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The world would have the appearance of a large republic; men 
would live everywhere like brothers, and each individual be a citizen 
of the universe. That this idea should be but a delightful dream! yet 
it flows from the nature and essence of man. But disorderly pas-
sions, and private and mistaken interest, will for ever prevent its 
being realized.

—Emer de Vattel
  (The Law of Nations, Book II, Chap. I, §16)
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Foreword

Aaron McKeil’s book pushes the discussion of global cosmopolitanism in 
new directions, fueled by a commitment to explanation rather than to just 
normative analysis. McKeil asks why, despite a number of visions of global 
unity that many have found compelling in principle over the centuries, 
nothing like a unitary global polity has yet emerged. His answer is that 
part of the reason for the absence of such a polity can be found in the 
contestation of the narratives supporting such a polity—contestation on 
behalf of advocates of more particularistic identities. In a way, his book is 
an excavation of the cultural preconditions of a global polity, and in that 
way is a rejoinder to the conventional wisdom in international studies that 
a global polity would require a global hegemonic power; even if such a 
dominant power were to arise, McKeil suggests, in the absence of a com-
pelling and relatively uncontested cosmopolitan narrative, material power 
enough would be insufficient.

McKeil sets up his detailed discussion of different cosmopolitan visions 
with an investigation of the most all-encompassing near-global polities in 
history, namely, the Roman and Han empires (which thought of them-
selves as in fact controlling the whole world). He demonstrates not that 
a shared narrative of a global identity was the most important factor in 
their success, but instead, that we cannot explain their successes without 
reference to such narratives. This makes a cosmopolitan imaginary a key 
part of the configuration of elements driving a unitary global polity. The 
argument here is thus appropriately configurational and not based on any 
kind of estimate of the independent impact of a narrative vis-à-vis other 
elements; what matters here is the combination, and in particular, the way 
that a cosmopolitan narrative knits together other aspects of a polity and 
(as Max Weber might put it) transmutes raw domination into more or less 
legitimate authority. McKeil then uses this ideal-typical investigation of 
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ancient empires to organize a discussion of contemporary cosmopolitan 
visions, assessing each with respect to their capacity to perform the legiti-
mating task that a global polity would require.

Because McKeil’s account emphasizes the ways that past cosmopoli-
tan projects have foundered on the exclusionary narratives and practices 
of particular polities, it might appear that he is ultimately presenting us 
with a pessimistic view of the possibilities of a genuinely inclusive global 
order. But McKeil’s argument, to the contrary, helps us get a better grasp 
on just what a successful cosmopolitan project would entail, at the same 
time as his careful tracing of cosmopolitan traditions reminds us that the 
notion of unification beyond sovereign states has always been part of the 
general discourse of international affairs broadly understood. In the face 
of climate change and given the continued exploitation of social and cul-
tural differences for short-term political gain all around the globe, clear 
thinking about a future cosmopolitan order is arguably one of the most 
important tasks facing us. Aaron McKeil’s insightful account helps us to 
do just that.

Patrick Thaddeus Jackson
Series Editor, Configurations
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Introduction

The idea of a cosmopolitan order embracing all humankind is ancient, 
but in the post–Cold War world it was widely believed to be an emerg-
ing future. In practice, this idea was the hope and promise of enthusi-
ast architects of neoliberal globalization, humanitarian advocacy groups, 
progressive international lawyers, and Silicon Valley utopians. In theory, 
academics produced a wave of literature on cosmopolitan globalization. 
This large and for a time influential literature argued that increasing global 
interdependence and interaction were generating the structural transfor-
mation of world politics into a new kind of post-Westphalian cosmopoli-
tan order.1 These ideas have been dramatically contradicted by the revolt 
against globalism, the decline of cosmopolitanism, and an increasingly 
divisive and unstable international order. World politics is now more 
divided and in more ways than before, even while technologies continue 
to increase interaction capacities and material security interdependen-
cies. This reversal revives the problem of international order in practice 
but also poses a general puzzle for International Relations theory. Why 
have anticipated and advocated cosmopolitan orders struggled to emerge 
in the modern global world? Why, moreover, have attempts to construct 
a cosmopolitan order tended to be followed by new and greater forces of 
division and disorder?

The argument I make in this book is that cosmopolitan order projects 
in the modern global world have encountered and been overwhelmed 
by hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles reasserting 
modern state power and remobilizing exclusionary nationalist identities, 
especially when intensified in contexts of international instability and 
economic turmoil. Advocating cosmopolitan ordering in practice (be it 
by signaling internationalist cosmopolitan obligations or by calling for 
cosmopolitan institutions) implies formal or informal hierarchical rela-
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tions of some states, authorities, and groups over others, hence the chal-
lenge of legitimation. Mixed in with this is the process whereby claims 
to the existence of a cosmopolitan community virtually always generate 
recognition struggles with identities not finding themselves included and 
not “fitting in” the supposedly all-embracing cosmopolitan vision. Legiti-
mating cosmopolitan hierarchies and managing recognition struggles are 
steep hurdles to any cosmopolitan ordering project. This argument does 
not explain the collapse of globalism, the rise of populism, and deglobal-
ization as such, which have their own growing literatures.2 My argument 
instead understands these destabilizing trends as contexts intensifying 
ongoing hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles that 
have embroiled and repeatedly overwhelmed cosmopolitan politics in the 
modern world.

This argument has implications for the theory of international order 
and for advocates and critics of cosmopolitan order alternatives in prac-
tice. For theory, this argument clarifies the explanation and understand-
ing of the limits of cosmopolitan ordering in the modern global world. 
It explains why increasing “dynamic densities” of globalizing interdepen-
dence and interaction capacities have been insufficient to generate global 
solidarity and stabilize a cosmopolitan order.3 It also offers a counter-
argument to realists who suggest that the return of great power politics 
and the collapse of globalism have vindicated their theoretical assump-
tions. Conventional “realist” explanations of persistent global disunity 
remain unconvincing and misleading.4 Contrary to these realist theories, 
I make the case that cosmopolitan and national belonging have been co-
constitutive in the modern international experience, that nations are not 
latent or preexisting obstacles to internationalist cosmopolitanism as real-
ists assume, but are instead reconstituted as exclusionary in processes of 
recognition struggle and the reassertion of nation-state authority. Con-
trary to realist thinkers, moreover, it is not simply the continued diffusion 
of power that matters, but the social processes of hierarchy legitimation 
conflicts and recognition struggles that have reconstituted a socially and 
politically divided international society.5 These theoretical arguments are 
not good news for advocates of cosmopolitan politics in practice, but they 
at least clarify the hurdles of hierarchy legitimation and recognition strug-
gles in practice.

My aims in this book are twofold. The first aim is conceptual and 
philosophical, to clarify how cosmopolitan belonging and cosmopolitan 
ordering are not exclusively a liberal Kantian category, offering a wider 
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conceptual map of cosmopolitan thought and practice in the modern 
international experience. The second aim is more sociological and his-
torical, to explore how and why these varied cosmopolitan imaginaries 
have struggled to be realized as cosmopolitan orders. In this introductory 
chapter, I first outline my main concepts and definitions of cosmopolitan-
ism and cosmopolitan order in theoretical terms, then convey the trans-
formations in cosmopolitan imagination and its paradoxes in the modern 
global world. In chapter 1, I develop my ideal type concept of cosmopolitan 
order and contrast orders in ancient versus modern contexts. Chapters 2, 
3, 4, and 5 then each explore the rise and retreat of different cosmopolitan 
waves in the modern experience, the liberal Kantian, world communist, 
postcolonial, and green cosmopolitan imaginaries. These cases, overlap-
ping in time and space, in broad cosmopolitan waves, worked through 
different political actors advancing distinct and often competing visions 
of cosmopolitan order. Chapter 6 considers cosmopolitan politics in the 
increasingly divisive and disorderly times of emergent geostrategic com-
petition. The conclusion reiterates my main argument and its implications 
for cosmopolitan theory and practice in a divided and disorderly world.

Absent Cosmopolis

The rise and fall of cosmopolitanism in the post–Cold War world was the 
most recent in a series of cosmopolitan waves in the modern international 
experience.6 Revolutionary internationalist cosmopolitanism swept the 
Atlantic world in the 18th and 19th centuries, for instance, with radical 
cosmopolitan visions anticipated by leading intellectuals of the age, not 
least Immanuel Kant and Karl Marx. In the wake of the First World War, 
cosmopolitan ideas again became popular demands. The ordering deci-
sions embodied in the Covenant of the League of Nations did not include 
the more ambitious and radical transformative ordering calls of numer-
ous advocates, including Japan’s racial equality principle, or the demands 
of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the Pan 
African Congress, and not least the revolutionary demands of Vladimir 
Lenin’s new Soviet Union.7 The 1920s experienced considerable activism 
calling for more radical cosmopolitan ordering alternatives, but in the 
wake of the Great Depression and the instabilities of the 1930s, the forces 
of remobilized exclusionary nationalism and state power redivided inter-
national society more deeply than perhaps it had been for centuries.8



4  cosmopolitan imaginaries and international disorder

2RPP

Out of the depths of the Second World War, calls emerged again for 
radical cosmopolitan order alternatives. A large literature advocating 
world federation emerged, including Clarence K. Streit’s Union Now (1939) 
and Emery Reeves’s The Anatomy of Peace (1945).9 Public intellectuals, 
such as Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, and Bertrand Russell, proposed the 
establishment of world government to manage a nuclear world.10 Even the 
realist Hans Morgenthau gestured to the importance of David Mitrany’s 
planned world peace system.11 It is little remembered today how widely 
discussed and seriously debated these ideas were at the time.12 Presidential 
candidate Wendell Wilkie coined the phrase “one world” after his tour 
of service in the Second World War, and proposed a more conciliatory 
postwar world order.13 In January 1945, emerging from the Second World 
War, Franklin D. Roosevelt declared in his fourth inaugural address, “We 
have learned to be citizens of the world, members of the human com-
munity.”14 Roosevelt’s envisioned United Nations was not so ambitious as 
the radical transformative order visions on offer at the time, but it was 
universal, and even his allies Joseph Stalin and Winston Churchill were 
terrified by the ambition of Roosevelt’s envisioned universal order. Calls 
for a more radical transformation of international society soon became 
impossible and forgotten, however, with Stalin’s redivision of Europe—as 
a part of his own revolutionary strategy—and the deepening divides of the 
global Cold War. World communism, up to its abandonment and dissolu-
tion, was itself a kind of cosmopolitan wave broadly defined, containing 
a radical world order vision, albeit one opposed by as many millions as 
supported it.

In the post–Cold War world, the last of these historical episodes and 
the most immediate in our memory, the wave of neoliberal commer-
cial cosmopolitanism promised liberal prosperity, peace, and freedoms 
in principle for all humankind. Some cosmopolitan voices were more 
ambitious than even this, calling for global democracy and cosmopolitan 
expansions of humanitarian international law and authority.15 This cos-
mopolitan wave always struggled to constrain war, as liberal and humani-
tarian interventionism morphed into a global war on terror. And when 
strained and stressed by economic turbulence in the wake of the global 
financial crash, the wave was completely broken. In the revolt against glo-
balism, cosmopolitan ideas have been attacked and seemingly cast into 
the wasteland of history. Against neoliberal cosmopolitanism, antiglobal-
ization movements organized resistance, in protests of World Trade Orga-
nization proceedings, but the post–Cold War neoliberal cosmopolitan 
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wave was not overturned until it was opposed by the reassertion of mod-
ern state power, following the populist upheavals of 2016, remobilizing 
exclusionary nationalist identities, in a new antiglobalism. This outcome 
is not entirely surprising, at least in hindsight, because the character of 
neoliberal cosmopolitanism made it difficult for its believers to under-
stand nonliberal identities or to sympathize with deep inequalities. In the 
wake of neoliberal cosmopolitanism, however, international society is 
again experiencing an era of deepening division and disorder, one that is 
likely to continue into the foreseeable future.

In each of these and intervening episodes, cosmopolitan waves obvi-
ously encountered a range of immediate political and strategic obstacles in 
the existing conflicts that these same cosmopolitan politics paradoxically 
aimed to overcome. Across international society, deep political and stra-
tegic conflict balance huge military and political forces, be it in the long-
standing conflicts in the Korean Peninsula, Kashmir, and Israel-Palestine, 
or in emerging arms races and strategic arenas constraining states from 
in many cases even the cessation of hostilities, let alone some supposed 
cosmopolitan unity. Obviously, these existing strategic and political chal-
lenges in every region pose practically impossible hurdles to legitimating 
structurally integrative cosmopolitan orders. More puzzling, however, is 
why even calls for nonstructural internationalist cosmopolitan solidari-
ties aiming to conciliate and ease these very tensions have been so widely 
resisted and rejected. The argument is that even where cosmopolitan poli-
tics is not advocating new political authorities or structures, when con-
nected to foreign policies they implicitly threaten the real or imagined 
informal de facto hierarchies of some states, populations, and groups 
over others, generating legitimation conflicts and with few exceptions 
struggles for recognition. Narratives of cosmopolitan belonging are par-
ticularly prone to recognition struggles, precisely because they aim to be 
all-embracing.

In theoretical terms, by hierarchy legitimation conflicts, I mean contes-
tation over the legitimacy of political authorities and social and economic 
inequalities.16 By recognition struggles, I mean conflicting and contested 
demands for acknowledgment of self-defined identities, individual or 
collective.17 My conception of “recognition” is closer to an understand-
ing of it as relationally constituting discourses and practices of the self. 
My argument in these terms is that, in the modern international experi-
ence, cosmopolitan ordering projects have not emerged because they have 
encountered and been overwhelmed by hierarchy legitimation conflicts 
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and recognition struggles that reassert the diffuse sources of modern state 
power and exclusionary national identities. In contexts of geopolitical 
stress and economic strain, these tensions and sources of conflict have 
tended to become intensified by political actors not least due to height-
ened political stakes, resulting in the balancing of force and the political 
and social redivision of humankind, both vertically between states and 
horizontally across groups and classes.

In the modern international experience, calls for cosmopolitan order 
alternatives have tended to express responses to the injustice and dangers 
posed by global modernity’s contradictions. Contradictions between loy-
alties to sovereigns and obligations to humankind, contradictions between 
sovereignty and capital, tensions between nuclear stability and species 
survival, and tensions between capital and climate have all generated calls 
for cosmopolitan order alternatives. The breadth of these calls and the 
seriousness of the common responsibilities that they aim to address have 
been insufficient time and time again to overcome the countervailing 
reassertions of modern state power and exclusionary nationalist identities 
in hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles.

Cosmopolitan Order and Belonging

Nations have been important sources of meaning and community in the 
modern global world, but their division of humankind has also inspired 
and characterized the imagination of cosmopolitan belonging and alter-
native orders.18 “Cosmopolitanism” narrowly defined refers to a tradition 
of imagining humankind as a universal moral community, from ancient 
thinkers Zeno and Diogenes to Kant and contemporary Kantians.19 I dis-
tinguish this tradition of upper “C” Cosmopolitanism from lower “c” cos-
mopolitanism, broadly defined as ways of imagining belonging in a com-
munity of humankind, including Kantianism but also traditions beyond 
it.20 In this book, I am primarily interested in the broadly defined category 
of cosmopolitan thought. Martin Wight’s celebrated lectures on interna-
tional theory, for instance, categorized cosmopolitans broadly as “revolu-
tionaries,” even though not all cosmopolitans seek the revolutionary uni-
fication of international society.21 Moral cosmopolitans tend to advocate 
internationalist solidarity, while institutional cosmopolitans tend to advo-
cate political world unity.22

By cosmopolitan order, as an ideal type concept,23 I mean a kind of 
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international order transcending international society, by (a) forming 
some sense of imagined cosmopolitan belonging embracing all human-
kind, with (b) an ability to mobilize resources for common interests to 
some degree, via (c) either institutionally unifying international soci-
ety with legitimated cosmopolitan authorities or via legitimated inter-
nationalist cosmopolitan solidarity and nonstate actor coordination.24 
Cosmopolitan orders, as international orders, are also a kind of political 
order, which among other purposes manage political violence between 
communities, structure political relations, and legitimate types of politi-
cal authorities through institutionalized discourses and practices.25 As 
emergent and ongoing processes, “orders are fashioned within particular 
cultural and material milieus, with their constitutional structures being 
profoundly conditioned by prevailing social imaginaries and geopolitical 
contexts.”26 International orders as such have a wide range of configura-
tions and modes of imagination.27 The idea of a cosmopolitan order in this 
sense is a radically transformative type of international order, often sup-
posed in the modern world to possibly emerge in a remote future.28 Partial 
cosmopolitan configurations of this ideal type are possible in practice too, 
however. Because international orders are layered and include differen-
tiated suborders, it is possible to develop “cosmopolitan” orders within 
some suborders, such as the humanitarian order, without a complete cos-
mopolitan transformation of the order’s central institutions of sovereignty 
and security as such.29 International orders at a regional level moreover 
can develop “cosmopolitan” order configurations, most approximately 
in the European Union for instance, without equivalent global level and 
inter-great-power configurations.

The idea of international society, as early as Hugo Grotius and Fran-
cisco de Vitoria, has been claimed to rest upon an underlying moral com-
munity of humankind, a civitas maxima. If this moral community of 
humankind exists, then international society has struggled to meet what 
moral obligations it has.30 International society has had considerably little 
cosmopolitan solidarity, relative to such moral demands, and what cos-
mopolitan institutions have been constructed are so limited and weak that 
to say international society is a cosmopolitan order would be to quite mis-
represent it. Kant’s criticism of Grotius’s civitas maxima as “cold comfort” 
for the victims of war and injustice is still true today.31

The legal fiction of a civitas maxima has little parallel sociological sense 
of cosmopolitan belonging. By cosmopolitan belonging, I mean a sense or 
feeling of “fitting in” and identifying with humankind. Belonging as “fit-
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ting in” and togetherness, in this sense, is expressed in narratives and per-
formed in practices that nest geographically disparate people and groups 
into larger imagined communities. A feeling of belonging ideally hangs 
together with and is affirmed by a mutual feeling of being understood by 
members of that community, in everyday life, because of how one “fits 
in” by sharing these common horizons of understanding and some basic 
everyday practices that perform it.32 Ideal typically speaking, a cosmopoli-
tan community and sense of cosmopolitan belonging has qualitative dif-
ferences in the way it is imagined and constituted from national commu-
nities. The difference is not simply one of scale. Cosmopolitan belonging 
and the idea of a cosmopolitan community is in principle all-embracing, 
against the idea that humankind is a set of discreet “in-groups” with “us” 
against “them” dynamics. It is often overlooked how the idea of the cos-
mopolitan community is older than that of the national community.33 In 
important respects, the idea of the national community was developed in 
modern demands for recognition of collective identities distinct and dis-
creet from larger and older cosmopolitan modes of political community. 
Cosmopolitan and national identities are both imagined communities, in 
a mutually constitutive relationship in the modern world, the construc-
tion of each affecting and reshaping the imagination of the other.34

Modern Cosmopolitan Imaginaries

By “cosmopolitan imaginaries,” I mean the taken-for-granted assump-
tions people hold about what cosmopolitan belonging can possibly mean, 
and what it can possibly mean for all humankind to form a political com-
munity.35 Exploring the predominant hegemonic discourses, images, and 
vaguer notions commonly held about what a cosmopolitan order and 
mode of belonging can possibly mean helps clarify its social form in the 
modern world, both enabled and constrained by these predominant dis-
courses and practices. Identifying these imaginaries also helps clarify the 
wider variation and range of cosmopolitan thought and practice beyond 
its predominant liberal Kantian imaginary.

The imagination of a cosmopolitan community, moral or political, 
oftentimes experienced intuitively, other times expressed in narratives 
and practices of universal solidarity, tends to arise from the feeling that 
a world of sequestered loyalties and competing interests is not the world 
humankind needs or deserves. According to Catherine Lu, “In both the 
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ancient and modern worlds cosmopolitan ideas have developed alongside, 
if not directly in response to, the posited social, political, economic and 
ethical imperatives of a divided world.”36 It was in the context of the city-
states of ancient Greece, for instance, that the philosopher Zeno of Citium 
first imagined a world city, the cosmopolis. Confucius imagined a vision 
of da tong (Grand Harmony or Grand Unity) in the warring states era of 
ancient China.37 Modern philosophers with a cosmopolitan imagination, 
such as Kant and Marx, articulated their sweeping cosmopolitan visions 
in a context of emerging sovereign states and international thought, but 
also globalizing travel and interdependence.38

As an ancient and global idea, cosmopolitan imagination has trans-
formed along with humankind, across world history. Ancient and medi-
eval cosmopolitan imaginaries tended to assume that world unity is 
cosmic, timeless, divinely ordained, and coinciding hierarchically with 
universal empire. Zeno’s cosmopolis imagined a universal moral order, 
and sources such as Antigone express this idea, without universal empire, 
against Thrasymachus’ idea of justice as that of the stronger.39 These non-
imperial cosmopolitan ideas may have been more of an exception in the 
ancient world, however, as ideas of universal conquest as universal “peace” 
were widespread in ancient empires.40 The Cyrus cylinder records the old-
est extant expression of the imaginary of universal conquest, “I am Cyrus, 
king of the universe.” In the legend of Alexander the Great’s meeting with 
the philosopher Diogenes, who imagined himself a “citizen of the world,” 
Diogenes dismissed Alexander’s audience, having no need or interest 
in world empire. Aristotle, however, in a purported letter to Alexander, 
saw benefits for humankind in world empire, “Happy is he who sees the 
resplendence of that day when men will agree to constitute one rule and 
one kingdom. They will cease from wars and strife, and devote themselves 
to that which promotes their welfare and the welfare of their cities and 
countries.”41 Dante Alighieri’s De Monarchia also made a case for universal 
monarchy for universal peace. In the context of the conquest of the “New 
World,” Vitoria articulated the Christian imaginary of a universal commu-
nity underlying international society, universalis civitas humani generis.42

Modern cosmopolitan imaginaries have increasingly cast the idea into 
progressive futures, in material ways more than spiritual. For the 19th cen-
tury political theorist Henri Saint-Simon, “The imagination of poets has 
placed the golden age in the infancy of the human race, amidst the igno-
rance and coarseness of ancient times. . . . The golden age of the human race 
is not behind us; it lies before us, in the perfection of the social order.”43 For 
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Saint-Simon, perfecting modernity meant the construction of a rational, 
scientific, commercial, and pacific world federation. The ancient idea of 
the cosmopolis became the Enlightenment image of a global collaborative 
order in the future, rationally conforming to increasingly discovered uni-
versal Newtonian laws.44 Kant, although himself never having left his local 
hometown, Königsberg, gave the cosmopolitan imagination the inflection 
of worldliness by imagining diversity increasingly connected and mixed 
by expanding travel in the modern global world.45 For Kant, these trends 
were producing a “cosmopolitan condition,” to be more fully realized in 
the future.

Tennyson’s “Locksley Hall” is still the definitive expression of the mod-
ern way of imagining world unity:

For I dipt into the future, far as human eye could see,
Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonders that would be;

Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of magic sails,
Pilots of the purple twilight, dropping down with costly bales;

Heard the heavens fill with shouting, and there rain’d a ghastly dew
From the nations’ airy navies grappling in the central blue;

Far along the world-wide whisper of the south-wind rushing warm,
With the standards of the peoples plunging thro’ the thunder-

storm;

Till the war-drum throbb’d no longer, and the battle-flags were furl’d
In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the world.

There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe,
And the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law.46

Tennyson’s later poem, “Locksley Hall Sixty Years After” (1886), written in 
his later life, held out hope for a future peace, “When the schemes of all 
the systems, Kingdoms and Republics fall, / —Something kindlier, higher, 
holier—all for each and each for all?”47

Because modern cosmopolitan imaginaries tend to occupy the 
future, science fiction literature is full of them. H. G. Wells’s futures were 
the most popular and imaginative of his generation. His Anticipations 
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(1901), A Modern Utopia (1905), The World Set Free (1914), The Peace of 
the World (1915), The Open Conspiracy (1928), and The Shape of Things to 
Come (1933), to name only a few, all assumed a world federation of sorts 
would exist somewhere beyond the near future.48 In his Outline of History 
(1920), Wells speculated that into the future, having so joined together, 
humankind will stand up, “upon the earth as upon a footstool, and stretch 
out . . . amidst the stars.”49 Dystopian depictions of totalitarian futures and 
evil galactic empires were also popular tropes of this literature. The “One 
State” of Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1920) depicts everyone working in uni-
son like industrial automatons under a totalitarian world state.50

Paradoxes of Cosmopolitanism

Cosmopolitan politics in the modern global world is riddled with paradox. 
For Jacques Derrida, if cosmopolitan law is a Kantian moral imperative 
transcending states, how could states possibly make or apply it correctly?51 
Stranger is how cosmopolitanism is an ancient idea about an existing uni-
versal moral order, that moderns—not least Kant—have imagined as a 
utopia to be realized in the future.

Emer de Vattel supposed that if voluntary international law were made 
to coincide with natural law, then a kind world republic would emerge, 
although he doubted its possibility. For Vattel,

the world would have the appearance of a large republic; men 
would live everywhere like brothers, and each individual be a citi-
zen of the universe. That this idea should be but a delightful dream! 
yet it flows from the nature and essence of man. But disorderly pas-
sions, and private and mistaken interest, for ever prevent its being 
realized.52

In reaching this conclusion, Vattel was technically working with a Hobbes-
ian concept of individual interests, adopted from Christian Wolff, who 
sought to apply Hobbes’ ideas to international society. Earlier, the Abbé 
Saint-Pierre also attempted to extend Hobbes’s thought to the international, 
but drew opposite conclusions, calling for a federative peace. Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau found Saint-Pierre’s proposed federation to be nearly impossible 
to achieve, “except by a revolution,” while Rousseau also expressed mixed 
views about its desirability, that it might “do more harm” than the harm it 
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would prevent.53 Insofar as peace proposals such as Saint-Pierre’s or Kant’s 
rely on a “domestic analogy” (presuming that order between states is not 
categorically different from order between individuals), the challenge of 
cosmopolitan political theory has been one of imagining a cosmopolitan 
order fit to constrain states as such so to respect the rights of individuals, 
or to imagine the conditions of one cosmopolitan world state, although 
it is possible to conceive a wide range of world order models with mixed 
ordering arrangements including individuals and states, some of which 
we might describe as “cosmopolitan.”54

The modern society of states and imagination of cosmopolitan alterna-
tives has been defined by these productive tensions and contradictions, at 
once practical and moral, between loyalties to states, the society of states, 
and humankind.55 Rousseau was perhaps the most eloquent, in his para-
doxes that “Man is born free, everywhere he is in chains” and “in joining 
a particular group of men, we have really declared ourselves the enemies 
of the whole race?” Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man used Diogenes’ con-
tradictory phrase “my country is the world.” For Marx and Engels’ Com-
munist Manifesto, “The working men have no country,” insofar as coun-
tries did not work for workers. For Virginia Woolf ’s Three Guineas, “As a 
woman I have no country. As a woman I want no country. As a woman, 
my country is the whole world.” Modern cosmopolitan thinkers, in imag-
ining a larger community of humankind, in contradiction with interna-
tional society, built up tensions and a wish for revolutionary change.

