories and thought of as, in principle, an 
attribute of basic cosmopolitan democratic law which can 
be drawn upon and enacted in diverse realms, from local 
associations and cities to states and wider global networks. 

Cosmopolitan law demands the subordination of regional, 
national and local ‘sovereignities’ to an overarching legal 
framework, 

but within this framework associations may be self-governing 
at diverse levels.30

held explicite asserts that in this conception, the nation state 
‘whithers away’ and that it should be articulated and relocated 
within “an overarching cosmopolitan framework”. 31

it is a type of sovereignty that is conditioned and limited by 
“responsibility” towards citizens, which means that it cannot 
longer be understood in the terms of unlimited state power. 
since political power and authority are being “dispersed”32 
above, below and alongside the nation-state, legal and 
institutional instruments are needed to reflect this transformative 
shifts. held points out that this process had already begun by 
human rights regime, diverse agreements of the arms control 
system, environmental regimes and plethora of legal instruments 
of the eu.33

kant’s delicate theoretical position seeks its way inbetween 
absolute nation-state sovereignty and “world state” projection. 
it is law and political space which kant wants to fulfill with an 
alternative cosmopolitan order which implies lawfull relations 
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between states. This means, which would impose limits on 
the will of the “Westphalian” state, and which would not fall 
at the same time into the “souless despotism” of the world 
state. oscilating between these two poles, kant enters into an 
(impossible?) mission of realizing freedom limited by law.

kant was highly critical of Westphalian model of sovereignty, 
since in his perception it only sought to justify and regulate the 
rules of warfare, and provided nothing to help to eliminate war 
as such.34 idea which opposes all wars, includes establishing 
a lawful federation of states anchored to perpetual peace by 
a commitment to universal law and the acknowledgment of 
public right to external freedom and universal coexistence.35 

A terminological and conceptual clearing is need to be done 
here. Although kant uses the term “federation”, what he has in 
mind, today would correspond more to the content of the concept 
of “confederation”, since community which he had in mind could 
be broke up “any time”. Thus, kant’s cosmo-political order is the 
one that occupies the space between the Westphalian and the 
world state, space of confederal responsibility of states which are 
opposed to war and directed towards “eternal peace”.

Political community of cosmopolitan democracy tries to 
build on kant’s fundament, but it “transcends” kant’s concept 
of cosmopolitan order, seeking for a model that would be 
somewhere in between federal principle of the world state and 
a loose confederal principle without law obligations for the state 
members. That is the order, that would be more centralized than 
confederal, but not as centralized as federal one.36 This model 
of cosmopolitan order could be find in transitional experiences 
of confederations which were moving towards federal models 
of governance. 37 in the cosmopolitan democracy model, this 
kind of community should not be just a temporary step towards 
federation, but it wants to make stable this transitional point 
from confederation to federation, and make it permanent.
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As mary kaldor sees it, it would be 

a layer of governance that constitutes limitation on the 
sovereignty of states and yet does not itself constitute a state. 
in other words, a cosmopolitan institution would coexist with 
a system of states but would override states in clearly defined 
spheres of activity.38

despite cosmopolitan discourse which is built on 
“progressive” enlightment ethos and kantian idea of “eternal 
peace”, cosmopolitan polity is getting the contours of 
“world(like) state”. The method of resolving conflicts is of 
utmost importance, the point in which cosmopolitan polity 
shows its nature.

since conflicts are even in this system unavoidable, 
cosmopolitans try to change the way of its interpretation. That 
means leaving behind the whole Westphalian “baggage” of 
international law and interpreting historical events in new 
cosmopolitan paradigm of “world inner politics”. Post-cold war 
epoch opened the era of proliferation of so called “humanitarian 
military interventions” filled with cosmopolitan pathos. law, 
political and philosophical aspects of the “humanitarian military 
interventions” are cosmopolitan theme par excellence.

 “The case” of serbia is more than “interesting” in this 
context. in cosmopolitan perception, nATo aggression, 
so called “intervention”, in Federal republic of yugoslavia 
in 1999, by exceptional theoretical “looping”, represents 
symbolical “constitutional moment”,39 of the newly imposed 
cosmopolitan order, time and place where international law 
became “cosmopolitan law.” setting this cosmopolitan “ethics” 
above the international law has devastating effects not only on 
the idea of “eternal peace”, but on the very fragile peace that 
entered the world after the World War ii.
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leaving kant’s deontological ethics cosmopolitan democrats 
are prone not to examine motives of the most powerful states, 
unless “humanitarian military interventions” demonstrate 
certain “cosmopolitan consequences”. Thus, initial kant’s 
ethical cosmopolitan impulse is transformed into something 
very contrary to it-ethical consequentialism, which kant actually 
despised. Proposing certain rules of the interventions could have 
paliative effect, but it cannot annulate this essential danger of 
making “war against war”. The state of serbia is first symbolic 
and material victim of this deformed cosmopolitanism.

Conclusion
The most obvious distancing from kant which can be seen 

in cosmopolitan democracy theory is very concrete effort on 
building supranational global level of governance. kant left this 
institutional vacuum deliberatly in his law-political conception 
of cosmopolitanism, being afraid of the world state scenario, 
forseeing its despotic implications. Cosmopolitan democrats 
offer an idea of “benevolent leviathan” with global ius vitae 
ac necis, keeping his strength chained with transnational net of 
cooperation. ruining pacifistic pillars of kant’s cosmopolitan 
theory, leaving its antimilitaristic orientation, paradoxicall 
entrance into “eternal peace” is trying to be made contrary to 
kant’s primal intention-through wars “in the name of humanity”. 
This ideological level is probably the most problematic and less 
attractive part of this theory.

The idea of cosmopolitan democracy is “at its best” when 
it stands on the empirical-analytical level, and solid even in its 
normative-value level, but bridging the gap between present 
and future state was not made plausible in the cosmopolitan 
democracy governance model.

The problem with this revelation of cosmopolitan 
“conscience” is that cosmopolitanism has been shaped in 
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kantian, pacifistic,anti-militaristic tradition, in avoiding war as 
a method for resolving conflicts. Thinking about cosmopolitan 
democracy, we have to think twice about Carl schmit’s warning 
that “whoever invokes humanity wants to cheat”40, and we 
must not forget n.Trubetskoy’s deep insight that chauvinism 
and cosmopolitanism, are “two levels, two aspects of the 
same phenomenon”.41 unfortunately, “the withering of state” 
in cosmopolitan operationalization becomes much more 
“the withering of nations”-especially those that don’t follow 
eurocentric matrix of history.
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COSMOPOLITANISM AS A  
PARAdIGM IN CONTEMPORARY 

POLITICAL THEORY
1Ciprian NiţU*

Introduction 
Contemporary cosmopolitanism in political theory subscribes 

a series of themes and perspectives, problems and advanced 
solutions to these problems, concepts and theories. A short review 
of contemporary cosmopolitanism in political theory reveals a great 
diversity behind one single concept, that of “cosmopolitanism”. 
Thomas Pogge, for example, distinguishes between the following 
types of cosmopolitanism: legal cosmopolitanism (which 
supports the idea of a political society that is opened to all human 
beings), social justice cosmopolitanism (which considers that 
the global institutional structure has to be so projected that all 
peoples enjoy equal liberties and opportunities, and social and 
economic inequalities at global level can be justified only if they 
optimize the situation of the poor), monist cosmopolitanism 
(which considers, on the other hand, that projecting just global 
institutions is not enough and that global justice needs coordination 
of all human agents in all areas of human activity from culture 
and private association to political organizations), and, finally, 

*  Ciprian Niţu, Ph.D. Candidate, is a Teaching Assistant at the 
West University of Timişoara, Romania. His fields of interest are: 
cosmopolitanism, international political institutions and organizations, 
democracy and democratization.
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ethical cosmopolitanism (which highlights the duty of impartiality 
towards all human beings regardless their degree of “closeness” 
or “familiarity”).1 This “cosmopolitan diversity” can be further 
extended if we take into account, for example, the several variants 
of global justice cosmopolitanism that Gillian Brock identifies, 
each being based on a distinct theoretical perspective: utilitarian, 
human rights, kantian or contractualist.2 

such a state of affairs raises the following question: is 
there something common in all this diversity or the term 
“cosmopolitanism” is used in different cases to signify different 
things? For somebody familiar with the contemporary literature 
on cosmopolitanism in political theory the adequate answer 
will probably be: there should be definitely something common 
to all perspectives which call themselves “cosmopolitan”. 
so appears the task to explain in a quite unitary manner this 
heterogenic field of academic interest. 

my hypothesis is that contemporary political cosmopolitanism 
can be described as a “paradigm.”3 “Paradigm” is the concept 
that brings together all varieties of cosmopolitanism and 
gives unity in the field. This hypothesis raises, however, 
further particular tasks. Firstly, to answer the question “is 
cosmopolitanism a paradigm in political theory?” it is necessary 
to see which the content of a paradigm in political theory would 
be. secondly, supposing it is possible to offer a comprehensive 
description of paradigms in political theory, the question arises 
whether cosmopolitanism is a fully developed paradigm which 
has all the operationalised elements of a paradigm, or not? 

in order to validate my hypothesis i will try to answer these 
two questions first. 

Why “paradigm”?
Why the option for the concept of “paradigm” and not for 

another one, such as perspective, school of thought, traditions, 
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theory, ideology, etc? my assumption is that the concept 
of “paradigm” can be operationalized more profitable than 
the concepts listed above, and thus it allows the analysis of 
cosmopolitanism following the main elements of a paradigm as 
they are operationalized below. Furthermore, cosmopolitanism 
reflects a complex phenomenon that will be better accounted 
for by the concept of “paradigm” than other concepts. The 
concepts of “perspective” or “point of view” are inadequate 
for describing cosmopolitanism. “Perspective” refers to the 
context that determines the beliefs and experience of a particular 
theorist. This context may change and so do the beliefs and 
experience of that researcher. “Paradigm”, on the other hand, 
suggests a greater stability that fits better for cosmopolitanism 
as conceptual and theoretical complex. next, the concept 
of “school of thought” refers to a group of thinkers that have 
common characteristics, whereas “cosmopolitanism” comprises 
theorists with quite different theoretical background. Afterwards, 
the term “research tradition” is quite attractive but i left it aside 
in favor of “paradigm” mainly because the latter concept, as 
we shall see, has a critical component that is not very well 
highlighted by the former one. Finally, the terms “theory” or 
“ideology”, as long as they apply to cosmopolitanism, reflect 
only a part of the elements constitutive of cosmopolitanism. 

 
“Paradigm”, political theory, and cosmopolitanism

A paradigm is a remarkable theoretical achievement, 
a complex of conceptual, theoretical and methodological 
elements that permits varied particular research. 

even if some authors are skeptical about the existence of 
paradigms in other areas of research than natural science,4 i will 
contrary consider that the concept of “paradigm” may be useful 
in political theory but it needs to be properly conceptualised 
and operationalised in order to be relevant in this field. 
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Conceptualisation is required firstly because paradigms, as 
long as we agree that there are paradigms in political theory, 
cannot be of the kind of paradigms in natural sciences, where 
they are “hegemonic”, i.e. they compete with each other and as 
a result of such competition an old paradigm will be defeated 
and a new one will replace the former. Political theory is “multi-
paradigmatic”5, i.e. the paradigms in political theory coexist 
and tolerate each other. Furthermore, old traditions can be 
reactivated when social and political reality makes this necessary 
or useful.6 secondly, conceptualisation is necessary because, in 
political sciences in general and in political theory in particular, 
paradigm does not offer a model for resolving “puzzle problems” 
or “problems that have standard solutions”: some problems in 
political theory are problems very likely to not have solutions, 
as in the case of global justice or lasting peace. 

operationalisation is necessary in order to identify and 
analyze those constitutive elements of a paradigm that will 
eventually allow us to consider cosmopolitanism to be a 
paradigm. Two aspects of a paradigm are essential: the 
communitarian aspect, i.e. the group of researchers that share a 
paradigm, and the “cognitive” aspect. An integrated community 
of researchers appears if there is a consensus on the relevant 
objects of investigations, the methods used, and the concepts 
and theories developed. so, i will concentrate mainly on this 
“cognitive” aspect of a paradigm. The cognitive aspect of a 
paradigm refers to three elements situated at different levels: 

1. At the most abstract level, a paradigm consists of 
“fundamental presuppositions” (implicit philosophy 
and the principles that guide all the research activity). 

2. At a less abstract level, paradigm refers to “disciplinary 
matrix” (symbolic generalizations such as ideas, concepts, 
hypotheses, definitions, theories, causal relations etc.)
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3. in the most concrete sense, paradigm represents 
something “exemplar” (it can be equated with the 
concrete example, it proposes solutions to specific 
problems, it shows “how things have to be done”). 

Thus, i am going to concentrate on these operationalised 
elements that allow the analysis of a paradigm on three distinct 
levels and test the following additional hypothesis. 

At a first level, identifying the common fundamental 
presuppositions of various theories that call themselves 
cosmopolitan is a first element that will allow us to speak about a 
distinct “cosmopolitan paradigm” in political theory. Fundamental 
presuppositions are essential in describing competing paradigms 
and are rooted in philosophical theories on the object of study. A 
first hypothesis is that cosmopolitanism, at a fundamental level, 
is a distinct moral-political philosophy that makes possible the 
adoption of distinct principles (moral and political). 

At a second level, we have an ensemble of questions, 
hypotheses, concepts, theories and methods which form the 
“disciplinary matrix” of a paradigm. For being able to speak 
about the “cosmopolitan paradigm” is necessary to identify the 
new concepts (or the new meanings of some old concepts), 
the network of variables, the hypotheses and the theories 
that paradigm makes possible, as well as the possibility to 
undertake orderly and specific research within the paradigm. 
several hypotheses can be formulated: cosmopolitanism aims 
at reconstruction of fundamental concepts in political theory; 
cosmopolitanism issues new hypotheses and theories on 
governance and justice; methodological, cosmopolitanism 
represents a distinct approach. 

At a third level, it can be underlined the capacity of 
the “cosmopolitan paradigm” to resolve the problems it 
confronts with. “solutions” mean in this context the ability of 
cosmopolitanism to propose institutional and policy models 
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on one hand, and, on the other hand, a kind of seeing and 
approaching the problems it confronts with (Gestalt). so the 
following hypotheses can be advanced: cosmopolitanism 
provides new institutions and policies (or adaptation of old ones) 
in order to give an adequate response to the common problems 
the individuals and groups confront with; cosmopolitanism shows 
a kind of “optimism” regarding the possibility to resolve that 
problems and the feasibility of the proposed solutions that makes 
contemporary cosmopolitans to speak, with a rawlsian term, 
about cosmopolitanism as a “realistic” or “concrete” utopia. 

An extensive research undertaken by me7 in the field of 
cosmopolitan global governance and justice – that cannot 
be fully reproduced here – seems to confirm the assumptions 
set out above. i am going to present bellow only a few, more 
important elements of this research. 

