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It is hard to speak of cosmopolitan attachment to a human community in the old sense.  Colonialism and empire, slavery and capitalist exploitation, the world wars and the Holocaust, and other such inhumanities have put paid to the Kantian ideal.  The notion that a cosmopolite was detached from local roots, or rose above them, to embrace the larger world was elitist.  The term was never applied to the Africans who were uprooted and transported across the Atlantic to work as slaves.  Nor was it used to name those who were shipped from the Indian subcontinent to work as indentured labor in the Caribbean, Fiji, Mauritius, and South Africa.  Even today, it is seldom used to identify the migrant workers in Europe and North America.  The history of this subterranean or subaltern cosmopolitanism remains to be fully appreciated and written.


And yet, there is a revived interest in cosmopolitanism today.  It is significant that, as in the past, the current interest in the cosmopolitan ideal occurs along with the expansion in the global movement of capital, commodities, people, ideas, and images.  This historical similarity can be, and is, used to dismiss the revival of cosmopolitanism as nothing but an ideological maneuver of capitalist globalization.  But this concedes ground too easily. It also views cosmopolitanism primarily as an abstract ideal.  If, on the other hand, we think of lived cosmopolitanism, that is, the globally enmeshed lives that we live, and have lived for several centuries, then possibilities open up for engaging critically with our conditions.  What I want to do is to identify some of the possibilities and problems relating to what we might call “critical cosmopolitanism.”


First, we must learn to speak of cosmopolitanism in the plural.  The older, Kantian ideal of a worldwide community assumes there is only a single cosmopolitanism, whereas the modern historical experience suggests multiple and discrepant “actually existing cosmopolitanisms” – elite and subaltern cosmopolitanisms, Christian and Islamic visions of world communities, etc.  Not only is each one of these laden with internal conflicts and historically situated, we also have to be aware of collisions between them.


Second, there is the old chestnut of the relation between the nation and the cosmos.  In the wake of globalization, the talk of transnationalism, etc., the nation appears obsolete, narrow, and fundamentally opposed to cosmopolitanism.  Benedict Anderson’s view that people are willing to die only for the nation sets up an opposition between the nation as thickly textured affect and cosmopolitanism as thin and abstract altruism.  But is this really the case?  The recent terrorist attack in Mumbai once again sparked a nationalist, or ultra-nationalist, response in India.  The media showcased nationalist sentiments and Pakistan-bashing, drawing on the thick, affective imagination that Anderson talks about.  But there was also opposition to this ultra-nationalism that was equally impassioned. It did not get much play in the media, which staged the attack as a reality show of nation-state politics, reminding us of the connections between the globalized media and the nation-state.  Nonetheless, alternative voices were present and some were aired.   These voices were not anti or post-nationalist, but anti-nation-statist. They were against conceding to the state the exclusive right to define national security, opposed to the knee-jerk conjoining of the nation with the state, and demanded political and negotiated resolutions to national and global conflicts.  Their reaction was perhaps in tune with Kant’s desire to formulate cosmopolitanism as a form of political morality beyond the state.  What I am suggesting is that the affective affiliations that go into making up the nation need not be considered inherently opposed to the affect and ideas of cosmopolitanism: The relationship between the two is a matter of ethico-political processes and work.


It seems to me, therefore, that our consideration of cosmopolitanism today must also reflect on the demands of a new form of cosmopolitan politics that is both attentive to out plural, discrepant conditions, and open to critically negotiating its relationship to the nation while resisting capitalist globalization’s seductive transnational talk.