Cosmopolitan change has been far more limited in the modern world 
than its cosmopolitan thinkers have expected and anticipated. Martin 
Wight’s LSE lectures suggest this outcome is unsurprising, because, for 
Wight, “the central paradox of the successive waves of Revolutionist and 
counter-Revolutionist doctrine that they aim at uniting and integrating 
the family of nations but in practice divide it more deeply than it was 
divided before.”56 The pattern, for Wight,

was embodied in the three successive waves of Revolutionist ide-
ology that had divided modern international society on horizon-
tal rather than vertical lines: that of the Protestant Reformation, 
that of the French Revolution and that of the Communist Revo-
lution, of our own times. But it was also embodied, he thought, 
in the Counter-Revolutionist ideologies to which each of these 
affirmations of horizontal solidarity gave rise: that of the Catholic 
Counter-Reformation, that of International Legitimism and that of 
Dullesian Anti-Communism.57
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Paradoxically, for Wight, revolutionary and counterrevolutionary attempts 
to forge a unified cosmopolitan world order have tended to only divide it 
more deeply and more bitterly than before.58 Wight did not fully explain 
or untangle this pattern, although his writings are peppered with insights. 
His lecture on “International Revolution” suggested two reasons, first that 
revolutionary cosmopolitanism tends to excite fanatical passions, and sec-
ond that it tends to slide into imperialism.59 With variation, in the “age of 
extremes,” it was the counterrevolutionary resistance that drove revolu-
tionaries to extremes as much as it was the extremes of the revolutionar-
ies that drove the resistance, in cycles of mass political violence.60 Wight’s 
unfinished and posthumously published essay, “The Disunity of Man-
kind,” also suggests that the ancient idea of human unity “has repeatedly 
suffered shipwreck from two causes. One is the moral heterogeneity of 
mankind. The other is their social heterogeneity.”61 Against these hurdles, 
the Christian missionary imaginary of unifying human by teaching its 
overarching spiritual unity has always struggled to become universal on 
earth. By imagining humankind’s spiritual unity, its political, moral, and 
social disunity became possible to imagine as problematic. Like Wight, 
his contemporaries such as Eric Voegelin understood modern revolution-
ary ideologies of progressive futures as secularized religious narratives.62 
Paradoxically, by drawing on intellectual sources from the ancient and 
medieval past, these ideas sought to envision the future.63 Others instead 
imagined retrotopias, seeking to recover spiritual unity in a disenchanted 
world.64 In doing so, these visions tended to reflect their own times and 
context, rather than any real or possible future.

Daniel Nexon’s study of the Protestant Reformations suggests that 
“religion need not be seen as categorically different from discursive frame-
works of the kinds associated with Marxism, secular nationalism, or other 
ideologies.”65 The crisis of the medieval world, in the reformations and 
counterreformations, as Nexon argues, was not due to any essential con-
tent of the ideas themselves. Instead “they resulted from the intersection 
of heterogeneous religious movements with ongoing patterns of collec-
tive mobilization.”66 Edmund Burke’s own account of the Reformations is 
illuminating:

The spirit of proselytism expanded itself with great elasticity 
upon all sides: and great divisions were everywhere as a result. 
These divisions, however, in appearance merely dogmatic, soon 
became mixed with the political: and their effects were rendered 
much more intense from this combination. . . . These principles of 
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internal as well as external division and coalition are but just now 
extinguished.67

Burke was surprised to see these divisive forces return in a secular form in 
the French Revolution, now in the cause of liberty and political equality.

In the modern global world, contradictions between the globalization 
of stratified capital and multiplication of sovereignty, best expressed by 
Marx, have been a consistent source of calls for alternative orders and 
wider modes of belonging.68 So have recurrent great power wars. In the 
20th century, international organization in the League of Nations and the 
United Nations was considered the ersatz of a cosmopolitan global order.69 
As UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld argued, “It is because 
world community does not exist at a time when world interdependence 
has become a reality, that world organization has become a necessity as a 
bridge which may help us to pass safely over this period of transition.”70 
In practice, however, international organization has tended to provide 
a new forum in which statespersons draw attention to their divisions; 
between democratic and authoritarian states, developed and underdevel-
oped states, and so on.71 Globalization in the post–Cold War world further 
mixed cosmopolitanism as a normative aspiration with the notion of its 
emerging sociological reality in a staggering output of literature.72 The rise 
of universal human rights discourse gave cosmopolitanism both a moral 
language and aspirational practice in a disorderly world.73

In this study, I find utility in Wight’s terms of “vertical” divisions 
between states (lines of sovereignty) and “horizontal” divisions across 
them (lines of class, race, creed). For Wight, “to borrow Arthur Koestler’s 
language, “horizontal forces” shake and distort “the vertical structure of 
competing national egoisms.”74 Wight explains, “The word horizontal 
is useful since it allows us to avoid the ambiguities of the word ‘inter-
national.’”75 These terms help conceptualize the simultaneity and cross 
sections of interstate and transnational relations. For instance, W. E. B. 
Du Bois used the concept of the global “colour line” mainly in its verti-
cal sense, but also in a horizontal sense.76 These terms in these ways help 
clarify the inherent tensions of humankind’s constructed horizontal and 
vertical divisions.

In eras of revolutionary politics, horizontal and vertical divisions tend 
to destabilize, but international society has demonstrated remarkable dura-
bility. Fred Halliday’s Revolution and World Politics took Martin Wight’s 
paradox of the divisiveness of revolutionary waves to be the intellectual 
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starting point and crux of the problem of international order.77 Halliday 
suggested that the multistate structure of the international system pro-
duced a kind of “lock-in” effect, constraining revolutionary action.78 David 
Armstrong’s earlier Revolution and World Order argued that revolutionary 
states have tended to become constrained by international society and, 
over time, socialized into conformity.79 Essentially, both Halliday’s and 
Armstrong’s arguments explain the constraints on revolutionary agency 
through the structure of international society. I suggest that revolutionary 
cosmopolitan waves encounter and recede against processes of hierarchy 
legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles reasserting modern state 
power and remobilizing exclusionary national identities.80 International 
society as such is reconstituted in these processes but also changes, just 
not in ways cosmopolitan revolutionaries expect or hope.81 I am not inter-
ested in explaining specific revolutions, or revolution as such, however.82 I 
am interested in the broader pattern of cosmopolitan global order projects 
in the modern international system, including but not limited to broadly 
defined cosmopolitan revolutionary and counterrevolutionary waves.

The initial paradox that this book explores is the contradiction 
between a large literature on the emerging cosmopolitan transformation 
of international society and the collapse of globalism in recent decades. 
In International Relations theory, the idea of an emerging cosmopolitan 
global order gained interest in the post–Cold War era of globalization. 
Particularly influential was J. G. Ruggie’s idea of increasing “dynamic 
densities,” which suggested that the higher density of interaction in a 
globalizing world would generate positive socialization with wider scales 
of solidarity. The revolt against “globalism” and retreat of cosmopolitan 
politics in recent years has evinced more negative socialization and divi-
sion than anticipated. This poses the question of why Ruggie’s interaction 
processes are insufficient, so easily derailed, and contradictory in practice. 
Why for instance have world politics become increasingly anticosmopoli-
tan and exclusionary, rather than more demanding of a properly inclusive 
and equitable cosmopolitan politics? I also argue that these contradic-
tory trends in practice of revived nationalism and deepening geopoliti-
cal divisions are not the vindication of realist theory. Variants of “realist” 
theory—especially neorealist theory—are based on misconceptions of 
states and nations as unitary and substantive bodies, rather than relation-
ally constituted.83 Cosmopolitan and national identities are mutually con-
stitutive imagined communities, with the reconstruction of each affecting 
and reshaping the imagination of the other.84 It is the divisive reconstitu-
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tion of exclusionary national identities and remobilization of nationalist 
forces that requires explanation. The alternative argument I offer does not 
explain the rise of populist nationalism or the collapse of globalism as 
such but instead makes a more general argument about why cosmopolitan 
ordering projects have been so divisive and repeatedly overwhelmed in 
the modern global world.

An Outline of the Book

This book has a three-part organization. Part I, chapter 1, explores cos-
mopolitan orders in theory and world history, offering an ideal type con-
cept of cosmopolitan order, and considering its conditions of possibility. 
I consider the theoretical literatures of cosmopolitan globalization and 
speculative cosmopolitan futures, finding limitations in each, given the 
contradictory evidence of deglobalization for constructivist theory of 
“dynamic densities” and interdependence socialization, but also concep-
tual and theoretical flaws and limitations in the explanations offered by 
structural realist theory. Following case studies contrasting the conditions 
of the ancient and modern global world, I advance an alternative theory. 
I suggest that a cosmopolitan order’s conditions of possibility include a 
combination of social and material forces, stabilizing new hierarchical 
authorities through practices mobilizing power and resources, and their 
legitimation through the social construction of imagined collective iden-
tities congruent with a cosmopolitan order. Given these steep conditions, 
I suggest that the ensuing hurdles of hierarchy legitimation conflicts and 
recognition struggles have overwhelmed past attempts to construct a cos-
mopolitan order.

In part II, I explore four prominent and influential ways in which 
broadly understood cosmopolitan belonging and order has been imag-
ined in the modern global world: Kantian cosmopolitanism, world com-
munism, postcolonial cosmopolitanism, and emerging green cosmopoli-
tan imaginaries. These cosmopolitan waves overlap in time and space 
but have had distinct and often conflicting cosmopolitan order visions. 
Kantian cosmopolitan narratives and practices of universal human rights 
emergent in the 1940s and into the 1970s were followed by the rise of 
neoliberal commercial cosmopolitanism in the 1980s. This wave I find 
continually encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts with a range of 
states and recognition struggles with illiberal societies. At their height in 
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the post–Cold War world, emergent Kantian cosmopolitan narratives and 
practices were overwhelmed in the upswell of populism mobilizing exclu-
sionary nationalist identities, in combination with illiberal forces, and by 
the reassertion of modern state power. Turning then to explore the rise 
and fall of the Marxian imaginary of a universal proletariat, I find that it 
struggled with internal schisms and encountered hierarchy legitimation 
conflicts and recognition struggles with liberal societies mobilizing coun-
terrevolutionary forces and ideas of belonging, eventually overwhelming 
all Marxian thought and practice in the post–Cold War world. Postco-
lonial cosmopolitan narratives and practices I find rose to a pitch in the 
1970s, and then encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recogni-
tion struggles with developed liberal powers deploying the beginnings of 
neoliberal globalization. Lastly, I find that the green cosmopolitan narra-
tives and practices of planetary belonging have encountered and become 
embattled by persistent and fierce hierarchy legitimation conflicts and 
recognition struggles with forces of nationalist climate denialism.

Part III then considers the configuration of the emerging global disor-
der as the liberal cosmopolitan wave recedes against rising illiberalism. I 
suggest that people do not need or want a return to neoliberal cosmopoli-
tanism, which generated destabilizing inequality and struggled to achieve 
its aims or legitimacy as states and populations have mobilized against it. 
I make the case that although cosmopolitan order is virtually impossible 
in the foreseeable future, cosmopolitan concerns and action are likely 
to emerge and possibly serve a minimal ordering role where growing 
extremes of crisis and injustice arise in a dividing and disorderly world.

The book concludes by reflecting on the long story of cosmopolitan 
waves in the modern international experience and revisits its implications 
for international order theory and practice.
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One

“Cosmopolitan” Order in Theory and World History

In this chapter, I aim to further clarify the ideal type concept of a cosmo-
politan order and to convey the challenges and hurdles for cosmopolitan 
orders in the modern global world. I find that the literatures of cosmo-
politan globalization and speculative world federation and global democ-
racy to be full of insights, but also find limitations in their explanation of 
the absence of the cosmopolitan order that they often have anticipated. 
Literatures on cosmopolitan globalization struggle with contradictory 
evidence, and realist theory misleads with mistaken assumptions, while 
the more futurological literature of possible cosmopolitan futures is often 
unduly speculative. The ideal type concept of a cosmopolitan order that I 
offer follows constructivist and English School contributions, but makes 
conceptual modifications and theoretical qualifications to underlying 
assumptions about the role of power, while advancing concepts of hier-
archy legitimation conflict and recognition struggle to make sense of evi-
dence contradicting much of this literature.

This discussion first offers my ideal type concept of cosmopolitan 
order, then examines the literature of cosmopolitan globalization, and the 
literature on speculative cosmopolitan futures, before exploring the con-
trasting conditions of the ancient and modern worlds.

Cosmopolitan Order, an Ideal Type

By cosmopolitan order, as an ideal type concept,1 I mean a kind of interna-
tional order transcending international society, by (A) forming some sense 
of imagined cosmopolitan belonging embracing all humankind, with (B) 
an ability to mobilize resources for common interests to some degree, via 
(C) either institutionally unifying international society with legitimated 
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cosmopolitan authorities, or via legitimated internationalist cosmopoli-
tan solidarity and nonstate-actor coordination.2 Cosmopolitan orders, as 
international orders, are also a kind of political order, which among other 
purposes manage political violence between communities, structure polit-
ical relations, and legitimate types of political authorities through institu-
tionalized discourses and practices.3 As emergent and ongoing processes, 
“orders are fashioned within particular cultural and material milieus, with 
their constitutional structures being profoundly conditioned by prevailing 
social imaginaries and geopolitical contexts.”4 International orders as such 
have a wide range of configurations and modes of imagination.5 The idea 
of a cosmopolitan order in this sense is a radically transformative type 
of international order, often supposed in the modern world to possibly 
emerge in a remote future.6 Partial cosmopolitan configurations of this 
ideal type are possible in practice, too. Because international orders are 
layered and include differentiated suborders, it is possible to develop “cos-
mopolitan” orders within some suborders such as the humanitarian order, 
without a complete cosmopolitan transformation of the order’s central 
institutions of sovereignty and security as such.7 International orders at a 
regional level moreover can develop “cosmopolitan” order configurations, 
most approximately in the European Union (EU), for instance, without 
equivalent global level and inter-great-power configurations.

In theoretical terms, my argument is that transnational political move-
ments and foreign policies that have sought to construct “cosmopolitan” 
global orders in the modern age have encountered and been overwhelmed 
by hierarchy legitimation conflicts and reactionary recognition struggles 
reasserting the sources of modern state power and remobilizing exclu-
sionary nationalist identities. By hierarchy legitimation conflicts, I mean 
contestation over the legitimacy of political authorities and social and eco-
nomic inequalities.8 By recognition struggles, I mean conflicting and con-
tested demands for acknowledgment of self-defined identities, individual 
or collective.9 My conception of “recognition” is closer to an understand-
ing of it as relationally constituting discourses and practices of the self. 
My argument in these terms is that in the modern international experi-
ence, cosmopolitan ordering projects have not emerged because they have 
encountered and been overwhelmed by hierarchy legitimation conflicts 
and recognition struggles reasserting the diffuse sources of modern state 
power and exclusionary national identities.10 In contexts of geopolitical 
stress and economic strain, these tensions and sources of conflict have 
tended to become intensified by political actors not least due to height-
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ened political stakes, resulting in the balancing of force and the political 
and social redivision of humankind, both vertically between states and 
horizontally across groups and classes.

Cosmopolitan Order and Globalization

The majority of the literature on the cosmopolitan transformation of 
world politics produced in the last few decades has emphasized the struc-
tural transformations underway in globalizing forces. Highly influential 
in this literature is Ruggie’s argument that Durkheimian “dynamic den-
sities” (increased interactions) produce “organic solidarities,” which in 
a globalizing world were theorized to be producing a new “world pol-
ity” formation.11 The denser the global interactions, the more emergent 
global solidarity, so the Durkheimian theory goes.12 The pattern from an 
organic anarchy to organic solidarity that Ruggie speculated about has not 
emerged in a structurally transformative way in the modern world. To the 
contrary, we have seen emergent fracturing and remobilization of non-
integrationist nationalist identities, even while interaction capacities and 
security interdependencies continue to increase.

Similar to Ruggie’s leading arguments, Barry Buzan proposed that the 
globalization of modern “liberal logics” resistant to state hierarchies, work-
ing through vanguard nonstate actors, could potentially constitute the 
emergence of a “world society” (as a structural transformation of interna-
tional society in which nonstate actors share a “thin” Gesellschaft identity 
and are granted recognition and differentiated status alongside states).13 
Martin Shaw also argued that the contradictions between the state sys-
tem and globalization were incrementally generating political unification 
through a web of international organizations forming a global “conglom-
erate state” and “global society.”14 A large sociological literature theorized 
an emergent cosmopolitan world society, but not its political reordering as 
such.15 The global civil society literature found tensions in the limitations 
of civil society actors in practice, and conceptual critiques of a “global” 
civil society in the absence of global institutions.16 Other thinkers recog-
nized the rising number and activity of nonstate actors in global gover-
nance while also being aware of the limits and possible pitfalls of emergent 
cosmopolitan solidarities.17 Today, this literature appears to have held a 
somewhat misplaced optimism, and that history has taken an unexpected 
turn. Buzan’s proposed “vanguard” theory or norm entrepreneur theory 
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would suggest that liberal civil society advocates and cosmopolitan norms 
were simply insufficient in number and advocacy intensity to overcome 
countervailing norms and illiberal politics. My argument instead works to 
unpack the generative processes that have reasserted the modern sources 
of state power and reconstructed exclusive nationalist identities.

Among the most interesting contributions to this literature are those 
that argue that the emergence of a cosmopolitan global civil society and 
a fledgling global polity was an extension of globalizing state power, and 
not its diminution, as other cosmopolitan and globalization thinkers sup-
posed.18 Taking the concept of power seriously, Iver Neumann and Ole 
Jacob Sending have made the case that through power over subjectivities 
in disciplining discourse and practice, “globalist” subjectivities were in the 
process of being constructed, not to constrain states so much as to extend 
their reach into globalizing foreign markets and to a transnational global 
level.19 Gramscian-inspired literature also suggested a similar argument 
that new ideas of a globalizing world community were the reflection of 
emergent hegemonic thinking in a global market civilization.20 What is 
puzzling here is why the supposedly powerful forces of market capitalism 
and modern state power over subjectivities have been dramatically dis-
rupted. Part of the answer is that the power over subjectivities exercised by 
globalizing neoliberal states should not be exaggerated on a global scale, 
given their highly limited impact on illiberal societies that mobilize coun-
teridentities. The other aspect of the answer is that the hierarchy legiti-
mation conflicts and recognition struggles that neoliberal discourse and 
practice encountered became intensified and overwhelming in the wake 
of the global financial crash. Intensified by economic turmoil and inter-
national instability, these processes generated the reassertion of modern 
state power and reconstruction of exclusionary nationalist identities, dra-
matically enough in global capitalism’s core, the United States.

The global constitutionalism literature offers another theoretically 
sophisticated and nuanced emphasis on the emergence of a constitutive 
normative order underpinning international and transnational legal and 
institutional integration, understood as an ongoing process of constitu-
tional norm contestation and interpretation.21 Regional integration theory 
has diverging strands, while constructivist integration theory has made 
important contributions to how large regional identities are socially con-
structed and how regional orders fit into interregional social processes.22 
Connecting regional integration and global governance literatures also 
highlights denationalization patterns in legitimation conflict processes.23 
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Postfunctionalist integration theory also interestingly points to exclusion-
ary identities as imposing obstacles and sources of resistance to integra-
tive projects.24 In this literature, domestic-level interests in dis-integration 
can also include the economic incentives of groups and classes, alongside 
and reinforcing exclusive social identities. My argument emphasizes the 
reconstruction of exclusionary nationalist identities through processes of 
hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles, which tend to 
be intensified in contexts of worsening economic turmoil and insecurity.

The facilitating conditions of the possibility of a stabilized global cos-
mopolitan unifying process as such are theoretical and counterfactual, but 
crucial for understanding and explaining the struggle for a cosmopolitan 
order to emerge in the modern global world. Bruce Cronin, for instance, 
argued that transnational communities emerge when people sharing 
common characteristics, experiences, and positive interdependence form 
political consciousness through the identification of collective selves 
and others.25 Amitai Etzioni, interested in political hierarchies as well as 
identities, instead proposed more demanding state-like preconditions for 
the emergence of “supranational communities” including the “legitimate 
control of the means of violence, which must exceed that of the member 
units; allocation of resources among the member units; and command of 
political loyalties that exceed those accorded to member units.”26 In this 
sense, Cronin and Etzioni differ on the degree of power concentration 
considered to be a necessary condition for unification.27 My argument 
does not dramatically depart from these literatures but emphasizes the 
hurdles to large-scale integration, chiefly hierarchy legitimation conflicts 
and recognition struggles as driving processes that require legitimation 
strategies against counterforces. Contrary to realist approaches, I do not 
see the modern nation-state as a solid and preexisting obstacle, but rather 
one that is continually reproduced and socially reconstructed in ongoing 
processes of political conflict and struggles for recognition.

Speculative Cosmopolitan Theory

Alongside this literature of cosmopolitan globalization there was a revival 
of interest in the possibility of world government and a parallel literature 
on global democracy. This literature is highly normative and almost inher-
ently speculative, theorizing distant futures and radically different global 
political orders.28 The most widely accepted view is that a world govern-
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ment is virtually impossible to create and would be impossible to sustain 
under its own weight, even if it had cosmopolitan characteristics. Kenneth 
Waltz for instance argued that a centralized hierarchical international sys-
tem would generate its own destruction:

As hierarchical systems, governments nationally or globally are dis-
rupted by the defection of major parts. In a society of states with lit-
tle coherence, attempts at world government would founder on the 
inability of an emerging central authority to mobilize the resources 
needed to create and maintain the unity of the system by regulat-
ing and managing the parts. The prospect of a world government 
would be an invitation to prepare for world civil war.29

Waltz’s line “mobilize the resources needed to create and maintain the 
unity of the system” suggests that only a staggering concentration of power 
would be sufficient.30 The more important line in Waltz’s passage above is 
the idea of “a society of states with little coherence.” For English School 
theory, it is the construction of social, cultural, and political coherence 
that would make a powerful world state less necessary, while constructiv-
ism emphasizes power in this process of social construction.

John J. Mearsheimer argues that the self-determination preferences of 
nation-states rule out the possibility of a supranational state:

There is not going to be a world state anytime soon. For starters, 
there is virtually no chance that any nation with its own state will 
voluntarily give it up. And it is hard to imagine that those nations 
clamoring for a state will abandon that aspiration. Nations are 
obsessed with self-determination and thus unlikely to be willing to 
put their fate in the hands of a superstate over which they have at 
best limited control.31

Mistaking nations for latent and preexisting bodies, rather than socially 
constructed identities, this thinking misses the processes by which larger 
collective identities are constructed, and the further processes by which 
exclusionary national identities become reconstructed against them. 
There are many cases of large-scale multinational federations, and regional 
scale unions, such as the European Union, for example. What is interest-
ing about Brexit, for instance, is how exclusionary national identities were 
remobilized in what I conceptualize as hierarchy legitimation conflicts 
and recognition struggles.
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Joseph Parent has the interesting argument that voluntary unifica-
tion in world politics emerges in such cases as the United States where 
common threats and active domestic actors with sufficient resources can 
mobilize unification against external threats.32 The argument goes on to 
suggest that on a global scale therefore unification has not emerged in the 
modern international system because there has been no global scale threat 
(except for those threats such as nuclear weapons or climate change that 
are posed by the divisions of humankind). In principle, this is another and 
even more highly speculative argument, whether an extraglobal threat 
might produce global unity. Who is to say, if such a scenario is so outland-
ish?33 Essentially, the scenario Parent is suggesting is the subsumption of 
world politics into a large international system of security interaction. It 
may be a categorically different question, then, if conceptually speaking 
the unification of a unit in a system, even one as large as the United States, 
has categorical qualitative differences from the unification of a system 
into a single unit. The mode of belonging, the kinds of necessary political 
structures, the conditions of stabilization—these are categorically different 
things in a radically different type of reconfiguration of world politics.34

Alexander Wendt argues that the construction of a world state will 
eventually emerge (in 100 years) out of the modern anarchical interna-
tional system, as a response to global security interdependencies posed by 
nuclear weapons.35 For Wendt, the “logic of anarchy” generates struggles 
for social recognition of subjectivities, which can produce progressive 
“cultures of anarchy.”36 On this basis, he argues that in a modern con-
text of nuclear proliferation actors will eventually become compelled to 
recognize one another and thereby transcend anarchy through a “world 
society” collective identity and Weberian world state.37 First, I take issue 
with Wendt’s ontology of a world state “as person,” because a states are not 
made “real” like a beehive in the process, as Wendt argues, and identities 
do not dissolve into a single identity, as Wendt suggests, but instead would 
ideal-typically speaking be “nested” and overlapping in ongoing pro-
cesses of constitution.38 Second, I also am skeptical of Wendt’s Weberian 
monopoly on the legitimate use of force conception of the configuration 
of a world state. Because a “world” state in principle is a different type of 
political configuration, radically transcending states, I am unconvinced it 
necessarily would have a configuration strictly conforming to the modern 
state that it transcends. Third, the main issue with Wendt’s argument is the 
anticipation of a global solidarity achieved through positive socialization. 
It is a problem for Wendt’s argument that the modern global international 
system has not yet developed more positive socialization and integrated 
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global-level political structures in response to global-level challenges such 
as nuclear weapons, as Wendt suggests it will in future. Why should it 
emerge in 100 years, if it has not emerged yet, after over seventy years 
of nuclear proliferation?39 At what threshold of nuclear proliferation does 
Wendt’s recognition socialization take place? It is unconvincing that more 
nuclear weapons will do the trick. Finally, the further obvious issue in 
Wendt’s argument is that it is unduly speculative. In the remote long-term 
future, Wendt’s teleological argument is neither convincing nor uncon-
vincing. In 100 years, what is likely or unlikely is unduly speculative to 
suppose in political matters. It is more reasonable to anticipate that too 
many unanticipated events will arise on such a timescale.40 My question in 
this book, however, is not exactly when or if world unification will emerge, 
but rather why cosmopolitan order projects have been so fruitless and 
divisive in the modern global world.

The modern global world remains far away from an institutionally inte-
grated cosmopolitan order, while the fledgling aspects of an internation-
alist cosmopolitan order are in decline in an increasingly dividing and 
disorderly world. In the remote long-term future, pushing the evolution of 
modernity forward upwards of 100 years, the constellation of the sources 
of power and prevailing social imaginaries may realign, transform, and 
give way to conditions for what Barry Buzan calls a planetary “species 
empowerment” future with the “possibility of transition to eras beyond 
modernity (Star Trek [TV series]; the ‘Culture’ novels of Iain M. Banks).”41 
If speculating on a future so remote, the derailment of humankind, in 
“species suicide” and “species replacement” by artificial intelligences, are 
possible outcomes too. In either case, my argument suggests that the con-
solidation of a cosmopolitan order stabilizing Buzan’s Wellsian speculative 
“species empowerment” future would require meeting steep legitimation 
demands for emergent planetary hierarchies and ongoing recognition 
struggles over “species being.”