Cosmopolitanism as a distinct moral-political philosophy
The cosmopolitans agree on the statement that all human 

beings are equal from a moral point of view. As Thomas Pogge 
observes, 

cosmopolitanism involves not merely views about how 
things are, but primarily views about how things ought to 
be. Cosmopolitan positions centrally include evaluative and 
normative views; they assess and prescribe. The central idea 
guiding these moral assessments and prescriptions is that of 
including all human beings as equals. This central idea can 
be understood and employed in diverse ways, and a variety 
of cosmopolitan positions can therefore be distinguished.8

This fundamental statement of cosmopolitanism means 
four types of normative engagements: individualism (individual 
human beings are the main units of moral concern, not states, 
nations or ethno-cultural groups), impartiality (every human 
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being is situated symmetrically in relation to all other persons), 
inclusivity (no human being can be excluded from the moral 
evaluation or political decisions) and generality (every human 
being is the object of all other people’s concern).9

This fundamental normative engagement of cosmopolitanism 
allows cosmopolitan political theorists to adopt a set of different 
political principles, which satisfy the criteria of normative 
individualism, impartiality, inclusivity and generality. i will 
refer briefly to some of them, namely the autonomy principle, 
the global difference principle, and the constitutionalization of 
international law principle. 

The autonomy principle is at the center of cosmopolitan 
democracy project. Cosmopolitan democracy theorists consider 
that moral equality of humans is not enough protected inside 
national borders and claim for application of autonomy and 
equality principle beyond the borders of the nation-state. 
individual autonomy, which is situated at the centre of the 
democratic project of modernity, represents the human 
beings capability to think, deliberate and act according with 
their beliefs and needs, not only in private life but also in the 
public life. But globalization alters the ability of democratic 
liberal states to realize the autonomy principle and so it is 
necessary a constitutional structure beyond nation-state in 
order to fully accomplish the application of this principle.10 This 
constitutional structure would be accepted by all human beings 
only if it is so build up that it respects the four principles of moral 
equality (normative individualism, impartiality, inclusivity and 
generality). A constitutional structure that generates systematic 
inequalities of life chances and political opportunities (such 
as slavery or racial segregation) does not pass the test of the 
four principles of moral equality and will not be accepted in a 
rational deliberative thought experiment.11 



167

Ciprian Niţu

next, the global difference principle is a redistributive 
principle according to which, in the first instance, every person 
has the right to get a part from the total (global) available 
resources but, similarly to rawlsian difference principle, 
deviation from this initial standard can be justified if resulting 
inequality is for the greatest benefit of the poor. The resources 
redistribution principle functions inside international society 
as difference principle functions at domestic level. Global 
reformulation of the social justice principle is necessary 
because, Charles Beitz thinks, in the context of global political 
and economic interdependence we may conceive a global 
mechanism of social cooperation and 

[…] we should not view national boundaries as having 
fundamental moral significance. since boundaries are not 
coextensive with the scope of social cooperation, they do not 
mark the limits of social obligations. Thus the parties to the 
original position cannot be assumed to know that they are 
members of a particular national society, choosing principles 
of justice primarily for that society. The veil of ignorance must 
extend to all matters of national citizenship, and the principles 
chosen will therefore apply globally.12 

The global difference principle applies to individuals or 
groups of individuals who are less-advantaged and who need 
improvement of their living conditions. But, it is not necessary 
that such a group membership to be coextensive with a nation 
state membership. Thus, global difference principle 

does not necessarily require transfers from rich countries 
as such to poor countries as such. […if some reductions in 
inter-country distributive inequalities are required – n.T.], 
this would be because these inequalities are consequences 
of impermissible interpersonal inequalities.13 
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in this way global difference principle represents a warranty 
for persons in resources poor societies that they will be able to 
realize that economic condition sufficient for building up just 
social institutions and protecting human rights.14

Finally, cosmopolitans draw attention to the gap between 
the formal promoting of human rights at international level 
and the fact that people do not enjoy a satisfactory level of 
fundamental rights protection. Although the number of people 
that live currently in liberty has increased, a significant part 
of the world population does not enjoy fundamental rights 
for several reasons, such as: the existence of authoritarian 
and autocratic rulers; the existence of an impunity system at 
international level; the spread of intolerance towards certain 
religious ideas and beliefs; the existence of ethnic, religious 
and political divisions and conflicts, and the lack of dialog 
for resolving them; the unequal distribution of wealth and 
systemic corruption.15 The principle of constitutionalization of 
international law insists on 

resolving the split between human rights law and the gross 
violations of human rights [through] the construction of a 
rule of law in the international arena based on the principles 
of equal sovereignty, human rights and the authority of 
international law itself. it involves extending the scope 
of international law, increasing its range of authority and 
distancing it from the immediate consent of states. it declares 
that the norms of international law [should] function 
as a higher law vis-à-vis that of states; that they include 
prohibitions on torture, genocide, crimes against humanity, 
disappearances and other such activities.16

understood this way, the principle of constitutionalization of 
international law is a reflection of normative individualism. 
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New/distinct concepts, theories, and method of 
cosmopolitan political theory

At a second level of analysis, cosmopolitan approaches 
suggest the reconstruction of some basic concept in political 
theory. Concepts such as “sovereignty”, “social justice”, “civil 
society” or “risk” are subject of a process of extrapolation from the 
state level (national, internal) to the global level (international). 
For example, cosmopolitans speak about “vertical dispersion of 
sovereignty in the global system.”17 such dispersion is possible 
and necessary because relevant political communities “no 
longer correspond in a simple and direct way with territorial 
borders.”18 subnational and supranational political communities 
are becoming increasingly important nowadays. Political theory 
has to ask again which the relevant political community is, 
and answer question such as: which the nature of the electoral 
body is, which the meaning of political representation is, which 
the adequate form of political participation is?19 Then, the 
concept of “social justice”, as we have already seen above, 
is so conceptualized as it gets significance not only inside the 
nation-states but also at international or global level in relation 
to the most disadvantaged in the international system. similarly, 
the concept of public sphere or civil society is reconceptualized 
at international level. John dryzek, for example, is interested 
in the role of transnational civil society to control current 
international system of governance. That control can be realized 
only through creation of a genuine transnational public sphere 
based on the principles of non-domination, participation, 
deliberation and the right to free speech of those whose interests 
are affected. 20 membership of a community depends primarily 
on the nature of affected interests and not on the belonging to 
a clearly circumscribed, territorial or cultural space. heikki 
Patomäki, on the other hand, is concerned about party politics 
at transnational level (as it exists in the form of national parties’ 
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networks and federations, such as socialist international or, 
more recently, transnational federations associated with the 
activity of european Parliament) and the chances of expanding 
and consolidating this party activity and the spaces associated 
with it.21 

Around these concepts, cosmopolitan theorists formulate 
normative, prescriptive and critical theories of global governance 
and justice, such as global democracy theory, global social 
justice theory or cosmopolitan international law theory. let us 
take the first theory. “Global governance”, as robert keohane 
defines this concept, 

refers to rule-making and power-exercise at a global scale, but 
not necessarily by entities authorized by general agreement to 
act. Global governance can be exercised by states, religious 
organizations, and business corporations, as well as by 
intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations. since 
there is no global government, global governance involves 
strategic interactions among entities that are not arranged 
in formal hierarchies. since there is no global constitution, 
the entities that wield power and make rules are often not 
authorized to do so by general agreement. Therefore their 
actions are often not regarded as legitimate by those who 
are affected by them.22 

Taking into account this state of affairs, cosmopolitans 
relaunched at the beginning of the 90’s the debate on 
the international democracy, that appears in the works of 
david held and daniele Archibugi who introduce the term 
of “cosmopolitan democracy”23 or in the work of William 
e. Connolly and r.B.J. Walker who criticize the territorial 
(circumscribed) approach of the conventional theories of 
democracy.24 later, the problem of cosmopolitan democracy 
appeared at Jürgen habermas (who is interested in the post-
national politics)25 or molly Cochran and heikki Patomäki (who 
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are interested in the possibility of bottom-up reforms necessary 
for the realization of cosmopolitan democracy).26 Cosmopolitan 
democracy has as its first aim democratization of the existent 
systems of global governance as a means to protect the moral 
equality of individuals.

Cosmopolitans also formulate fertile hypotheses that 
give shape to a distinct approach. Cosmopolitan political 
theorists highlight the fact that humanity entered an era of 
global interdependence that is insufficiently described by 
the conventional approaches in political theory.27 The state 
boundaries are no longer the single relevant “unit of governance”. 
so, the theory of cosmopolitan democracy considers that 
democratization means not only democratizations inside states 
but also democratization of relations between states;28 the 
theories of global justice formulate the hypothesis that a more 
fair global governance is a condition of realizing global justice 
on the one hand, and that progress in achieving global justice is 
possible and desirable, on the other hand;29 also, the theory of 
cosmopolitan law formulates the hypothesis that humanitarian 
foreign intervention is desirable in order to stop the crimes 
against humanity and so advocates the constitutionalization 
of international law.30 

in terms of methods, cosmopolitanism advocates on the 
one hand for redrawing the boundaries between national 
and international in the study of politics (imposed by 
“methodological nationalism”), and on the other hand for 
redrawing the boundaries between normative and empirical 
approaches (it is more profitable as the two approaches do 
not remain isolated, but a permanent exchange between them 
exists). methodologically, cosmopolitanism seems to be very 
well described by the words of Jack snyder who, evaluating 
the empirical aspects of normative research, says: 
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instead of separating empirical research from normative 
issues, more scholars are now carrying out research at the 
nexus of normative political theory and international relations 
that seeks to show how the ‘ought’ becomes the ‘is’.31 

Cosmopolitan theories say not only how things should stay 
in national and international politics, but they are also interested 
in the conditions of practical achievement of the principles 
they promote. Their approach is as follows: observation of 
real facts (empirical) → critical assessment of these facts 
(critical) → prescription of solutions in accordance with certain 
principles and values (normative) → return to facts (empirical). 
The cosmopolitan theories do not remain in an area of pure 
normativity (ideal world), but continuously oscillates between 
ideal and non-ideal, constantly putting the problem of feasibility 
of the proposed solutions. so, cosmopolitans frequently use the 
thought experiment as a means to elaborate the principles which 
underline the adoption – in particular areas of political action 
– of sets of criteria that are used to see if these areas have to be 
reformed or not, and how they have to be reformed.32 some 
cosmopolitan theories also open the way of empirical research 
(for example, how does global risk society influence the social 
classes or the formation of political parties). They refuse to limit 
“cosmopolitanism” to traditional field of normative political 
theory (established by leibniz, Wolf, or kant), but try to underlie 
its potential as analytical concept for empirical political science 
or empirical analysis of global politics.33 

Institutional and policy reforms of  
cosmopolitan political theory 

As a final level of analysis, i am going to refer to the proposed 
solutions to the problems of global governance and justice, 
which cosmopolitans provide in the form of “institutional and 
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policy reforms”. Cosmopolitans find that some of the problems 
currently faced by individuals and groups cannot be solved only 
through the institutions and policies traditionally associated 
with the nation-state. Cosmopolitan solutions envisage new 
institutions and policies (or adaptation of the old ones) in order 
that the common current problems to receive an adequate 
response. 

institutionally, cosmopolitan governance combines 
representation (more responsible and more democratic 
international institutions) with participation (the role of 
transnational civil society). A possible extended framework of 
democratic reglementation appears from this combination, a 
framework in which the nation-state is no longer the exclusive 
centre of power within its boundaries34 and which can be 
understood as having different levels that are not hierarchically 
linked, but functionally.35 At the same time, cosmopolitans 
stress not only the importance of the new formal democratic 
institutions, but also the need to identify new broad ways 
of participation in decision making at regional and global 
level.36 Among the institutional components of cosmopolitan 
democracy the following ones are proposed: the creation 
of regional parliaments, the institutionalization of general 
referenda at the nation-state level, the democratization of the 
intergovernmental organizations through the creation of elected 
supervisory councils, the extension and inclusion of the civil, 
political, economical or social rights and duties not only in 
the state constitutions, but also in the official documents of the 
associations of civil and economic spheres, the creation in the 
long run of a global parliament and so on.37 

As policy solutions, the supporters of global justice 
envisage, for example, setting up an “international tax regime” 
for financing the providing of global public goods. Through 
building up international or regional tax institutions with 
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the power to apply – in a democratic and responsible way 
– an international tax regime will be obtained the resources 
necessary for improving the condition of the global poor.38 
Global justice proponents sometimes envisage a type of 
institutions that have to adopt and apply international codes 
regarding labour conditions and international recruiting of 
workforce.39 other cosmopolitans provide the opening of the 
state’s borders40 or the creation of some “cities of refuge”41 that 
will enable the most disadvantaged individuals in the global 
system to get the chance for a decent life. others propose the 
model of “transnational orientated ecological states” that will 
protect global environmental interests through their adopted 
policies.42 As we have also seen, the cosmopolitan theory of 
international law does not preclude the use of military force and 
the tool of humanitarian intervention in order to avoid situations 
of grave violations of human rights under an international 
system in which power and legitimacy do not always overlap. 
Cosmopolitans try to establish “through what institutions such 
interventions are to be authorised and by what means such 
interventions are to be conducted.” 43 Criteria according to 
which intervention has to be conduct are as follows: military 
action is justified only in the case of “a major humanitarian 
emercency” (such as “crimes against humanity”), intervention 
has not to produce more suffering (proportionality), it has to be 
more like a police action rather than a species of war, and it 
must have a series of restriction regarding combatants, civilians 
and public property.44 

Conclusion
The presence of the above analyzed elements of 

cosmopolitanism overlapping the operationalized elements of 
a paradigm provides the reason to talk about a “cosmopolitan 
paradigm” in political theory. 
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COMING CLOSE ANd KEEPING  
ONE’S dISTANCE:  

THE AESTHETIC COSMOPOLITAN ANd 
TRANSCULTURAL CONvERSATION

1Michael riNGS*

“Please enjoy the unusual responsibly.”  
– label for Hendricks Gin

in his 2007 book, Let’s Talk About Love: A Journey to the 
End of Taste, music critic Carl Wilson conducts what he calls a 
“taste experiment”: he endeavors to find a way to appreciate the 
music of international superstar Celine dion.1 This is harder than 
it sounds. Wilson had previously regarded dion w/ nothing but 
contempt, and he comes by it honestly, claiming membership 

*  michael rings is a Ph.d. Candidate in the department of Philosophy 
at indiana university, Bloomington (united states). his dissertation 
research explores ethical and aesthetic issues that arise at the 
intersection of cosmopolitanism, art appreciation, and self-cultivation, 
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research interests include topics in the philosophy of music (with a 
focus on its popular and mass forms), artistic genres, ethics (with a focus 
on virtue and self-cultivation), and 19th and 20th century continental 
philosophy. he is the author of “doing it Their Way: rock Covers, 
Genre, and Appreciation,” appearing in a forthcoming issue of the 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism.
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in a community of rock fans that favor various forms of indie 
rock, punk and post punk, outsider music that frames itself as 
resistant to the ways of mainstream music markets. To a listener 
who prizes rock music’s potential for subversion above all else, 
dion’s aggressively commercial and sentimental schmaltz is 
anathema. Though Wilson owns up to his oppositional stance, 
at the same time he acknowledges the many millions that do 
love her music, and who have turned her into the international 
star she is today. he sets for himself the task of finding a way 
to appreciate her music, to try and understand what it is 
about it that appeals to so many people. Wilson’s project is 
motivated in part by values he describes as “democratic”: he 
wants to transcend the borders of the particular subculture or 
“taste world” he has dwelled within in order to forge a more 
sympathetic understanding of other music listeners within and 
without his own community, to shed his own tendencies to a 
kind of hipster elitism that he has come to find “inimical…to 
an aesthetics that might support a good public life”.2 

i would like to present Wilson’s “taste experiment” as an 
example of what i am going to call the aesthetic cosmopolitan 
project: the active, morally serious project of cultivating an 
appreciation for artworks or other cultural artifacts that are 
culturally unfamiliar, or “non-native”, to one, in a manner 
that is informed by a commitment to cosmopolitanism.3 
Cosmopolitanism has been characterized as a family of views 
in moral and political philosophy that share the core idea “that 
all human beings, regardless of their political affiliation, do 
(or at least can) belong to a single community, and that this 
community should be cultivated”.4 

For the purposes of this paper’s argument, i propose 
that the aesthetic cosmopolitan is committed, at minimum, 
to the following three claims, all of which are found in 
contemporary accounts of what is often referred to as “moral 
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cosmopolitanism”, put forward by thinkers like kwame Appiah, 
martha nussbaum, and mitchell Aboulafia. The first claim 
is moral universalism, the view that “all human beings are 
members of a single (metaphorical) moral community and that 
they have moral obligations to all other human beings regardless 
of their nationality, language, religion, customs, etc.”.5 usually 
accompanying this is an anti-parochialism that finds expressions 
of varying severity across different accounts of cosmopolitanism, 
but at minimum claims that the loyalties and duties that make 
legitimate moral claims on one are not exclusively parochial (i.e., 
grounded in allegiances to more “local” communities) in nature. 
The next two claims have their origin in what is sometimes 
called “cultural cosmopolitanism” but are found united with 
moral universalism in contemporary accounts. The first is a 
political brand of pluralism that celebrates cultural diversity as 
a good that should be promoted, and rejects cultural uniformity 
as an ideal. The third and final cosmopolitan commitment is a 
general endorsement of transcultural engagement, the view that 
the cosmopolitan should actively seek to engage other cultures 
in a manner informed by the prior two commitments—i.e., in 
a way that recognizes and appreciates the particularity and 
distinctness of these cultures while observing one’s moral 
obligations to all involved parties. 

