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“When I was growing up, strangers would ask me, ‘Where are you 
from?’ ” Thus begins Cyrus Patell’s Emergent U.S. Literatures: From Mul-
ticulturalism to Cosmopolitanism in the Late Twentieth Century (2014).1 
Patell’s hesitation to give any of the usual answers to this somewhat 
intrusive question is characteristic of what historian David Hollinger 
taught us to call the “new” cosmopolitanism.2 The old cosmopolitan-
ism was a normative ideal. Less an ideal than a description, the new 
cosmopolitanism merely assumes that wherever and whenever history 
has set peoples in transnational motion, sometimes very forcibly, it is to 
be expected that many of them and their descendants will show signs 
of hybrid identity and interestingly divided loyalty. In cosmopolitan 
circles, self- identification is increasingly assumed to be optional rather 
than mandatory. Cosmopolitan politeness discourages strangers from 
demanding to know where one is from.

The shift Hollinger described was from cosmopolitanism in the 
singular— an overriding loyalty to and concern with the welfare of hu-
manity as a whole— to cosmopolitanisms, plural, which were now seen 
to be as various as the sociohistorical sites and situations of multiple 
membership from which they emerged and which were therefore the 
business of social sciences like anthropology, sociology, and history 
rather than a topic reserved for political theory and moral philosophy. 
By this point, one might almost say that cosmopolitanism would look 
naked without that final “s.”3 Instead of an unhealthily skinny ethical ab-
straction, we now have many blooming, fleshed- out particulars. And yet 
the triumph of the descriptive plural over the normative singular opens 
up as many questions as it answers. First of all, it forces us to ask what 
or how much these variants have in common with each other. Second 
and more pressing, especially as we move away from the culture wars of 
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the 1990s that inspired Hollinger and further into the twenty- first cen-
tury, there is the question of how much of the concept’s old normative 
sense is preserved or transformed by these empirical particulars. What 
is it exactly that makes them interesting, makes them valuable? To put 
this another way: can we really separate the new from the old, the plu-
ral from the singular? If the new protocols of cosmopolitan politeness 
discourage questions about identity in metropolitan centers, the popu-
lism of Brexit and Donald Trump bring these questions to the fore once 
more. And the controversies send us back to some of the most ancient 
thinking on the subject.

Where are you from? The word cosmopolitan was first used as a way 
of evading exactly this question, which can of course be underhandedly 
confrontational and even dangerous. When Diogenes the Cynic called 
himself a “kosmo- polites,” or citizen of the world, he was preferring not 
to say that he was from Sinope, a distant Greek colony on the Black Sea 
from which he had been banished, as the questioner perhaps knew, for 
alleged misconduct involving the local coinage.

In its founding moment, then, one might say that cosmopolitanism 
was already plural. Any given version would display a distinct mixture 
of two impulses, negative and positive. The negative impulse asserts 
detachment from one’s place of origin or residence, a refusal of the ju-
risdiction of local authorities, a stepping outside of conventions, preju-
dices, obligations. The positive impulse asserts membership in some 
larger, stronger, or more compelling collective. For Diogenes, this seems 
to have been the “kosmos,” meaning perhaps the world or the universe. 
An obvious logic links the two impulses: my chances of squirming out 
of the grip of local interrogators increase if I can declare myself subject 
to a higher authority, ideally an authority they recognize. But the logic 
may only be latent; it is unclear that a higher authority is always neces-
sary. Since Diogenes’s works were lost, it is not known whether he ever 
clarified what he meant by “kosmos.” Perhaps it meant something like 
“nature.” Anecdotes about the Cynic philosopher tend to dramatize his 
cheery noncompliance. They offer no evidence that his disobedience 
relied upon metaphysical accreditation, human or divine.