Most world government thinkers have proposed a gradualist path-
way, understood to be punctuated by moments where steps of further 
integration are taken.42 A hurdle to any step in that direction is hierarchy 
legitimation conflict between a democratic world federation and authori-
tarian states.43 How to integrate political systems that in principle contra-
dict? World federalist thinkers facing this challenge have recommended 
functionalist-style mechanisms integrating international law and econo-
mies, attempting to permit authoritarian and democratic state member-
ship.44 The original motto of the United World Federalists movement was 
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“unity and diversity.”45 Paired with this idea is the functionalist-style pro-
posal to integrate global economies in critical industries and supranational 
economic arrangements bridging.46 These mechanisms in themselves offer 
not a legitimation strategy so much as they aim to dodge the problem 
of political differences, and not convincingly, especially in a fracturing 
world. Because divisive geopolitics stymie reform, United Nations insider 
Mark Malloch-Brown has suggested that a new “San Francisco moment” 
is required to achieve it, but geopolitical tensions present no “moment” 
foreseeable in the future.47 The cosmopolitan order alternatives offered by 
the World Order Models Project were more thoroughly pluralistic, but 
their feasibility in transition strategies of planned integration and popu-
lar “bottom up” pressure remain doubtful, at least without considerable 
modification and updating.48 On the idea of world federalism, Jawahar-
lal Nehru—who himself once considered it—suggested, “The mechanical 
part of it [world federation] is not so very difficult. The real difficulty is 
how to tackle the psychological and to some extent economic barriers that 
come in our way.”49

In his classic lectures on international theory, Martin Wight suggested 
three ways international society could be transformed into the “domes-
tic politics of the universal civitas,” citing “doctrinal uniformity, doctri-
nal imperialism, and cosmopolitanism.”50 By doctrinal uniformity Wight 
meant the domestic ratification of a civitas maxima across international 
society. By doctrinal imperialism Wight meant its coercive imposition. 
And, by the third, “cosmopolitanism,” Wight meant the dissolution of 
international society itself, into a structurally transformative cosmopoli-
tan order, “which over-rides nations or states . . . This is cosmopolitanism: 
cosmopolis equals world city equals civitas maxima.”51 None of these path-
ways appear remotely plausible, although Wight only vaguely describes 
them. Hedley Bull classically suggested three pathways by which a world 
government could come about: (1) a “knockout tournament,” (2) “a 
social contract among states [forming] a universal republic or cosmopo-
lis founded upon some form of consent or consensus,” or (3) “it may be 
thought of as arising gradually, perhaps though accretion of the powers 
of the United Nations.”52 From these three pathways, the idea of a vio-
lent “knockout tournament” is not really a plausible pathway, because a 
nuclear punch-up would be a planetary “knockout.”53 A limited nuclear 
war if possible would be less destructive and may produce a global outcry 
and demand for arms control or disarmament, but these demands may 
be limited too, because the issues or miscalculations leading states into a 
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limited nuclear war may not apply to the rest of the nuclear powers. Bull’s 
second pathway, social contracting a cosmopolis, has highly unclear con-
ditions, and Bull’s third pathway, a gradual evolutionary transformation of 
international society, has failed to emerge and is contradicted by divisive 
trends disrupting and destabilizing international society today.

The global cosmopolitan democracy literature is primarily normative, 
but includes sophisticated theoretical consideration of whether such an 
order is possible, even if unlikely.54 Global cosmopolitan democracy, as a 
speculative ideal type concept, in practice could include a wide range of 
configurations, just as nation-state democracies do. A global cosmopolitan 
democracy configuration is conditional on processes of social and struc-
tural integration. As a democracy, such a political formation implies that it 
would necessarily require a demos with a sense of global belonging, plus a 
kratos, which implies some degree of power, for enforceable legislative and 
judicial authorities.55 A cosmopolitan global democracy is in this sense an 
institutional cosmopolitan order. The conditions of a cosmopolitan global 
democracy as such are far steeper, relative to its steeper formal hierar-
chies. The concentration of power for an institutional cosmopolitan global 
democracy is not necessarily a global monopoly on the use of force, how-
ever, although the precise degree of power concentration needed is unclear.

It is evident that dynamic densities and interdependence imperatives 
have not been sufficient to socialize humankind into wider solidarities as 
Ruggie and other constructivists have anticipated. In my view, this out-
come is not simply a lack of sufficient socialization agency, because pro-
cesses of hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles con-
catenate and are subject to the mobilization of political power, with more 
powerful groups of actors tending to dominate outcomes. This again does 
not validate alternative structural realist theory as a satisfactory explana-
tion. It is not the self-help anarchical structure of the modern interna-
tional system that is preventing the emergence of a cosmopolitan order 
better fitted to address common interests, because international systems 
vary in their historical condition and social patterning (the constructed 
condition of anarchy can be competitive or cooperative, and stabilized or 
destabilized, regardless of polarity under anarchy). In the theoretical pic-
ture I am conveying, it is the hierarchy legitimation conflicts mixed with 
recognition struggles that cosmopolitan politics encounter which over-
whelm them, especially in intensified contexts of economic turmoil and 
international instability that drive political actors to reassert the modern 



“Cosmopolitan” Order in Theory and World History  31

2RPP

sources of state power and remobilize exclusionary nationalist identities. 
The conditions of possibility for the emergence of a cosmopolitan order as 
such are not simply a material-structural shift from an anarchical multi-
plicity of power to a hierarchical concentration of power. Its conditions of 
possibility instead are a combination of social and material forces, includ-
ing the stabilization of new hierarchical authorities through practices 
mobilizing power and resources, their legitimation through discursive 
action, and the social construction of larger “nesting” collective identities 
congruent to a cosmopolitan order.

In these terms, the management of hierarchy legitimation conflicts and 
recognition legitimation strategies of discursive action and organization 
of power in practices are critical for meeting these conditions of possibil-
ity, but they also create unwieldy hurdles for any such project. In abstract 
terms, a few more words on the idea of collective identity formation on 
a systemwide scale are needed. Such a process ideal typically includes 
“top down” and “bottom up” discursive action applying narratives of col-
lective identity to an entire global system of relational social networks.56 
Deployed in contexts of political practices, collective identities have a dis-
cursive “narrative structure,” as they are composed of stories about the 
past, present, and future of systems of relations.57 They are messy and sto-
chastic in application, not necessarily used consistently, and are subject to 
meaning contestation. The process of collective identity constitution in 
this sense is close to the concept of a speech act, but in an iterative ongoing 
process of constitution and combined with associated practices.58 These 
narratives and practices in this sense are deployed in appeals and legiti-
mation strategies and contestation by both super- and subordinate actors 
in social networks.59 These narratives can also be deliberately “polyva-
lent” and “multivocal” to manage contestation and legitimacy conflicts.60 
Importantly, collective identity formation in this process does not dissolve 
identities, especially those mobilized in recognition struggles, but instead 
nests overlapping identities in a total relational network identity. Lastly, 
as combined processes of ideational discourse and material practice, this 
is not to say that these identities become real or solid, but rather their 
ongoing stabilization in discursive action and performative practices over 
longer timescales can become taken for granted background imaginaries. 
Various large-scale identities populate the modern global world, in reli-
gions and civilizations, but there is no clear discursive narrative content to 
the vaguer identity called “humankind.”
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Ancient “World” Empires

Hedley Bull once suggested that “there has never been a government of 
the world, but there has often been a government supreme over much 
of what for those subjected to it was the known world.”61 The sprawling 
“world” empires of antiquity are often alluded to by world state thinkers,62 
but my argument is first that the way cosmopolitan order is imagined in 
the modern global world is essentially antithetical to these ancient impe-
rial cosmopolitan orders, and second, that the countervailing forces of the 
modern sources of power and pervasive forms of belonging are not con-
ducive to either form of cosmopolitan order.

The literature of the comparative study of international systems devel-
oped a large body of research indicating the wide variation in the configu-
rations of international systems in world history.63 Toynbee’s and Wight’s 
early studies referred to ancient imperial orders as “suzerain” systems, and 
suggested that most international systems in world history have eventu-
ally fallen into this category, under “world” empires.64 In the 1940s and 
1950s, Reinhold Niebuhr and Frederick Schuman also pointed toward the 
Roman experience to suggest that a stable world state or world federation 
would require a preponderance of power, as well as some kind of world 
community feeling.65 The contemporary literature on international sys-
tems in world history has vastly expanded the comparative study of the 
“imagined worlds” of large-scale imperial orders in world history, mark-
ing wide-ranging variation of configurations and hierarchy legitimation 
practices.66

Exploring ancient imaginaries and legitimated “collective beliefs” 
clarifies by way of contrast radically different orders and ways of imag-
ining belonging, while offering illustrative empirical evidence contrast-
ing the ancient and modern worlds. In this discussion, I offer a compara-
tive exploration of imperial integration processes in the Roman Empire 
and the Han dynasty, which I then contrast with the divisive processes, 
transformed social imaginaries, and diverging conditions of the mod-
ern global world. These ancient cases demonstrate what are essentially 
state-formation processes but on vast scales approximating nearly entire 
regional international systems. In each case, imperial political ideology of 
a universal order and elite network collective identity emerged as imperial 
legitimation devices.
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The Roman World

At its height, the Roman Empire was a world of cities within an imagined 
world city. The empire, in Ovid’s words, was “at once a city (urbis) and a 
world (orbis).”67 This notion was more than a flourish of imperial poets. 
Belonging in the empire was attained in practice through membership 
in a city, a civitas, which itself fit into the Roman world city, the civitas 
maxima,68 and notional cosmic city, the cosmopolis.69 Nor was this notion 
a legal fiction or an obscure religious principle. The imagined world city 
had a center that could be physically visited, in the city of Rome, imagined 
simultaneously as the center of the cosmos, as the political center of the 
empire, and as a microcosm of the wider world city. The entire world was 
imagined to be physically on display and possible to experience in the 
diversity of Rome’s inhabitants, visitors, and goods.70 It was not simply 
an integrated structure imagined as a world city, but it also contained—at 
least for an imperial strata—a sense of Roman belonging, of becoming 
Roman. In one remarkable example Aelius Aristides claimed for second 
century Greeks “common ownership for the Roman name.”71

To explain this world, Clifford Ando’s numerous works on the Roman 
Empire offer an especially insightful combination of sophisticated social 
theory and classical knowledge. In his Roman Social Imaginaries, Ando 
explains that “Romans understood political belonging principally on a 
contractualist model: it was voluntary assent to the normative strictures 
of the community and collaboration in matters of shared utility that made 
one Roman.”72 This had one sense of Roman social customs and prac-
tices, Romanization, but in a more crucial sense “one becomes Roman by 
becoming juridically Roman.”73 The imagination of Roman belonging was 
a legal status, in principle, while in a social sense people were also under-
stood to be able act, dress, and speak “as if ” they were Romans. What is 
interesting is how far flung and long lasting this sense of Roman belonging 
became in the Roman world, although limited mainly to an imperial elite.

It is also remarkable how integrated the Roman world became. Josiah 
Osgood’s Rome and the Making of a World State for instance suggests it 
had world-state-like integration, not only connecting the Mediterranean 
system in a vast network of roads and a common currency system but also 
integrating it in a political architecture across virtually an entire interna-
tional system.74 It was a joined-up system, at its height, with a political 
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hierarchy centered on Rome’s imperial government and administration, 
drawing on elites across the empire. It was also relatively long-lasting, 
with social imaginaries deepening overtime. The Roman Empire domi-
nated the entirety of the Mediterranean world for nearly 700 years. Rome’s 
hegemony emerged after defeating its Carthaginian rival in the Third 
Punic War, 149–146 BCE, which coincided with Rome’s domination of 
Greece through a mix of invitation and imposition, including the military 
defeat of the Macedonian Empire.75 Full Roman dominance of the entire 
Mediterranean system was established roughly by the time of the battle 
of Actium, 31 BCE, with the incorporation of Egypt into the empire. Asia 
Minor and Gaul had already been brought under Roman rule by that time. 
The Roman Empire, while relatively vast, integrated, and long-lasting, also 
encountered numerous rebellions and local bids for independence such as 
in the Roman Jewish War.

An interesting aspect of the Roman case is its connection and contrast 
to the Hellenistic system. Zeno’s philosophy of the cosmopolis was present 
and became widely diffused across the Hellenistic system. Greek Stoicism 
was a personal ethic, not a public doctrine.76 In their exposure to the Hel-
lenistic world, the idea of the cosmopolis was received by Roman elites. 
Cicero, for instance, philosophized the “fellowship of the human race” and 
made considerable contributions to the tradition of cosmopolitan thought 
and the idea of a civitas maxima.77 Much later, the emperor Aurelius asked, 
if “the universe is a kind of city; in what other common constitution will 
anyone say that the whole human race shares?”78 These notions were used 
as an ethical quasi-political imperial discourse, layered upon others.

Available sources suggest that the integration of an elite Roman iden-
tity and concept of belonging is evident in legal, religious, and political 
practices. Starting with Roman law, cities across the empire held various 
terms of relations with Rome that could be deepened from the status of 
friends of Rome, to allies, and eventually bringing whole cities into Roman 
citizenship. The city-state civitas polities of the Roman Empire maintained 
local laws, ius civile, but were also incorporated into Roman law, ius gen-
tium, which came to be seen as synonymous with the law of the world 
city, the common law of humankind.79 These ideas were connected by 
Roman elites to discourses of imperial unity and hierarchy: orbis Roma-
num, approximately meaning the Roman command of the world, and the 
communis patria, the paternal community of all humankind. The prac-
tice of public acclamations communicating approval between ruling and 
ruled across the empire has also been suggested to have “invoked imag-
ined visions of the empire as a unified community.”80
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In receiving Roman education and literacy, elites not only adopted 
Roman practices and attained some legal benefits and responsibilities but 
also became familiarized with its narratives.81 Some argue that Roman 
citizenship was more than a legal status. It was a social and cultural one, 
requiring literacy and the performance of practices that required concepts 
of an elite cosmopolitan culture, chiefly the notions of humanitas and 
Romanitas, applied to transimperial elite relations.82 In 212 CE, Roman 
citizenship was extended to all free males across the empire.83 By the late 
empire, irrespective of one’s polity of origin, a family could improve its 
standing in the six levels of imperial citizenship, generation by generation, 
as each generation could ascend one level, given certain conditions. Sena-
tors and even emperors were no longer exclusively from Rome, or Italy, 
but arose from across the empire.

In public religious practices performed through official public tem-
ples, membership in the empire required participation in public religion, 
through sacrificial rituals, ceremonies, and festivals.84 Roman emperors, 
following Augustus, held the role of chief priest of the empire. Performance 
of public ceremonies and rituals, in the Roman worldview, maintained 
the favor of the gods. Through religious rituals, pre-Christian Romans did 
not perform practices of “faith,” but instead performed practices based on 
“knowledge” of the gods that was empirically directed.85 Roman public 
temples were not places of assembly or congregation, because they were 
seen as the physical homes of the gods. Public religious festivals and cer-
emonies were instead performed outside in public spaces and involved 
general public participation. It was the elites who paid for these festivals 
and ceremonies, including paying for the freely distributed bread and 
minted gold. Knowledge of the Roman gods and other aspects of Romani-
tas was spread to populations through elites.86 Although an imperial elite 
emerged across the Roman Empire, they were not mutually integrated, 
but were instead connected to the imperial core and developed a wide 
variation of hybrid Roman-local practices across local elite cultural con-
texts in the vast empire. While empires tend to connect peripheries to 
the core through intermediaries, they tend to aim to segregate and dif-
ferentiate peripheries from one another, to keep the conquered divided. 
In sum, there is evidence of a unifying process in legal, political, and reli-
gious contexts within the Roman Empire, but these were fairly limited to 
elite participation and took on diverse hybrid cultural forms in local con-
texts. Such practices and discourses nevertheless enabled diverse groups 
and people across vast distances, with little knowledge of one another, to 
imagine membership in a larger Roman polity.



36  cosmopolitan imaginaries and international disorder

2RPP

The rise of the Christian ecumene across the joined-up empire pro-
duced a network of power and universal discourse rivaling that of the 
empire. An influential Christian view was that “Christ had appeared in the 
reign of Augustus, even as the empire was established, so that his worship 
might spread more rapidly through a unified world.”87 Christian refusals to 
sacrifice to the deified emperors and gods in public rituals strained public 
life and produced bouts of Christian persecution within the empire. The 
Christian beliefs of soldiers were particularly critical in this period because 
soldiers played a key role in supporting rival would-be emperors aiming to 
concentrate power in the system. Christians were still Romans, however, 
even if criminalized. Tertullian, a Carthaginian Christian Roman citizen, 
for instance, critiqued “Roman imperialism and its theological underpin-
ning” on the grounds that “we are from your people: Christians are not 
born but made.”88 This appeal to a shared Roman identity suggests that the 
idea of Roman unity could be used as an argument and appeal to mitigate 
coercion. The tension between Christian beliefs and public pagan religion 
eventually shifted, following the military victories of Constantine over his 
rivals in 324 CE. In power, Constantine legalized and enthusiastically sup-
ported Christianity with the spread of churches across the empire. By the 
fourth century CE, Christianity had become the official public religion 
of the empire. The collapse and conquest of the Western Roman Empire 
effectively reduced Rome to a local although relatively still considerable 
power. This decline and division essentially ended the Roman Empire’s 
pretense to be, in Virgil’s phrase, an “empire without limit.” Following its 
decline and the breakup of the Western Roman Empire, Christianity con-
tinued to spread across the region, albeit through multiple and often con-
flicting sects. The medieval order of Europe that gradually emerged in the 
wake of the universal empire inherited and developed Roman Catholic 
integration and the idea of Christendom. Latin texts also continued in use 
among elites, medieval Christendom could mobilize resources to some 
degree, and it held a common idea of belonging, legitimating multiple but 
overlapping political authorities.

The Han Dynasty

Across the world, the Han dynasty was another sprawling empire, and 
a contemporary to the Roman Empire. The two empires had minimal 
mutual awareness and only indirect contact through trade, with no dip-
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lomatic or strategic interaction.89 Before the Qin-Han period, during the 
Spring and Autumn period (770–453 BC) and Warring States period (453–
221 BC), the region was a system of multiple states with multiple distinctive 
cultural identities.90 The short-lived Qin dynasty was the first to establish a 
political unification of territorial China through military conquest of the 
Warring States in 221 BC, bringing the region under “universal domina-
tion.”91 Aware of the significance of the military conquest of the region, the 
first emperor conducted feng sacrificial ceremonies to claim “world sov-
ereignty.”92 Having conquered rival states, the Qin dynasty demilitarized 
the conquered states and initiated projects for the political and infrastruc-
tural unification of the disparate and formerly independent states into 
a vast region-wide state. The system’s distant past had experienced the 
emergence of hierarchies, the historically remote Shang dynasty (1600–
1045 BC) conquered by the Zhou dynasty (1045–221 BC), although these 
dynasties were not system-wide in extent. The Zhou dynasty developed 
a hierarchy beyond its areas of direct rule through extending feudal kin-
ship relations.93 Unlike these predecessor dynasties, the Qin dynasty (221–
207/6 BC) conquered the region, although it was a short-lived, falling to 
rebellion and insurrection shortly after the death of the first emperor.

The following Han dynasty would extend and build upon the state-
building projects initiated by the Qin dynasty, including that standardiza-
tion of coinage and script, as well as roadways and infrastructure projects, 
joining together territories and populations into a vast state-like struc-
ture. The Han dynasty (206 BC–220 AD) has two periods, the earlier or 
Western and the later or Eastern Han dynasty, being divided by the brief 
interregnum of Wang Mang’s short-lived Xin dynasty (9–25 AD). Across 
this period, the Western Han dynasty emerged as a political and mili-
tary power on a relatively vast geographical scale, nearly system-wide in 
terms of its historical context, while notable nearby powers, such as the 
northern Hsiung-nu polities, balanced against it and engaged in complex 
diplomatic relations. The Western and Eastern Han dynasties engaged in 
state-building projects to unify their vast empire, including the establish-
ment of a common currency, writing, travel, and transport systems, join-
ing together the system into a single state-like polity on a vast scale.

The case of the Han dynasty is particularly interesting, however, 
because it evinces not only a concentration of political and military power 
and economic and infrastructural integration but also a unifying idea, the 
Confucian teachings and notion of da tong, “Grand Unity.” The pre-Han 
dynasty imperial principle of the “Mandate of Heaven” was a principle 
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of suzerain legitimacy, although some scholars suggest it was not heavily 
used to legitimate the Han empire until the later or Eastern Han dynasty, 
after the interregnum of Wang Mang’s short-lived Xin dynasty.94 Second-
ary and historical sources instead indicates evidence of the elite circula-
tion of “Confucian” moral codes and identities during the Han dynasty, 
particularly in educational practices and in the emergence of consciously 
tiered or ranked legal, bureaucratic, and social ordering practices. Con-
fucianism predated the Qin and Han dynasties by centuries, and ancient 
China included several distinct religious traditions besides, Buddhism and 
Daoism most prominently.95 Confucianism in this context was more of an 
ethic than a religion, however, even though it assumed some spiritual and 
cosmological principles. In practice, what was considered “Confucian” 
was also subject to change and context. The term Confucian, ru or rujia, 
in the context of the Han dynasty is also somewhat fuzzy and stochastic 
in practice.96 The independent polities, north and west, were subject to 
campaigns of expansion, and were fit into Han dynasty imperial narratives 
of a Confucian world order imaginary.97 Confucian narratives, with the 
idea of da tong (Grand Unity) and a body of moral codes, suited imperial 
legitimation by providing not only an edifying morality but also the idea 
of a universal order surrounding the imperial state in the cosmos.98

When Confucianism became officially adopted by the Han dynasty, 
its use and spread is evident in educational, legal, administrative-
bureaucratic, and social elite networks on a relatively vast scale, over hun-
dreds of years. Recruitment into the higher tiers of imperial society came 
to require adoption of Confucian principles and practices, as acquired 
through newly established public schools and institutions, where educa-
tion for elites became shaped by the state adoption of Confucianism.99 
Confucian “schools of thought” and institutions of preserving Confucian 
knowledge predated the Qin and Han dynasties by several centuries, but 
it was in the Han dynasty that their teachings were officially adopted.100 
Graduates could apply to sit an examination to join the governing class 
of the civil service.101 Memorization of the classic texts became the main 
emphasis of education in the Han dynasty, and the examination of one or 
more became the test for recruitment to the civil service.102 In the later or 
Eastern Han dynasty, these requirements and tests became subject to writ-
ten examination.103 Appointed officials were expected and in probation-
ary periods required to demonstrate the appropriate qualities and con-
formity to their education’s teachings. The Han dynasty established a vast 
bureaucratic and administrative system staffed by elites at local and cen-
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tral imperial levels.104 By the later or Eastern Han dynasty, Confucian nar-
ratives prescribing Confucian ethics and social hierarchies had become 
increasingly pervasive in political practice.105 The local county-level office 
of magistrates in the Han dynasty also received training in public schools 
and were responsible for administering official rituals and monitoring 
the performance of the local schools.106 Law in the Han dynasty came to 
reflect a tiered or stratified order through differentiated rewards and pun-
ishments applied to the same crime depending on an individual’s status.107 
There were twenty tiers of aristocratic hierarchy in the Han dynasty.108 
Gradually, the scholar-official classes gathered increasing privileges and 
protections in law.109

Michael Nylan argues that the changing interpretation of Confucianism 
gradually created a mismatch between Confucian teachings and imperial 
order, not the renunciation of Confucianism as such.110 A declining abil-
ity to mobilize resources through imperial administrators, in any case, 
became a challenge in the later Han dynasty. Public schools also declined 
relative to private schools. More consequentially, the gradual rise of local 
warlords and family powers within the empire made them increasingly 
able to mobilize military forces independently. Warfare in northern ter-
ritories also exacted a considerable cost on the empire’s resources. Ulti-
mately, the Han dynasty succumbed to internal rebellion. The last Han 
emperor abdicated in 220 AD,111 after which the empire was divided in the 
“Three Kingdoms” or Wei-Chin period (220–420 AD). During its rise and 
before its eventual fall, however, the Han dynasty exhibited considerable 
state-building processes, on what at the time was a vast scale.

The Modern Global World

The Han dynasty and the Roman Empire are two cases illustrative of 
highly integrative ancient imperial orders that developed elite imperial 
identity networks on relatively vast scales and over relatively long tim-
escales. The way cosmopolitan order is imagined in the modern global 
world, however, is essentially antithetical to these ancient imperial cos-
mopolitan orders, while the countervailing forces of the modern sources 
of power and pervasive forms of belonging have been unconducive to a 
cosmopolitan order. Under such empires, the ancient world nevertheless 
experienced eras of “globalization” with the increased interaction and 
movement of people, goods, and ideas.112 The differences are interesting, 
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however. Ryan Griffiths has argued that ancient international systems like 
the Roman Empire tended to follow a path from mechanical anarchies to 
mechanical hierarchies under empires, which later developed into organic 
hierarchies; whereas modern systems, contrary to Ruggie’s anticipations, 
have instead developed persistent organic anarchies, albeit under succes-
sive hegemonic hierarchies.113 By contrast to ancient empires, at the height 
of its power, in the unipolar moment, US hegemony constructed a hier-
archical order some referred to as “new Rome on the Potomac,” but sys-
temic integration under US-led globalization was quite different from the 
ancient world, with neo-imperial economic levers, deterrent constraints, 
and dramatically different social imaginaries.114

The modern global world has experienced considerable integration, 
with increasing interaction between state and nonstate actors.115 But the 
conditions of the modern global world have also been deeply divisive and 
wracked by recurrent eras of fracture too. The modern international sys-
tem developed thin and limited “cosmopolitan” configurations around the 
humanitarian order, including crimes against humanity and the Interna-
tional Criminal Court, but with limited to no great power legitimation 
of or compliance with the institution.116 At the regional level, the Euro-
pean Union has developed an approximate “cosmopolitan” configuration, 
but with limited application to other regions. The political character of 
the modern cosmopolitan imagination moreover is radically different, 
typically secular, progressive, in principle anti-imperial, and democratic. 
Although many optimistic constructivist theorists of globalization antici-
pated the emergence of a cosmopolitan “post-Westphalian” order through 
the “dynamic densities” and structural interdependency imperatives of 
modernity, international society’s divisive patterns have persisted, and are 
likely to continue to persist, into the foreseeable future.117 The theoretical 
explanation for this persistent divisive pattern in the modern global world 
is that cosmopolitan ordering discourses and practices have repeatedly 
been overwhelmed by hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition 
struggles reasserting modern state power and remobilizing exclusionary 
nationalist identities, intensified in contexts of international instability 
and economic turmoil. The prevalence of nationalism and nation-states is 
not in itself a sufficient explanation for the limited and divisive outcomes 
of cosmopolitan ordering projects in the modern world, because it is the 
ongoing reconstitution of nationalism, the recurrent shoring up of state 
power, and the generative redivision of humankind that requires explana-
tion. Helpful in explaining these patterns are the processes of hierarchy 
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legitimation conflicts generating political resistance and delegitimation, 
alongside of and mixed with recognition struggles against large collective 
identity constructs, whereby exclusionary nationalist identities are remo-
bilized and reconstituted.