Appiah, nussbaum, and Aboulafia all argue that transcultural 
engagement is a crucial activity for the cultivation of good 
“world citizenship”: among other goods, it facilitates greater 
inclusiveness, understanding, tolerance, and empathy across 
cultural lines.6 Appiah states: “if we care about others who may 
have commitments and beliefs that are unlike our own—we 
must have a way to talk to them”.7 As i’ve characterized it 
here, the aesthetic cosmopolitan project, informed as it is by 
this deliberately thin conception of cosmopolitanism, may 
take a variety of different forms and be motivated by a variety 



183

Michael Rings

of different considerations and goals. however, it will always 
be characterized by one consistent mode of activity: an 
engagement with other-cultural artworks that endeavors to treat 
such an encounter as a kind of “transcultural conversation”. in 
what follows i’ll consider what it might mean to appreciate art 
in this way, as well as what might be involved in doing it well 
(in both aesthetic and moral terms). 

it may be most helpful to approach this question of how to 
pursue the cosmopolitan project well by considering first how 
things might go wrong. let’s consider a pair of case studies of 
would-be aesthetic cosmopolitans:

rose is a music lover who is very well versed in Western 
classical music, being not only conversant with most of its 
canonical works and composers, but also knowledgeable of 
some of its musical theory. having cultivated a sophisticated 
and authoritative taste in this sphere of music, rose strikes out 
for lands unheard in the pursuit of the cosmopolitan project, 
motivated by a seemingly genuine desire to develop a better 
understanding and appreciation of diverse cultures via their 
music. so as to not spread herself too thin, she decides to focus 
her attention on a small handful of specific forms—gamelan, 
Tuvan throat singing, 1970’s hard rock, and contemporary 
country music. rose approaches all of this music with the same 
concentration and close attention she has always applied when 
listening to mozart, schubert, or stravinsky, with an ear to 
harmonic and thematic development, structural complexity and 
integrity, clarity and precision of performance, etc. Though, in 
order to be an informed cosmopolitan listener, she duly studies 
the cultural context of each kind of music, learning about the 
particular ways in which it is listened to and appreciated within 
its “home” culture, when it comes to listening she practices 



184

Cosmopolitanism and Philosophy in a Cosmopolitan Sense

the particular mode of listening she has cultivated over years 
of listening to Bach and Brahms. 

rose finds, unsurprisingly, that her efforts are rewarded 
with varying degrees of satisfaction: for example, Tuvan throat-
singing is fascinating and exotic, at least on a conceptual level, 
but in actually listening to it she finds herself either bored or 
annoyed by its meandering quality; most of the 70’s hard rock 
she encounters (Black sabbath, deep Purple, uriah heep) she 
finds plain moronic and crude—both musically and textually—
though some of the more “progressive” artists (Jethro Tull, rush, 
occasionally led zeppelin) she finds to have at least some 
more sophisticated grasp of form, rhythm, and harmony (even 
if most of the lyrics are still juvenile rubbish). in most cases, she 
complains that she is just not able to “get it” —she just does 
not hear what is supposed to be appealing about these musics. 
she comes away with the general impression that, though these 
styles may each be of some cultural value to their respective 
listener communities, on the whole none of them present the 
listener with the kind of rich and profound aesthetic experience 
found within the great works of the Western classical canon.

Patrick is also a long-time music lover, one with tastes 
informed by various kinds of contemporary rock, pop, and 
some jazz. The cosmopolitan project he takes up is rather more 
focused than that of rose: he endeavors to develop an informed 
and rich appreciation of hip hop music—specifically, a brand 
of appreciation akin to what he believes to be experienced by 
members of the African-American community (or at least certain 
subsets of it). Patrick, a white university of Chicago student 
and resident of hyde Park, a racially diverse neighborhood on 
Chicago’s south side, is motivated to adopt such a project partly 
out of a desire to develop a better understanding and empathy 
for some of his African-American hyde Park neighbors. he 



185

Michael Rings

diligently throws himself into the project, learning as much as 
he can about the history and culture of hip hop music and its 
significance within African-American communities, especially 
those living in urban areas like Chicago, and listening broadly 
and deeply across the range of the hip hop canon: Grandmaster 
Flash, n.W.A., Wu-Tang Clan, dr. dre, missy elliot, Jay-z, et 
al. in doing so Patrick cultivates an authoritative taste for the 
aesthetic values that the music can offer. 

however, he does not come to appreciate these various 
elements of hip hop as merely formal features of the music that 
may be valued by any acculturated music listener; Patrick’s 
project is to try and appreciate them as features that have certain 
kinds of significance for members of the community he seeks to 
understand. he tries to “get inside” this culture—to perceive, 
interpret, and appreciate these features as he imagines a member 
of this community would. Patrick comes to feel that he is 
“down” with this particular community of hip hop listeners, that 
he hears and understands and values this music just like they do. 
he believes that he is able to directly “tap into” the experience 
of a listener that interprets the music in light of her daily struggles 
with being black and poor in America. Confident that he has 
come to identify with the experience of this community on a 
deep level, Patrick feels that he has attained a significant degree 
of empathy and understanding in the process, a form of truly 
stepping into the shoes of the other. 

i have chosen to present these two particular examples 
in order to illustrate a crucial tension that emerges from the 
conditions of this project, one that may be expressed roughly 
in the following way. First, in endeavoring to engage in 
transcultural appreciation of artworks, the cosmopolitan is 
faced, on the one hand, with the challenge of placing herself in 
a certain appreciative position that is appropriate to the artwork, 
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a position that may be seen, ideally, as akin to that of a member 
of the work’s “home culture”, a task that will generally involve 
the adoption, to some degree, of certain modes of appreciation 
that are unfamiliar to the appreciator. on the other hand, it 
seems likely that the cosmopolitan will be often faced with 
cases in which there are practical or moral constraints on this 
endeavor - i.e., cases in which it seems that she either cannot 
occupy such a cultural perspective, or should not even try to 
occupy it. in the terms i will come to favor throughout this 
paper, the cosmopolitan must endeavor to find a virtuous way 
to negotiate this tension between coming close enough to the 
culture in question, while also keeping a proper distance from 
it. Both rose and Patrick fail to do this in different ways. 

i will argue that avoiding errors of the kind committed by 
rose and Patrick involves taking up a posture of appreciation 
that may be characterized as one proper to a participant in a 
conversation: a posture that is open and responsive to, and 
seriously engaged with, the other-cultural artwork and/or 
community involved, while remaining mindful and respectful 
of the difference and distance between oneself and one’s 
“interlocutor”. 

rose’s problem is not simply that she fails to like the music (it 
should not be incumbent on the cosmopolitan to like everything 
she encounters, if her engagement is to be serious and critical); 
it’s that she fails to put herself in a posture of engagement that 
would facilitate a brand of appreciation appropriate to the 
cosmopolitan, one that could serve as a form of transcultural 
conversation. in short, rose never successfully steps outside 
of her own accustomed mode of listening as a classical music 
connoisseur, regardless of whether or not that particular mode 
is appropriate to the object of her listening. This posture of 
listening is attentive and contemplative (that appropriate to the 
concert hall patron), one that seeks out and attends to certain 
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musical features (e.g., motivic and harmonic development, 
formal structure, etc) and tends to either discount or outright 
ignore others (e.g., timbre or texture of sound, the more visceral 
impact of features like danceable rhythms, noise, or high 
volume). it is also tends to downplay the importance of a given 
piece’s sociocultural meaning or function—in short, what might 
be referred to as its “extra-musical” significance—focusing 
primarily on its “purely musical” formal features instead. 

in contrast, many of the styles rose explores here are 
built around these neglected features (e.g., timbre in the case 
of throat-singing, volume and noise in the case of metal), or 
demand a mode of engagement more participatory or physical 
(e.g., metal and country), or are only fully appreciated in the 
context of their extra-musical function or significance (e.g., 
the ritualistic and court functions of gamelan, throat-singing’s 
role in an animistic communion w/ the sounds of nature, etc). 
yet rose, working always within her one-size-fits-all classical 
listening mode, doesn’t engage with any of this music on its own 
terms (or even meet it halfway), or strive to participate in, or 
learn from, another listening culture. As diligent and serious as 
she has been in her musical “travels”, the terms of engagement 
have firmly remained her own. We may even go so far as to 
characterize rose’s appreciative method as a form of aesthetic 
imperialism. All the musical artifacts she encounters are treated 
reductively as candidates for appreciation according solely to 
the criteria and categories of her home culture, whatever value 
they yield in these terms then being “mined”, if you will, in 
order to satisfy her particular musical interests. 

This would seem to be a problem for any appreciator, but 
is an especial problem for the cosmopolitan: rose’s aesthetic 
imperialism constitutes a failure on her part to engage in 
anything we might be tempted to call a “conversation” 
with these other musical cultures. There doesn’t seem to be 
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anything like an exchange here between her and some kind of 
“interlocutor”. it seems unlikely that rose will come away from 
this with any increased understanding or empathy regarding 
these cultures—all she has learned is how her own way of 
listening and liking applies to a new set of cultural objects. 

i propose that, unlike rose, the virtuous aesthetic 
cosmopolitan lets her cultural knowledge of the art in question 
inform her appreciation; she doesn’t just know things about the 
other culture, she participates (to some extent) in it. This would 
seem to require that the cosmopolitan be open-minded and 
flexible enough to try on new modes of listening to, looking 
at, or reading artworks, and to be open to the possibility that 
the experience may change her to some degree: in terms of her 
taste, her beliefs about art or aesthetic value, or perhaps even 
in her customary appreciative practices. 

so, one thing a conversational mode of art appreciation 
might require is this: That one appreciate the object at hand 
as if it were offered by an imagined interlocutor who makes 
certain recommendations as to how it may be appreciated (e.g., 
“here, look at it this way”, “Try attending to these features”, 
“Put it in this context”, “here’s what it means to us”, etc) and 
that one be willing to try out this recommended approach. This 
interlocutor could be either the author (or authors) of the work, 
or a member of a community that either produced the work or 
appreciates it in a culturally specific way (for the purposes of 
the cosmopolitan project, i propose it will often be the latter). 

Patrick, on the other hand, is clearly not falling into rose’s 
error: whereas rose fails to “come close” enough to truly engage 
with her target cultures, he is engaging in a culturally-informed 
appreciation that may enable him to understand and appreciate 
not only a new form of music, but a new cultural perspective 
as well. he does not simply approach new music with his old 
acculturated listening habits, but strives to learn new modes of 
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appreciation appropriate to the music and its cultural context. 
But Patrick seems to have gone “too far” somehow. There seem 
to be two worries here, an epistemic and a moral one: First, his 
claim to be able to appreciate hip-hop just like the members 
of this community seems epistemically immodest, to the point 
of being brash or presumptuous. second, his project seems 
invasive somehow, as if there’s something morally wrong with 
him even trying to achieve such a goal (regardless of whether 
or not it’s attainable). i will look more closely at each of these 
errors in turn. 

Patrick’s claim to appreciate music “just like they do” clearly 
seems epistemically unjustified: he is implicitly laying claim to 
a kind of aesthetic authority or “cultural capital” here that just 
doesn’t seem to be his to claim. “Cultural capital” in this kind 
of context normally consists of various forms of knowledge and 
skill deployed in the process of listening to the music in question, 
expertise that can underwrite the fine-grained distinctions 
and well-informed judgments we expect from authoritative 
musical tastes. But in the case of Patrick’s claim, other forms 
of “capital” seem to be necessary. To be justified in claiming to 
appreciate the music just like they do, he may actually have to 
be a member of that community, to have a personal history as 
a member. Whatever the relevant membership conditions are 
here—identifying as African-American, claiming south Chicago 
as an origin, occupying a certain socioeconomic class, etc – 
Patrick clearly doesn’t satisfy them. 

however, even if it were possible for Patrick to be 
epistemically justified in his claim, there is still the moral 
worry: that he is being invasive somehow in trying to take up 
this perspective, trespassing in a cultural sphere that is not for 
him, one to which he has not “earned” access, in a way. if we 
suppose that the kind of aesthetic appreciation Patrick wishes to 
share in is normally informed by one’s firsthand experience as 
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a member of a marginalized community, then he clearly seems 
to be trying to have such an experience “on the cheap.” he is 
trying to indulge in an experience engendered by a certain kind 
of strife, or even suffering, without undergoing that experience 
himself. This seems to display a lack of respect for, or at least 
recognition of, several things: of the difference between himself 
and the other; of the distance between their respective social 
situations, or levels of privilege; of the particularity of the other 
and her personal history, or of her right to claim certain cultural 
identities or goods by virtue of that history. 

one may object that this moral problem seems to be 
more based in an asymmetry in power or privilege between 
Patrick and the other, rather than in any tension inherent to the 
cosmopolitan project itself. such an asymmetry is certainly not 
inevitable in the project, even if it may often be an issue. so, 
what if there is no such asymmetry between appreciator and 
other, or what if the asymmetry goes the other way? Would the 
claim to experience an artwork “just like” the other does still 
be morally problematic? 