Traditional definitions may tend more to the positive or negative, 
but they usually agree on some degree of synthesis: cosmopolitanism 
as a commitment to the good of humans as a whole that overrides all 
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smaller commitments and creates a habitual detachment from the values 
of the locality. Perhaps inevitably, cosmopolitanism has been or at least 
has looked like a badge of privilege. As mentioned above, this singular, 
normative account has been gradually if only partially displaced since 
the late 1980s by a plural, descriptive understanding. According to the 
new understanding, cosmopolitanism can be defined as any one of 
many possible modes of life, thought, and sensibility that are produced 
when commitments and loyalties are multiple and overlapping, no one 
of them necessarily trumping the others. This shift from a normative to 
a descriptive register has meant that there are more kinds of cosmopoli-
tanism out there to be observed and explored, both in the present and 
in the past, and perhaps also a greater absolute quantity of cosmopoli-
tanism. It has meant that social scientists, cultural critics, and historians 
could stake claims to a concept that had seemed to belong largely to phi-
losophers and political theorists. And most important, it has meant that 
instead of being the prerogative of a few heroic figures like Diogenes, 
cosmopolitanism has come to be seen as a characteristic and possession 
of substantial social collectivities, often nonelite collectivities that had 
cosmopolitanism thrust upon them by traumatic histories of dislocation 
and dispossession. It became possible to speak, in Silviano Santiago’s 
resonant phrase, of the cosmopolitanism of the poor.

Sociologists and ethnographers who have been drawn to the concept 
in its new plural guise generally continue to use it as a term of praise, 
claiming for their diverse, hybrid, diasporic subjects something like the 
honor that the singular, normative, philosophical concept was held to 
confer. Yet in the new context this honor can no longer be taken for 
granted. As it is pluralized and democratized, becoming a larger part of 
the status quo, cosmopolitanism can less comfortably serve as a criterion 
by which the status quo is judged. If one gets to be a cosmopolitan by 
becoming a refugee or economic migrant, what is there to celebrate? 
If the status quo is nationalist, then cosmopolitans may be nationalists 
as well. (A less flattering designation for the same phenomenon might 
be “long- distance nationalism.”) In that case, would we still be talking 
about the same idea? In any particular instance, cosmopolitanism’s value 
must it seems be named, shown, and argued for. And the argument will 
lead back to debate about the general meaning of the idea and the gen-
eral history which can or cannot be built up around it.
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The older, singular, normative understanding tends to generate a 
relatively schematic and linear history: humble beginnings in ancient 
Cynicism and Stoicism, when the world was not as tightly woven to-
gether in actuality as it was starting to be in thought; modern coming 
of age in the humanism of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment; an 
interruption in the nineteenth century, when imperial nationalism rose 
to dominance; then full flowering in the twentieth and twenty- first cen-
turies, when the actual interconnectedness of the world’s peoples brings 
with it for the first time the possibility that the ideal might be realized 
in some sort of world community. Distinguishing between old and new 
cosmopolitanisms, as Hollinger suggests, does not necessarily entail a 
less optimistic narrative. Hollinger himself applauds the blossoming of 
a multitude of adjectivally modified cosmopolitanisms: rooted, discrep-
ant, vernacular, critical, subaltern, and so on. But a more severe and 
perhaps more dialectical narrative would have to recognize that along-
side nature, reason, secularism, and humanity, the list of authorities that 
have sponsored cosmopolitanism also includes colonialism, God, the 
free market, and collective experiences of divided loyalty that may not 
be conducive to critical distance. It would have to recognize that cosmo-
politanisms in the plural may call for plural histories and that the setting 
of these histories will not always be Europe. The question thus arises 
whether a single history of cosmopolitanism that remains responsible 
for so much diversity is even conceivable.

Assuming that the ancient and modern versions of colonialism refer 
to roughly the same object— not an assumption on which everyone will 
agree— there has probably never been a cosmopolitanism that did not 
have colonialism lurking somewhere in the vicinity. Sinope was a col-
ony, and it spawned colonies of its own. Defenders of Diogenes have 
claimed that he was indicted and exiled only because he was caught 
up in a local power struggle between supporters of Persia and Athens, 
each the center of a regional empire. Students of postcolonialism may be 
tempted to conclude, therefore, that cosmopolitanism’s leap beyond the 
local became a possibility only because of the existence of empire, that 
cosmopolitanism could have been inspired or authorized only by the 
imperial scale, that it therefore takes its very meaning from conquest 
and colonialism. The argument has been made, for example, by Timothy 
Brennan: “[I]f we wished to capture the essence of cosmopolitanism in 