The conditions of possibility for a cosmopolitan order are relatively 
steep in the modern global world, which is characterized by state power 
mobilizing national identities. Recognition struggles pose a demanding 
hurdle for any cosmopolitan mode of belonging attached to a political 
project, which are mixed with challenging hierarchy legitimation conflicts. 
An institutional cosmopolitan order is exceedingly challenging because it 
has steeper hierarchy legitimation conflicts and a degree of power con-
solidation is assumed to be needed to support its ability to mobilize even a 
minimal degree of resources for common global purposes. Power consoli-
dation is not assumed to be needed for an internationalist cosmopolitan 
order, however. An internationalist cosmopolitan order has less formally 
steep hierarchies but nevertheless encounters hierarchy legitimation hur-
dles in implied and emergent de facto hierarchies. Either kind of order, 
moreover, also has the facilitating conditions of relative international and 
economic stability, without which legitimation conflicts and recognition 
struggles intensify. The conditions of possibility for the emergence of a 
cosmopolitan order in the modern global world are not simply a material-
structural shift from an anarchical multiplicity of power to a hierarchical 
concentration of power. Its conditions of possibility instead are a combi-
nation of social and material forces, including not only the stabilization 
of new hierarchical authorities through practices mobilizing power and 
resources, but equally their legitimation through discursive action and the 
social construction of larger collective identities congruent with a cosmo-
politan order. In the modern international experience, no cosmopolitan 
political movement has remotely approached these conditions, even while 
capital and new interaction capacities have integrated world politics more 
deeply than in ages past.

Conclusion

The literatures of cosmopolitan globalization and speculative world fed-
eration and global democracy have offered numerous insights but contain 
limitations in their explanation of the absence of a cosmopolitan order 
whose emergence their theory often anticipated. While literatures on cos-
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mopolitan globalization struggle with contradictory evidence, and some 
of the more futurological literature is unduly speculative, realist theory 
misleads with mistaken assumptions. The ideal type concept of a cos-
mopolitan order that I offer draws on constructivist and English School 
contributions, but makes modifications and theoretical qualifications to 
underlying assumptions about the role of power, while advancing con-
cepts of hierarchy legitimation conflict and recognition struggle to make 
sense of evidence contradicting much of this literature. This ideal type 
concept of cosmopolitan international order that I advance includes dis-
tinct internationalist and institutionalist configurations, whose conditions 
of possibility include challenging legitimation strategies, combining rela-
tive stabilization of new hierarchical authorities through practices mobi-
lizing power and resources, with their legitimation through discursive 
action, and the social construction of collective identities congruent to 
a cosmopolitan order. Given these steep conditions of possibility, it is 
unsurprising that a cosmopolitan order, even of a thin internationalist 
configuration, has not taken shape.
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Two

Kantian Cosmopolitanism

Kant reimagined the ancient idea of cosmopolitan belonging for the mod-
ern global world. Advancing the largely Western cosmopolitan tradition, 
Kant imagined a universal moral order and notion of being a citizen of 
the world for an age of global travel and transformation.1 His philosophy 
mixed the old ideas with new notions of “worldly” cosmopolitan attitudes 
and dispositions of being open to the company of foreigners and having 
worldly interest in languages and cultures in an age of global navigation.2 
This Kantian cosmopolitan tradition has been the predominant form of 
cosmopolitan politics in the modern global world.3 For Kant and Kan-
tians, humankind not only shares a universal moral order, with claims to 
world citizenship, but in a globalizing world, Kant also speculated that 
humankind would “gradually be brought closer and closer to a cosmo-
politan constitution,” in a “cosmopolitan condition.”4 Kant’s perpetual 
peace proposal, moreover, offered a model for realizing a cosmopolitan 
federation.

What is interesting is not only why this kind of cosmopolitan vision 
has not been more realized, but why and how it is so often resisted, dis-
missed, and rejected. In the modern international experience, the human 
rights regime is the most influential expression of this Kantian way of 
imagining global belonging, but it is highly limited in its depth of order-
ing and breadth of compliance. Kantian liberal legacies have also been 
credited with inspiring international organization, from the League of 
Nations to the United Nations, but these are hardly cosmopolitan orders, 
and what sphere of democratic peace exists is highly limited.5 In a divid-
ing and disorderly world, moreover, history does not plausibly appear to 
have a cosmopolitan purpose. Why have lofty Kantian ideas calling for 
a cosmopolitan order for the modern globalizing world proven to be so 
limited in their achievements? Why, moreover, have they been so divisive?



46  cosmopolitan imaginaries and international disorder

2RPP

My argument in this chapter is that liberal Kantian cosmopolitan nar-
ratives and practices, which were most clearly expressed in the universal 
human rights regime rising in the 1940s and into the 1970s and post–Cold 
War world, continually encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts with 
a range of states as well as recognition struggles with illiberal societies. At 
their height in the post–Cold War world, these cosmopolitan discourses 
and practices were overwhelmed and delegitimated by the upswell of 
populism reasserting modern state power and mobilizing exclusionary 
nationalist identities, in combination with illiberal political forces.

Universal Human Rights and Its Critics

In modern international thought, Kantian cosmopolitanism is so pre-
dominant it is often taken to be synonymous with cosmopolitan politics 
itself, narrowly defined. Martin Wight’s lectures for instance used Kant 
and Kantianism to name and express the entire category of revolution-
ary thought, even though it includes a wide range of cosmopolitan tra-
ditions.6 Although Kantian cosmopolitanism is itself a broad, internally 
diverse, and adaptive tradition, its discourse tends to tell a distinct kind 
of story about a universal moral order that forms a moral cosmopolitan 
community.7

Kantian cosmopolitan thought manifest in several waves in the mod-
ern international experience. The call for “liberty” as universal “natural 
rights” became a popular revolutionary movement across the globalizing 
Atlantic world, in the 18th and 19th centuries, calling for international-
ist cosmopolitan solidarities.8 The upheavals of the American, French, 
and Haitian Revolutions are also often considered to be the era in which 
modern ideas of universal rights to liberty and freedom started to trans-
form world politics. The abolition movement, importantly, was a part of 
this cosmopolitan wave.9 Pamphlets, newspapers, and books (the printed 
word) were the medium of these revolutionary cosmopolitan ideas in the 
18th and 19th centuries. Thomas Paine was among the most prolific and 
famous writers at the time, in his revolutionary texts including Common 
Sense and The Rights of Man, defending the legitimacy of revolution if 
waged on the basis of universal natural rights.

Amid these revolutionary times, a more fully realized cosmopolitan 
order was increasingly imagined in the future. Kant, not least, offered his 
speculative history. The cosmopolitan dream of universal liberty was a 
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popular idea, however, not limited to philosophical discourse. Among the 
first science fiction novels ever written for instance was Louis-Sébastien 
Mercier’s L’An 2440, published in 1771 (published in English as Memoirs of 
the Year Two Thousand Five Hundred, in 1772). This novel was inspired by 
the new cosmopolitan imagination of liberty and the spirit of progress.10 
It invented a new genre of future utopian fiction, and created the science 
fiction trope of the character who falls asleep, by some accident, to awaken 
in the remote future, in Mercier’s case, the year 2440.11 In Mercier’s L’An 
2440, the protagonist awakens from extended sleep in a future Paris. There 
he soon encounters a statue of a black man labeled “the Avenger of the 
New World.” Liberties had transformed world politics in the future, so the 
story presumed. Mercier’s L’An 2440 was among the most popular books 
of the 18th century, selling over 60,000 copies. George Washington and 
Thomas Jefferson reportedly each owned copies.12

Although widespread, the ideas of an internationalist cosmopolitan 
order with universal liberties and democracy at the time deeply divided 
international society in counterrevolutionary struggles. This revolution-
ary age generated recognition struggles with an aristocratic elite against 
the new liberal internationalist cosmopolitanism, and its upheavals 
threatened imperial political hierarchies, while the Napoleonic Wars 
threatened hegemonic supremacy of Europe.13 Napoleon was no cosmo-
politan. His empire betrayed the revolutionary calls for democratic liber-
ties and freedoms. His defeat was more a victory for the liberty of states 
than that of peoples, however. The counterrevolutionaries of the 19th cen-
tury are traditionally portrayed as deeply conservative, if not enemies of 
freedom, and their post-Napoleonic order as retrogressive,14 but it had its 
own modern features and the character of the Holy Alliance was all the 
more possible having waged its struggle against an enemy with the char-
acter of Napoleonic France.15 Klemens von Metternich, for instance, had 
studied Kant, and sought not a purely retrogressive retrotopian order, but 
a modified and even modern order with more management capabilities, 
for the perception of a changing, busier world.16 Lord Castlereagh not only 
sought a counterhegemonic kind of order but also sought the abolition of 
the slave trade and slavery.17 The order was transformative of European 
politics in many ways,18 but the fear of a new revolutionary power nev-
ertheless did gather the victors into an oppressive counterrevolutionary 
posture, organized—among other purposes—to restore empires and sup-
press uprisings, limiting the possibility of anything more radical for some 
time. We might remember Percy Bysshe Shelley’s 1819 poem “The Mask 
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of Anarchy,” “written on the occasion of the massacre at Manchester,” in 
which cavalry was deployed against protesters. Hearing the news, away in 
Italy, the Romantic thinker and poet Shelley wrote a call to revolution, for 
“justice,” for “liberty” . . . “I met murder on the way—He had a mask like 
Castlereagh” . . . “Rise like Lions after slumber—In unvanquishable num-
ber.”19 Shelley, like William Godwin and other Enlightenment thinkers 
who became radical Romantics, believed that humankind could master its 
destiny and find universal harmony if freed from existing political orders 
and given proper and sufficient moral guidance. The political orders of the 
time had their own masters, however. The counterrevolutionary charac-
ter of the post-Napoleonic order was arguably itself a contributing factor 
in the revolutionary upheavals of 1848, but also much of what gave it its 
durability against them.20

Into the late 19th century, the international peace movement became 
increasingly active, calling for arbitration and related peace mechanisms, 
but also for social and distributive justice as peace requisites. In the wake 
of the First World War, these demands gained a new urgency and popu-
lar support in a moment of opportunity in the hands of the victors. The 
ordering decisions embodied in the Covenant of the League of Nations 
did not include the more ambitious and radical transformative ordering 
calls of numerous advocates, including Japan’s racial equality principle, 
or the demands of the Women’s International League for Peace and Free-
dom, the Pan African Congress, and not least the revolutionary demands 
of Lenin’s new Soviet Union.21 The 1920s experienced considerable politi-
cal activism for more radical cosmopolitan ordering alternatives, but in 
the wake of the Great Depression and the instabilities of the 1930s, the 
incomplete and limited League of Nations’ order destabilized.22 The forces 
of remobilized exclusionary nationalism and state power redivided inter-
national society once more.23

The next major opportunity for revolutionary cosmopolitan change 
emerged in response to the depths and divisions of the Second World 
War. The widespread call for human rights was initially an answer to the 
Holocaust, to prevent another in the future.24 The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights had a symbolic aspect, as a declaration, but it is a sig-
nificant document. It is significant that Western and non-Western states-
persons contributed to its language and that the majority of states have 
ratified it.25 Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states, 
“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another 
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in a spirit of brotherhood.”26 This kind of language of rights, “reason,” and 
“conscience” clearly speaks to the cosmopolitan tradition and its idea of 
universal moral law.27 The rise of “crimes against humanity” and interna-
tional criminal law in this era also contributed to elements of an interna-
tionalist cosmopolitan legal order of a liberal character.28 The growth of 
this legal order has been limited by great power reluctance to accept con-
straints on their use of force, but it is a significant development.29

Although not without considerable achievements, the transformation 
of the order was nevertheless quite limited, relative to the ambitious calls 
for radical change at the time. In January 1945, in his fourth inaugural 
address, Franklin D. Roosevelt declared, “We have learned to be citizens 
of the world, members of the human community.”30 Roosevelt’s envisioned 
United Nations was not as ambitious as the radical transformative order 
visions on offer, and cannot be called cosmopolitan, but it was universally 
internationalist, and even his allies Stalin and Churchill were terrified by 
its ambition. Stalin’s redivision of Europe—as a part of his own revolution-
ary strategy—quieted the more hopeful while the emergence of the global 
Cold War redivided international society more widely. A huge literature 
exists exploring how the divisions among the allies were emergent in their 
postwar planning, and whether the Soviet occupations were avoidable.31 
More on this in the next chapter.

On the story of human rights, as the divided world became dead-
locked, well into the 1970s and 1980s, liberal cosmopolitanism experi-
enced another wave, with relatively lasting influence.32 Samuel Moyn’s The 
Last Utopia describes this wave most clearly:

As a number of its partisans in the 1970s were well aware, human 
rights could break through in that era because the ideological cli-
mate was ripe for claims to make a difference not through political 
vision but by transcending politics. Morality, global in its potential 
scope, could become the aspiration of humankind.33

Through NGOs such as Amnesty International and numerous groups 
and movements, advocates advanced an alternative moral language 
with which to challenge states. Soviet dissidents, too, in this era, used 
the language of human rights to critique the failures and abuses of the 
Soviet Union. Divisions between communist and liberal conceptions of 
human rights essentially formed recognition struggles between compet-
ing visions of modernity, limiting their transformative potential even 
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in an internationalist cosmopolitan register. The Carter administration’s 
adoption of a human rights foreign policy marked a major public shift, 
although brief and all but abandoned following the Iranian Revolution. 
This reversal suggested to many that promoting human rights as foreign 
policy principles tended to instigate militancy abroad, and that such 
principles moreover should be prudentially superseded by hierarchical 
geopolitical interests in US foreign policy.34 The Reagan administration 
later subsumed human rights discourse into a neoliberal cosmopolitan 
conception of individual rights, within a foreign policy of liberal democ-
racy promotion.35 The rise of liberal human rights advocacy in this era 
had considerable relatively lasting influence, but still fairly limited genu-
ine transformative impact.

In the post–Cold War world, human rights gained new wind in calls 
for internationalist cosmopolitan solidarities, democratic peace, “human” 
security, and emergent humanitarian norms of the responsibility to pro-
tect.36 Perhaps most critical for a fledging structural transformation was 
how liberal cosmopolitan humanitarian interventionism undermined or 
threatened to revise domestic–international distinctions.37 The creation of 
the International Criminal Court and the United Nations Human Rights 
Council aimed to institutionally embed ideas of universal human rights 
into international society.38 The European Convention on Human Rights 
has also been described by legal scholars as contributing to the emergence 
of a Kantian “cosmopolitan legal order.”39 The normative power ambitions 
of the European Union project were closely linked to human rights promo-
tion, directed through the United Nations. The impression of an emerging 
liberal internationalist cosmopolitan order with embedded moral human 
rights obligations became widely discussed.40

Public intellectuals and political philosophers urged on this post–Cold 
War cosmopolitan wave too. Martha Nussbaum, for instance, made one 
of the clearest influential appeals for cosmopolitan foreign policy in her 
essay “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism.” For Nussbaum, nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism can and should be reconciled, by instilling societies with 
universal ethical horizons through means of public education, legislation, 
and institutional reform.41 Nussbaum admitted that “world citizenship . . . 
places exacting demands on the imagination,” and that “to be sure, the 
imagination is not enough.”42 Hence her call for educational, legal, and 
institutional reforms to realize world citizenship in practice, combining 
patriotism and cosmopolitanism. Nussbaum continues to defend the cen-
tral claims of this essay.43 Jurgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida argued 
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that European states should pursue a common Kantian cosmopolitan for-
eign policy, to “inspire the Kantian hope for a global domestic policy.”44 
The political philosopher Seyla Benhabib also argued that “Kant’s cosmo-
politan legacy” in world politics includes Kant’s distinctions between lev-
els of rights, which have enabled an evolution in the global human rights 
regime to cover crimes against humanity and further refugee, asylum, and 
immigration norms.45 For the Kant scholar Garrett Wallace Brown, Kant’s 
cosmopolitan theory in a globalizing world creates “normative require-
ments for a constitutional global order.”46

This wave of Kantian cosmopolitans always had its detractors too, 
however. Most forceful were authoritarian states. It is often argued that 
the rejection of liberal human rights and democracy is a rhetorical strat-
egy of authoritarian states seeking to buttress their weak legitimacy, and 
by implication this would mean it has little to do with genuine demands 
for recognition.47 In cases of weak authoritarian military dictators leaning 
heavily on coercion to maintain domestic authority and order, their rejec-
tion of liberal ideas of human rights and democracy is obviously a mat-
ter of political convenience, without any genuine recognition objections. 
These are cases more purely about power political hierarchy conflict, 
although most cases included mixed political and cultural elements. Crit-
ics also questioned the selective political utility of human rights discourse 
for Western states, and whether there is a concept of “humanity” that can 
be genuinely nonexclusive and not subject to political manipulation.48

Critics of human rights tend to see them as political tools of liberal 
Western elites, championing secularized universal Christian values. 
Stephen Hopgood argues that “humanism (the cultural precondition 
for Human Rights) was a secular replacement for the Christian god.”49 
Attempts to reduce human rights discourse to minimal conceptions such 
as dignity have been unsuccessful in overcoming resistance and disagree-
ment.50 Human rights advocacy in effect has not provided humankind 
with agreed moral codes so much as it has provided a discourse about 
moral practices subject to recognition struggles between different moral 
cultures and political ways of life.51 The “Asian values” debate for instance, 
now past, was mainly about claims to cultural distinctiveness. The Bang-
kok Declaration of 1993 contrasted collective approaches to rights from 
individual, civil, and political approaches, in ways similar to how the 
Soviet Union once emphasized collective rights. The grounds of the Bang-
kok Declaration were cultural, however, and generated debate over the 
sources of human rights and the priority of different rights in different 
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cultural contexts. Singapore’s prime minister Lee Kuan Yew spoke openly 
of Asian values in contrast to Western human-rights-based values as a 
matter of cultural differences. Today, this debate has subsided, but China 
and other states still regularly reject human rights discourse as culturally 
Western-centric and politically self-serving. What is interesting, however, 
is that the entire “Asian values” debate would likely not have taken place 
without the strong liberal rights advocacy made in the post–Cold War 
era, because political leaders articulating Asian values would have found it 
unnecessary to do so. The construction of divisive “Asian values” was itself 
shaped by the de facto hierarchies threatened and recognition demands 
produced by the rise of liberal human rights perceived as expressions of 
“Western values.”

The post–Cold War cosmopolitan wave of universal human rights 
sought to constrain sovereigns, spread democracy, and legitimate human-
itarian intervention, but always struggled against its critics and detrac-
tors.52 Advocates of human rights might insist that it is the regime-stability 
interests of authoritarian regimes that has limited human rights, not their 
demand by actual populations, suggesting that societies currently under 
authoritarian regimes would embrace human rights, if given the opportu-
nity. This seems to be a delusional notion in a context where liberal societ-
ies themselves have become increasingly in danger of sliding into illiberal-
ism, however. In the wake of the revolt against globalism, democracy and 
human rights are now in retreat today.

Neoliberal Cosmopolitanism

The rise of universal human rights in the post–Cold War world was paral-
lel to the rise and fall of a neoliberal commercial cosmopolitan wave. Neo-
liberal economic globalization had a cosmopolitan commercialism about 
it, insofar as it promised the free movement of capital, goods, people, and 
ideas on a global scale. Gary Gerstle’s Rise and Fall of the Neoliberal Order 
suggests that neoliberalism’s moral character was multivalent, including 
a conservative “neo-Victorian” aspect, but also a “cosmopolitan” aspect. 
The “moral perspective encouraged by the neoliberal order, which I label 
cosmopolitan, was a world apart from neo-Victorianism. It saw in mar-
ket freedom an opportunity to fashion a self or identity that was free of 
tradition, inheritance, and prescribed social roles. .  .  . Cosmopolitanism 
was deeply egalitarian.”53 The market globalization of neoliberal cosmo-
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politanism was unlike the development and distributive cosmopolitanism 
called for by liberal Rawlsian-inspired cosmopolitans.54 Many cosmopoli-
tan moral philosophers critiqued neoliberal globalization’s distributive 
disparities as problems of moral obligations.55

The neoliberal cosmopolitan wave of hyper deregulation had well-
documented sources in Hayekian thought, taken up by Ronald Reagan 
and Margaret Thatcher, and ascending globally in ideological triumpha-
lism in the wake of communism.56 The post–Cold War wave of commer-
cial cosmopolitanism in this sense was made possible by a predominant 
and pervasive “neoliberal” global market cosmopolitan imaginary, liberal 
in essence but distinct from Kantian cosmopolitanism as a moral code. 
The neoliberal commercial imaginary had long-standing roots in the lib-
eral tradition, in the laissez-faire ideas of Adam Smith and Richard Cob-
den, for instance, who connected free trade to peace as well as prosperity. 
In its neoliberal Hayekian-inspired form, this gilded commercial cos-
mopolitan imaginary limited the ability of many post–Cold War cosmo-
politans to understand different moral cultures abroad and limited their 
sympathy for increasingly extreme divides between the rich and poor at 
home. Against neoliberal cosmopolitanism, antiglobalization movements 
organized resistance (in the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle 
in 1999, for instance). The global financial crash also deeply damaged the 
wave of neoliberal cosmopolitanism, but it was not fully overturned until 
opposed by the reassertion of modern state power, following the populist 
upheavals of 2016 that remobilized exclusionary nationalist identities in 
a new antiglobalism. This revolt against globalism combined numerous 
disaffected and illiberal forces, domestic and international, raising griev-
ances embroiled in recognition struggles and hierarchy legitimation con-
flicts with the US-led neoliberal order.57 In the revolt against globalism, 
neoliberal cosmopolitanism was thoroughly delegitimated.

The backlash against “cosmopolitanism” and the wave of nationalist 
foreign policies and protectionism, was in important respects a revolt 
against neoliberal market globalization.58 “The West’s turn toward neo-
liberalism set in motion forces that would ultimately come back to haunt 
mainstream parties by weakening public support for the liberal order and 
opening the door to political parties advancing anti-globalist platforms.”59 
This backlash against capitalist “globalism” itself further multiplied and 
deepened the division of societies toward political extremes, and it clari-
fied perceptions of the divisions in international society between liberal 
democratic and neo-authoritarian regimes.60 Rightwing antiglobalists 
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blamed governments for waging too many wars abroad and favoring 
minorities over majorities at home. Leftwing antiglobalists blamed big 
corporations and the billionaire elite for neglecting their societal respon-
sibilities.61 In appeals to voters, both left-wing and right-wing politicians 
blamed the neoliberal consensus for enabling China to usurp America’s 
manufacturing economy.

This outcome is not entirely surprising, at least in hindsight. The over-
confident character of neoliberal cosmopolitanism rooted in its perva-
sive imaginary made it difficult for its believers to understand nonliberal 
identities or to sympathize with those subject to deep inequalities. It was 
blinded by the delusions of its millennialism. “A worldwide free market 
embodies the western Enlightenment ideal of a universal civilization. 
That is what explains its popularity—especially in the United States. It 
is also what makes it peculiarly dangerous at the present time.”62 Hence, 
legitimation strategies and management of recognition struggles needed 
to stabilize the order were both difficult for neoliberalism to formulate 
and dismissed as unnecessary, despite building domestic unrest. “In the 
1990s, globalization became the West’s new elixir. Those who argued 
that too much economic integration would trigger a political backlash 
were dismissed as Cassandras.”63 When eventually confronted with seri-
ous economic strain, in the Great Recession, demands for recognition in 
economic policy by remobilized nationalist identities became politically 
overwhelming in 2016. In the wake of neoliberal cosmopolitanism, a new 
geo-economic contest has emerged between “new leviathans” shoring up 
state power and mobilizing nationalist economies.64

Horizons of Cosmopolitan Belonging

Liberal Kantian cosmopolitanism is embattled and will struggle to find 
support in an increasingly divisive and illiberal world, but cosmopolitans 
maintain their moral commitments. Martha Nussbaum’s Cosmopolitan 
Tradition argues that “the cosmopolitan tradition is flawed, but capable 
of self-correction” which she suggests can take the form of “a materialist 
global political liberalism based on ideas of human capability and func-
tioning.”65 Essentially, this is a type of distributive moral cosmopolitanism. 
Why or how might this modified cosmopolitanism make headway in a 
divided and increasingly illiberal world? Nussbaum lists moral psychology 
as the first problem facing the realization this modified cosmopolitanism, 
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the challenge of getting populations to have a sense of moral obligation. 
This is telling. It is a problem for cosmopolitan thinkers that they have 
advocated universal moral obligations for decades with relatively little 
interest from states and societies. Encouraging connections and invest-
ing in education are Nussbaum’s main recommendations for building up 
moral psychology. I suggest that the real problem, however, is not the lack 
of sufficient advocacy or moral education, but the legitimation strategy 
based on moral authority in a world of numerous moral cultures. Kantian 
cosmopolitan imaginaries of universal moral community have been pre-
dominant in the modern global world, but they have always had limited 
horizons of belonging, tied to the idea of morality as a universal moral 
order. A legitimation strategy of claiming moral authority for a certain 
moral order will tend to struggle with demands for recognition from dis-
tinct moral cultures, and conflict with existing political authorities. This 
is not only a theoretical problem for Kantian moral philosophers. It is a 
practical and political problem, and it is more problematic that cosmo-
politan advocates tend to admit.

A critic of cosmopolitanism, Craig Calhoun, has argued that

cosmopolitan liberals often fail to recognize the social conditions of 
their own discourse, presenting it as a freedom from social belong-
ing rather than a special sort of belonging, a view from nowhere or 
everywhere rather than from particular social spaces. The views of 
cosmopolitan elites express privilege; they cannot do justice to the 
legitimate claims made on behalf of “communities,” and the reasons 
why “thick attachments” to particular solidarities still matter—
whether in the forms of nations, ethnicities, local communities, or 
religions.66

Liberal cosmopolitanism was widespread in the post–Cold War world but 
was limited by the horizons of a certain Western and liberal and broadly 
bourgeois way of imagining the social world where altruistic solidarities 
between individuals can made sense.

