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In an early scene in the recently released film, Slumdog Millionaire (Danny Boyle, 2008), a young boy, Jamal Malik, is forced to dive through the abject contents of a communal latrine in the slums of Bombay in order not to miss the chance of obtaining the autograph of his favourite Bollywood star who is unexpectedly visiting their neighbourhood. In the culmination of this almost unwatchable quest for a celebrity signature, Jamal emerges from the crowds triumphantly waving in the air the signed photograph of his idol. This image of heroic ascent from the depths of hell condenses the film’s overall narrative which poses the question: how could this nothing-of-a-boy from nowhere (orphaned by the violent religious conflicts between Muslims and Hindus) become the young man with sufficient knowledge to win the Indian version of television quiz show Who Wants To Be A Millionaire without cheating? As we watch the old slums of Bombay becoming the new skyscrapers of Mumbai, Jamal himself is transformed from thieving and exploited street urchin to honest citizen, national celebrity and eventually romantic hero. This transnational collaboration not only shows the embeddedness of everyday life in the popular cultures of globalising media, but also offers a vision of admirable citizenship and feel-good community appealing to audiences around the world (it won two Golden Globes Awards in January 2009). The film provides a topical starting point for thinking about cosmopolitan cultures as it addresses the following question:  where do we find utopian visions for a just and honourable future in a world of religious and inter-ethnic violence, postcolonial over and underdevelopment, and capitalist and sexual exploitation?  How can the abjected others, relegated to the dustbins of the world (like Jamal), be rehumanised to attain the respect of their fellow citizens and even become a sign of hope for the future?

Contemporary cosmopolitan culture has been characterised by its advocates and critics alike through two related concepts that emerge from these questions: first, the notion of an openness to difference (especially tolerance towards otherness, hospitality to strangers and ease in proximity to the unfamiliar); and secondly, the consciousness of world citizenship (affiliations and loyalties beyond the national, the local and the located) through connection to common values, typically, justice, freedom and equality. Or, put another way: might cosmopolitanism help us conceive of a better way of living in which (to borrow from Theodor Adorno) ‘people could be different without fear’?  It seems hard to fault such apparently admirable ideals. There is a common sense to a certain celebration of cosmopolitanism that speaks to those of us who have been involved in the Marxist, feminist, anti-racist and lesbian, gay and queer struggles of the past few decades. Of course these aspirations are more desirable than the xenophobia, homophobia, misogyny, racial and class hatreds that we still see proliferating around us. 

What worries me though is not so much the utopianism here (after all, what more utopian than feminism?) but the projections upon which it depends: for the idea of ‘an openness to difference’ posits a self that is transparent, accessible and fully intelligible to ourselves and others; and ‘a consciousness of world citizenship’ assumes that the world is somehow graspable as a totality with which we can straightforwardly identify. In the first, similarity and difference are wrongly seen to be self-evident, mutually recognisable and somehow the property of individuals, instead of the result of a relational intersubjectivity full of ambivalence and occlusions; in the second, an image of planetary unity masks the always mediated, shifting and partial perceptions of ourselves in the world. What if one’s own sense of openness to difference appears to others as closure, assimilation or appropriation (as have seen repeatedly in Britain in the last ten years of Labour policies)? For, as Wendy Brown has shown, tolerance so often enacts precisely its opposite. What if the projection of world citizenship is a blended panhumanity which violently erases difference instead of recognising it? What if, as Pheng Cheah argues, the human (of human rights) and the inhuman (of exploitative migrant labour) are both products of the same force field of global capitalism? We should be wary of cosmopolitan claims that wish away envy, anger, anxiety and resentment (or simply project them onto non-cosmopolitan others) in the vain hope that these undesirable responses to difference or to limited planetary resources might not muddy the admirable waters of good intention. The interference of those unconscious processes beyond our will power and our best of intentions cannot be ruled out of the picture through sheer volition, for they will return to haunt us in unpredictable ways as history has repeatedly shown. 
So, as so many of us delight in the idea of one of the most cosmopolitan figures replacing one of the least in the White House this year, we should perhaps be wary of the violence of idealisations, as well as of its more obvious forms, such as denigration. If one response to violence is to think about what it means to live with the temptations of the ‘precariousness of life’, as Judith Butler argues, perhaps our only hope is to locate such ambivalence within ourselves instead of projecting it onto the undesirable others of non-cosmopolitan cultures.