To respond to this objection, we can return to the example 
of Carl Wilson and Celine dion, a case in which this asymmetry 
does not appear to be present, at least prima facie. i contend 
that, if Wilson made the immodest Patrick-esque claim to 
appreciate dion’s music just like her fans do (a claim he is 
actually at pains to disavow in his book), this would still be a 
moral flaw in his project, even without an asymmetry in social 
privilege. To return to the conversational metaphor: it seems 
that to make such a claim is to presume to speak as or for the 
other, as opposed to speaking to or with her. This is an improper 
posture for someone engaged in a conversation—it seems more 
akin to an act of spokesmanship or, worse, ventriloquism. 
one thing clearly necessary for holding a conversation is 
recognizing and maintaining the distinctness between oneself 
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and one’s interlocutor. The point is to engage him, after all, 
not to become him. As we noted above, Patrick does not seem 
justified in claiming membership in this community, and so is 
not justified to speak as a member. But even if he could come 
to attain membership somehow, the project would seem to 
have changed: it would no longer be transcultural engagement, 
but now intracultural. it should probably be expected that new 
cultural identities or affiliations may be incidentally forged in 
the course of pursuing the cosmopolitan project, but this is not 
its primary goal (at least as i’ve outlined the project herein). 

speaking for the other is also presumptuous on Patrick’s 
part. one cannot simply claim the authority or right to speak for 
the other, even on the basis of great knowledge or expertise; it 
must be granted to one (either directly or indirectly) by the one 
for whom one would speak. This deferential aspect of speaking 
for another is reflected in the way we often preface the act: “If 
I may speak for so-and-so...” What precise form (implicit or 
explicit) such granting would have to take in either Patrick’s or 
Wilson’s case is not clear, but it doesn’t seem to have occurred 
in Patrick’s, at any rate. But again, even if it were granted, the 
project would have then changed: cultural ambassadorship is 
not a goal of the cosmopolitan project. dialogue is again being 
replaced by a monologue here, as if the other were absent or 
unable to speak for herself, somehow. 

so, where rose failed to come sufficiently close in her 
appreciation, Patrick has failed to “keep his distance.” This 
has manifested not only in his epistemic immodesty, on the 
one hand, but also (and perhaps more crucially) in his moral 
failure to recognize and respect the difference between himself 
and his interlocutor. 

so, how may one avoid Patrick’s error? To return to our 
conversational model of appreciation, we should ask how should 
one respond to our imagined interlocutor’s recommendation 
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to appreciate the offered object in “this way.” one’s figurative 
response should ideally reflect the modesty and respect that 
are lacking in Patrick’s case: something like “here’s what i get 
when i listen that way, does it square with your experience?”, 
or “i’ve tried, but i don’t hear it – or i don’t see the value in it 
– am i missing something?” in other words, the spirit of one’s 
appreciation should be deferential and open-ended in this way, 
the way a good conversationalist responds to her interlocutor 
in a manner designed to keep the conversation going, not to 
bring it to a hasty conclusion. Patrick seems to be trying to do 
the latter with his declaration of, “There, i’ve gotten it, i can 
appreciate this just like you do!” he tries to rush his transcultural 
conversation to an unwarranted end, whereas rose never seems 
to start hers. in the end it seems that this tension i have been 
exploring within the aesthetic cosmopolitan project has its 
source in the conversational nature of the project itself. it is a 
tension that the conversationalist and the cosmopolitan alike 
need to manage carefully if they are to carry out their respective 
projects well.
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COSMOPOLITANISM ANd 
“MULTICULTURALISM FROM BELOW” 

IN CONTEMPORARY BRITAIN  
NEW LABOUR, THE MACPHERSON 

REPORT ANd MULTICULTURALISM
1Garry rOBSON*

As is well known, the new labour party that emerged 
triumphant in the British general election of 1997 was a re-
invented, post-socialist Third Way party, its adoption of neo-
liberal economic principles fused with a preoccupation with 
social inclusion.1 The promotion of “diversity”, a key plank in 
its early programs, can be seen in this context as a replacement 
for the traditional politics of class,2 based as that had been on 
the redistributionist political economy that had characterized 
the party for almost a hundred years. This new government for 
a new Britain promised and carried out, most notably in its first 
two terms, an extensive program of modernization premised on 
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“cosmopolitan” stances towards the economy,3 transnational 
political and legal institutions4 and military intervention.5

it is the argument of this paper, however, that the new 
labor government’s inability or unwillingness to think carefully 
through the distinction between cosmopolitan universalism on 
the one hand, and the vigorous promotion of ethno-cultural 
diversity as an automatic good on the other, led to an incoherent 
and overly ideological social policy of multiculturalism. 
The widespread “collapse” of faith in this project (and, to a 
significant extent, in cosmopolitanism as an ideal itself) in the 
latter part of the 2000s was thus, perhaps, to be expected.6 
But if what might be termed the “diversity-by-edict” model 
of multiculturalism has had the effect of turning many British 
subjects away from its central aims, it should also be stressed 
that the people of this relatively open society have been able, as 
we will see, to produce concrete, at least one actually existing 
multiculture which owe little to the official pieties – and bears 
little resemblance to the utopian fantasies of the diversity 
advocates.

Fundamental arguments critical of new labor multiculturalism 
might be grouped into two streams; that it was based on mistaken, 
unrealistic premises, and that its actual functioning was and is 
inimical to the formation of a culturally syncretic public sphere 
in which people from a variety of ethno-cultural backgrounds 
might genuinely open themselves to one another. To take the 
first: the experience of many labor activists and politicians in the 
municipal anti-racist movement of the 1970s and 1980s meant that 
multiculturalism emerged as a primarily moral project centered 
on the unrealistic “desire to do away with racism”7 – an impulse 
that was to come to full, disastrous fruition with the adoption of 
the orwellian findings of the macpherson report in 1999 (see 
below). secondly, new labor’s anti-assimilationist thinking 
about multiculturalism, as a patchwork of equally valued cultural 
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formations, was based on a spurious and simplistic ideology of 
culturalism that amounted to a form of cultural absolutism.8 in 
this perspective “cultures” and communities become closed, 
reified things and not processes.9 it is this reductive essentialism 
that produced what became, in some parts of the country, an 
official system of “plural monoculturalism”,10 in which spatially 
proximate but tectonically aligned communities arrange 
themselves into essentialised, decidedly non-cosmopolitan 
formations.11

Perhaps the clearest exemplification of new labor’s 
intellectual shortcomings and inability to deal honestly with the 
cultural politics of race and ethnicity came with its promotion 
and full blooded acceptance of the macpherson report,12 one of 
the most significant, though illogical and dishonest, documents 
of the post war period and a major driver of the shutting 
down of rational public discussion of race and racism and, 
by extension, diversity and multiculturalism. The macpherson 
inquiry, which gave rise to the report, was launched in 1997 
in response to unease surrounding what was clearly a botched 
police investigation into the murder of a stephen lawrence, 
young black man, in south london in 1993.13

enthusiastically welcomed upon its publication in 1999 by 
the government and left-liberal intelligentsia, it promised a new 
dawn in British race relations – or at least was heralded as such. 
it is difficult however, from a rational perspective, to see why this 
should have been, given its manifest illogicalities, tautologies 
and gross simplifications. Two things are most significant among 
its approach and findings: 1) that the police were “institutionally 
racist”,14 as indeed were the other British institutions such as the 
Judicial system, Civil service, national health service and local 
government, and 2) the inferred thoughts and motivations of 
actors became, in an unprecedented turn in the British context, 
a basis for judgments about culpability for alleged crimes:
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The definition of racism...is that it is anything perceived to be 
racist. The perpetrators of racist activity may not know they are 
racist at all. All they have to do to be so called is to treat people 
in a way which is interpreted as racist. racism is, in short, 
insensitivity to the feelings of members of ethnic minorities...
The notion that the perception of a fact makes it a fact is a legal 
and philosophical monstrosity. if it is proposed, as indeed the 
report does, to make unwitting racism legal offence, the only 
evidence relevant to a judgment about whether an admitted 
or act constituted an offence would be the assertion by the 
plaintiff that an offence had been committed.15

The hook around which this orwellian, or perhaps 
mcCartheyian16 intrusion into the minds of actors was organized 
was “unwittingness”:

it (the report) switched attention...away from observable 
conduct, words or gestures towards the police officer’s 
“unwitting” thoughts and conduct. But how could the 
macpherson inquiry know what was in an officer’s 
unconscious mind – except through the failure of the police 
to be effective in the investigation of a racist crime? This 
definition puts charges of racism outside the boundaries of 
proof or rebuttal.17

so preoccupied was the report with eradicating “unwitting 
racism” that it was “willing to contemplate the imposition of 
a police state to achieve its aims. For this alone one should 
condemn the mentality that produced it. it is deeply illiberal in 
spirit”.18 despite its illiberalism, and its “intellectual confusion 
and moral cowardice”19 the report, as noted, passed quickly into 
orthodoxy and injected into civil society the notion that all whites 
are racist whether they know it or not, and that it is immoral 
– indeed in some cases criminal, to offend the sensibilities of 
ethnic minorities. The acceptance of both these notions proved 
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to be, in official and institutional circles, inimical to honest and 
open debate about Britain’s experiment in multiculturalism. A 
perfect storm of events and processes had formed to produce a 
lastingly important shift in policy and thinking, as “the fateful 
meeting of the stricken lawrences, an unworldly high Court 
judge, a feckless social-affairs intelligentsia, and what is currently 
fashionable in political militancy”20 combined to finally move 
robust discussions of race and multiculturalism beyond the pale. 
later in the decade, the true extent of the fecklessness of Britain’s 
governing political elite became apparent. Andrew neather, a 
former new labor advisor, caused something of a political storm 
in 2009 when he suggested that, in the early 2000s, new labor 
had loosened immigration controls, implicitly and at least in part, 
in order to further diversify Britain as an attack on “the right” in 
particular and conservative notions of British national identity 
and opposition to multiculturalism.21

This implicit ideological commitment to diversity as an 
inherent social good should be placed in context as one of 
perhaps three key dynamics in a process that underpinned 
Britain’s second, and unforeseen, phase of post-war mass 
immigration from the mid 1990s on. The first of these was 
the liberalization of arrangements for incoming workers at 
the behest of business interests, in the context of new labor’s 
conversion to neo-liberal principles, a booming economy, and 
the expansion of the european union;22 the second was an 
explosion of organized people smuggling and a consequent 
upsurge in successful applications for asylum -an aspect of 
developments in the global economy of organized crime as 
well as migration;23 and the third was, indeed, a deeply held 
belief among many of those on the progressive left - many of 
whom, as noted, had cut their political teeth in the anti-racism 
movement of the 1970s and 1980s – that the extension of 
diversity in Britain was a desirable goal per se and offered, 
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since labor had by now drastically severed most of its roots to 
the white working class that spawned it, an arena in which to 
continue to apply its rhetoric of “progress”, social justice and 
equality,24 and - of course - to claim moral superiority over 
the Conservatives.25 A key aspect of new labor’s bequest 
to Britain then has been a startlingly high level of migration 
“churn”, even for a society at the leading edge of globalization, 
accompanied by the saturation of Britain’s institutions and 
media with the rhetoric of desirable diversity and the cementing 
of macpherson’s “institutional racism” as an unarguable truth. 
Because of this the social and psychological effects of rapid 
and profound demographic and cultural change are only 
now emerging as a subject for civilized debate; it is, in fact, 
no longer possible to ignore them. in 2010, according to the 
widely respected British social Attitudes report,26 a majority 
of the population in Britain believed that multiculturalism has 
been a failure, with 52% considering the country to be deeply 
divided along religious lines; a further 45% say that religious 
diversity has had a negative impact on the country. similar 
research by youGov in 2010 found that 58% of respondents 
linked islam with extremism and 69% believed it encouraged 
the repression of women.27 These fears about the effects of the 
establishment of muslim communities should be understood 
in two closely connected ways: first, as an aspect of broader 
concerns about social and cultural cohesion, with muslims 
being not only widely seen as the most “other” of Britain’s 
diverse communities but also the most challenging to older 
British norms, whether these be social, cultural, religious or 
legal; these concerns must be set in the context of the profound 
demographic change Britain saw throughout the 2000s.28

in fact, this deep public anxiety about the Britain’s new 
phase of “super-diversity”29 should come as no surprise to 
anybody familiar with robert Puttnam’s research for “e Pluribus 
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unum: diversity and Community in the Twenty-First Century”30 
which found, disturbingly, a clear correlation (in the united 
states) between increasing levels of diversity and, among 
other things, declining levels of trust, individual happiness 
and assessments of quality of life, and confidence in local 
governance. The research model used by Putnam has since 
been replicated in the netherlands, with similar results and the 
same overall conclusion.31 Though both studies assert that the 
decline in trust is not a permanent phenomenon but rather a 
characteristic of societies in transition, the debate over Putnam’s 
decision to delay publication of his findings in full until he had 
formulated recommendations for positively handling increasing 
diversity through social policy led some to conclude that the 
latter represent a form of wishful thinking not strongly supported 
by his initial research.32 

Whether temporary or otherwise, levels of trust appear to 
be extremely low in Britain, according to recent research. For 
example, the BBC reported in January 2009 that people under 
50 years of age in Britain appear to experience the lowest levels 
of trust and belonging in europe, based on research conducted 
by new economics Foundation (on the basis of data taken from 
the 2006-07 europe social survey).33 reports of research of 
this kind now feature regularly in the British media, and play 
their role in late modernity’s ‘feedback loop’ of reflexivity,34 
as individuals absorb and process findings about their society 
and its characteristics, in many cases perhaps heightening the 
sense that something is deeply wrong. such low levels of trust 
– in others, and in the public sphere – are of course inimical to 
the flourishing of the cosmopolitan imagination. But at a more 
practical level, that of everyday interaction, of conviviality 
and conflict in real communities, forms of ambiguously 
cosmopolitan “multiculturalism from below”35 are emerging – 
and emerging strongly.
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Multicultural London English and an actually  
existing multiculture

it may have seemed strange to some, in the aftermath of the 
english riots of August of 2011, to see the mainstream media 
poring over the language used by many of the rioters. What 
was being said on various social media sites by participants, 
as the riots raged, came in for particular attention. There are, 
in fact, precedents for this preoccupation with forms of speech 
as social markers, since British society has long been acutely 
class and accent conscious. But on this occasion there may 
have been something more troubling going on than the usual 
fun and games with language and social stereotypes; a sense 
that a “socially excluded” underclass has become worryingly 
entrenched, and that the language spoken by many of the young 
rioters, drawn from london’s increasingly marginalized social 
housing estates (projects), was somehow implicated in this. 
The emergence of this dialect, which is called multicultural 
london english (mle) by sociolinguists, and “Jafaican” by the 
popular media, is of the utmost significance to any attempt to 
understand what an actually existing multiculture looks like, 
shorn of diversity ideology and wishful thinking. 