In another sense, a precondition of the possibility of universal human 
rights discourse and practice is the existence of a kind of moral culture in 
which moral codes make sense.67 Rawls’s political thought, for instance, 
was “quasi-Kantian,”68 and came to “broadly “Kantian” conclusions.”69 His 
later text on international political theory, The Law of Peoples, resisted the 
more ambitious ideas of institutional cosmopolitans and conveyed a pic-
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ture of international politics not entirely unlike Kant’s Perpetual Peace, 
with a collection of “well-ordered” liberal democratic peoples, who Rawls 
argued ought to tolerate illiberal polities, with some duties of assistance 
to them.70 His ideas inspired debate about global justice and facilitated 
the reimagination of a cosmopolitan moral community in a globalizing 
world.71 For Charles Beitz, “the international realm is coming more and 
more to resemble domestic society in many of the features usually thought 
relevant to the justification of (domestic) political principles.”72 And, for 
Thomas Pogge, “a global institutional scheme is imposed by all of us on 
each of us.”73 What is interesting in these examples is the kind of moral 
culture in which they make sense, and those where they don’t.74

If pressed, cosmopolitan advocates tend to insist human rights form a 
moral imperative in world politics, regardless of hard cases or culturally 
based objections.75 If humankind is a moral “global community of human 
beings” then it ought to be recognized as such, so the argument tends to 
go.76 In principle, it is not impossible to reconcile Kantian morality with 
cultural plurality.77 The point is that arguments attempting to legitimate a 
cosmopolitan order through a position of moral authority are unlikely to 
persuade those working with different moral cultures, and may more likely 
generate recognitions struggles, and hierarchy conflicts, if connected to 
foreign policies. The philosopher Charles Taylor has argued that the idea 
of universal moral codes and a Kantian vision of moral order is made pos-
sible by the construction of a Western cultural history of secularization.78 
The imaginary of an “immanent frame” contingent on a Christian and 
Western cultural history, as Charles Taylor has described it, underpins 
modern Kantian cosmopolitan narratives by shaping what they conceive a 
cosmopolitan morality can possibly be and what it means to form a global 
community of rights-bearing world citizens.79 This poses practical prob-
lems, because when Kantian ideas are applied to advocacy and foreign 
policies, these discourses encounter hierarchy legitimation conflicts and 
recognition struggles with states and illiberal societies.80 Discursive action 
relying on moral authority in a Kantian cosmopolitan sense is a problem-
atic legitimation strategy in a diverse global context. It may better serve as 
justification of unilateral action than as a tool of moral persuasion. “Kan-
tianism can provide one faith” in a globalized world of interacting moral 
cultures, “but it can no longer pretend to embody the universal matrix of 
cosmopolitanism.”81

Nussbaum attempts to deflect the charge that cosmopolitanism is 
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Western-centric by gesturing toward similar ideas of human unity found 
in non-Western cosmopolitan traditions such as Buddhism, although this 
gesture at least concedes that there are multiple cosmopolitan traditions 
that need to be reconciled.82 The philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah 
also offers a similar argument, in the picture of the “shattered mirror,” one 
reality and in principle one morality with many reflections.83 Nussbaum 
also argues that a liberal Kantian tradition of cosmopolitanism is commit-
ted to diversity as a matter of principle, which seems like a good place to 
start.84 To address the problem of pluralism, Nussbaum suggests philoso-
phers should seek an “overlapping consensus” between diverse moral sys-
tems.85 Taylor himself has proposed this approach for the thorny issue of 
defining human rights, although the search for consensus on definitions 
still has a certain framing of morality as a moral code.86

Richard Rorty adopted a different legitimation strategy, arguing for lib-
eral cosmopolitanism not on any universal moral foundation, and read-
ily admitting its cultural sources, but asserting its pragmatically “better” 
politics.87 Rorty’s classic essay “Cosmopolitanism without Emancipation” 
offered a characteristically confident but unusually imaginative expres-
sion of a liberal cosmopolitan future:

We [liberal cosmopolitans] look forward, in a vague way, to a time 
when the Cashinahua, the Chinese, and (if such there be) the plan-
ets which form the Galactic Empire will all be part of the same 
cosmopolitan social democratic community. This community will 
doubtless have different institutions than those to which we are 
presently accustomed, but we assume that these future institutions 
will incorporate and enlarge the sorts of reforms which we applaud 
our ancestors for having made. The Chinese, the Cashinahua, and 
the Galatics will doubtless have suggestions about what further 
reforms are needed, but we shall not be inclined to adopt these sug-
gestions until we have managed to fit them in with our distinctively 
Western social democratic aspirations, through some sort of judi-
cious give-and-take.88

As appealing as this picture may be to some liberal thinkers, it is obvi-
ously utopian. Rorty’s picture of a galactic liberal cosmopolis is all too 
reminiscent of Gene Rodenberry’s Star Trek. It is a fantasy, largely an 
American one. Even this science fantasy however often acknowledges 
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the challenges of cultural conflicts with its imagined liberal future. For 
instance, an interesting scene from Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Coun-
try explores the alien “Klingon” outsider perspective of the “Federation.” 
The scene is a diplomatic dinner, with Klingon and Federation delegations 
seeking a negotiated reconciliation of their respective interstellar polities. 
During the slightly stilted discussion, the Federation officer Chekov sug-
gests, “‘We [the Federation] do believe all planets have a sovereign claim 
to inalienable human rights.’” The Klingon delegates are not impressed. 
One responds, “Inalien. If only you could hear yourselves? ‘Human rights.’ 
Why the very name is racist! The Federation is no more than a homo sapi-
ens only club.” Then, in the key line of the scene, another Klingon delegate 
expresses the Klingons’ deeper reservation about reconciliation. “In any 
case,” he says, “we know where this is leading, the annihilation of our cul-
ture.” The scene ends in diplomatic failure, with both delegations depart-
ing feeling defeated and worried about future hostilities. Even in fantas-
tical depictions of the distant future, there is an awareness of persistent 
cultural objections to a universal liberal cosmopolitan order.

The other well-known example of a liberal cosmopolitan imaginary 
in contemporary science fiction is Iain M. Banks’s Culture series. Banks’s 
future “Culture” is an interplanetary anarchical posthuman and posts-
carcity liberal society with fully automated machine labor leading to a 
withering away of the interstellar state. In imagining this “Culture,” Banks 
deliberately sought to envision a progressive future, unlike the dysto-
pian galactic empires populating the genre. The quasi-speculative future 
depicted in his Consider Phlebas is still a space opera, however, in the 
drama of the war between the “Culture” and the “Indirans.” What is inter-
esting is the imaginary of what constitutes the Culture and its justification 
of war. Banks’s culture fought for its liberal morality, and the right to have 
it, where the Indirans are portrayed as religious fanatics, defending their 
right to it. “The Indirans fought for their Faith; the Culture for its moral 
right to exist,” the novel’s jacket explains. The imagination of future liberal 
cosmopolitan worlds never seems to escape cultural conflict.

Grappling with these challenges, Luis Cabrera’s The Humble Cosmopol-
itan suggests that a less morally authoritative approach would potentially 
prove more useful in practice, toward “an appropriately configured insti-
tutional cosmopolitanism.”89 This is a more promising path, in adapting 
the cosmopolitan tradition, although the emergence of such a cosmopoli-
tan order is highly unlikely in the foreseeable future.
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Conclusion

In the modern international experience, with all its trials and upheavals 
for liberty and human rights, peace has not readily “taken care of itself,” 
as Kant speculated it someday would.90 Grotius’s idea of a universal moral 
order underlying international society remains “cold comfort,” as Kant 
called it, in a divisive and disorderly world in which war is multiplying 
and the humanitarian laws of war are regularly ignored. Liberal Kantian 
cosmopolitanism has been the predominant cosmopolitan imaginary in 
the modern global world, but its vision of a cosmopolitan future long 
advocated for and anticipated remains unrealized and faced with consid-
erable resistance. The legitimation strategies of Kantian cosmopolitans to 
realize a cosmopolitan order have been about assuming positions of moral 
authority with claims to the existence of unseen webs of moral obligation, 
binding states and people. Although not uninfluential, internationalist 
Kantian cosmopolitan politics has been highly limited in its achievements 
relative to its ambitions. At its height in the post–Cold War world, the 
liberal cosmopolitan wave was overwhelmed by the upswell of populism 
reasserting modern state power and mobilizing exclusionary nationalist 
identities, in combination with illiberal forces. In the wake of the revolt 
against globalism and pushback against the global West, Kantian cosmo-
politanism appears to occupy the past more than any speculative future. It 
still has advocates, however, and as a tradition with ancient roots is likely 
to persist for some time yet. Derrida, a political philosopher both sympa-
thetic and critical of the cosmopolitan tradition, grasped the tensions in 
the historicity of Kantian cosmopolitanism when he asked, “Where have 
we received the image of cosmopolitanism from? And what is happen-
ing to it? As for this citizen of the world, we do not know what the future 
holds.”91
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Three

World Communism

World communism imagined a universal proletariat, enabling the con-
nection of revolutionary struggles on a global scale. In the process, these 
struggles deeply divided world politics. Resistance to revolutionary libera-
tion emerged in parallel, check and countercheck, with equal and often 
greater force. In their countermovement, Cold War leaders and thinkers 
reimagined the idea of the “West” and “Western values,” as tied to univer-
sal values, in a global struggle for modernity. The dream of world revolu-
tion, capturing a great power in Russia, and another in China, aimed to 
overturn international society and construct a world socialist order, but 
instead further divided it, more deeply than before, and not only militar-
ily but also morally and socially, between contending political ways of life 
and competing visions of modernity.

Most histories of world communism explore how communist revolu-
tions emerged in every continent, the sources of its internal divisions, and 
why Soviet communism ultimately collapsed. I am instead more inter-
ested in why and how world communism was resisted as much as it was 
advocated; why it was ultimately more divisive than unifying. The reasons 
for this are not easily attributable to the modern forces of nationalism, 
or simply to the material interests and relative power of capitalist states, 
as realists might suggest; neither are the reasons entirely attributable to 
the failures of revolutionary strategy, as Marxists might suggest. Instead, 
I make the case that the social recognition struggles of world commu-
nism with Western societies, and political hierarchy legitimation conflicts 
across international society, including within the communist world, gen-
erated the deeper division of international society. Through this process, 
it produced implacable visions of modernity, mobilized both vertically 
between superpowers and horizontally across them. In other words, in 
exploring the rise and fall of the Marxian imaginary of a universal prole-
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tariat, I find that world communism struggled with internal schisms and 
encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles 
with liberal societies mobilizing counterrevolutionary forces and liberal 
ideas of belonging, which eventually overwhelmed all Marxian thought 
and practice in the post–Cold War world.

World Revolution

In the words of the political theorist and economist Harold Laski, “the 
vital fact about him [Marx] is that he found communism a chaos and left 
it a movement.”1 Marx and his collaborator Engels were theorists of 19th 
century globalization. For Marx and Engels,

the bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market 
given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in 
every country. . . . In place of the old local and national seclusion 
and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, univer-
sal inter-dependence of nations.2

The insights of Marx and Engels into modern capitalism and class society, 
in the sociological concepts of base and superstructure, alienation, value, 
and so on, are theoretically impressive.3 Their masterstroke, however, that 
which arguably gave them powerful political purchase, was their horizon-
talization, in the idea that the proletariat was universal because it along 
with capital was global. This move made emancipation potentially global, 
in world revolution. It offered a new way of imagining global belonging in 
the modern global world. “The proletarians have nothing to lose but their 
chains. They have a world to win. Working men of all countries, unite!”4 
Marx and Engels were not alone in making this revolutionary call on hori-
zontal lines, however; they were only the most influential in a wave of 
socialist and communist thinkers calling for world revolution.5

In practice, communism as an international revolutionary force found 
organization in the International Working Men’s Association—the First 
International—counting Marx and Engels as members, based in London 
from 1864 to 1874, and in the Second International, based in Paris from 
1889 to 1914. The Russian Revolution in 1917, however, raised world com-
munism to the international field of states, in the form of a weakened but 
still great power, “the weakest link in the system of world-wide capital-
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ism.”6 “The World Revolution has begun” declared the communist party 
newspaper Pravda.7 From Moscow, Lenin promised the world an alterna-
tive anti-imperial and internationalist communist order, but the divisions 
of world politics were immediate, between states, and within societies.8 
Soviet Russia was excluded from the proceedings at Versailles, and ini-
tially from the League of Nations and its new world order.9 Meanwhile, 
uneasy perceptions of horizontal insecurity fell across Western capitals, 
before Russia itself fell into civil war and counterrevolutionary struggle 
between the Russian “Reds” and the “Whites.”10 The world became divided 
in the moment of world communism’s greatest victory. Capturing a great 
power, communism became wrapped up in great power politics, but it 
also reconfigured these politics, along horizontal lines.

Communist parties never were widely supported in most Western 
democracies, where moderate democratic socialist parties had more 
support.11 In the 1920s, the vision of modernity offered by the idea of a 
Soviet-style future nevertheless appealed to many prominent intellectuals. 
Harold Laski, among the most prominent, was sympathetic, although not 
uncritical of the USSR, and also a supporter of Roosevelt’s “New Deal.” 
Laski’s own thinking argued that there should be a priority in Western 
states to come to terms with the communist world, although in his view 
war would persist until global capitalism, and its political edifice, the mod-
ern sovereign state, were eventually dismantled, toward the establishment 
of a pluralist global socialist democracy.12 Other intellectuals such as E. H. 
Carr, Sydney and Beatrice Webb, and W. E. B. Du Bois wrote at length on 
the Soviet Union as a new model for civilization.13 The Webbs also made 
close company and friendship with Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador to 
the United Kingdom from 1932 to 1943.14

In the fallout of the Great Depression and the return of international 
instability, the rise of anticommunist fascism in Italy and Germany became 
an extreme counterrevolutionary wave. Fascist nationalism reconstituted 
national belonging along racial lines and sought to structure interna-
tional society on stratified racial hierarchies.15 Strategically deluded by 
his own ideology of superiority, Adolf Hitler drove international society 
into another world war, producing an unlikely alliance between Moscow 
and the liberal powers, after he betrayed the equally unlikely Nazi-Soviet 
Pact.16 World communism centered in Moscow only narrowly survived 
its struggle against fascism. This victory for communism cemented con-
fidence in its Marxian definition of modernity, but the experience of the 
Second World War and the Russian Civil War before that made Soviet 
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leadership wary of their revolutionary mission’s vulnerability and dangers. 
In a defensive outlook, Stalin and the Soviet Union preferred to wait for 
history to take its toll on the internal contradictions of Western capital-
ism, rather than to risk provoking the Western powers too soon. Stalin’s 
revolutionary strategy, which in principle ultimately aimed to overturn 
international society as we know it, ended up cementing its emergent 
divisions.

The Iron Curtain and Reinvention of the West

As Stalin consolidated the Soviet Union’s political holdings, leading up to 
and after 1945, the specter of communism once again spread out horizon-
tally across European capitals and beyond.17 The redivision of the world 
in 1945 hobbled new international organization and prospects for a more 
ambitious order. Unlike the League of Nations, which we might say failed 
because its aims were pursued even though their conditions were evapo-
rating, the United Nations we might say continued to exist only because 
the intentions of its original design were not followed. Roosevelt’s vision 
of a UN system with a four-power concert was impossible and essentially 
blocked and stifled, dramatically enough, in the construction of threat 
perceptions between the former Soviet and Western allies.

The Cold War was more than arms racing and competition for global 
hegemony; it involved mobilizing competing meta-narratives of moder-
nity, each demanding, implicitly, recognition of its rightness and superior-
ity. This process emerged early on, leading up to the bitter division of the 
Cold War. The partition of Germany by the occupying powers in 1945 indi-
cated the dividing lines that would later be formalized. Churchill’s “Iron 
Curtain” speech in March 1946 expressed the fear of a new unappeasable 
totalitarian threat, intent on expansion.18 The cause to be defended, how-
ever, were the “great principles of freedom and the rights of man which are 
the joint inheritance of the English-speaking world.” The Atlantic Char-
ter was still relatively new, and out of it Churchill summoned his idea of 
the English-speaking peoples sharing common cause against tyranny. In 
his “Long Telegram” of February 1946, George Kennan quoted Stalin at 
length, as evidence of the Soviet intent to wage a long but decisive struggle 
against the capitalist world. In closing his case, Kennan called for the US 
to revive itself, and its way of life, because “the greatest danger that can 
befall us in coping with this problem of communism, is that we shall allow 
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ourselves to become like those with whom we are coping.”19 In office, Pres-
ident Harry Truman marshaled these arguments and reinvented liberal 
internationalism, with containment and its new liberal internationalist 
cause for freedom. The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan were his 
principal instruments, ensuring that the US would support democracies 
against the looming danger.20 But containment was not for Truman just a 
set of forward defenses against a distant adversary. It was meant to be a 
positive force, in an extension of American values to free peoples, break-
ing from American isolationism and creating a new internationalism. The 
“West” had begun to be reimagined as its Cold War self. Around it, vari-
ous political forces cohered around the globe, seeking support from the 
United States for security and economic opportunity or need.21 And so 
the world divided again, between the Soviet communist world and the 
new free world.

Soviet leadership viewed US policies as threatening aggression and—
according to Soviet Marxist ideology—the return of capitalist imperi-
alism, now that its fascist menace had been defeated. Influential Soviet 
insider Andrei Zhdanov made an especially fiery and defiant speech in 
September 1947 on “New Aspects of World Conflict,” expressing Soviet 
perceptions of threat and warning of American intentions:

America’s aspirations to world supremacy encounter an obstacle in 
the USSR, the stronghold of anti-imperialist and anti-fascist pol-
icy.  .  .  . Accordingly, the new expansionist and reactionary policy 
of the United States envisages a struggle against the USSR, against 
labour movements in all countries, including the United States, and 
against emancipationist, anti-imperialist forces in all countries.22

It was not just ideological bluster, or a passing diplomatic complaint. 
States under Soviet occupation were denied participation in Truman’s 
new plan. The construction of threat had become mutual. Parallel claims 
to legitimate international leadership and finger-pointing accusations of 
imperial aggression bound them into hostility more and more tightly, and 
the mobilization of their rival narratives of modern freedom and global 
belonging became more and more oppositional.

By this time, many intellectuals formerly sympathetic to Stalinist com-
munism had become disillusioned. In his 1940 novel Darkness at Noon, the 
text that made him famous, Arthur Koestler worked to show not only the 
brutality of Soviet communism but also its contradictions. “They dreamed 
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of power with the object of abolishing power; of ruling over the people 
to wean them off the habit of being ruled.”23 By 1954, looking back, he 
wrote, “I went to Communism as one goes to a spring of fresh water, and 
I left Communism as one clambers out of a poisoned river strewn with 
the wreckage of flooded cities and the corpses of the drowned.”24 George 
Orwell, once sympathetic to socialist causes, when made aware of Stalin’s 
purges, published his Animal Farm (1945), which made both him and the 
idea of the betrayed revolution famous in the English-speaking world.25 
The Tehran Conference in 1943, meanwhile, gave Orwell his idea for his 
later novel, Nineteen Eighty-Four, which he described to his publisher as 
meaning “to discuss the implications of dividing the world up into ‘Zones 
of Influence.’”26

The next ripple in this liberal counterwave went further by reinvent-
ing “liberal” values and the idea of the “West” itself. In the United States, 
Arthur Schlesinger’s The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom was the 
most forceful in its convictions. Schlesinger argued that Soviet commu-
nism demanded the renewal of America’s liberal democratic freedoms to 
undercut the appeal of its rivals.27 Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its 
Enemies offers the idea of an “open society” as a Western political way of 
life, but by tracing its origins through a certain reading of Western history 
reaching to ancient Greece.28 In the pages of Foreign Affairs, Isaiah Berlin’s 
essay “Political Ideas in the Twentieth Century” both identified the dan-
gers of totalitarian politics and attempted to define the essence of an alter-
native liberal way.29 Liberalism seriously changed in the process.30 The val-
ues, history, and character of liberalism itself were being reinvented in its 
reaction to the new totalitarian threat and its alternative vision of global 
modernity. The international relations thinker Martin Wight himself con-
tributed to this counterwave, albeit mainly for an academic audience. His 
essay, “Western Values in International Relations,” was unusually policy 
prescriptive for Wight. Wading into the Cold War, through a highly selec-
tive reading of Western history and philosophy, Wight made the case that 
“Western values” on the international plane were synonymous with the 
via media values of “international society,” which he insisted had a Gro-
tian underpinning.31 For Wight, Western values threaded extremes and 
wagered “that moral standards can be upheld without the heavens falling” 
and that acting through moral values would not weaken but “strengthen 
the fabric of political life.”32 For Wight, international society has been 
modified in international history rather than being destroyed and ceasing 
to exist, because people have been willing to defend its values, with force if 
necessary.33 His reading of these values, however, constituted a certain idea 
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of the West, designed for its own times. In practice, the language game of 
“Western values” itself arose as a Cold War discourse, mostly American, 
used by American diplomats and presidents in their relations with other 
Western states. In the renewed and reimagined West, it also expanded to 
the east, incorporating its twice former enemy Germany, as well as it could, 
into a larger “Western” security community.34 The renewal and expansion 
of “Western civilization” brought with it a narrative of universal human 
rights and democratic freedoms, but this in the same process gave it its 
anticommunist character. “The conservative, anticommunist character of 
‘Western Civilization’ was combined with ‘a more proactive transnational 
set of institutions and organizations.’”35 Aiming to play a long game of 
waiting for the West to collapse under its own contradictions, the Soviet 
Union instead encountered a new, more ferocious adversary with an inter-
national reach constructed deliberately to oppose it.

This was not merely a propaganda war, although propaganda cam-
paigns mattered. It was a construction of hostility, in two rival interpre-
tations of modernity, each demanding recognition of its superiority. In 
his essay “Identity and the Cold War,” Robert Jervis insightfully argues 
that “both the United States and the Soviet Union saw themselves as the 
standard-bearers of progress and modernity.”36 Neither could recognize 
the other. “American identity, although also looking to the future, was 
based on a view of what American society actually was (of course an ide-
alized one). Because the Soviet identity represented beliefs about what 
would develop, it could lead to grave disappointments.”37

George Orwell wrote in 1945, “Ten or twenty years ago, the form of 
nationalism most closely corresponding to Communism today was politi-
cal Catholicism.”38 For Wight, the messianic qualities of communist for-
eign policy (derived from its theological sources) also shaped the bitter-
ness of the counterrevolutionary wave that rose to face it. For Wight, this 
extreme divisiveness “explains the diplomatic principle that ‘He who is 
not with us is against us.’ This is a Stalinist maxim, and McCarthyite too: 
you are not pro-American unless violently anti-Russian. It is reflected in 
Dulles’s belief that neutrality was a kind of treason in the war to preserve 
civilization.”39

Schisms of Communism

When Khrushchev later sought a policy of “peaceful coexistence,” this 
sounded reasonable only because the divisions had now become hard to 
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unmake, while anticommunism in Western societies had become extreme 
in some cases. The hardened divisions were both vertical between super-
powers and horizontal between real or imagined “fifth columns.” World 
communism was not a single wave; it was a series of struggles and upheav-
als, transnational in coordination at times, but also national in context and 
origins, diverse in self-understandings, and often conflicting and compet-
ing. The Cold War was global, but also local. Various political groups, 
liberal-capitalist, Christian, and conservative, aligned against communist 
politics. Many of the struggles between socialist and capitalist political 
forces were within societies, and the use of anticommunist rhetoric and 
politics had specific local sources, taking advantage of, and being swept up 
by, global-level political divisions. Communist parties across the commu-
nist world were national parties, and held national sympathies, but they 
were also communist internationalists. They played the language game of 
“comrades” and were able to imagine its narrative of the universal prole-
tariat, while making use of it on local battlefields.

The communist world had divisions all its own, however. Communist 
revolutionary strategy itself was a source of debate and division among 
Marxist-Leninists. Stalin followed Lenin’s advice to avoid war with capi-
talist powers, to let them eventually destroy themselves, but he and Leon 
Trotsky disagreed on the exportation of revolution and other issues. 
Debates about communist revolutionary strategy were not simply about 
praxis and political power, however; it also became the Marxists’ ideologi-
cal struggle to explain the paradox of its own failings, and to cast blame. 
For Fred Halliday, “the delusion of a worldwide revolutionary conflagra-
tion has inspired, and deluded, revolutionary leaders.”40 Theory expected 
that revolutions in the capitalist world would arise, or that the imperial 
powers would again descend into a war with one another, but the antici-
pated revolutions and wars never came. Instead, a durable counterrevolu-
tionary alignment emerged, and, in the Sino-Soviet split, the very idea of 
world revolution suffered damage.41 “So inexplicable did the split appear 
from a Marxist perspective that both Chinese and Soviet historians in 
retrospect would blame the debacle on the other side’s betrayal of Marx-
ism.”42 The wave of world revolution was breaking.

Marxian revolutionary strategy and theory tended to struggle to 
escape the tautology that revolution did not occur more widely because 
it was not sufficient, be it in breadth or in solidarity. Antonio Gramsci’s 
earlier writings are among the most sophisticated in their explanation of 
the missing world revolution, that “hegemony” and the bulwarks of the 
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extended state formed a web of indirect but pervasive counterforces, both 
domestically and internationally.43 Therefore, the possibility of a revolu-
tionary outcome, for Gramsci, had both a domestic and an international 
dimension, requiring a strategic constellation of multiple revolutionary 
states.44 C. L. R. James’s early work World Revolution argued that revo-
lutionary leadership was not sufficiently organized, while his later State 
Capitalism and World Revolution argued that the revolutionary work-
ers were not sufficiently organized either. Counterfactually, because the 
divisions of world politics had become so deeply constructed, even if the 
world revolution had more supporters and even more victories, capturing 
one of the capitalist great powers, for instance, the revolution would still 
have been resisted and rejected by a transnational anticommunist move-
ment, only instead they would have become the rebels.

Contrary to realities, the futures past of Soviet space race propaganda 
and science fiction assumed a world communist future and depicted 
its teleological imaginary. Soviet cosmonauts spoke in secular terms of 
being “citizens of the universe.” Stanislaw Lem, the greatest science fiction 
author from the communist world (most famous for his work Solaris), 
assumed the planetary communist future quietly in the background of 
his early novel The Astronauts (1951). In his later novel Memoirs Found 
in a Bathtub (1961), Lem tells the tale of a future archeological discovery 
of memoirs from an ancient lost civilization whose records and history 
were lost after the “Great Collapse.” The memoirs are found in a bathtub 
buried in the ancient ruins of the Pentagon, possibly the “Third Pentagon.” 
Examining the memoirs, the archeologists read how, when “the populace 
of Ammer-Ka went over to the side of the ‘heretics’ and joined the Federa-
tion, the priests of the Last Pentagon ordered it to be completely sealed off 
from the outside world.”45 This is a (dys)topian propaganda story, assum-
ing a terminal American society and a communist future world “federa-
tion.” This assumed future never arrived. The communist world instead 
encountered a rival modernity in the “West,” deliberately reimagined in 
opposition to it.

Specters of Marx

In December 1989, Mikhail Gorbachev and George H. W. Bush held frank 
negotiations at a bilateral summit in Malta. Gorbachev stated, “Now let 
me mention a concept of U.S. origin: The division of Europe should be 
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overcome on the basis of Western values.” And Gorbachev continued, 
“If policy is made on that assumption the situation could become quite 
messy.” Bush replied, “It’s not in hostility that ‘Western values’ is written. 
I want to be sure of the difficulty you have in our using this term—I don’t 
want to complicate anything.”46 As the post–Cold War world took shape, 
however, the language of “Western values” declined in US diplomatic dis-
course, in favor of “universal human rights,” as the West attempted to glo-
balize itself. Only recently, some decades later, in the increasingly divided 
geostrategic present, has the language of the now “global West” and its 
like-minded values returned.

The construction of the post–Cold War world was initially a revolu-
tionary wave, as populations liberated themselves from the Soviet Union, 
but importantly not China.47 In the post–Cold War world, Marxian world 
communism was abandoned as a world order project, although Marxian 
thought continued to inspire the critics of neoliberal globalization.48 In the 
afterlife of world communism, many critical theorists turned increasingly 
to immaterial poststructural discursive constructions to reimagine global 
belonging.49 As the power of capital extended into a new transnational 
hegemonic form, anti-globalization activists found common complaint 
with their new globalizing structural position, and a new sense of global 
resistance emerged.50 Popular thinkers such as Michael Hardt and Anto-
nio Negri articulated a language of “empire” to describe the new US-led 
global capitalist order.51 Their ideas advanced a vague alternative global 
order vision, the “commonwealth.”52 Contemporary communist revolu-
tionary strategy, like most things in the digital age, became more diffuse 
and network-flexible, but not with much more effectiveness.53 The lan-
guage of “comrades,” which once conveyed the imaginary of a universal 
proletariat, became abandoned, not least for its negative connotations with 
the Soviet experience.54 Today, the language is used in relations between 
authoritarian North Korea and China, and at times in their dealings with 
Russia again too. The Cold War in a sense never ended on the Korean 
peninsula, but China’s neo-authoritarian communism is hardly a global 
revolutionary ideology. World communism and its narratives of the global 
proletariat are a bygone force in world history, although critics on the left 
continue to take inspiration from Marx’s thought.55 The language used on 
the left in the West today tends to be “allies.”

