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As this year opened, we witnessed the invasion of Gaza and the deaths of hundreds of Palestinians who have no place to flee and no option but to struggle. This followed a year marked by continuing war, not only in high profile places like Iraq and Afghanistan, but in regions of Africa such as the Congo where millions of people have died amidst little public notice but much private profit. Given this grim and seemingly endless bloodshed with its wake of broken bodies and shattered lives, it may seem strange to talk about cosmopolitanism. Yet, I think such a discussion is timely, particularly when it is coupled with the questions: whose cosmopolitanism and where is cosmopolitanism to be found? 

 Most narratives of cosmopolitanism make reference to cosmopolitans as ‘citizens of the world.’ Such a claim is inherently contradictory yet tantalizingly provocative. Citizens are not random individuals but rather persons with rights and obligations to a system of government. The world has no common government and so to claim to be a ‘citizen of the world’ is either an act of delusion or hope for a different world.  If the claim is made to assert the need for change, there is still the question of whether our vision of the future is imperial or utopian, or whether there are other possibilities opened through this concept. And so over the centuries we are lead back to the issue of ‘whose cosmopolitanism.’ 

Taking a seemingly different tact, some use the term not to speak of citizenship but to project the cosmopolitan as a person who values the difference of the other.  By valuing ‘diversity’, this approach apparently rejects the imposition of a single universal set of cultural values or norms. Yet to insinuate that cosmopolitans appreciate otherness is also to take for granted that the cosmopolitan speaks from a position of unequal and superior power---the power to define who and what is different and to grant or not to grant the humanity of others. Moreover, these self-identified world citizens often recognize and celebrate forms of difference that begin at the border of the nation-state and are defined by it. This implicit methodological nationalism homogenizes national cultures and ignores the inequalities that arise because of class, race, religion, and region within each country. At the same time, those defined as foreigners of a different nationality are assumed also to be not only naturally different but also uniformly different.  

I prefer another less traveled path, although one that also has its pitfalls, difficulties, and dead ends. What if we posit that cosmopolitans are all of us who, out of our multiple differences rejoice in our times, moments, and places of commonality and struggle to expand those possibilities of being human together and desiring a world in which everyone’s capacities and potentialities are valued?  One can, for example, walk the streets of Manchester and experience precious shared cosmopolitan moments of kindness and humanity. To approach cosmopolitanism as a coming together without disregarding disparate, multiple pasts and presents provides a perspective that is different from the contemporary invocation of European humanism, either secular or Christian. This everyday experiential cosmopolitanism, which has an affinity to Paul Gilroy’s notion of conviviality, does not gloss over histories of imperialism, racialization, and division. This is a cosmopolitan perspective that can recognize the desires and strivings that motivate people to struggle against oppression. This is not utopianism but one aspect of daily life that the mainstream social science as well as much of contemporary political discourse denies by projecting and statistically representing a world of monistic identities rather than overlapping simultaneous belongings. The cosmopolitanism I describe, of course, has a politics and one that challenges the commodification of human need and aspirations that marks various forms of capitalism and the extreme individualism of neo-liberalism. In past and present periods of struggle for social justice and against oppression, what I call cosmopolitanism, has emerged within disparate struggles and movements. This commitment to a common humanity was embodied in the lyrics of the Internationale and its appeal to the “wretched of the earth” to make their own shared future, it is the yearning for respect that empowered national liberation movements, and it is a position that leads many millions to flee from the selfish and murderous present into the promises of universal religions. To call these aspirations cosmopolitan provides a rallying point that does not ignore class but goes beyond the confines of working class organizing, stands against imperialism but does not reduce human aspirations to nationalism, and meets religious faith at that point where it yearns for peace and justice.