As far back as 2001, research by educationalists found 
that well over 300 languages and dialects were being spoken 
by children and teenagers in london’s schools.36 it is this 
exceptionally diverse linguistic environment that has formed 
the “feature pool” from which mle has emerged.37 more recent 
research being conducted into the phenomenon, led by Paul 
kerswill at lancaster university and Jenny Cheshire at Queen 
mary, university of london,38 finds that the new speech form is 
unique insofar as it is being spoken in more or less the same way 
by young people of all ethnic backgrounds; this is not a mere 
slang, but a dialect (or “multiethnolect”) that emerges out of a 
sphere of multiculture – of everyday, shared, lived experience 
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and negotiation. mle derives, it is suggested, from four main 
sources: Caribbean Creoles, most notably Jamaican – a 
cornerstone of london street speech for decades and the reason 
why many non-speakers of mle “hear” it as “black”; former 
colonial englishes (e.g. those of south Asia and West Africa); 
Cockney, the now fading dialect of the old london working 
class; and “learner varieties” – unguided second language 
acquisition through friendship groups. The research further 
confirms a convergence on mle across inner london, with the 
dialect being spoken within the same parameters by all ethno-
cultural groups in the relevant areas, though, more specifically, 
the primary innovators are male non-Anglo teenagers and Anglo 
teenagers with non-Anglo networks. indeed, this increasing 
convergence in london may be part of a far wider phenomenon, 
with examples of the use of mle (or a closely related regional 
equivalent) evident farther afield, in Birmingham, Bristol and 
manchester.39 All of this, unsurprisingly, has reignited a debate 
the British love to have about the “dumbing down” of the 
english language;40 but this time round, in the aftermath of 
the riots and their frighteningly nihilistic assault on norms of 
public behavior, the stakes are higher than usual. Arguments 
about the coarsening of language, and the imprisoning effects 
of restrictive language codes, are emerging from some unlikely 
places. For example lindsay Johns, a self-defined “hip hop 
intellectual”, argues that the young people he mentors in south 
london are becoming trapped – linguistically, educationally, 
socially – by “ghetto grammar” and cannot “code switch” their 
way out.41 This is a key issue from a linguistic point of view, 
as it pertains to the question of whether or not young people 
are able to move between different languages, dialects or 
registers of speech. lindsay’s fear is that young people who do 
not – who cannot – do this may be psychologically trapped in 
highly restrictive lifeworlds. This, after all, is a language much 
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more of performance than reflection. This sense of restriction is 
important more generally; the parts of london from which mle 
emerged appear, over the last decade or so, to be contracting 
too, as neighborhood affiliations intensify in an increasingly 
dog-eat-dog atmosphere; the emergence of “postcode gangs” 
represents a new kind of hyper-territorialism at the heart of one 
of the world’s great global cities. John Pitts’ work on “reluctant 
gangsters” argues that it is becoming increasingly difficult for 
young people to opt out of these street level affiliations.42 
some good news here might be that these tiny neighborhood 
identifications are now primary for many people – which is to 
say that they may be post-racial; it is the “end” you come from 
that matters, by and large, in the capital’s patchwork culture 
of violent territorialism, not your ethnicity. 

But the bad news is arguably worse than the good news 
is good; this convergence on mle among young londoners 
seems to represent a kind of double-restriction: of urban space 
and of the mind. And these restrictions are taking place against 
a backdrop of acute crisis for disadvantaged young people: at 
present Britain is looking at over 20% unemployment among its 
young,43 functional illiteracy among teens is at 17%44 and the 
country has one of the lowest social mobility rates in europe, 
according to a 2010 study by the oeCd.45 

many of the accounts of this crisis, however, have not 
encompassed all its (decidedly un-cosmopolitan) dimensions, 
constrained as they have been by PC and the liberal orthodoxies 
around race and racism. But Professor Gus John, the Guyanan 
born writer and activist who has been working in Afro-Caribbean 
community empowerment and education in Britain for decades, 
has recently said what white, liberally minded sociolinguists will 
not: that much of the violent dysfunction and pain experienced 
by Britain’s multi-ethnic underclass is, to a significant extent, 
generated from within its own patterns of culture. 
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John’s voice, coming as it does from “within”, amounts to a 
cry of despair that demands recognition of the true scale of the 
problem. it does not sit especially well with the conventional 
wisdom now routinely employed by the state, that minorities 
are the passive victims of institutional racism and externally 
imposed, top-down social injustices. earlier in 2011, before the 
riots occurred, Professor John called for a “peoples’ inquiry” into 
“Gun and knife-enabled murders in the African Community”. 
Again, the question of language and its brutalization was at the 
centre of things:

no “black talk”, street language or slang should contain 
nonchalant sayings like “he was duppied”, meaning that he 
was shot or stabbed to death; or he “got a wig”, meaning 
that he was shot in the head. All of that represents a measure 
of brutality and barbarism that dehumanizes not just the 
perpetrators but the entire community and society46.

regardless of the fact that public faith in state multiculturalism 
is much weakened, the British have a major challenge to deal 
with: to try and “mainstream” a globalized, multi-ethnic 
underclass, coherent enough to produce a genuine multiculture 
but largely immobilized in increasingly territorial and socially 
dysfunctional neighborhoods. solving the problem of an 
entrenched and nihilistic youth culture, in particular, is not 
going to be easy. it will be more difficult still if those responsible 
for tackling the problem cannot move beyond the dominant 
political and academic narrative - in which what is not said 
is usually at least as important as what is - that has it that the 
sufferings and social pathologies experienced by the underclass 
are entirely somebody else’s doing. And this would entail, among 
other things,47 an end to the condescending pretence that mle 
is anything more than a rudimentary and limiting form of street 
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speech that can do nothing but perpetuate the entrapment of 
its speakers in their increasingly primitive “endz”.

Conclusion
Though it does not much resemble the imaginings of new 

labor’s diversity ideologues, Britain has produced at least one 
genuine, and largely post-racial, youth multiculture. But how 
“cosmopolitan” is the milieu from which mle emerges? do the 
violence, nihilism and cultural poverty of this world mean that 
it can ever be regarded as cosmopolitan in anything other than 
a minimal sense – if that? does the deracination of street life 
in “socially excluded” neighborhoods form the foundation for 
something more positive and genuinely cosmopolitan further 
down the line? none of these questions is easy to answer at 
this time. But one thing is clear – that essentialist, top-down 
diversity policies cause as much resentment as they remove 
and have therefore become part of the problem they were 
designed to solve. The closing down of honest public debate 
on the cultural politics of race and ethnicity, and the turning 
of a blind eye to the gradual development of a dysfunctional 
and frequently murderous youth multiculture – because young 
people from minority backgrounds have made the running in 
it – are of a piece. Both have undermined the efforts of mature 
people of goodwill from all backgrounds to give Britain, little 
by little, and day by day, a more genuinely open, cosmopolitan 
character.
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articulating the concerns of many and was right to draw attention to 
the dialect being spoken by so many on the street in london – because 
it matters.
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THE IMPLICIT COSMOPOLITANISM  
OF JUdGMENTS OF TASTE

1Mihály SziláGyi-Gál*

The roots of kant’s theory of cosmopolitanism in his practical 
philosophy is well-known.1 The following considerations 
attempt to specifiy some of the notions and arguments on 
the potential of kant’s aesthetics for political theory. Certain 
elements of kant’s theory of judgments of taste indicate either 
the possibility of a political philosophy that fundamentally 
emerges from this particular aesthetics, or at least a set of 
thoughts which harmonize with kant’s cosmopolitanism as 
his finalized political theory. (one of the earliest – though 
not accurate2 – interpreters of kant’s critique of taste as a 
work of political ideas (and ideals) on the universal human 
anthropology of mankind was Friedrich schiller, especially 
in his work, The Aesthetic Education of Mankind in a Series 
of Letters, published in 1795. Thus the challenge to identify 
any systematic relationship between kant’s aesthetics and 
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his political thinking had been on the agenda almost since as 
early as he was still alive.) The common thesis (if any) of those 
interpretations which attempt to identify such elements is that 
there is a clear relationship between kant’s critique of taste 
on the one hand and his works in which his political theory is 
explicit on the other.3 i consider that beyond the controversies 
concerning this hypothesis, the moral/anthropological unity of 
mankind that kant postulates in his cosmopolitanism is present 
in indeed his critique of judgments of taste.

There are two major types of such thought elements: the 
teleology of nature of which human realization is supposed to be 
the cosmopolitan existence as well as the idea of community as 
put forward in kant’s critique of taste in which the constitutive 
moments of judgments of taste entail a model of coping with 
the possible judgment of other people as well. With regard to 
teleology it is the concept of “purpose”, in case of judgments 
of taste it is the concept of “sensus communis”, “reflective 
judgment” and “enlarged mind” that have been considered as 
conceptual links between kant’s ideas of political philosophy 
and his aesthetics.

in paragraph 5 of The Critique of Judgment, we learn 
that “taste is the faculty for estimating an object or manner 
of representation through a delight or displeasure ‘without 
any interest’”4 in paragraph 40 he defines taste as “a kind 
of ‘sensus communis’”.5 he defines judgments of taste as 
judgments which refer to the “free play” between imagination 
and understanding:6 “The cognitive powers brought into play 
by this representation are here engaged in a free play, since no 
definite concept restricts them to a particular rule of cognition.”7 
The free play occurs in this spontaneous organization of the 
sensual material into an intellectual form. This is the form of 
the subjective purposefulness that we discover in the free play 
of our own mental faculties while perceiving the object to be 
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judged in terms of its beauty or ugliness. The inner principle of 
this organization offers to the experience a closed teleology. This 
is what kant calls as “purpose without purpose”. kant claims 
that it is the purposefulness as a heuristic principle of nature that 
we necessarily postulate in order to subsume the manifoldness 
we perceive under the laws of understanding, which in turn 
link our concept of nature to our concept of freedom, as the 
final purpose in nature. As a matter of fact the experience of 
the beautiful is the experience of the unique way in which the 
experienced object displays the presence of such a “purpose 
without purpose”.

We learn from paragraph 31 (“deduction of pure aesthetic 
judgments”) that judgments of taste are both generally valid 
and generally un-coercive. This means that despite its general 
validity, a judgment of taste does not necessarily imply general 
agreement. This twofoldness of the individual and public 
element in the validation of judgments of taste has provoked 
controversies.8 The problem is the logical tension between the 
individual character of judgments of taste on the one hand and 
the a priori foundation of their collective validity on the other.9 
Therefore what needs to be explained is how is it possible that 
something pleases merely in the act of judging, without sense 
perception and without a concept, being able at the same time 
as an individual judgment to rely on a rule of delight that can 
be generally valid.

The general validity in question cannot be based either 
upon how other people judge, or be deduced from concepts. 
kant’s specifies the following characteristics of these judgments: 
they are of 1. a priori general validity which is not a logical 
generality based upon concepts but the appropriateness of the 
individual judgment to be generally valid; 2. necessity which 
does not depend on a priori grounds upon which the delight 
in judgments of taste presupposed in everyone could also be 
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claimed from everyone; 3. disinterestedness - the requirement 
which specifies the basic condition of the “purity” of such 
judgments, their independence of any kind of interest in the 
mere existence of the experienced object; 4. communicability 
which – similarly to general validity – is not, an empirical 
requirement, but one that refers to the appropriateness of 
judgments of taste to be communicable. The reason why we 
can share our preferences in matters of taste with others (we can 
communicate them) is due to their partial conceptual character 
that is to say their relatedness to understanding. latzel considers 
that in kant’s interpretation judgments of taste demand for 
recognition from anybody as true claims. latzel argues that this 
requirement relies on kant’s assumption that there is something 
which all men share: understanding.10 The public character of 
individual judgments of taste understood in this way opens up 
the relevance of this aesthetics for political theory. Paragraph 
40 deserves special attention in this respect.

Paragraph 40 offers crucial definitions and clarifications 
concerning the notion of taste and “sensus communis”: 

however, by the name ‘sensus communis’ is to be understood 
the idea of a ’public sense’, i. e. a critical faculty which 
in its reflective act takes account (a priori) of the mode of 
representation of every one else, in order, ’as it were’, to 
weigh its judgment with the collective reason of mankind, and 
thereby avoid the illusion arising from subjective and personal 
conditions which could readily be taken for objective, an 
illusion that would exert a prejudicial influence upon its 
judgment.11 

The idea of a “public sense” is further clarified as follows: 

This is accomplished by weighing the judgment, not so much 
with actual, as rather with the merely possible, judgments of 
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others, and by putting ourselves in the position of every one 
else, as the result of a mere abstraction from the limitations 
which contingently affect our own estimate. 

The passage is a clear explication of the hypothetical, “distanced” 
nature of judgments of taste that is to say, their non-sociological, 
indirect way of taking other people’s possible judgment into 
consideration. it is precisely “the collective reason of mankind” 
that has to be considered rather, than the contingent, subjective 
individual judgment of the other person. Therefore it is the mere 
fact of the subjectivity of the other person (as well as one’s own) 
that has to be taken into consideration rather than the actual 
content of each subjective perspective.

The general requirement of taking the judgment of the 
other person into account is distinct and superior to just being 
influenced by the actual judgment of the other person. kant puts 
forward at this point a philosophical model which postulates 
the fact of the presence of the others. Accordingly the judgment 
the individual anticipates from the others is not supposed to 
be an actual judgment but a possible one. The passage further 
teaches us that by having in mind “the collective reason of 
mankind” while judging, we can eliminate the lasting effect of 
the contingency of our momentary condition; and kant adds 
something interesting, namely that in fact we eliminate the 
“illusion” of taking the influence generated by our subjective 
condition as something objectively valid.

The paragraph indicates the possibility of a broadly 
understood judging that potentially links aesthetic, moral 
and political judging to “sensus communis”. The transfer 
lies where kant explains how the process of self-restriction 
through which we can get rid of our contingent, particular 
determinacy is actually carried out: “This is accomplished by 
weighing the judgment, not so much with actual, as rather 
with the merely possible, judgments of others, and by putting 
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ourselves in the position of every one else, as the result of a 
mere abstraction from the limitations which contingently affect 
our own estimate.”

it is the second part of this passage that hannah Arendt 
links to the notion of imagination, as the act through which 
we can make present something that what is absent. A further 
element that Arendt explores in her reconstruction of kant’s 
aesthetics as an implicit political philosophy, is the main 
idea of this passage namely the requirement of the reversed 
perspective. it is this reversed perspective that finally links 
the epistemological description of the mechanism of “sensus 
communis” to its normative aspect which gradually develops 
into the final link between the meaning of judging as aesthetic, 
moral and political judging.