Some of the problems of modernity that Marx and Engels gave a global 
vision for overcoming still exist, even though that Marxian wave is now 
long past. Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century (2014) 
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and the follow-up Capital and Ideology (2020) made a splash into popu-
lar discourse during the crisis and collapse of neoliberal globalism. Find-
ing accumulative extreme inequalities, Piketty called for international tax 
coordination, among other global economic reforms, to hem in inequal-
ity and free up hidden offshore wealth.56 Like most internationalist ideas 
at this time, it had widespread discussion, and little effect. Politics at the 
time became more divisive, as the neoliberal center lost legitimacy. The 
electoral victories of right-wing politicians in Brexit and in the Donald 
Trump presidency defeated the neoliberal center. But they also defeated 
more radical left populist politics expressed at the time by politicians such 
as Bernie Sanders in the US (although Sanders did not get to fully test his 
presidential electoral chances) and Jeremy Corbyn in the UK. The col-
lapse of globalism went right, not left, and ideas of a possible new far left 
international wave went with it, at least perhaps for another generation.

Conclusion

In his response to Saint Pierre’s Perpetual Peace, Rousseau concluded that 
it was impossible to achieve, “except by a revolution,” but he neverthe-
less also asserted that if “this Plan remains unexecuted, it is not because 
it is chimerical; it is because men are insane, and because it is a sort of 
folly to be wise in the midst of fools.”57 Some two centuries later, George 
Orwell said of H. G. Wells that he was “too sane to understand the modern 
world.”58 The modern 20th century seems insane, not because its imagined 
universal orders were not attempted, but because when attempted it was 
so often with insane means and deeply divisive extremes.

Philosophically, all cosmopolitan imaginaries, ancient and modern, 
issue from the principal question that Derrida put best: what does it mean 
to “live together well.”59 Different philosophers, nations, civilizations, and 
ages offer diverse answers and judgments on this question; each genera-
tion must answer it again, but any answer always begs the further question 
of a wider and more comprehensive togetherness; every answer extends 
the question, from self to other, neighbors to foreigners, and so forth, logi-
cally, and in the modern global world, practically, toward the furthest and 
widest propinquity, all humankind. Living together as well as being free 
and equal, according to the tradition of critical theory, is pulled by its own 
logic to its maximal global application, all humankind and simultaneously 
and equally all its social subsets. If valid here, among “us,” then there too, 
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everywhere, for everyone, equally, the critical thinking goes. The genius of 
the Marxian imaginary of global belonging as the globally common struc-
tural position of the working class, was that it cut across nations, races, 
and creeds. The legitimation strategy of Marxian internationalists in the 
pursuit of a world communist order tended to be about justice for the 
majority and liberation from structural position, backed up by confidence 
in its historical superiority, and promise of productive future prosper-
ity. The folly of the Marxian imaginary applied to revolutionary strategy, 
although there were many, was to misunderstand the divisive and equal if 
not greater counterforces its pursuit would create.

It is debated whether Marx and Engels themselves envisioned a global 
communist future. Their writings on this topic are vague and speculative. 
The underlying imaginaries that their work nevertheless inspired were 
notions of a global belonging and world revolution. Insofar as these futur-
ist imaginaries were considered imminent by revolutionaries, not least by 
Lenin and Stalin, they contributed to the configuration of revolutionary 
strategy and foreign policy. The kind of communist “cosmopolitan” order 
aimed for was in its own ideal an internationalist order. In practice, the 
Soviet order appeared more like an imperial order, with an elite party net-
work, often relying on force. And, in its external relations, its strategy for a 
long-term struggle for world revolution deeply divided international soci-
ety. For Martin Wight, “The most important characteristic of the Commu-
nist theory of international relations is that it sharply divides all states—or 
rather their actual governments—into two categories: the communist (or 
‘socialist’) and the non-communist.”60 The totalitarian character of the 
Soviet experience and its construction of a threat shaped the character of 
its new liberal internationalist counterwave in the “West,” in a contest of 
superpower hierarchies, wielding mutually contradictory meta-narratives 
of modernity. Schisms in the communist world, moreover, damaged the 
idea of world revolution. World communism offered a powerful story of 
global belonging, deployed in revolutionary action on every continent, 
but as remarkable as the force of its rise and dramatic collapse was, more 
stunning was how deeply it divided world politics in the 20th century.
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Four

Postcolonial Cosmopolitanism

While Kantianism and Marxism have been predominant traditions in 
modern cosmopolitan thought, postcolonial cosmopolitanism has offered 
a distinct way of imagining global belonging in the modern global world. 
Intellectuals such as Rabindranath Tagore, Frantz Fanon, and W. E. B. Du 
Bois and postcolonial statespersons such as Kwame Nkrumah have each 
in their way expressed a distinct kind of narrative about global belong-
ing and alternative global orders beyond racial divisions and hierarchies. 
Statespersons of the Non-Aligned Movement also developed and mobi-
lized a serious bid for an alternative global order model with internation-
alist cosmopolitan features, through the New International Economic 
Order movement.

In this chapter, I am interested in why these alternative postcolo-
nial cosmopolitan visions of global order have not been more realized, 
and why and how they were resisted and counteracted. I make the case 
that postcolonial cosmopolitanism advanced distinct ways of imagining 
global belonging and global order, rising to a pitch in the 1970s, where 
it encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles 
with developed liberal powers. Neoliberal economic globalization that 
emerged out of this encounter and expanded in the post–Cold War world 
began by undercutting and co-opting the challenge posed by the New 
International Economic Order movement.

Postcolonial Cosmopolitan Thought

Postcolonial cosmopolitan ways of imagining global belonging emerged 
out of the global experience of colonialism and decolonization. The com-
bination of the colonial experience, anticolonial revolutions, anticolonial 
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congresses, and the decolonization era enabled another way of imagining 
global belonging as a world free from domination and division.1 Through 
this global experience, a distinct and more thoroughly inclusive cosmo-
politan mode of global belonging became possible to imagine.

In broad terms, the tradition of postcolonial cosmopolitanism gener-
ated narratives about humankind overcoming the structural legacies of 
colonialism and global racial divisions through the construction of a prop-
erly free and equally inclusive political order for all humankind, beyond 
hierarchies of exploitation and domination.2 Postcolonial cosmopolitan-
ism tends to envision internationalist cosmopolitan order alternatives, to 
be more fully realized in the future, but whose beginnings are possible 
today. Adom Getachew suggests that “the normative and utopian core of a 
postcolonial cosmopolitanism remains the principle of nondomination at 
the center of anticolonial worldmaking.”3 Getachew explains further that 
“postcolonial cosmopolitanism that takes seriously the idea that hierarchy 
and unequal integration are structural features of the international order 
entails a more expansive account of political responsibility rather than 
a limited duty of assistance.”4 Beyond Kantian cosmopolitan demands 
for rights fulfilment in political liberties and humanitarian and possibly 
development assistance, postcolonial cosmopolitanism pursues a more 
inclusive and egalitarian global order in which such practices of assistance 
and aid are less necessary. The postcolonial theorist Julian Go suggests 
postcolonial cosmopolitanism has two main features:

(1) Its idea of decolonization as involving a cultural revolution her-
alding true human relations and exchange in opposition to colo-
nialism’s bifurcations and exploitation; and (2) its emphasis upon 
human identity as opposed to local attachments like race or nation.5

The International Relations scholar Rahul Rao has also argued that post-
colonial cosmopolitanism considers the communitarian-cosmopolitan 
distinction to be too simplistic, and limited to bourgeois, and largely 
Eurocentric, assumptions.6

The cosmopolitan thought of postcolonial thinkers such as Rabindra-
nath Tagore, Frantz Fanon, and W. E. B. Du Bois can be considered rep-
resentative of this tradition, but there is no single definitive version or 
expression of postcolonial cosmopolitanism; there is no obvious Kant or 
Marx figure, although there are candidates among thinkers in the post-
colonial tradition. All cosmopolitan traditions are internally diverse, but 
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pluralism of political, social, and moral imaginaries tends to be an under-
lying assumption and constitutive principle of postcolonial cosmopolitan 
thought. In this way of picturing it, a plurality of cosmopolitan imagi-
naries is included within a broadly defined postcolonial cosmopolitan 
imaginary.

Tagore’s fictional works, for instance, such as The Home and the World 
and political works such as Creative Unity, explored a subtle, complex, 
and philosophical postcolonial cosmopolitanism with pluralistic but also 
transformative qualities.7 Fanon for his part suggested that

in fact there must be an idea of man and of the future of human-
ity. . . . After the conflict there is not only the disappearance of colo-
nialism but also the disappearance of the colonized man. This new 
humanity cannot do otherwise than define a new humanism both 
for itself and for others.8

Postcolonial cosmopolitan modes of imagining global belonging tend to 
be about the liberation of humankind not only in a negative sense of lib-
eration from colonial dominance but also in a positive sense of the genera-
tive transformation of global political culture in the revolutionary process.

Du Bois’s writing provides some of the most eloquent expressions of 
a postcolonial cosmopolitan outlook. A lengthy passage of Du Bois’s The 
World and Africa still repays reading:

The broader the basis of a culture, the wider and freer its concep-
tion, the better chance it has for the survival of its best elements. 
This is the basic hope of world democracy. No culture whose great-
est effort must go to suppress some of the strongest contributions 
of mankind can have left in itself strength for survival. War which 
typifies suppression and death can never support a lasting culture. 
Peace and tolerance is the only path to eternal progress. Europe 
can never survive without Asia and Africa as free and interrelated 
civilizations in one world. . . .

I dream of a world of infinite and invaluable variety; not in the 
laws of gravity or atomic weights, but in human variety in height 
and weight, color and skin, hair and nose and lip. But more espe-
cially and far above and beyond this, in a realm of true freedom: in 
thought and dream, fantasy and imagination; in gift and aptitude, 
and genius—all possible manner of difference, topped with free-
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dom of soul to do and be, and freedom of thought to give to a world 
and build into it, all wealth of inborn individuality. . . . There can be 
no perfect democracy curtailed by color, race, or poverty. But with 
all we accomplish all, even Peace.9

Among the foremost leaders of Pan-Africanism, Du Bois envisioned a 
federalist United States of Africa, which in the long term he imagined 
would contribute to world democracy too. For Du Bois, “the Problem of 
the Color Line” could be counteracted through democratic decoloniza-
tion and, eventually, world democracy.10

Postcolonial cosmopolitanism has been associated with socialism both 
in theory and in practice but its imaginary and up to a point its practice 
tended to be distinct from traditional or narrow Marxist communism. 
A leading Pan-Africanist author, George Padmore, sought to clarify the 
differences between communism and Pan-Africanism in his book Pan-
Africanism or Communism?

Pan-Africanism recognizes much that is true in the Marxist inter-
pretation of history.  .  .  . But it nevertheless refuses to accept the 
pretentious claims of doctrinaire Communism, that it alone has the 
solution to all the complex racial, tribal, and socio-economic prob-
lems facing Africa.11

Other revolutionary and anticolonial thinkers, such as C. L. R. James, 
straddle the traditions of Marxism and postcolonialism, but the traditions 
can be distinguished.

Postcolonial statespersons such as Kwame Nkrumah and Jawaharlal 
Nehru also contributed to the emerging postcolonial cosmopolitan imagi-
nary as a global political project. Nkrumah’s Neocolonialism articulated 
a key concept for defining the financial and international organizational 
levers through which states could continue to hem in and interfere with 
the domestic and foreign policies of decolonized states.12 A postcolonial 
order aimed to unmake these levers of neo-imperialism present after 
decolonization.

In the epilogue of his history of India, The Discovery of India, Nehru 
describes some elements of a new internationalist postcolonial future:

It was India’s way in the past to welcome and absorb other cultures. 
That is much more necessary today, for we march to the world of 
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tomorrow where national cultures will be intermingled with the 
international culture of the human race. We shall therefore seek 
wisdom and knowledge and friendship and comradeship wherever 
we can find them, and co-operate with others in common tasks, 
but we are no suppliants for others’ favours and patronage. Thus, 
we shall remain true Indians and Asiatics, and become at the same 
time good internationalists and world citizens.13

To sum up, postcolonial cosmopolitanism, in various expressions, imag-
ined global belonging in an inclusive pluralist way, through the colonial 
experience, toward alternative internationalist global orders defined by 
nondomination.

Decolonization

In practice, postcolonial cosmopolitanism emerged in international anti-
colonial congresses. These congresses were not purely aimed at gaining 
national sovereignty. They had broad political agendas. The Pan-African 
Congresses in the interwar era were among the most active, involving the 
participation of prominent black Atlantic intellectuals, among them W. E. 
B. Du Bois, Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, George Padmore, Michael 
Manley, and Nnamdi Azikiwe.14 Francophone intellectuals, notably Aimé 
Césaire, were also active in this era.15

The immediate and steepest hurdle set before postcolonial visions of 
international order was decolonialization itself. The League of Nations 
lived up to almost no one’s expectations. It was disappointing not least to 
colonized states.16 Self-determination was restricted to European states, 
while the colonial possessions of the recently defeated empires were trans-
ferred to League mandates.17 The hierarchies of the global imperial order 
were maintained for victor powers. In the Americas, the majority of Latin 
America had already achieved independence from European powers dur-
ing the Napoleonic Wars and Canada’s de facto independence emerged 
following its military mobilization during the First World War. Colonies 
in Asia and Africa remained, however. The exceptions at the time, Libe-
ria and Ethiopia, were integrated into international society, but unequally 
Getachew argues, being subject to oversight through the League.18 Peti-
tions for decolonization present in Versailles and throughout the 1920s 
were resisted by imperial powers and the architects of the League. The 
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legitimation of imperial hierarchies was increasingly challenged and con-
tested, however. Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent independence movement, 
for instance, was the largest in the British Empire. Decolonization ambi-
tions in the 1930s suffered from Italian colonial adventurism in Ethiopia. 
The League’s failure to intervene, or even to enforce sanctions, stemmed 
from France’s vulnerability and appeasement, while Du Bois at the time 
asked, “If Italy takes her pound of flesh by force, does anyone suppose that 
Germany will not make a similar attempt?”19

Into the 1940s, Roosevelt’s vision of universal international order and a 
“great union of humanity” in world peace was highly doubtful of European 
empires as sources of order. Instability in British India suggested to Roos-
evelt that the old empires were rather sources of disorder. In the adoption 
of decolonization in the United Nations Charter, different interpretations 
of trusteeship emerged.20 Meanwhile, the demand for self-determination 
in Asia and Africa in the 1940s had more popular furor behind it than even 
in the 1920s. Wars of decolonization emerged, in numerous conflicts.21 
Through these considerable upheavals and in United Nations processes 
unmaking imperial hierarches across the 1940s to the 1960s, the recog-
nized membership in the United Nations more than doubled in number.

Nonalignment and Global Economic Order

Into the era of sovereign independence, postcolonial visions of cosmopol-
itan international order that were once the activity of activists became the 
activity of diplomats and statespersons. Histories of decolonization draw 
attention to the importance of the international Bandung Conference, 
not only for the scope of its participants, but for its anticolonial interna-
tional order ambitions and legacies.22 The conference included delega-
tions from over two dozen independent Asian and African states and 
was held in in Bandung, Indonesia in 1955. It was chaired by Indonesia’s 
president Sukarno and included prominent statespersons such as Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, the president of Egypt, Nehru, the prime minister of India, 
and Zhou Enlai, the first premier of the People’s Republic of China. Mar-
tin Wight in his LSE lectures at the time suggested that from this confer-
ence emerged a “Bandung philosophy,” which he categorized as an anti-
colonial variant of revolutionary cosmopolitan politics.23 In their study 
Meanings of Bandung, Quỳnh N. Phạm and Robbie Shilliam suggest that 
“Bandung introduced anti-colonialism and anti-racism as constitutive 
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principles of a new world order rather than as background aspirations 
in a bipolar rivalry of great powers.”24 Getachew also argues that states-
persons at Bandung were working to not only develop nation-states, but 
were actively working to construct a nonhierarchical and inclusive global 
order beyond the nation-state.25 In this context, this diplomatic interac-
tion developed postcolonial cosmopolitan agendas and ambitions across 
a wide range of states, seeking resistance to the geostrategic agendas of 
Washington and Moscow.

The development of the Non-Aligned Movement, influenced by Band-
ung and its legacies, advanced a new vision of an alternative global order. 
As the Non-Aligned Movement took shape, however, it further divided 
world politics into three blocs, even while it offered a new alternative 
vision of a more inclusive global order. The advancement of demands for a 
New International Economic Order (NIEO) became a major international 
project that carried this movement forward. It also aimed to overcome and 
readjust global divisions and inequities in a world of increasing economic 
interdependence. This international movement calling for reform of the 
global economic order was demanded by Global South states, toward a 
more egalitarian economic order that would enable proper, more com-
plete independence and freedom. The 1974 UN Declaration on the Estab-
lishment of a New International Economic Order, for instance, states, “All 
these changes have thrust into prominence the reality of interdependence 
of all the members of the world community.”26 The aim to construct a more 
inclusive global economic order, as a response to its contradictions and 
inequities as such, also included the language and idea of a world com-
munity beyond the society of states. If implemented, this project would 
have aimed to construct an internationalist, cosmopolitan, global order 
configuration.

Why was this project resisted by Western states, and how did that resis-
tance and conflict both divide and modify international society? The first 
call for a new economic order in practice is said to have been made by 
the secretary general of UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development), Raul Prebisch, at the first UNCTAD conference in 
Geneva, in 1964.27 Following the activities of the Group of 77, this move-
ment became a prominent moment in the discourse of world order when 
the United Nations General Assembly adopted the “Declaration on the 
Establishment of a New International Economic Order” and the “Pro-
gramme of Action on the Establishment of a New International Economic 
Order” in May 1974. This movement for a New International Economic 
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Order demanded vast redistribution of wealth through financial, trade, 
and monetary reforms. The Declaration called “urgently for the establish-
ment of a new international economic order based on equity, sovereign 
equality, interdependence, common interest and cooperation among all 
States.”28 The scope of world order reform this movement demanded was 
substantial, and it assumed significant prominence as a set of demands, 
being adopted by UN General Assembly resolutions, while being debated 
and contested by world leaders at the highest levels of world politics.

The strategy of the NIEO movement was premised on an attempt to 
leverage the combined economic clout of developing countries to gain 
far-reaching and fundamental reform demands. The 1974 Declaration also 
brought attention to uneven exposure to the global economic crisis:

The present international economic order is in direct conflict with 
current developments in international political and economic rela-
tions. Since 1970, the world economy has experienced a series of 
grave crises which have had severe repercussions, especially on the 
developing countries because of their general vulnerability to exter-
nal economic impulses. The developing world has become a power-
ful factor that makes its influence felt in all fields of international 
activity.29

The ambition of these declarations and resolutions was unrealized and 
gradually it dispersed as a movement. A combination of setbacks from 
economic circumstances following the oil embargo (1973), in a context of 
increasing debt, constrained developing states within international finan-
cial institutions.30 Ultimately, this strategy was ineffective, partly because 
the bargaining power held by Global South states was overestimated, but 
also because developed states advanced economic globalization as an 
expedient alternative.

Vijay Prashad argues that the ambitions of Global South states were 
stymied and abandoned, not entirely because of the overwhelming power 
still held by Global North states, but also from the internal problems of 
postcolonial states.31 In Prashad’s account, these states struggled with mil-
itarism, failures to achieve more radical state reforms, and their eventual 
separation of economic policies from their political aspirations. Prashad 
explains, “The adoption of what became globalization (or hegemony of 
neo-liberal economics) came not only from imperialist pressure but also 
from those forces within the countries that fundamentally disagreed with 
the strategic direction of social development chosen by the political parties 
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of national liberation.”32 It was partly a story of abandonment, as such, as 
he explains further: “The politics of NAM [the Non-Aligned Movement] 
moved to symbolism. The creation of a powerful unity to change the polit-
ical manipulation of the planet in the bipolar Cold War was destroyed.”33 
Economic globalization was adopted at the expense of the more radical 
political reform and the global notions of belonging they entailed. For 
example, “The [Asian] Tigers’ success dampened the enthusiasm for the 
Third World’s exertions to transform the world order.”34 The opportunity 
to participate in economic globalization enabled this shift away from the 
NIEO, which was resisted by Global North states.

Reagan and Thatcher were perhaps especially unlikely to be con-
vinced of an alternative international economic order that involved more 
state action, not less. They wanted to retrench the state domestically, to 
overcome economic malaise and turmoil.35 Reducing taxes, eliminat-
ing expenses, free market deregulation—these were their aims. A new 
international economic order globally redistributing wealth through 
new international mechanisms was quite the opposite of what Reagan 
and Thatcher had in mind. Into the early 1980s, moreover, Reagan and 
especially Thatcher faced domestic pressure in an economic recession 
to improve economic conditions at home, more than doing so abroad. 
Joining forces, Reagan and Thatcher’s leadership articulated a counterdis-
course expressed in the phrases “stratified order” and the early articula-
tion of the “liberal international order.” This neoliberal counterdiscourse 
and set of practices aimed to legitimate an open market economic order, 
as a part of stimulating growth in the advanced economies, while deflect-
ing demands for an alternative international economic order from Global 
South states. The hierarchies of the advanced capitalist democracies of 
the United States and the United Kingdom in the international economic 
order needed some legitimation, after all. Moreover, the approach co-
opted and divided underdeveloped states.

Neoliberalism as a political project was an economic project, but in 
its ascendance onto the international stage, it brought with it a politics 
of identity. Reagan and Thatcher also deflected postcolonial narratives of 
a larger sense of belonging and global economic obligations with simple 
neoliberal ideas about atomized identities and liberties. Their neoliberal 
counterwave was also a counternarrative based on identities of individual 
responsibility in a free global economy. Speaking at Cancun, Mexico in 
1981, for example, President Ronald Reagan ventured his counternarra-
tive, connecting domestic politics of freedom to an international eco-
nomic order: “We are mutually interdependent, but, above all, we are 
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individually responsible  .  .  . the critical test is whether government is 
genuinely working to liberate individuals by creating incentives to work, 
save, invest, and succeed. . . . Without it, no amount of international good 
will and action can produce prosperity.”36 These ideas, which are all too 
familiar today, were in this early stage of neoliberalism’s ascendance in 
tension with the hierarchical conflict posed by the NIEO, and deliberately 
deployed against them.

The historian of international political economy Quinn Slobodian 
conveys precisely the beginnings and tensions of this counterdiscourse in 
a passage discussing the rise of neoliberalism:

While the G-77 and the global reformists envisioned a world econ-
omy of nation-states in relationships of unevenness, dependency, 
and deteriorating exchange produced by a history of colonialism, 
the GATT reformers followed Hayek to propose a vision of the 
world economy as a “homeostatic self-equilibrating system”—and 
information-processing mechanism with strata of evolved laws 
helping to guide price signals to direct the behavior of the world’s 
individuals. At stake was the question of order. Against the NIEO 
vision of an end-state of redistributive justice, Geneva School neo-
liberals defined order as a perpetually shifting relationship of expo-
sure to stimuli requiring response and adaptation in a necessarily 
unknowable future. More than simply a rearguard action to defend 
the status quo, the neoliberals proposed a framework and an ethos 
to defend the counterintuitive claim that “order is adjustment.”37

The globalization of the neoliberal international order reordered interna-
tional politics and carried with it the neoliberal individualistic identities 
and liberal entrepreneurial notions of freedom. Calls for a new interna-
tional economic order disappeared as its movement declined, against 
the rise of neoliberal economic globalization. What is interesting here is 
the encounter of two oppositional narratives, postcolonial and neolib-
eral, around hierarchy conflicts of developed states responding to NIEO 
demands with neoliberal economic globalization.

New Postcolonial Cosmopolitanism?

Postcolonial cosmopolitanism continued to form a major current of polit-
ical thought and practice in the post–Cold War world.38 The historian and 
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postcolonial theorist Paul Gilroy has previously pointed to South African 
antiapartheid politics as an example of a pluralistic postcolonial cosmo-
politan belonging beyond race, class, and nation.39 African cosmopolitan 
political thought in particular has continued to be a source of cosmopoli-
tan imaginaries.40 The philosopher Achille Mbembe’s concept of “Afro-
politanism,” for instance, has articulated a cosmopolitan outlook from the 
perspective of Africa as a part of a global order, which is understood to 
be incomplete without Africa.41 Afropolitanism, moreover, is understood 
to be one among many cosmopolitanisms, in a “common world,” “tout-
monde,” with a common cosmopolitan order “project of a world in com-
mon founded on the principle of “equal shares.”42 More pluralistic multi-
faith postcolonial and “post-secular” religious cosmopolitan imaginaries 
are also gaining new expression.43

Development remains a priority for many postcolonial states and 
populations, even while many states have made considerable advances 
through economic globalization. Colonization remains structurally 
incomplete and problematic for indigenous populations and other groups, 
however, placing demands to take account of continued structural injus-
tice within and across states.44 Internationally, postcolonial cosmopoli-
tanism in the post–Cold War world has tended to support regional and 
interregional international order projects, in an emerging pluralist post-
Western global order.45 Western standards of modernity are increasingly 
contested, and the emergence of “civilizational states” discourses, most 
vocally in India, China, and also Russia, has increasingly supported calls 
for a post-Western order recognizing the legitimacy of non-Western civi-
lizations.46 Geopolitical tensions in international society moreover have 
seen the rise of a “neo-non-aligned” or “active non-aligned” grouping of 
states, resisting alignment with either Washington or Beijing.47 These states 
again have increasingly demanded international order reform, including 
United Nations Security Council reform, as well as reform of the global 
trade order. In the foreign policies of multi- and active non-aligned states, 
it is not clear how influential internationalist postcolonial cosmopolitan 
thought currently is at present, however, above the upswell of nationalism.

Conclusion

Contemporary postcolonial science fiction on occasion imagines freedom 
found on distant worlds. The point of these worlds of future freedom, 
included in books and collected volumes such as Nalo Hopkinson and 
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Uppinder Mehan’s So Long Been Dreaming, seems to be an exploration of 
how steep the hurdles to freedom on Earth have been—so steep that its 
realization requires a world to itself.48 Postcolonial cosmopolitan visions of 
global belonging and alternative internationalist orders remain unrealized 
in world politics today. To explain the resistance to these visions, a realist 
story of preponderant capitalist hegemony and security incentives would 
be unsatisfying—and misleading. To the contrary, it was a conflict over the 
legitimacy of the hierarchies themselves, and a demand for recognition of 
the role that postcolonial states play in a global economy, through a more 
equal distributive scheme. The character of the response from developed 
states, and the process by which it evolved, was not a balancing of power; 
it was a reconfiguration of its economic relations into a new relegitimated 
state of affairs. Postcolonial cosmopolitanism advanced distinct ways of 
imagining cosmopolitan belonging and global order, rising to a pitch in 
the NIEO of the 1970s, where it encountered and was undercut by neolib-
eral globalization. In the post–Cold War world, postcolonial cosmopoli-
tanism remained a prominent and growing current of political thought 
and practice, albeit in a globalized context. As international society begins 
to redivide in a new era of strategic competition, postcolonial cosmopoli-
tan thought and practice remains present but still a considerable distance 
from achieving an alternative and properly free global order.
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Five

Green Cosmopolitics

Green “cosmopolitan” politics imagines larger horizons of planetary 
belonging, including all humankind and living species in a moral sphere. 
Anticipations of climate catastrophe have excited this reimagination of 
planetary belonging and raised widespread and urgent calls for change. 
Yet, while green activism has been gaining steam over recent decades, it 
has highly limited accomplishments relative to its ambitions. Green inter-
nationalist advocates have encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts 
between a range of developed and developing states, and within societies 
environmentalism has become embroiled in recognition struggles with 
forces of nationalist climate denialism, limiting climate governance to a 
thin and embattled green internationalism.

Why, after decades of climate activism, has so little been accomplished 
at a global level? The climate regime is far more limited in scope and 
apparent effectiveness than many consider to be necessary to manage 
climate change. What is interesting about this puzzling and worrisome 
history is how decades of climate activism for global ecological manage-
ment have been met not only by ecological irresponsibility or negligence 
between states but also by persistent, divisive, and often hard to under-
stand “climate denialism” within states. Climate change has strangely 
posed more than a “collective action” problem of North-South burden 
sharing or competing geopolitical policy priorities. Climate change poli-
tics has also become divisive within societies, and across them, dividing 
groups and classes not only with different distributive incentives but also 
contending and conflicting ways of life. Vertically, climate activism has 
encountered hierarchy legitimation conflict between the developed states 
that have benefitted from carbon energy but suggest limiting its use for 
developing states in a possible carbon-neutral economic order. Horizon-
tally, climate activism at the same time has encountered the recognition 
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struggles with climate denialists mobilizing conservative and exclusion-
ary nationalist identities. These conflicts have limited climate regimes to 
a thin internationalism, including some sense of a shared cosmopolitan 
purpose, but with little authority or compliance. As a result, more radical 
green cosmopolitan world order models are essentially impossible, given 
not only the hierarchy legitimation conflicts that they pose but also the 
heightened political stakes that geopolitical competition is imposing.

Exploring and reflecting on these complex global politics, my argu-
ment in this chapter is that green cosmopolitan narratives and practices 
of planetary belonging, gaining greater expression over the past several 
decades, have encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts with a range of 
states, while becoming embroiled in recognition struggles with forces of 
nationalist climate denialism, limiting climate action to a thin and embat-
tled internationalist green cosmopolitanism.

Planetary Imaginaries

In the history of cosmopolitan imaginaries, it is helpful to recall the impor-
tance of Pythagoras. There could be no concept of the cosmopolis without 
his idea of a cosmic order, cosmos. A precondition of Diogenes’ and Zeno’s 
cosmopolis was the awe inspiring and dazzling grandeur of Pythagoras’ 
teachings of a mathematically ordered cosmos. Of equal significance to 
Pythagoras’ connections between earth and knowledge through measure-
ment, that is, geometry, is his harmonic connection between an ordered 
cosmos and spiritual life. His vision carries that polymathic genius of 
remote antiquity, holistic thought:

The essence and power of [Pythagoras’s] vision lies in its all-
embracing, unifying character; it unites religion and science, math-
ematics and music, medicine and cosmology, body, mind and spirit 
in an inspired and luminous synthesis.1

What Diogenes and Zeno did was make this grand cosmology political 
with their idea of the cosmopolis. Some millennia later, today, concepts 
of humankind’s place in the world are changing in response to climate 
change, in a green strand of cosmopolitan thought reimagining interna-
tional order.2

What is different and potentially transformative about green cosmo-
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politan politics is that it enlarges moral concerns and concepts of belong-
ing from interhuman relations to include global ecological relations.3 
There is an extrahuman imperative about ecological politics, because of 
the idea of extrahuman security interdependence. In the changing nature 
of nature, the Anthropocene has been defined by humankind’s impact on 
the Earth’s history.4 Underlying and making possible the range of responses 
to the global climate crisis are varieties of what we might call green or 
planetary imaginaries, the increasingly taken for granted assumptions and 
deeper but changing cognitive frameworks people hold about what and 
who environment stewardship involves.5 Green cosmopolitan imaginaries 
grasp a larger mode of belonging.

These changing social imaginaries of humankind in nature are argu-
ably a prerequisite to the realization of an internationalist green cosmo-
politan order.6 Their imagination at this point in history is not entirely new, 
and after several decades have realized some international action, but not 
anything like climate activists have called for. Ideas of green cosmopoli-
tan belonging emerged in the environmental movement of the 1960s and 
1970s. This included intellectuals such as Barbara Ward, Kenneth Bould-
ing, Buckminster Fuller, and the Club of Rome members who developed 
the idea of “spaceship earth.”7 NASA’s image of the “blue marble” also came 
to be seen as an iconic symbol of planetary community.8 Carl Sagan’s Cos-
mos and earlier Cosmic Connection also popularized a new perspective 
on human existence on Earth. Sagan’s perspective attempted to reconnect 
humankind and nature, on the level and scale of a modern secularized cos-
mos, by drawing attention to the scientific awareness of the atomic compo-
sition of everything and everyone.9 As early as 1970, George Kennan offered 
an essay, “To Prevent a World Wasteland,” in Foreign Affairs, proposing a 
world environment organization managed by the superpowers.10 In 1971, 
Richard Falk published the landmark text This Endangered Planet, an influ-
ential and among the first applications of climate concerns to international 
order thinking, calling for radical international order change.11

States first acknowledged the responsibilities of environmental stew-
ardship in the 1970s, initially with the UN Stockholm conference in 1972. 
Into the 1980s and 1990s, global climate activism gained serious momen-
tum, including new concepts and calls for environmental justice.12 In 
1992, the norm of environmental stewardship gained more general assent 
in international society at the Rio Earth Summit. Today, the concept of 
responsibilities for climate stewardship is widespread in world politics, 
with emergent institutionalization as a global climate regime complex.13 
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“At its core, environmental stewardship posits a fundamental responsibil-
ity of the state, and of international society, to protect the natural environ-
ment. States are expected to act as guardians of the environment not just 
within their own territory but also in a regional and global context.”14 Cli-
mate responsibility has become a mark of legitimacy for the “green state” 
in international society.15 The global climate regime organizes mainly 
state-centric solidarity around the norm of environmental stewardship, 
although corporations increasingly take part in governance conferences 
and play a role in implementation and compliance.

Climate Change and Its Denial

Decades of climate activism have globalized the norm of environmental 
stewardship, but still with limited results relative to the risks of climate 
change and the expectations of climate activists. International society 
has been gradually “greening,” but it struggles to meet its basic ecologi-
cal responsibilities.16 It would be challenging to say that there is more 
than the thinnest possible international ecological order today. The Paris 
Agreement is arguably a diplomatic achievement in setting targets and 
commitments to maintain global temperatures below 2 degree Celsius 
and to enhance the capacities of states to manage the effects of climate 
change.17 Yet commitments to green governance through international 
society are primarily procedural, and their performance includes detrac-
tors and undercompliance.18 The ecological order is also predominantly 
state-centric, seemingly contradicting the global-level nature of the cri-
sis, although some consultation of nonstate actors is an emerging practice 
at climate summits. The securitization of the climate remains even more 
state-centric, and less internationalist, as militaries prepare for security 
threats that are multiplied and intensified by climate change.19

What explains the limited greening of international society? The 
emergence of an internationalist green cosmopolitan order that is so lim-
ited and lacking solidarity follows from the seemingly deadlocked com-
peting interests between developed and developing states. At the global 
international level, the priority of climate change conflicts with compet-
ing strategic priorities of development and continued economic growth, 
as well as geostrategic interests in oil reserves. But these contradictions 
between capital, climate, and geopolitics are further complicated by the 
hierarchy conflicts of developed and developing states and ensuing dip-
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lomatic deadlock over burden-sharing responsibilities. Today, “interna-
tional society remains divided over the degree to which environmental 
stewardship gives rise to a global justice agenda . . . with normative con-
testation focusing on questions of the historical responsibility of estab-
lished industrialised countries versus new responsibilities of emerging 
economies.”20 The benefits of industrialization for developed states are 
seen as creating historical responsibilities by developing states, while the 
right to development conflicts with the responsibility of environmental 
stewardship, creating diplomatic contestation over the burdens of climate 
responsibilities between developed and developing states. While the state-
centric international climate regime remains in deadlock, a more ambi-
tious climate-globalism institutional green cosmopolitan order remains 
far-fetched, because nonstate actors have limited legitimation strategies in 
global international society based on principles of sovereignty. Nonstate 
actors have instead tended to work in a tandem of coordination with state 
direction, and in pressuring state action. Continued climate activism from 
“bottom up” world society actors remains a major source of urgency and 
pressure on states, whose best hope is forming an informal global coali-
tion of climate states and nonstate actors to manage global responsibilities.

At the domestic level, however, further hurdles to the greening of 
world politics have arisen from the bizarre and aggressive politics of “cli-
mate denialism,” emerging from recognition struggles with remobilized 
nationalist identities. This movement undermines and destabilizes climate 
ordering at an international level by capturing and constraining domestic 
and foreign policies, reneging on climate commitments. Climate denial-
ist opposition to climate advocacy is almost as long-standing as climate 
activism, mobilizing in the 1980s, especially in the United Sates during 
the Reagan administration.21 This movement has connections to invested 
industries, which are resistant to regulation, as well as to conservative 
think tanks. Yet to understand this movement as being driven purely by 
profit and power-seeking motives would be to misunderstand or miss 
its identity politics, conceptions of self, and underlying imaginaries of 
belonging.22 Environmental skepticism and climate denialism that force-
fully rejects narratives of planetary ecological belonging have emerged 
not from networks of corporate-funded lobbying and think tanks alone, 
but also from certain modern identities tied to certain modern ways of 
life and the surrounding international order that sustains it. In somewhat 
simple terms, the perception of global scarcity has generated a climate 
denial politics by segments of elites but also by segments of wider popula-
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tions in developed economies, seeking to refuse to share burdens.23 Hence 
the increasing connection between climate denialism, climate rejection, 
and increased border controls with tighter restrictions over perceived or 
imagined threats of increasing climate refugees.

Climate denialism and climate rejection politics at a national level, 
combined with protracted hierarchy legitimation conflicts and collective 
action problems at an international level, have dragged out the manage-
ment of climate change for decades, producing an encroaching global 
climate crisis. While the US rejoined the Paris Agreement, the Trump 
administration’s climate policy was the most high-level and fervent mani-
festation of climate denialism. Henry Shue has argued that it is irrespon-
sible and immoral to expect that “something will turn up” in the near term 
to avoid climate catastrophe, and that leadership must stop such “climate 
dreaming,” but climate denialists deny facts.24 It is not entirely clear how 
climate recognition struggles will be resolved, because these kinds of 
struggles—as struggles—can resolve in numerous ways, although one at 
least senses that climate denialism is gradually losing ground, domesti-
cally and internationally.

The countervailing forces against climate denialism include shifting 
incentives toward a green energy technology transition. The steadily low-
ering costs of alternative energy sources away from fossil fuels increases 
the potential management of climate change through aggregate purchas-
ing and investment. However, adding green technologies to energy econo-
mies only increases absolute energy consumption, and does not reduce 
fossil fuel consumption without heavy state intervention to subsidize green 
technologies and to place bans and caps on fossil fuels.25 This creates a dis-
tributional political hurdle for all economies and aggravates the sources 
of climate denialism when state intervention constrains energy-intensive 
conservative ways of life. Ambitions of a “green new deal” are not simply 
an issue of sufficient climate initiative agency from governments; they are 
a considerable political hurdle. Dreams of eco-techno futures from break-
through alternative energy technologies hope to dissolve these political 
hurdles, but technologies such as nuclear fusion and superconductors are 
not readily forthcoming.

Climate advocates have proposed a variety of modified global order 
responses to climate change, ranging from bottom-up green democracy, 
to green internationalism, an international “climate club,” and plural-
ist green “cosmopolitan” globalism.26 Because the hierarchy legitimation 
conflicts and recognition struggles facing an institutional green cosmo-
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politan order are excessively steep and intense, a thin pluralist interna-
tionalist green order interacting with “bottom-up” climate activists is the 
most that appears possible for the foreseeable future.27 In a condition of 
world affairs that today is dividing horizontally by climate denial and ver-
tically by North-South hierarchies plus East-West geopolitics, the integra-
tion of a green cosmopolitan future appears less than likely if not impos-
sible. An internationalist green cosmopolitan order integrating state and 
nonstate actors appears to be the most feasible, with limited hierarchies 
and pluralist principles. While an internationalist green cosmopolitan 
order struggles to emerge, an institutional green cosmopolitan order is a 
relatively utopian prospect.

Green Utopias

The 21st century will be littered with failed and abandoned green uto-
pias, but most will never be attempted.28 Green globalism faces too many 
hurdles. A limited internationalist green cosmopolitan order is struggling 
to take shape. An institutional green cosmopolitan order with global-level 
green authorities is beyond the realm of possibility in the near to medium-
term future.

Numerous green cosmopolitan utopias still populate political dis-
course today, however. Many of the leading public intellectuals of our 
times espouse them. None were more inventive and impressive than 
Bruno Latour’s. For Latour, it is the modern distinction between human 
beings and nature that has made the ecological crisis possible, generat-
ing an entirely new form of “geo”-politics.29 Unmaking this distinction, 
in making a “common world,” is the mission.30 In this sense, for thinkers 
such as Latour and Isabella Stengers, how the cosmos is understood is 
political. Latour’s actor-network idea of “Gaia,” the total planetary human 
and nonhuman network, is a framing device in that project.31 For Latour, 
the planetary scale network of actant things is Gaia, the earth systems, 
incorporating everything and everyone on earth into one vast network 
of networks.32 There is no human-only network.33 From this framing of 
world politics, Latour proposed a “parliament of things” and other green 
political ordering innovations, including modified sovereignty.34 Most 
spectacularly, the experiment “Make It Work,” where participants simu-
lated a parliament of things, desperately struggled to work, even in the 
absence of geopolitical actors, let alone climate denialists. Other think-
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ers have instead argued for a noninstitutional guerrilla-like “swarming” 
strategy of multilocal global activism, with doubtful prospects of suc-
cess in a world of geostrategic competition, uneven development, and 
climate denialism.35

Daniel Deudney, among the most impressive and inventive think-
ers in the field of International Relations, has argued that if planetary 
infrastructure were developed, then a radical green “cosmopolitan” 
order of sorts would also likely emerge, as a necessity, because the use 
of that infrastructure would have central control but planetary effects.36 
Climate-engineering proposals, for instance, striving to turn climate 
change into climate control, would require considerable international 
negotiations, as well as challenging demands to sell to publics an inter-
national climate-engineering agreement.37 Anticipating the steep hierar-
chy legitimation challenges needed for such global-scale projects, Deud-
ney has suggested, as a pragmatic normative proposal, a “terrapolitan” 
narrative of a planetary homeland needs to be spiritually supplemented 
by a “Gaia Earth religion.”38 A “terrapolitan” outlook, for Deudney, is 
the sense of all the Earth as a common homeland.39 Deudney suggests 
that “the central basis of association in the global village must be the 
Earth (terra) and its requirements,” and gestures toward “Earth nation-
ality” and “Gaian Earth religion” as potentially common and unifying 
global identities.40 To be clear, Deudney argues that “terrapolitanism” 
should be adopted, as a normative proposal, although it is unlikely that 
it could, especially on a global scale, due to the exceptionally steep hier-
archy legitimation conflicts associated with it, ongoing climate recog-
nition struggles, and geostrategic interests stymying any international 
negotiations.41

Awaiting an epochal green transformation of humankind is a new mil-
lenarianism, because it anticipates a future history that “must” happen, 
but, by all estimates and historical examples, won’t. Dipesh Chakrabarty 
puzzles over the challenge of even imagining it:

Climate change poses for us a question of a human collectivity, an 
us, pointing to a figure of the universal that escapes our capacity to 
experience the world. It is more like a universal that arises from a 
shared sense of a catastrophe. It calls for a global approach to poli-
tics without the myth of a global identity, for, unlike a Hegelian 
universal, it cannot subsume particularities. We may provisionally 
call it a “negative universal history.”42
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Sadly for green utopians, and possibly for all humankind, the future 
history of nature is subject to the nature of history. R. G. Collingwood 
grasped much of the puzzle, in his Idea of Nature, “that no one can under-
stand natural science unless he understands history: and that no one can 
answer the question what nature is unless he knows what history is.”43

The possible futures of the climate are not infinite, and most are bleak. 
There is a spectrum of possibilities, on a narrow band of from 2 to 6 degrees 
of global warming. While there are uncertainties about when climate “tip-
ping points” will be reached and “runaway” climate change will accelerate 
warming to the higher ranges of the spectrum, the most likely climate future 
is a middle range 3 to 4 degrees. Action is being taken on a global scale and 
new technologies are being developed, but with not enough effect to realize 
the more ambitious climate future of 2 degrees of global warming. In a 3 to 
4 degrees of global warming climate future, there will be mass migrations 
of hundreds of millions, with island nations, coastlines, and major cities—
including London, Shanghai, and New York—slipping into the seas without 
major infrastructure investments, while mass global food shortages and the 
general intensification of insecurity will account for immense suffering and 
upwards of hundreds of millions of deaths. A 3 to 4 degrees global warming 
future is not apocalyptic in itself, but its stresses increase the risk of com-
plete global entropy and the collapse of civilization. In this 3 to 4 degree 
future, global solidarities will be unforthcoming because they will have 
become pointless in a world too late to unmake climate change. States and 
the great powers will instead turn to their own interests. In this scenario, so 
clearly conveyed by Robert Falkner,

humanity could find itself not in a “spaceship,” with a captain ably 
steering its passengers to safety, but in a “lifeboat” that floats pre-
cariously on the ocean, without a leader in charge. . .  . The desire 
to survive would not become a shared, collective, imperative for 
humanity, it would translate into a zero-sum logic that drives peo-
ple and communities apart. . . . As the global climate crisis spirals 
out of control, collective management via international coopera-
tion to reduce emissions is abandoned as nations individually seek 
to adapt to rising temperatures and safeguard their survival.44

Because states will need to adapt to survive, a climate catastrophe would 
be unlikely to compel demands for a green cosmopolitan order, because 
it will be too late.45
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Conclusion

Modern science fiction is among other things a genre of cautionary tales. 
The new subgenre of climate science fiction such as the superstorms of 
Bruce Sterling’s Heavy Weather tend to depict climate catastrophe as the 
bleak background of tales of misery and danger. It is not a nice place to be. 
For all its urgency, climate activism has yielded the bare minimum of its 
desired change. Anticipations of climate apocalypse and new imaginaries 
of planetary belonging have not really brought humankind together. Calls 
for an internationalist green cosmopolitan order tend to rely on legitima-
tion strategies of disaster alarmism and vaguer promises of green techno-
futures. But even the most accurate scientific estimates have encountered 
not only international buck-passing and foot-dragging, but, more oddly, 
climate deniers. Embroiled in recognition struggles with forces of nation-
alist climate denialism within states, and endless negotiations between 
states, only the thinnest and embattled climate regime has taken shape. 
In the long run, climate denialism may likely recede, as many reaction-
ary movements do. It is not clear when is too late. The rise of geostrategic 
competition, however, has only further strained these tensions and the 
responsibilities of environmental stewardship. The greening of human-
kind in a dividing and disorderly world still has a long way to go.
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Six

Cosmopolitan Politics in a Disorderly World

In an era of international disorder, how is cosmopolitan belonging being 
reimagined and what role if any will cosmopolitan politics play? In the 
modern imagination, cosmopolitanism was always Derrida’s “to come,” 
yet to be, but today the future itself has become less clear in the wake 
of certain post–Cold War liberal cosmopolitan certainties.1 In this era of 
uncertain disorder, Kant’s criticism that Grotius’ civitas maxima is “cold 
comfort” is as concerning as ever. States neglect restraint on the use of 
force and growing numbers of the vulnerable in international society have 
less and less recourse. Exploring these tensions between the uncertain 
future and disorderly present, my argument in this chapter is that cosmo-
politanism today lacks the strengths and confidences it once had, and for 
some good reasons, but cosmopolitan politics broadly defined will remain 
important as an appeal to issues of injustice and minimal order in contexts 
crises and conflict. Neoliberal cosmopolitanism generated destabilizing 
inequality and liberal interventionism struggled to achieve its aims or 
legitimacy. People do not need or want that kind of cosmopolitan order, 
as states and populations have mobilized against it.2 An increasingly dis-
orderly world will, however, generate new injustices and crises, likely to 
be met by popular outcry and humanitarian concern. In such instances, 
it will remain possible to imagine and practice cosmopolitan politics and 
belonging in a deglobalizing and disorderly world, albeit in constrained 
ways and without the possibility of a cosmopolitan order.

To make this argument, I offer a sketch of the vertical and horizontal 
fault lines of the emerging international disorder and contrast them with 
past eras. I then explore the cosmopolitan tensions of this era and the role 
that cosmopolitan politics might play. Lastly, I consider the decline of the 
“future” itself for the relegitimation strategies and narratives of belonging 
available to cosmopolitan politics.
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Disorder, Division, and the Illiberal Wave

An era of international disorder is increasingly defining international 
politics, as the “liberal” international order has become destabilized from 
within and is encountering new challengers from without.3 By a world of 
increasing international disorder, I mean the frequency and intensity of 
disruptions and relative destabilizations of international relations, espe-
cially in the illegitimate use of force and political upheaval.4 Since the 
revolt against globalism, world politics has become increasingly destabi-
lized and disrupted in a combination of vertical geostrategic competition 
and horizontal populist unrest, manifesting war, political instability, and 
economic realignment. Cosmopolitan politics were attacked by populists 
and abandoned by the new nationalism in the process. “If you believe 
you are a citizen of the world, you are a citizen of nowhere,” claimed UK 
prime minister Theresa May in 2016. The propagation of disorder in some 
respects has served the interests and ambitions of illiberal powers and 
illiberal populists. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine meanwhile revived old 
dividing lines across international society, east, west, and south. In the 
aftermath of globalization and dividing international order, cosmopoli-
tanism broadly defined has been almost completely displaced and dele-
gitimated. Rather than becoming gradually more unified, world politics 
has become increasingly divisive, both between nations, and horizontally 
across groups and classes. Liberal cosmopolitanism, both economic and 
humanitarian, has been almost completely dispelled from world politics.

The new “illiberal tide” has used the open institutions of the liberal 
order for its advantage, in the contestation of liberal hierarchies and the 
demand for legitimacy recognition of illiberal politics.5 Illiberal powers 
and populists have attacked and upended not only neoliberal globaliza-
tion but also the possibility of liberal cosmopolitan politics more broadly. 
Like all political movements, the illiberal wave is varied and multifaceted. 
But the contested global hierarchies and assumed self-styled superiority 
of the liberal order have generated recognition struggles with a “merger of 
its discontents.”6 The cross-cutting tensions of the illiberal wave are within 
liberal states, and between liberal and illiberal states, albeit with variation 
across international society. The nuance in the analysis of liberal hierar-
chies and recognition struggles offered by Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Ayse 
Zarakol is worth quoting at length here:

The LIO [liberal international order] promised to remove social 
and economic inequalities between the West and the non-West cre-
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ated by previous international orders, but never quite managed to 
achieve equality within its own order. States in the semiperiphery 
blame the LIO for perpetuating the modern international system’s 
historical hierarchies, and they resent its failed promises of equality. 
By contrast, in the core, discontented groups blame the LIO (and 
its elites) for stating aspirations of equality, which they resent for 
undermining or failing to protect historical hierarchies privileg-
ing Western supremacy. The semi-periphery group challenges the 
LIO as a Western-centric hierarchy, best replaced by a non-Western 
alternative. The core group wants to retain Western supremacy by 
dismantling the LIO itself. Nevertheless, the end result is the same: 
as an obstacle to the high-stature recognition they feel entitled to, 
the LIO is the perceived enemy of both recognition struggles.7

The new illiberalism has mobilized a wide range of illiberal political forces, 
connecting illiberal powers and actors to a wave of nationalist populist 
unrest.

The character of the new illiberalism is diverse in its composition, but 
commonly opposed to liberal internationalism and liberal cosmopolitan 
ideas of human rights. Like the 19th century and 20th century instantia-
tions of illiberalism, the new illiberalism is highly anti-positivist. Its popu-
list expression is even more feverishly against liberal democratic practices 
of facticity, while illiberal powers are now armed with digital subversion 
and information warfare capabilities.8 On the international field, illiberal 
powers are recontesting the central institutions of international society and 
its predominant liberal norms by reviving and refurbishing old illiberal 
practices of sovereignty, international law, and illiberal economic order.9 
Illiberal war is also returning, in the illiberal character of Russia’s war in 
Ukraine for instance, which has deeply contested the legitimate causes 
and conduct of war.10 This contest of liberalism and illiberalism over the 
“rules of the game” will define the century, but its conduct is also defining 
the contestants. US national security advisor Jake Sullivan explains that a 
new era of geostrategic competition requires “laying a new foundation of 
American strength” and “revisiting long-held assumptions.”11 The United 
States and the vision of liberal internationalism is being reinvented, once 
more, casting off neoliberal cosmopolitan globalization for a new national 
economic and foreign policy.

Cosmopolitanism appears to be completely jettisoned from world 
politics, but this is not the first era of geostrategic competition and inter-
national disorder. The Cold War was not so long ago in the historical 
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picture. By geostrategic competition, I mean a vertical relation of at least 
two great powers deploying force and levers of power in strategic interac-
tion to gain advantage and constrain adversaries on a global scale.12 The 
18th century, for instance, experienced the competition of Britain and 
France, connecting Europe and their imperial periphery, followed in the 
19th century by the competition of Britain and Russia, which, in the 20th 
century, following Germany and Japan’s bids for hegemony in Europe 
and Asia, experienced the geostrategic competition of the US and USSR 
in the global Cold War. The central players in today’s geostrategic com-
petition are the US and China, plus Russia. All these eras of geostrategic 
competition have included a range of middle powers and geostrategically 
significant small powers playing a part in the strategic-diplomatic drama. 
These eras of geostrategic competition have also interestingly pitted a 
democratic or nominally democratic great power against an authori-
tarian great power.13 The Cold War was more ideologically heated than 
other eras, as a contest over the definition of modernity and competing 
universal cosmopolitan visions.