The a priori uniformity of the act of judging serves 
as the transcendental ground for the social validity and 
“communicability” of the judgments of taste. in kant’s system 
aesthetics or more precisely the aesthetic phenomena appear 
to be the bridge between nature and freedom.12 The possibility 
of a general cosmopolitan existence is deeply present in the 
spirit of the third Critique.13 one could even argue that, as a 
matter of fact the aesthetic spectator and the political spectator 
(“Weltbetrachter”) from the same ideal of world-community. 
The image of such a final development of history which is 
supposed to the fulfilled state of moral maturity (“mündigkeit”) 
appears in kant’s hopes, also as an ethical community – as 
the final end of nature. The idea of the final end of nature is 
in turn part of the aesthetics which is implicit in the teleology 
of the world.

höffe highlights that the human development from nature 
to morality and finally toward culture is systematically placed 
within the entire system of teleology, and he especially refers 
in this respect to paragraphs 83 and 84 in which kant, by the 
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end of his elaboration of the teleological judging returns to 
morality as the final development of the entire teleological world 
order.14 But even though the “teleologia rationis humanae” by 
showing the place for human autonomy within nature bridges 
the gap between nature and freedom, it is still a question, 
whether the causal order of nature satisfies the purpose of 
morality. The problem of the discrepancy between culture and 
morality is the line of thought along which ricouer engages 
into discussing the task of teleology and its relevance for kant’s 
political thinking.

ricouer’s contribution to the understanding of kant’s notion 
of teleology is the analysis of its overlapping meaning between 
kant’s aesthetics, his philosophy of history and the implicit 
political thought this notion entails. it is in this last respect that 
ricouer takes a look on Arendt’s incomplete interpretation of 
kant’s aesthetics as an implicit political philosophy. ricouer’s 
starting point is the relationship between aesthetic and historical 
teleology. he claims that kant’s political philosophy is much 
more elaborated in his philosophy of history than anywhere else. 
he extends kant’s conception of teleology into the direction of 
a theory of political judgment as he calls it.15 in the end ricouer 
comes up with an examination of kant’s notion of teleology 
on three pillars: aesthetics, philosophy of history and political 
philosophy. he identifies a certain notions which form a bridge 
between kant’s aesthetics and kant’s political philosophy.

ricouer identifies the examplarity as the first link between 
aesthetics and political judgment. in his explanation the 
retrospective nature of exemplarity gives a prophetic perspective 
to “reflective judgment” for aesthetics and hope in history. 
The reason for this is that exemplarity runs against natural 
finality. And although there seems to be a tension between the 
visionary stance of historical teleology and the retrospective 
stance of reflection in aesthetic judgment ricouer claims 
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that the solution lies in the hope embedded in the particular 
example. This is the critical distancing inherent in “reflective 
judgment”. Accordingly the lesson we obtain from works of art 
as well as from historical events is only conceivable because 
of the examples. ricouer observes that “disinterestedness” 
and “communicability” go together in the third Critique and 
constitute the “enlarged mind” in paragraph 40 and the final 
realization of the “enlarged mind” is the cosmopolitan point 
of view – the merge of the aesthetic and the political spectator. 
his concluding idea is based on a quote from the eights thesis 
of the Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point 
of View which reflects kant’s all-embracing vision of teleology: 
the hope that finally a universal cosmopolitan condition will 
emerge. ricouer’s conclusion is that the teleological and the 
aesthetic judgment ally in an unwritten political philosophy. 
This could even be read as the final conclusion never written 
by Arendt.

Arendt identifies the following topics of The Critique of 
Judgment as significant for political theory: 

… the particular, whether a fact of nature or an event in history; 
the faculty of judgment as the faculty of man’s mind to deal 
with it; sociability of man as the condition of the functioning 
of this faculty, that is, the insight that men are dependent on 
their fellow men not only because of their having a body and 
physical needs but precisely for their mental faculties - these 
topics, all of them the eminent political significance - that is, 
important for the political - were concerns of kant long before 
he finally, after finishing the critical business (das kritische 
Geschäft), turned to them when he was old.16

The leading step in her interpretation of the relationship 
between the aesthetic and the political realm in the third 
Critique is to consider judgment as a distinct capacity of the 
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mind. Arendt clarifies her claim by highlighting the fact that we 
don’t arrive to judgments as results of logical inferences.17 For 
instance, by judging something as beautiful, our mind doesn’t 
operate in the same way, as by inferring from the premises that 
all men are mortal, socrates is a man, hence socrates is mortal. 
in her interpretation of judgment Arendt points out, that the 
epistemological background of the term as it appears in the third 
Critique relies on the distinction kant makes in the Critique of 
Pure Reason: “subsuming under a concept” and “bringing to a 
concept”. This distinction is equivalent to the one made in the 
third Critique between determinant judgment and reflective 
judgment. Contrary to determinant judgment which subsumes 
the particular under the general rule, reflective judgment derives 
the rule from the particular.

“Judging” was meant to be the title of the third chapter of 
hannah Arendt’s volume The Life of the Mind which due to her 
sudden death had remained unfinished.18 Therefore regarding 
her fundamental ideas on the relationship between aesthetics 
and politics in kant’s third Critique the posterity can only rely 
on her unfinished book, as well as on her lectures on kant’s 
political philosophy, which were supposed to be parts of the 
completed book. Arendt highlights that the main topic of the 
third Critique is reflective judgment. This idea is crucial for 
her argument on the third Critique as kant’s book in political 
philosophy.

The most comprehensive source left as a testimony 
regarding Arendt’s reading of kant is the volume published 
in 1982, which collects her lectures delivered in 1964 at the 
university of Chicago, as well as in 1965, 66 and 70 at the 
new school for social research. The second most important 
source of reconstruction is the unfinished volume The Life of 
the Mind, of which third, finally unwritten part was entitled 
Judgment. There is a widespread view that this last part of the 
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book was supposed to become the final development of her 
understanding of the relationship between the aesthetic and 
the political dimension of kant’s philosophy. it is especially the 
closing chapter of the first part entitled Postscriptum which offers 
clues to grasp how Arendt had conceived the reconstruction of 
this relationship meant to be developed in the last part of the 
volume.19 in her reconstruction of the relationship between the 
political and the aesthetic phenomena Arendt mainly relies on 
The Critique of Judgment. it was first in 1961 when she stated 
in an article entitled Freedom and Politics, that The Critique of 
Judgment carries the seeds of a political philosophy on grounds, 
which are different from the Critique of Practical Reason.

Curtis highlights that the leading element in Arendt’s 
inquiry concerning the relationship between the category of the 
beautiful and the political sphere is the concept of the public. 
According to this neither the concept of the beautiful, nor that 
of the political can be meaningful without two major aspects of 
thinking: the relationship to others as expressed by the kantian 
idea of the enlarged mind that is to say, the human attempt to 
situate oneself into the perspective of the other; and the act of 
judgment on what is good, evil, beautiful, and ugly.

Beiner points out, that the relationship between aesthetics 
and politics in The Critique of Judgment, as well as in Arendt’s 
interpretation of it, can be further decomposed into the triadic 
relationship between the aesthetic, the ethical and the political 
realms, because as a matter of fact, the role taste plays in kant 
is of moral nature. Beiner argues that through the concepts of 
communication, intersubjective approval and common taste, 
Arendt identifies the possibility to fill the gap caused by the 
inexistence of any kind of objective morality, in the moral 
function of taste.20 This function is made possible by the fact that 
judgments of taste are individual and intersubjective at the same 
time. A similar path is taken by kristeva by her consideration 
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that in its kantian context Arendt’s approach on judgment is 
mainly based upon her idea of plurality.21 it is the spectator 
who sees the whole scene, and whose position is fundamentally 
impartial, because he is not involved in the actual events. 
The actor’s goal is to achieve the good opinion (doxa) of the 
spectator. The fact that the public sphere is made up by the 
spectators follows from their permanently being judged by each 
other in their individual judgments: the spectators are in the 
meantime potential spectators of each other. This state of mutual 
experience is what gives birth to common sense, as opposed 
to the private sense – egotism, which also appears in kant as 
insanity, the loss of common sense which means the loss of the 
capability to judge as spectators. socrates’ neighbor referred 
to by Arendt expresses the destiny of the thinking man to be 
always together with somebody: with the neighbor, who is his 
own consciousness. The cognitive fact of the inherent plurality 
of the thinking man is the genuine model of plurality as such, 
to cope with each other’s existence. According to nordmann’s 
interpretation on the implicit political role of imagination in 
Arendt’s kant-reception, the experiment of situating oneself 
into the perspective of the other one is the fundamental model 
of dialogue.22

Arendt has been criticized first of all for her apparent 
aestheticization of politics.23 some of her critics argue from the 
perspective of the consensual communicative politics, others 
argue from the perspective a conception of agonistic performative 
politics. Whereas the consensualists only instrumentalize Arendt 
for their consensual-universalist ends,24 the other part only 
observes in her work the element of “agonistic subjectivity” 
namely, the political ideal of distinctness, that of particularity, 
as against to the political environment of the homogenizing 
rule. mary dietz questions Arendt’s political theory in its 
aesthetic dimension. Criticizing Arendt for the aestheticism 
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and sentimentalism of her theory, dietz points put, that since 
Arendt does not elaborate an action-coordinating theory, she 
doesn’t supply applicable answers to the potential question of 
“what is to be done” in politics.25 Further charges questioned the 
clarity of her elaboration of the relationship between individual 
expression and dialogue,26 as well with the neglect of kant’s 
theory of right as an established element of political theory 
in his works.27 Beyond the controversial answers to the quest 
for the elements of kant’s political thinking in his aesthetics, 
a minimalist approach could possibly state that the critique of 
judgments of taste would be inconceivable without the same 
teleology of which final realization is the cosmopolitan state 
and without the anthropological vision of a society of moral 
adults capable of “enlarged mentality”.
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KANT ON THE AdvANTAGE OF THE 
COSMOPOLITAN PERSPECTIvE

1Edgar VAldEz*

This paper considers the importance of a philosophical 
perspective for achieving kant’s cosmopolitanism. kant tells us 
on many occasions that the highest aim of human nature is a 
cosmopolitan existence. This cosmopolitanism is the aim kant 
conceives in much of his work whether he is speaking of the 
actions of individuals when doing anthropology or prescribing 
morality or if he is considering the relationships between nation 
states as he does in Toward Perpetual Peace. Because of kant’s 
emphasis on international and transnational relations as the 
pinnacle achievement of the telos of human nature, his call for 
a cosmopolitanism is often seen through the paradigm of an 
international or transnational unity. The last two decades have 
been witness to an acceleration of globalization and a greater 
interconnectedness between citizens of the world. This has led 
many to have greater concern for their relation to other citizens 
and other nations and has made kant’s concern for such relations 
far more practical and relevant1. The real emphasis, however, 
of cosmopolitanism is not that of a bigger picture but rather that 
of a clearer picture. namely, cosmopolitanism is not of value 

1  dr. edgar Valdez is a postdoctoral Teaching Fellow at seton hall 
university, new Jersey, united states. his research focuses on 
reexaminations of the philosophy of immanuel kant. he aims to 
revisit aspects of kant’s critical philosophy to identify and explore 
repercussions for various fields of human knowing.
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because it incorporates the concerns or experiences of other 
agents, nations or disciplines. its value is that it allows for the 
highest use of reason, a free, public philosophical one. When 
reason is used locally or doctrinally, it falls short of its aim. only 
when reason is used philosophically, cosmopolitically, can it 
achieve its aim. This isolates philosophy from other disciplines 
and methods. other disciplines without philosophy are unable 
to achieve this cosmopolitan existence. such a characterization, 
however also reorients the goal of philosophy. not only is 
philosophy charged with making possible a cosmopolitanism 
but it also must provide the cosmopolitan view for other 
disciplines. 

much of kant’s critical philosophy is a turn to structure 
over content, to form over matter, to method of investigation 
as opposed to object of investigation. in the first Critique, 
kant turns away from the traditional objects of metaphysics 
and provides an emphasis on a method that looks critically 
at the limits of human knowing. in the same way, in his idea 
for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim, kant seeks 
to offer a new method for doing history. This new method is 
to be less concerned with a recounting of particular facts or 
events and more concerned with what Allen Wood calls “an 
a priori conception of a theoretical program to maximize the 
comprehensibility of human history.”2 What this cosmopolitan 
aim is concerned with is not an account of history that can 
capture more details or have more anecdotes. rather this 
cosmopolitan aim is concerned with making sense of human 
history, with understanding the various events and occasions 
as being threads of a united fabric. This view conceives 
of a cosmopolis as an eschaton of human progress and a 
cosmopolitan history as understanding all that leads to it. on 
its surface this cosmopolis can be seen as a united federation 
of states or as a polity inclusive of all available viewpoints but 
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there is in this cosmopolis an analogous federation of ideas and 
disciplines. When kant speaks of a universal administration of 
public right, this concerns not just a lack of political oppression 
but also a free, public use of reason as it applies to all human 
endeavors. in cosmopolis not only do states or governments 
get along for the sake of a perpetual peace but the method of 
a cosmopolitan view requires the diversity of human inquiry 
and investigation to work towards making sense of human 
history. 

kant suggests that human actions while they are subject to 
the laws of nature, are the appearances of the freedom of the 
will. That is to say, that what human beings do we can only hope 
is a phenomenal representation of an exercise of a noumenal 
freedom of the will.3 A provincial, or non-cosmopolitan aim of 
history concerns itself with retelling narratives or anecdotes. For 
kant, a cosmopolitan aim of history calls for something more:

history, which concerns itself with the narration of these 
appearances, however deeply concealed their causes may 
be, nevertheless allows us to hope from it that if it considers 
the play of the freedom of the will in the large, it can discover 
within it a regular course; and that in this way what meets the 
eye in individual subjects as confused and irregular yet in the 
whole species can be recognized as a steadily progressing 
though slow development of its original predispositions.4

This cosmopolitan aim calls on us to look at the same 
events of human history not merely as coinciding events but 
as elements of a comprehensive understanding of humanity. 
As such, this is a shift in method more than it is a shift in 
object of investigation. it calls on our investigations to think 
of their objects not as they would contribute to this or that 
understanding but to human understanding in general. such a 
method then does not depend upon what is being investigated, 
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it does not draw conclusions from disparate bits of data. rather, 
this method commits to the inclusion of all bits of data in the 
understanding of the human condition. 

For kant, cosmopolis unveils an aim of nature that is not 
revealed by looking at the aims of individuals. This stems not just 
from the flawed and limited nature of particular human beings 
but from the fact that it is only as a species that human beings 
can realize their reasonable faculty, “those predispositions 
whose goal is the use of his reason were to develop completely 
only in the species, but not in the individual.”5 For kant, the 
intrinsic worth of humanity stems from its freedom from the laws 
of nature. To be reasonable then is to exercise that freedom. 
The full expression of reasonableness is then not possible in a 
particular individual but only as a collective, as an expression 
of the reasonableness of humanity in general. 

kant holds that the greatest problem before mankind that 
human nature draws us to is that of a federation of states, 
“a civil society universally administering right.”6 kant goes 
on to elaborate on the principles of such a federation in 
Perpetual Peace but holds that such a society would aim at the 
development of all of humanity’s reasonable dispositions. on 
the level of states, cosmopolis requires “an inwardly and, to 
this end, also externally perfect state constitution, as the only 
condition which it can fully develop all its predispositions in 
humanity.”7 on the level of human inquiry cosmopolis leads 
to enlightenment. 

The enlightened status of cosmopolis should be understood 
in terms of kant’s own account of enlightenment. kant thinks of 
enlightenment as a kind of unity between a purely intelligible 
emancipation and a practical and communal progression. 
he tells us that enlightenment is understanding; it is being 
able to think for oneself; and it is the making use of such 
understanding:
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enlightenment is the human being’s emergence from his 
self-incurred minority. minority is inability to make use of 
one’s own understanding without direction from another. 
This minority is self-incurred when its cause lies not in lack 
of understanding but in lack of resolution and courage to use 
it without direction from another.8

The successes of the enlightenment lie not only in people 
coming to understand things for themselves. They also lie in 
people—as individuals and as communities—having the resolve 
to put into practice what they have come to understand. Thus the 
freedom enlightenment is twofold. it is a free public use of reason 
and it is a freedom act on it. While many modern discussions 
of cosmopolitanism focus on establishing the freedoms of 
global citizens to act in a certain way and be protected from 
oppression and poverty, it is essential to understand the role of 
a free use of reason in a truly cosmopolitan perspective. This 
public use of reason must be understood as being broader than 
an administration of political rights. kant famously criticizes the 
cleric in his private use of reason, 

Thus the use that an appointed teacher makes of his 
reason before his congregation is merely a private us; for a 
congregation, however large a gathering it may be, is still only 
a domestic gathering; and with respect to it he, as a priest, 
is not and cannot be free, since he is carrying out another’s 
commission.9

The use of the clerics reason is private because it is used 
instrumentally at the behest of another. in the same way, our 
use of reason as a world sate would limited if its only uses were 
directed at administering right. 

in her article kant’s Conception of the nation-state and the 
idea of europe, susan shell argues that the guiding principles of 
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the modern european union in fact fall short of kant’s conception 
of a federation of states and his view of cosmopolitanism. in part, 
shell argues that the current understanding of a federation of 
states fails to appreciate the use of reason kant was advocating 
and in turn shift the dynamic to a nationalistic affective unifying 
identity. This kind of federation is not kantian in that it does 
not grasp the richness of the ideal of cosmopolis,

What finally unites the peoples of europe is not some shared 
positive ideal or goal, but only a negative tolerance or 
forbearance—a common relinquishment of the ‘drive’ toward 
an ‘overarching organic-cultural national identity’ displacing 
that of other member states. Citizenship proceeds, not directly, 
through participation in a common civic project, but only 
indirectly, through a reciprocal unwillingness to foist the 
conditions of one’s own sense of belonging upon others.10 

When we think of cosmopolis as merely a lack of fighting, 
a lack of expressed hatred between peoples, we conceive 
of cosmopolis too narrowly. in so doing we conceive of a 
private use of reason. We look to make reason work for us to 
accomplish some end rather than freely follow reason towards 
the human telos. 

kant is quite clear on the fact that this cosmopolis has 
not been realized. We should not, however, be waiting for 
such cosmopolis to engage in cosmopolitan inquiry. Quite 
the contrary, kant suggests that cosmopolitan inquiry is a step 
towards cosmopolis,

A philosophical attempt to work out a universal world history 
according to a plan of nature that aims at the perfect civil 
union of the human species, must be regarded as possible 
and even as furthering this aim of nature.11 
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A cosmopolitan perspective for human inquiry requires 
such inquiry to be more reasonable. When the focus of human 
inquiry is shifted away from the matter or content and towards 
the reasonableness of the inquiry, we have a clearer insight into 
the ends of human reason. it is in this way that kant seeks to 
shift philosophy away from a traditional discipline. it is rather 
a method for all human inquiry. Philosophy allows our aims in 
history, physics and economics to be cosmopolitan:

hitherto the concept of philosophy has been a merely 
scholatstic concept—a concept of a system of knowledge 
which is sought solely in its character as a science and which 
has therefore in view only the systematic unity appropriate to 
science and consequently no more than the logical perfection 
of knowledge. But there is likewise another concept of 
philosophy, a conceptus cosmicus, which has always formed 
the real basis of the term ‘philosophy’, especially when it has 
been as it were personified and its archetype represented in 
the ideal philosopher. on this view, philosophy is the science 
of the relation of all knowledge to the essential ends of human 
reason (teleologia rationis humanae)….12

of course when considering cosmopolitan aims we must 
acknowledge the danger of colonization, a risk on the level 
of states, ideas and inquiry. no doubt a form of cosmopolis 
was used as justification by many imperialists when they sent 
soldiers across borders or professors when they tell world 
history by beginning with Greece13 or many academic vice 
presidents when they eliminated slavic and romance language 
departments to create modern language departments. many of 
these—and many far more pernicious than these—we know 
not to have been motivated by cosmopolitan concerns and 
rather only falsely justified so but is there a danger in these 
kinds of exclusionary, suppressive and sometimes oppressive 
movements resulting from cosmopolitan intentions. kant’s 
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own former student J.G. herder expressed concerns over the 
enlightenment’s eurocentrism. he was particularly worried 
about thinking of the eschaton of human history looking towards 
the happiness of the species or humanity in general and not 
to the happiness of individuals. With the eschaton so located, 
many individuals could have their particular happiness or 
success thwarted for the sake of the ends of humanity. 

The first thing to note is that kant is not himself ignorant 
of such dangers. in fact, arriving at a cosmopolis, whether 
considered in terms of states or inquiry “is at the same time 
the most difficult and the latest to be solved by the human 
species.”14 The interaction of ideas, persons and states seems to 
always find an antagonism in society that those in authority are 
quick to use as a justification for war.15 But the critique of such 
vicious practices is only possible with a cosmopolitan view. 
only under an aim that seeks to make sense of the totality of 
human activity and inquiry can such practices be shown to be 
flawed. it is only without a cosmopolitan aim that we can blind 
ourselves to shortcomings of imperialism. only when thinking 
provincially can a vice president look away from the error of 
eliminating a department of classical languages.16 moreover, 
to adopt a cosmopolitan aim is not to exclude any individual. 
Cosmopolis is not a call for an individual to sacrifice her own 
happiness for the sake of society. rather it is to suggest that 
there are some achievements and successes that belong to no 
individual but instead to humanity in general. This becomes 
even clearer when we situate the discussion in terms of human 
inquiry. There is a coalescence on the part of enlightenment, 
on behalf of thinking philosophically or cosmopolitically that 
belongs to no discipline or school of thought. An ideal university 
achieves its end not through the strength of a particular 
department or the accomplishments of a few of its brightest 
students. rather there is a reasonableness to the ideal university 
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that permeates throughout its departments and students. And 
of course, kant does not conceive of cosmopolis as yielding 
happiness for anyone. kant does not think of cosmopolis as the 
city of God. kant is concerned with a free, public use of reason 
and such use of reason has no guarantees—for individuals 
or collectives—about attaining happiness. Concerns for our 
ultimately happiness, for kant, must rest with faith in God.*2 

There can be a final concern that asks whether or not the 
eschaton of human history is one of a perfection or elevation 
of reason. Could it not perhaps be something less than that 
(chaos or brute animal existence) or perhaps something more 
(glory or divine salvation)? is kant in some way being too 
optimistic in believing in the order and structure of the human 
telos. he suggests that as practical, human beings must have 
faith that there is an order and a telos to human nature and that 
we simply do not have at our disposal the access to make any 
claims about the noumena of human nature. To address this 
question any further with regards to human existence it beyond 
the scope of this paper but when we consider human inquiry, 
without doubt the elevation of human inquiry is to make it most 
reasonable. This i argue occurs only when inquiry is taken on 
with a cosmopolitan aim.

*  elsewhere in this volume there are lengthier discussions of kant’s vision 
of cosmoplis and its relationship to a city of God as well as discussions 
concerning kant’s faith in God as being the way to ensure the highest 
good, a proportionate juxtaposition of virtue and happiness. 
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NOTES
1  At the beginning of Perpetual Peace kant includes a disclaimer—

perhaps facetitiously—that claims that since he sees himself as doing 
political theory and since politicians have no time for political theorists, 
he expects not to be considered as someone making trouble for the 
establishment.

2  Anthropology, history, education, p. 107.
3  kant in many places suggests that what is unique to humanity is a 

personality that is free of the restrictions of the laws of nature. As 
phenomenal human beings, however, our actions will always be 
subject to some laws of nature and so much the way that we must have 
humility in the face of noumena concerning the traditional objects of 
metaphysics, kant suggests we can only hope that our actions represent 
a free will.

4  universal history 8:17.
5  universal history 8:18.
6  universal history 8:22.
7  universal history 8:27.
8  What is enlightenment, 8:35.
9  What is enlightenment, 8:38.
10  idea of europe, p. 239.
11  universal history 8:29.
12  Critique of Pure reason B867.
13  kant goes out of his way to explain that his mention of the Greeks 

here is to point to the first record we have of history not to suggest 
that the first relevant entry in human history is that of the Greek state. 
even with this disclaimer there is room to suggest that kant is guilty 
of this same oversight. An oversight that a cosmopolitan perspective 
would call on us to avoid.

14  universal history 8:23.
15  About this kant seems to suggest that while on the other end of war 

there seems to be a tranquility or order that might move us closer to 
cosmopolis, the wars themselves do not seem to be inevitable. 

16  To give some credit to university administrators i am here not ignoring 
the possible set of constraints that she might address in taking such 
action but whatever those constraints are, they cannot be cosmopolitan. 
it is difficult to see how the elimination of the study of any language 
moves the narrative of human history towards its eschaton, towards 
its most reasonable. 
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Families
2. sarah grunberg – Phd student, Graduate school for social 
research, Warsaw, Poland – Racial Difference in an Extremely 
Homogenous Society
3. dr. malte Fuhrmann – researcher orient institut istanbul - 
On Port City Societies and Cosmopolitanism
4.(Chair/rapporteur) Dan Lazea – Post-doctoral researcher, 
new europe College, Bucharest, romania – Discussion

13.00 – 14.30: Lunch break
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Day 1 – 21st of October, 2011

Regular session:
14.30 – 19.00: Session 3. Cosmopolitan Politics

Keynote speakers:
Garrett W. Brown (University of Sheffield) – Responding 
to Global Challenges in a Multipolar World: Understanding 
Cosmopolitanism as the new Realism
Speranţa DumiTru (Université Paris Descartes) – Is global 
equality of opportunity compatible with citizenship

Participants:
1. Alessio cAlAbrese – Phd Candidate in Philosophy and 
Bioethics, Faculty of Philosophy, university of naples “Federico 
ii”, italy – The problem of the “right to compel” in the present 
perspective of a cosmopolitan right
2. kjartan koch MikAlsen – Phd Candidate, department of 
Philosophy norwegian university of science and Technology, 
Trondheim, norway – Cosmopolitan Defense of State 
Sovereignty
3. Ciprian Niţu – Phd Candidate, Political science department, 
West University of Timişoara, Romania – Cosmopolitanism as 
a Paradigm in Contemporary Political Theory
4. (Chair/rapporteur) Camil Pârvu – Post-doctoral Fellow, new 
europe College, Bucharest, romania – Discussion

19.00-20.30: Dinner
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Day 2: 22nd of October, 2011

Regular session:
9.00 – 13.00: Session 4. Kant’s Cosmopolitan Ideal

Keynote speakers:
Gary banham (KanT sTuDies onLine, UK) – Cosmopolitan Right 
and Universal Citizenship
Sorin baiaşu (Keele University, UK) – Cosmopolitanism and 
the Highest Political Good

Participants:
1. kostas koukouzelis - Phd, lecturer at the Philosophy & 
social studies department, university of Crete, rethymnon, 
Greece – Republican citizenship and public use of reason from 
a cosmopolitan point of view
2. enikö Ferencz – Phd student, department of Philosophy, 
Babeş-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania – Kant’s 
Cosmopolitanism
3. edgar VAldez – Phd, Postdoctoral Teaching Fellow, seton 
hall university, new york – Kant on the Advantage of the 
Cosmopolitan Perspective
4. Andrej mitic – Phd student, Faculty of law, university of 
nis, serbia : New reading of Immanuel Kant’s Philosophy of 
Law:  The Idea of  Cosmopolitan Democracy
5. (Chair/rapporteur) Áron TeLegDi-CseTri, – Post-doctoral 
reseracher, new europe College, romania – Discussion

13.00 – 14.30: Lunch break
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Program of the Workshop

Day 2: 22nd of October, 2011

14.30 – 17.00: Round table.
rapporteurs Tamara Cărăuş, Dan Lazea, Camil Pârvu and Áron 
TeLegDi-CseTri introduce the issues from their respective sessions, 
proposing discussion topics for all participants.

17.00 – 17.30: Coffee break

17.30 – 18.30: final discussion
Based on the rapporteurs’ and the main speakers’ proposals, 
future plans and practical actions are discussed and initiated.

Note: 
This event is organized under the research project “The 

Political radicalization of the kantian idea of Philosophy in 
a Cosmopolitan sense”, supported by ueFisCdi, contract nr. 
61/05.08.2010

This work was supported by CnCs-ueFisCdi,  project 
number Pn-ii-id-We-2011-014

This event is organized with the support of the Faculty of 
Political science of the university of Bucharest.
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NEW EurOPE FOuNdATiON 
NEW EurOPE COllEGE

institute for Advanced Study

New Europe College (NEC) is an independent romanian institute 
for advanced study in the humanities and social sciences 
founded in 1994 by Professor Andrei Pleşu (philosopher, art 
historian, writer, romanian minister of Culture, 1990–1991, 
romanian minister of Foreign Affairs, 1997-1999) within the 
framework of the New Europe Foundation, established in 1994 
as a private foundation subject to romanian law.

its impetus was the New Europe Prize for Higher Education and 
Research, awarded in 1993 to Professor Pleşu by a group of six 
institutes for advanced study (the Center for Advanced study in 
the Behavioral sciences, stanford, the institute for Advanced 
study, Princeton, the national humanities Center, research 
Triangle Park, the netherlands institute for Advanced study 
in humanities and social sciences, Wassenaar, the swedish 
Collegium for Advanced study in the social sciences, uppsala, 
and the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin).

since 1994, the neC community of fellows and alumni has 
enlarged to over 500 members. in 1998 the new europe 
College was awarded the prestigious Hannah Arendt Prize for 
its achievements in setting new standards in research and higher 
education. new europe College is officially recognized by the 
romanian ministry of education, research and innovation as an 
institutional structure for postgraduate studies in the humanities 
and social sciences, at the level of advanced studies.
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Focused primarily on research at an advanced level, neC strives 
to create an institutional framework with strong international 
links that offers to the young scholars and academics in the fields 
of humanities and social sciences from romania, and to the 
foreign scholars invited as fellows working conditions similar to 
those in the West, and provides a stimulating environment for 
interdisciplinary dialogue and critical debates. The academic 
programs neC coordinates and the events it organizes aim 
at promoting contacts between romanian scholars and their 
peers worldwide, at cultivating the receptivity of academics 
and researchers in romania for fields and methods as yet not 
firmly established here, thus contributing to the development 
of a core of gifted young academics and scholars, expected to 
play a significant role in the renewal of research and higher 
education in romania.
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Academic programs currently organized and  
coordinated by NEC:

●  NEC Fellowships (since 1994)
 each year, up to ten neC Fellowships for outstanding young 

romanian scholars in the humanities and social sciences are 
publicly announced. The Fellows are chosen by the neC 
international Academic Advisory Board for the duration of 
one academic year (october through July). They gather for 
weekly seminars to discuss the progress of their research, 
and participate in all the scientific events organized by neC. 
The Fellows receive a monthly stipend for the duration of 
nine months, and are given the opportunity of a one–month 
research trip abroad, at a university or research institute of 
their choice. At the end of the academic year, the Fellows 
submit papers representing the results of their research, 
which are published in the new europe College yearbooks. 
This program also includes a number of international 
fellowships. 