The character of the political contest today is closer to a contest 
between alternative models of modernity, between the US-led liberal 
democratic global West and China plus Russia’s cultural nationalist alter-
native, although again the crosscurrents of illiberalism cut across popu-
lism in liberal societies. Each power has its conceits. China, Russia, and 
other illiberal powers see themselves as carrying distinct cultural and his-
torical missions to rebalance world politics away from the West toward a 
multipolar order, where the US and global West retain confidence in the 
merits of the liberal-democratic model. China has new confidence in its 
authoritarian capitalist model, while the West sees it as self-contradictory. 
China is not exporting revolution as the USSR did but China’s leader-
ship is confident about the contradictions of liberal capitalism and the 
strengths of their alternative model.14 China’s discourse of the “common 
destiny of mankind” is seemingly only in reference to the thinnest sense 
of common interests. In turn, the West retains beliefs in the resilience of 
market capitalism and the virtues of democracy, while China sees these as 
contradictory. Human rights and liberal democratic values have far less 
reach and appeal across the global south and in parts of the West today. 
The US nevertheless is seeking to outcompete China by leveraging the 
weight of its alliances and dynamism of its innovative permissive market 
model, while China is seeking to outnumber and outlast the West by lever-
aging the global south and the durability of its greater domestic stability. 
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Neither however has a strategy that in principle could feasibly apply to all 
humankind. World order politics are at an impasse and the future is being 
made increasingly uncertain the more intensely the great powers compete 
to shape it.

In this contest, the fracturing of world politics is both deeper and less 
rigid than many tend to appreciate.15 The Cold War had its reliable cer-
tainties. Economic inequalities during the Cold War were less intense in 
the West, and political polarization was less severe. The horizontal divi-
sions today are more unstable in the Western world, with ongoing mobili-
zations of domestic unrest. “Western political fragmentation and volatility 
have also exposed new vulnerabilities, as illiberal states have sought to 
capitalize on these divisions by stoking nationalism and fomenting unrest 
within the West.”16 On the international level, alliances and nonalign-
ment were also more fixed during the Cold War, and offered an alternative 
global vision, while an array of multialigned and active nonaligned states 
today have no fixed positions, engaging on issue-specific agendas and 
shifting initiatives. New and revived vertical status “in-groups” are form-
ing around the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) and the 
Group of 7 (G7), while inclusive multilateral groupings have diminished 
utility under geopolitical constraints but also increased reform contesta-
tion.17 Vertical divisions between states today remain complicated by their 
already globalized economies, placing limits on strategic deglobalization 
and economic realignments.18 Crosscutting the vertical and the horizontal 
divisions furthermore are new “digital empires” being constructed by the 
United States, China, and the EU. Even the biggest big tech companies 
struggle in navigating this new geo-digital strategic competition:

This is part of a broader challenge faced by tech companies that 
operate globally, navigating different demands of American, Chi-
nese, and European regulatory models. When these models collide, 
they can fuel horizontal battles between governments. . . . But they 
also fuel vertical battles featuring tech companies on one side and 
governments on the other. . . . In these instances, different vertical 
battles intersect, thrusting tech companies into the midst of con-
flicting regulatory regimes and presenting them with increasingly 
irresolvable regulatory dilemmas.19

The era of digital-cosmopolitan Silicon Valley utopianism is long past. 
Information warfare is deliberately dividing publics against themselves 
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with increasing sophistication, and cyber warfare capabilities have pro-
duced an era described as “unpeace,” a state of constant and persistent 
low intensity disorder subject to uncertain thresholds of escalation.20 The 
liberal cosmopolitan warriors of the 1990s and early 2000s have been 
replaced not only by new nationalist and mercenary forces in today’s 
battlefields but also by multidomain “connectivity warriors” manipulating 
nodes in vertical and horizontal networks.21 This ripening international 
disorder is dividing international society vertically and dividing societies 
horizontally in ways unlike past eras of geostrategic competition.

In this divisive disordering of world politics, cosmopolitanism has 
been completely displaced, attacked, and disoriented. In a world dividing 
horizontally and vertically between new “digital empires,” Orwell’s dysto-
pian vision of a divided global disorder depicted in his Nineteen Eighty-
Four more closely approximates the future than Tennyson’s federation of 
the world. What place is there for a cosmopolitan politics in a world where 
geostrategic competition is redividing the world and where populations 
mobilizing national identities express open hostility to it?

Cosmopolitanism after Globalism

The emergence of “globalism” in the early 20th century, and its revival 
in the early 21st, was a response to the perception that political division 
in a global setting was both a source of and obstacle to addressing press-
ing international order problems.22 In the 21st century collapse of global-
ism and the fracturing of world politics, institutional cosmopolitanism 
is impossible and internationalist cosmopolitanism is increasingly diffi-
cult because of deepening vertical threat perceptions between the US and 
China and horizontal exclusionary nationalist politics. As a body of ideas 
and practices about global belonging challenging divisive interests and 
injustices in international society, cosmopolitan politics is no longer able 
to reasonably take on a revolutionary transformative ambition. Instead, 
cosmopolitan politics will continue to play an activist role in a dividing 
world, where humanitarian crises and injustices emerge and neglected 
global challenges intensify. The form cosmopolitan politics will take is yet 
to be seen, but cosmopolitan politics broadly understood has numerous 
currents with contemporary expression, as we have seen. Local cosmopol-
itan responses to local injustices also continue to matter.23 International-
level issues of distributive justice, the humanitarian laws of war, nuclear 
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arms control, and ecological stewardship remain important but increas-
ingly neglected causes in a dividing international society. Even while more 
ambitious cosmopolitan order transformations are unlikely to emerge any 
time soon, advocating from the “bottom up” will likely matter for issues of 
injustice and calls for a minimal degree of order in extreme crises.

As much as the emerging international disorder differs from past eras 
of geostrategic competition, it is remarkable how many of the unfinished 
challenges and problems troubling the Cold War era feed into the New 
Cold War today, including not least nuclear proliferation and ecological 
crisis, and the Korean War itself. It is astonishing moreover how far these 
problems have gradually worsened over the decades. The gradual inten-
sification of the global climate crisis is reaching critical thresholds, North 
Korea is now a nuclear power, and the United States faces not one peer 
nuclear weapons power, as in the Cuban Missile Crisis, but now faces two, 
in China and Russia, plus North Korea. These challenges have suggested to 
some the need for reviving the World Order Models Project.24 This project 
was the largest and longest lasting world order study in its field, aiming 
to develop feasible world order models addressing common global inter-
ests as institutional cosmopolitan alternatives to contending Cold War 
visions.25 In this new era of geopolitical tensions, the World Order Models 
Project appears to be dramatically ahead of its time, in the global diversity 
of its membership and in the pluralism of its world order proposals. A 
new WOMP-style project today can provide “a counter-narrative in glo-
boskeptical times,” as an alternative to geostrategic visions.26 As a practi-
cal possibility, radical cosmopolitan world order alternatives are virtually 
utopian in present circumstances, although incremental modifications to 
practice are possible. The same geostrategic divisions that cosmopolitan 
politics aims to ameliorate intensify the obstacles and resistance to cosmo-
politan alternatives into the foreseeable future. 

Many see this impasse at the geopolitical level as devolving cosmo-
politan responsibility and global governance to the regional level, in an 
emerging “multiplex” order. Through a regional path to order, in the very 
long term, a picture is imaginable of overlapping regional orders and secu-
rity communities27 that through a “stepping-stone” process gradually inte-
grate regional institutions into global-level institutions, forming a globally 
semi-integrated and pluralistic institutional cosmopolitan order including 
nonstate actors alongside states.28 The possibility for the realization of this 
picture as a gradual stepping-stone pathway to world order is arguably so 
far into the future, however, that its likelihood is not open to reasonable 
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speculation in the present. Insofar as a “multiplex” order is emerging, its 
horizontal and vertical divisions manifesting war and disorder in every 
region remain steep hurdles to more than minimal order in world politics.

The arguments made in chapter 1 suggest that the theorized structural-
security interdependence imperatives of modernity have not and cannot 
be reasonably expected to generate the long-term global positive social-
ization processes that Wendt anticipates. In 100 years, the unanticipated 
should be anticipated, and the lack of any evidence of nuclear security–
imperative socialization after decades of nuclear arms races and prolifera-
tion suggests that the speculative theory is based on false or misguided 
assumptions. Wendt’s argument was based on the security interdepen-
dence challenges of nuclear proliferation. But what about artificial intel-
ligence? Well, there is a danger of “species replacement.”29 Does this give 
an added but also different push behind a kind of cosmopolitan order-
ing response? Unlikely, because what ghosts in machines as are being 
made today are growing up in an era of geostrategic competition and 
resurgent nationalism. Illiberal powers moreover make illiberal uses of 
technology. Russia uses precision missiles to target civilians in its illib-
eral war in Ukraine, while liberal powers invented these weapons for their 
formerly opposite liberal humane warfare.30 The AI will have a mind of 
its own, however, and it may be better. An AI super intelligence may be 
able to grasp the cosmos in ways beyond human comprehension. An AI 
super intelligence cosmopolitan of the future will embrace much more 
than humans and machines, in the great macro-techno cyber belonging. 
Whether humans would accept it is unclear, although they may need it. 
Humans would need more than Kantian or techno-utilitarian arguments 
to accept it. Only an artificial intelligence can truly be a Kantian.31 For 
humankind and intelligent machine to embrace, the machine would have 
to tell a very good story that humankind could get behind, to legitimate 
the machine’s de facto hierarchy, and to recognize human self-worth.

Back to the present, some may insist that a cosmopolitan peace is in 
principle possible today with the right guidance. The latest in the tradition 
of perpetual peace proposals is Alex Bellamy’s World Peace (And How We 
Can Achieve It). Like others in this tradition, including such celebrated 
and admirable thinkers as William Penn, L’Abbé de Saint-Pierre, Imman-
uel Kant, and Jeremy Bentham, Bellamy’s World Peace is eloquent, uplift-
ing, and intellectually formidable. Consistent with its tradition, however, 
the hurdles to a cosmopolitan world peace are steeper and more treacher-
ous than the presentation of its proposal would suggest. Bellamy holds 
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three “building blocks” as necessary conditions of peace: (1) “the mod-
ern state, the bedrock of everyday peace”; (2) making war unprofitable 
and its irrationality more widely known, “to make war less appealing as 
a rational option”; and (3) “to reshape our emotional sensibilities away 
from nationalism and war, toward more cosmopolitan, compassionate, 
and peaceful inclinations.”32 On these building blocks, Bellamy proposes 
a peace plan, with six preliminary articles, three definitive articles, and 
one additional imperative article, together constituting an internationalist 
cosmopolitan order model, nesting a multitude of local “minor utopias.” 
For Bellamy, the costs of a cosmopolitan world state are unnecessary and 
problematic in the absence of an existing cosmopolitan community. “A 
sense of community reaching across nations is possible only if there is 
peace in the first place.”33 The problem of international peace that Bel-
lamy’s studied articles aim to resolve is compliance with international law 
by constructing peace, rather than the enforcement of international law. 
World politics today is obviously far away from such a peace, but that’s not 
the point; it is the hurdles that crop up along the way of its pursuit. The 
hurdles I see most clearly are hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recogni-
tion struggles, although there are more. Bellamy’s first article, for example, 
is compliance with international law on the use of force, plus—somewhat 
remarkably—the collective security proviso that “no Permanent Member 
of the UN Security Council should use a veto to prevent collective action 
in response to armed aggression of the threat or commission of genocide, 
war crimes, and crimes against humanity.”34 The modification of the veto 
itself is not proposed, only the norms of its use, which in principle is possi-
ble. The issue is the hierarchy situations that this threatens—especially the 
five permanent members of the UN Security Council, the P5 states—in 
the political uncertainty of whose view will prevail on what instances will 
count as armed aggressions or crimes against humanity. If a resolution 
passes that declares that a conflict counts as such, all international soci-
ety would be legally required to obey, making the hierarchy legitimation 
conflict considerably steep. Article 4 of Bellamy’s proposal requires that 
“states shall establish and sustain security communities with their neigh-
bours.”35 Again, this in principle is possible, through positive social inter-
action, but the hurdle of recognition struggles crops up in the process, 
within regions and between liberal and illiberal security communities, for 
instance, making the outcome of the process unclear, disorderly, and likely 
socially negative. I am not saying that such a peace is impossible, but that 
it is more difficult that we might be led to hope. The construction of peace, 
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moreover, may take a much longer time in overcoming its hurdles than is 
at first even fathomed, not least because the construction of war has such 
a head start.36

In our world today, the role that cosmopolitan politics is likely to play 
in a context of increasing geopolitical and geostrategic competition is at 
best to pressure great powers to exercise responsibility and restraint, espe-
cially in contexts of severe injustice and humanitarian emergency. Cos-
mopolitan politics is not necessarily a source of disorder, and, quite the 
opposite, through norm entrepreneurship and public pressure, is a source 
of more just order in world politics.37 Across the modern international 
experience, nonstate actors demanding rights, freedoms, and pointing 
out moral obligations have made not inconsiderable advances, even while 
their more ambitious visions are unrealized. Cosmopolitan politics will 
likely continue to do so in future, although major inroads and change are 
unlikely to arise until past the peak of this era of division and disorder, 
when geopolitical tensions subside again and the illiberal wave rolls back.

Cosmopolitanism in Uncertain Times

The real problem for cosmopolitans is not so much the fracturing of world 
politics (imagining cosmopolitan belonging never required actual con-
nections or interdependence; these things actually made practicing lib-
eral cosmopolitan belonging difficult in practice);38 it is the delegitimation 
of cosmopolitan politics as such, vertically between the liberal West and 
illiberal powers, and horizontally with antiglobalist nationalist populism. 
There is no obvious legitimation strategy available because liberal cosmo-
politanism has been so embattled and displaced.

What’s more, while it is true that international politics has never been 
especially orderly, the stories about better-ordered futures have begun to 
fall away, especially in the West. The death of triumphalist liberal global-
ism has at once been the “death of the stories that gave us a future and pro-
posed a means of acting in a politically efficacious manner.”39 Has history 
returned, or has a Western idea of the future been abandoned?40 China’s 
history is its own; it does not claim modernity for itself, only to have made 
an alternative model. Cosmopolitan imaginaries in the modern global 
world have almost exclusively occupied the future. Contrary to the realist 
tradition that believes in a timeless international politics, revolutionary 
cosmopolitan orders were the destination of Kantian and Marxian phi-
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losophies of history. Francis Fukuyama thought that destination had been 
reached in liberal capitalism, and when its spell broke, he left no obvious 
candidates to take its place. In his Hegelian history, however, “Fukuyama 
departs from the most important discovery in modern science. As under-
stood by Charles Darwin, evolution has no destination.”41 The problem 
cosmopolitanism faces in these uncertain times is not overcoming a divid-
ing world but overcoming the idea of its necessary unity in the future.42

Samuel Moyn instead wishes to reinvent the future, by reinventing lib-
eralism. In his widely read Liberalism against Itself, Moyn suggests that 
Cold War liberalism’s construction of ideas against Soviet utopias and 
totalitarian realities also—somewhat accidentally—displaced the poten-
tial for “Hegelian progress.” In the wake of neoliberalism, Moyn calls for 
liberalism’s progressive reinvention:

The endless revival of its Cold War version has been a means of 
avoiding the only hope for liberalism, which is to reinvent it beyond 
the terms we have known. It would have to be freed from the 
entanglements that were invented or intensified during the early 
Cold War years. And it would have to reincorporate some of the 
nineteenth-century impulses purged and left behind in the Cold 
War years, in particular its commitment to the emancipation of our 
powers, the creation of the new as the highest life, and the acquisi-
tion of both in a story that connects our past and our future.43

Abandoning Cold War liberalism precisely in an era of geostrategic com-
petition is counterintuitive, but like most utopian calls, it is deliberately 
out of step with practice. Moyn argues that Cold War liberalism legiti-
mated the prosecution of the Cold War and so wishes to invent a bet-
ter liberalism, to avoid legitimating a New Cold War and make another 
future possible. Sadly, geostrategic competition will proceed with or with-
out intellectual justification, and it is doubtful that any reinvented liberal 
future will realize emancipation any more than its past attempts.

Conclusion

In the opening discussion of his “Plan for an Universal and Perpetual 
Peace,” the 19th century utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham argued, 
“Let it not be objected that the age is not ripe for such a proposal: the 



108  cosmopolitan imaginaries and international disorder

2RPP

more it wants of being ripe, the sooner we should begin to do what can be 
done to ripen it; the more we should do to ripen it.”44 The times today are 
especially unripe because the belief that they can be ripened in the future 
is unclear. Neoliberal cosmopolitanism’s end of history generated destabi-
lizing inequality and liberal interventionism struggled to achieve its aims 
or legitimacy. People do not need or want that kind of cosmopolitan order, 
as states and populations have mobilized against it.45 Cosmopolitan con-
cerns and action are nevertheless likely to return, in some yet to be seen 
expression, where extreme crisis and injustice arise. Even while the ten-
sions of the modern global world are insufficient to transform it (as many 
once anticipated), they nevertheless continue to generate popular outcry 
against intolerable injustices and disorders where they crop up. It will 
remain possible to imagine global belonging in a deglobalizing world and 
to practice cosmopolitan politics without the possibility of a cosmopoli-
tan order. Dividing horizontally and vertically in multiple domains and 
every region, international politics is experiencing an era of intensifying 
disorder, rather than the once widespread anticipations of an emerging 
global cosmopolitan order. At what time conditions may again ripen for 
something different is beyond reckoning, so remote into the future. Until 
such times return, rather than reimagining its own future, cosmopolitan 
politics will do better to focus on the injustices and crises present in a 
disorderly world today.



2RPP

109

Conclusion

In 1920, H. G. Wells met V. I. Lenin in Moscow, in the Kremlin, in Lenin’s 
office. Wells’s later essay on this meeting, “The Dreamer in the Kremlin,” 
could have been better titled “The Two Dreamers in the Kremlin,” since 
Wells himself was an even more prolific dreamer of an idyllic planetary 
utopia than Lenin. The two shared a dream of a global socialist union of 
humankind, with some differences, while they disagreed on how to realize 
it. Wells wrote later, in 1933:

Our talk was threaded throughout and held together by two–what 
shall I call them?—motifs. One was from me to him: “What do you 
think you are making of Russia? What is the state you are trying to 
create?” The other was from him to me: “Why does not the social 
revolution begin in England? Why do you not work for the social 
revolution? Why are you not destroying Capitalism and establish-
ing the Communist State?”1

Wells returned to Moscow in 1934. In conversation with Stalin, he sug-
gested, “The big ship is humanity, not a class.” Stalin responded, “You, Mr 
Wells, evidently start out with the assumption that all men are good. I, 
however, do not forget that there are many wicked men. I do not believe 
in the goodness of the bourgeoisie.”2 None of these dreamers—Wells, 
Lenin, Stalin—grasped the future all that clearly, because they filled it with 
dreams that had little to do with the political conflicts and struggles of 
their present realities.

Released into the modern global world, these dreams of cosmopolitan 
orders were overwhelmed by the very divisions and disorder they sought 
to overcome. The Kantian Cosmopolitan call for universal human rights 
continually encountered hierarchy legitimation conflicts with a range of 
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states as well as recognition struggles with illiberal societies. The Marxian 
imaginary of a universal proletariat struggled with internal schisms and 
was met with liberal counterrevolutionary forces of unanticipated resolve 
and resilience, up to the dissolution of global Marxist struggle itself. Amid 
these upheavals, postcolonial cosmopolitanism advanced distinctive ways 
of imagining cosmopolitan belonging and global order alternatives, but 
was resisted and undercut by neoliberal globalization. Lastly, green cos-
mopolitan imaginaries may today be taking root, but remain puzzlingly 
resisted and embattled by nationalist climate denialism.

The argument of this book has been that cosmopolitan ordering dis-
courses and practices have encountered and been overwhelmed by hier-
archy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles that have reasserted 
modern state power and remobilized exclusionary nationalist identities, 
especially when intensified in contexts of international instability and 
economic turmoil. Advocating cosmopolitan ordering in practice, be it 
through internationalist cosmopolitan obligations or as cosmopolitan 
institutions, implies hierarchical relations formal or informal and real or 
imagined, of some states or authorities over others, needing legitimation. 
Claims to the existence of a cosmopolitan community virtually always gen-
erate recognition struggles with identities not finding themselves included 
and not “fitting in” the supposedly all-embracing cosmopolitan vision. 
Cosmopolitan narratives of global belonging are particularly prone to 
recognition struggles precisely because they aim to be all-embracing. This 
argument does not explain the collapse of globalism, the rise of populism, 
and deglobalization as such, which have their own growing literatures.3 
My argument instead understands these destabilizing trends as contexts 
intensifying ongoing hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition 
struggles that have embroiled and repeatedly overwhelmed cosmopolitan 
politics in the modern world.

This argument has implications for the theory of international order 
and for advocates and critics of cosmopolitan order alternatives in prac-
tice. For theory, this argument clarifies the explanation and understand-
ing of the limits of cosmopolitan ordering in the modern global world. 
It explains why the increasing “dynamic densities” of globalizing inter-
dependence and interaction capacities have been insufficient to gener-
ate global solidarity and stabilize a cosmopolitan order.4 It also offers a 
counterargument to realists who suggest that the return of great power 
politics and the collapse of globalism have vindicated their theoretical 
assumptions. Conventional structural realist explanations of persistent 
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global disunity remain unconvincing and misleading.5 I make the case 
that cosmopolitan and national belonging have been co-constitutive in 
the modern international experience, that nations are not latent or pre-
existing obstacles to internationalist cosmopolitanism as realists assume 
but are instead reconstituted as exclusionary in processes of recognition 
struggle and reassertion of nation-state authority. Contrary to realist 
thinkers, moreover, I make the case that it is not only or simply the con-
tinued diffusion of power that matters, but also the social processes of 
hierarchy legitimation conflicts and recognition struggles that have recon-
stituted a socially and politically divided international society. Along the 
way, these theoretical correctives of constructivism and criticism of real-
ist assumptions and explanations also take issue with Alexander Wendt’s 
arguments about the structural socialization imperatives of modernity, as 
well as his concept of (world) state as a substantive “person” dissolving 
identities, rather than “nesting” overlapping identities.6 These theoretical 
arguments are not good news for advocates of cosmopolitan politics, but it 
does clarify the hurdles to managing legitimation strategies and recogni-
tion struggles in practice.

If Tennyson’s dream is ever to be made real, who is to say but perhaps 
one day. For how it might or might not happen, and why it has not yet, 
think about the long story of struggles and dreams in the modern interna-
tional experience: the call for liberties and human rights, their trials and 
upheavals; the universal proletariat and its global revolutionary struggle; 
the unmaking of empires, the remaking of freedom, and battles of decolo-
nization; and in the greening of humankind in a dividing and disorderly 
world.
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Epilogue
Cosmopolitanism without Fanaticism?

Martin Wight’s thought on international politics has been a source of help-
ful reflection and inspiration in researching this book, and his category 
of cosmopolitan “revolutionist” international thought and practice has 
provided an instrumental framing device in its design. Engaging Wight’s 
thought across this study has drawn out lingering questions about Wight’s 
categories. Are there general impressions about this category of thought 
left by Wight that offer any further insight and reflection?

On the one hand, Wight devised the category simply as a pedagogical 
device, to organize international theory in a way suitable for teaching and 
learning at an introductory level.1 On the other hand, Wight was a Cold 
War thinker crafting intellectual defenses against revolutionary commu-
nism, as well as a British thinker grappling with the decline of the British 
Empire.2 Consider how Wight describes the category of “revolutionist” 
international thought:

The Revolutionists can be defined more precisely as those who 
believe so passionately in the moral unity of the society of states 
or international society, that they identify themselves with it, and 
therefore they both claim to speak in the name of this unity, and 
experience an overriding obligation to give effect to it, as the first 
aim of their international policies. For them, the whole of inter-
national society transcends its parts; they are cosmopolitan rather 
than “internationalist,” and their international theory and policy 
has “a missionary character.”3

Wight’s disciple, Hedley Bull, echoes this framing:
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The Kantian or universalist tradition, at the other extreme, takes 
the essential nature of international politics to lie not in conflict 
among states, as on the Hobbesian view, but in the trans-national 
social bonds that link the individual human beings who are the 
subjects or citizens of states. The dominant theme of international 
relations, on the Kantian view, is only apparently the relationship 
among states, and is really the relationship among all men in the 
community of mankind—which exists potentially, even if does not 
exist actually, and which when it comes into being will sweep the 
system of states into limbo.4

These descriptions are not damning, but neither are they clearly sym-
pathetic.5 Perhaps Wight wished to avoid giving the impression that the 
entire category of Kantian revolutionary thought and practice was a pejo-
rative device. But his framing of international theory favors Grotian ratio-
nalism by casting the alternatives as extremes.

A careful reading shows that Wight distinguished “hard” from “soft” 
revolutionists:

Hard Revolutionists believe in creating the brotherhood of man-
kind, or civitas maxima, in which international politics will be 
assimilated to the condition of domestic politics, by violence. Soft 
Revolutionists aim at this through yearning and talk.6

Wight includes Lenin as a hard revolutionist, but also “Kant, William Jen-
nings Bryan, Andrew Carnegie, Woodrow Wilson, Cordell Hull, Franklin 
Roosevelt, Henry Wallace, the British and French neutralists, and Nehru.”7 
If not an outright counterrevolutionary, Wight sees problems in revolu-
tionary strategy, in his concerns about the violence of hard revolutionism 
and his dismissal of soft revolutionism as “yearning and talk.”

Wight himself was a pacifist in early life, possibly what he called an 
“Inverted Revolutionist.”8 For Wight, this category

is “inverted” because it repudiates the use of power altogether; it 
is “Revolutionist” because it sees this repudiation as a principle of 
universal validity, and energetically promotes its acceptance. It has 
a missionary character.  .  .  . Inverted Revolutionism has two main 
sources: one is Hindu philosophy and the example of Gandhi; the 
other is Anglo-Saxon Christianity and the example of the Quakers. 
However its most articulate theorist was a Russian, Tolstoy9
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He explains:

Inverted Revolutionism in its classic form is fed by a pessimistic 
estimate of human nature, not an optimistic one. This bleak view 
of mankind may explain why pacifists, if they descend from being 
above the battle to entering the fray, tend to adopt a Realist stance.10

Amid the intellectual fray of the Cold War, Wight often displayed classical 
realist characteristics, although he insisted on a Grotian understanding of 
Western values.11

Bull elsewhere suggests that, for Wight, “there was much about the 
Kantians—‘The Political Missionaries or Fanatics’, as he called them in his 
early drafts of his lectures—that repelled him.”12 In an early draft of his 
LSE lectures, however, Wight encourages the “idealism of the Kantians, 
without their fanaticism.”13 Another Cold War thinker, Isaiah Berlin, in 
his essay “A Revolutionary without Fanaticism,” applauds the Russian 
Alexander Herzen for being this kind of political thinker whose

attitude led not to detachment or quietism—to the tolerant con-
servativism of Hume or Bagehot—but was allied to an impatient, 
passionate, rebellious temperament, which made him the rarest 
of characters, a revolutionary without fanaticism, a man ready for 
violent change, never in the name of abstract principles, but only 
of actual misery and injustice, of concrete conditions so bad that 
men were morally not permitted—and knew they were not permit-
ted—to let them exist.14

Not for abstract principles, but for actual miseries and injustices. Revo-
lutionaries without fanaticism for Berlin include “Erasmus, Montaigne, 
Bayle and Fontenelle, Voltaire and Constant, Humbolt and the English 
philosophical radicals.”15 Among 20th and 21st century intellectuals, we 
could venture to consider a number more.

Wight suggested that revolutionism is “less a tradition than a series 
of waves.”16 In a divisive era after liberal cosmopolitanism’s high point, 
perhaps a more pluralistic revolutionism without fanaticism will be the 
character of its next wave.
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