●  Ştefan Odobleja Fellowships (since October 2008)
 The fellowships given in this program are supported by 

the national Council of scientific research in higher 
education, and are meant to complement and enlarge the 
core fellowship program. The definition of these fellowships 
is identical with those in the neC Program, in which the 
odobleja Fellows are integrated. 

●  The GE-NEC III Fellowships Program 
(since October 2009)

 A new program supported by the Getty Foundation started 
this academic year. it proposes a research on, and a 
reassessment of romanian art during the interval 1945 – 
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2000, that is, since the onset of the Communist regime in 
romania up to recent times, through contributions coming 
from young scholars attached to the new europe College 
as Fellows. As in the previous programs supported by the 
Getty Foundation at the neC, this program will also include 
a number of invited guest lecturers, whose presence is 
meant to ensure a comparative dimension of the program, 
and to strengthen the methodological underpinnings of the 
research conducted by the Fellows.

●  The Black Sea Link (starting in October 2010)
 Th i s  Fe l lowsh ip  P rog ram,  sponso red  by  the 

Volkswagenstiftung, invites young researchers from 
moldova, ukraine, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, as 
well as from other countries within the Black sea region, 
for a stay of one or two terms at the new europe College, 
during which they will have the opportunity to work on 
projects of their choice. The program welcomes a wide 
variety of disciplines in the fields of humanities and social 
sciences. Besides hosting a number of Fellows, the College 
will organize within this program workshops and symposia 
on topics relevant to the history, present, and prospects of 
this region.

Other fellowship programs organized since the founding 
of New Europe College:

●  RELINK Fellowships (1996–2002)
 The relink Program targeted highly qualified young 

romanian scholars returning from studies or research 
stays abroad. Ten relink Fellows were selected each year 
through an open competition; in order to facilitate their 
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reintegration in the local scholarly milieu and to improve 
their working conditions, a support lasting three years 
was offered, consisting of: funds for acquiring scholarly 
literature, an annual allowance enabling the recipients to 
make a one–month research trip to a foreign institute of 
their choice in order to sustain existing scholarly contacts 
and forge new ones, and the use of a laptop computer 
and printer. Besides their individual research projects, 
the relink fellows of the last series were also required to 
organize outreach actives involving their universities, for 
which they received a monthly stipend. neC published 
several volumes comprising individual or group research 
works of the relink Fellows.

●  The NEC–LINK Program (2003 - 2009)
 drawing on the experience of its neC and relink 

Programs in connecting with the romanian academic 
milieu, neC initiated in 2003, with support from hesP, 
a program that aimed to contribute more consistently to 
the advancement of higher education in major romanian 
academic centers (Bucharest, Cluj–Napoca, iaşi, Timişoara). 
Teams consisting of two academics from different 
universities in romania, assisted by a Phd student, offered 
joint courses for the duration of one semester in a discipline 
within the fields of humanities and social sciences. The 
program supported innovative courses, conceived so as 
to meet the needs of the host universities. The grantees 
participating in the Program received monthly stipends, a 
substantial support for ordering literature relevant to their 
courses, as well as funding for inviting guest lecturers 
from abroad and for organizing local scientific events.
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●  The GE–NEC I and II Programs 
(2000 – 2004, and 2004 – 2007)

 new europe College organized and coordinated two 
cycles in a program financially supported by the Getty 
Foundation. its aim was to strengthen research and education 
in fields related to visual culture, by inviting leading 
specialists from all over the world to give lectures and hold 
seminars for the benefit of romanian undergraduate and 
graduate students, young academics and researchers. This 
program also included 10–month fellowships for romanian 
scholars, chosen through the same selection procedures 
as the neC Fellows (see above). The Ge–neC Fellows 
were fully integrated in the life of the College, received 
a monthly stipend, and were given the opportunity of 
spending one month abroad on a research trip. At the 
end of the academic year the Fellows submitted papers 
representing the results of their research, to be published 
in the Ge–neC yearbooks series.

●  NEC Regional Fellowships (2001 - 2006)
 in 2001 new europe College introduced a regional 

dimension to its programs (hitherto dedicated solely to 
romanian scholars), by offering fellowships to academics 
and researchers from south–eastern europe (Albania, 
Bosnia and herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, The 
Former yugoslav republic of macedonia, the republic 
of moldova, montenegro, serbia, slovenia, and Turkey). 
This program aimed at integrating into the international 
academic network scholars from a region whose 
scientific resources are as yet insufficiently known, and 
to stimulate and strengthen the intellectual dialogue at 
a regional level. regional Fellows received a monthly 
stipend and were given the opportunity of a one–month 



255

New Europe College

research trip abroad. At the end of the grant period, the 
Fellows were expected to submit papers representing the 
results of their research, published in the neC regional 
Program yearbooks series.

●  The Britannia–NEC Fellowship (2004 - 2007)
 This fellowship (1 opening per academic year) was offered by 

a private anonymous donor from the u.k. it was in all respects 
identical to a neC Fellowship. The contributions of Fellows 
in this program were included in the neC yearbooks.

●  The Petre Ţuţea Fellowships (2006 – 2008, 2009 - 2010)
 in 2006 neC was offered the opportunity of opening a 

fellowships program financed the romanian Government 
though its department for relations with the romanians 
living Abroad. Fellowships are granted to researchers of 
romanian descent based abroad, as well as to romanian 
researchers, to work on projects that address the cultural 
heritage of the romanian diaspora. Fellows in this program 
are fully integrated in the College’s community. At the end 
of the year they submit papers representing the results of 
their research, to be published in the bilingual series of 
the Petre Ţuţea Program publications.

●  Europa Fellowships (2006 - 2010)
 This fellowship program, financed by the Volkswagenstiftung, 

proposes to respond, at a different level, to some of the 
concerns that had inspired our Regional Program. under 
the general title Traditions of the New Europe. A Prehistory 
of European Integration in South-Eastern Europe, Fellows 
work on case studies that attempt to recapture the earlier 
history of the european integration, as it has been taking 
shape over the centuries in south–eastern europe, thus 
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offering the communitarian europe some valuable vestiges 
of its less known past. 

●  Robert Bosch Fellowships (2007 - 2009)
 This fellowship program, funded by the robert Bosch 

Foundation, supported young scholars and academics from 
Western Balkan countries, offering them the opportunity to 
spend a term at the new europe College and devote to their 
research work. Fellows in this program received a monthly 
stipend, and funds for a one-month study trip to a university/
research center in Germany.

new europe College has been hosting over the years an ongoing 
series of lectures given by prominent foreign and romanian 
scholars, for the benefit of academics, researchers and 
students, as well as a wider public. The College also organizes 
international and national events (seminars, workshops, 
colloquia, symposia, book launches, etc.). 

An important component of neC is its library, consisting of 
reference works, books and periodicals in the humanities, social 
and economic sciences. The library holds, in addition, several 
thousands of books and documents resulting from private 
donations. it is first and foremost destined to service the fellows, 
but it is also open to students, academics and researchers from 
Bucharest and from outside it. 

***

Beside the above–described programs, new europe Foundation 
and the College expanded their activities over the last years 
by administering, or by being involved in the following major 
projects:
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In the past:

●  The Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for Religious Studies 
towards the EU Integration (2001–2005)

 Funding from the Austrian ludwig Boltzmann Gesellschaft 
enabled us to select during this interval a number of associate 
researchers, whose work focused on the sensitive issue of 
religion related problems in the Balkans, approached from 
the viewpoint of the eu integration. Through its activities 
the institute fostered the dialogue between distinct religious 
cultures (Christianity, islam, Judaism), and between 
different confessions within the same religion, attempting 
to investigate the sources of antagonisms and to work 
towards a common ground of tolerance and cooperation. 
The institute hosted international scholarly events, issued 
a number of publications, and enlarged its library with 
publications meant to facilitate informed and up-to-date 
approaches in this field. 

●  The Septuagint Translation Project (since 2002)
 This project aims at achieving a scientifically reliable 

translation of the septuagint into romanian by a group of 
very gifted, mostly young, romanian scholars, attached to 
the neC. The financial support is granted by the romanian 
foundation Anonimul. seven of the planned nine volumes 
have already been published by the Polirom Publishing 
House in iaşi. 

●  The Excellency Network Germany – South–Eastern 
Europe Program (2005 - 2008) 

 The aim of this program, financed by the hertie Foundation, 
has been to establish and foster contacts between scholars 
and academics, as well as higher education entities from 
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Germany and south–eastern europe, in view of developing 
a regional scholarly network; it focused preeminently 
on questions touching upon european integration, such 
as transnational governance and citizenship. The main 
activities of the program consisted of hosting at the new 
europe College scholars coming from Germany, invited to 
give lectures at the College and at universities throughout 
romania, and organizing international scientific events with 
German participation. 

●  The ethnoArc Project–Linked European Archives for 
Ethnomusicological Research  

 An European Research Project in the 6th Framework 
Programme: Information Society Technologies–Access to 
and Preservation of Cultural and Scientific Resources (2006-
2008)

 The goal of the ethnoArc project (which started in 2005 
under the title From Wax Cylinder to Digital Storage with 
funding from the ernst von siemens music Foundation 
and the Federal ministry for education and research 
in Germany) was to contribute to the preservation, 
accessibility, connectedness and exploitation of some 
of the most prestigious ethno-musicological archives in 
europe (Bucharest, Budapest, Berlin, and Geneva), by 
providing a linked archive for field collections from different 
sources, thus enabling access to cultural content for various 
application and research purposes. The project was run by 
an international network, which included: the “Constantin 
Brăiloiu” institute for Ethnography and Folklore, Bucharest; 
Archives internationales de musique Populaire, Geneva; 
the ethno-musicological department of the ethnologic 
museum Berlin (Phonogramm Archiv), Berlin; the institute 
of musicology of the hungarian Academy of sciences, 
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Budapest; Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin (Coordinator), 
Berlin; new europe College, Bucharest; Fokus Fraunhofer 
institute for open Communication systems, Berlin.

Ongoing projects:

 The Medicine of the Mind and Natural Philosophy in Early 
Modern England: A new Interpretation of Francis Bacon (A 
project under the aegis of the european research Council 
(erC) starting Grants scheme) – in cooperation with the 
Warburg institute, school of Advanced study, london (since 
december 2009)

 Business Elites in Romania: Their Social and Educational 
Determinants and their Impact on Economic Performances. 
This is the romanian contribution to a joint project with the 
university of sankt Gallen, entitled Markets for Executives 
and Non-Executives in Western and eastern Europe, and 
financed by the national swiss Fund for the development 
of scientific research (sCoPes) (since december 2009)

 Civilization. Identity. Globalism. Social and Human 
Studies in the Context of European Development (A 
project in the development of human resources, under 
the aegis of the national Council of scientific research) 
– in cooperation with the romanian Academy (starting 
october 2010)

 The EURIAS Fellowship Programme, a project initiated 
by netiAs (network of european institutes for Advanced 
study), coordinated by the rFieA (network of French 
institutes for Advanced study), and co-sponsored by the 
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european Commission’s 7th Framework Programme - 
CoFund action. it is an international researcher mobility 
programme in collaboration with 14 participating institutes 
of Advanced study in Berlin, Bologna, Brussels, Bucharest, 
Budapest, Cambridge, helsinki, Jerusalem, lyons, nantes, 
Paris, uppsala, Vienna, Wassenaar. The programme will 
issue its first call in the nearest future.

 DOCSOC, Excellency, Innovation and Interdisciplinarity 
in doctoral and postdoctoral studies in sociology  
(A project in the development of human resources, 
under the aegis of the national Council of scientific 
research) – in cooperation with the university of 
Bucharest (starting July 2010)

other projects are in the making, often as a result of initiatives 
coming from fellows and alumni of the neC. 
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Present Financial Support 
The state secretariat for education and research of 

switzerland
The Federal ministry for education and research of Germany
The Federal ministry for education, science and Culture of 

Austria
le ministère Français des Affaires etrangères – Ambassade de 

France en roumanie
The ministry of education, research and innovation – the 

executive Agency for higher education and research 
Funding, romania

zuger kulturstiftung landis & Gyr, zug, switzerland
stifterverband für die deutsche Wissenschaft (daimlerChrysler–

Fonds, marga und kurt möllgaard–stiftung, salomon 
oppenheim–stiftung, and a member firm), essen, 
Germany

Porticus düsseldorf, Germany
Volkswagenstiftung, hanover, Germany
The Getty Foundation, los Angeles, usA
The swiss national science Foundation, Bern, switzerland
seventh Framework Programme of the european Communities, 

erC executive Agency

Sponsors
The Adevărul holding – Foreign Policy, romania
The romanian union of Architects (uAr)
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New Europe College -- Directorate
Dr. Dr. h.c. mult. Andrei PLEŞU, Rector
Professor of Philosophy of religion, Bucharest; former minister of 

Culture and former minister of Foreign Affairs of romania

Marina HASNAŞ, Executive Director

dr. Anca oroVeAnu, Academic director
Professor of Art history, national university of Arts, Bucharest

dr. Valentina sAndu-dediu, Permanent Fellow
Professor of musicology, national university of music, 

Bucharest

Administrative Board
mag. heribert BuChBAuer, head of unit “multilateral and 

regional cooperation”, Austrian Federal ministry of science 
and research, Vienna

Andrea FisCher, stifterverband für die deutsche Wissenschaft, 
essen

dr. Benedikt hAuser, state secretariat for education and 
research, swiss Federal department of home Affairs, Bern

regula koCh, director, zuger kulturstiftung landis & Gyr; 
President, Wissenschafts- und kulturzentrum neC Bukarest-
zug

dr. dirk lehmkuhl, Chair for european Politics, university 
of st. Gallen

dr. Joachim neTTelBeCk, secretary, Wissenschaftskolleg zu 
Berlin

dr. Florin PoGonAru, President, Business People Association, 
Bucharest
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dr. Cristian PoPA, deputy Governor, romanian national 
Bank, Bucharest 

minr‘in dr. erika rosT, Federal ministry of education and 
research, Bonn

dr. heinz–rudi sPieGel, stifterverband für die deutsche 
Wissenschaft, essen

Academic Advisory Board
dr. horst BredekAmP, Professor of Art history, humboldt 

university, Berlin
dr. dr. hinnerk Bruhns, research director (emer.), Cnrs; 

Centre de recherches historiques (ehess/Cnrs), Paris
dr. luca GiuliAni, rector, Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, 

Professor of Archaeology, humboldt university, Berlin
dr. dieter Grimm, Professor (emer.) of law, humboldt 

university, Berlin
dr. ivan krAsTeV, director, Centre for liberal strategies, sofia
Dr. Vintilă MiHAiLESCU, Professor of Anthropology, National 

school of Political studies and Public Administration, 
Bucharest; director, museum of the romanian Peasant, 
Bucharest

dr. ioan PÂnzAru, Professor, department of French language 
and literature

dr. zoe PeTre, Professor of Ancient history and Archaeology, 
university of Bucharest; director of the institute for regional 
Cooperation and Conflict Prevention (inCor), Bucharest

dr. ulrich sChmid, Professor for the Culture and society of 
russia, university of st. Gallen

Dr. Victor i. STOiCHiţĂ, Professor of Art History, University 
of Fribourg

dr. Alain suPioT, director, Permanent Fellow, institut d’etudes 
Avancées de nantes


