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FACELESS COSMOPOLITANISM:
A REPLY TO ULF HANNERZ

Recent ethnocentric statements of prominent politicians (Theresa May, Donald
Trump, Beata Szydto, Viktor Orban, Recep Tayyip Erdogan etc.) and trans-geograph-
ic revival of xenophobic attitudes may indicate that if there is any spectre haunting
the contemporary world, it is not the spectre of cosmopolitanism. Neoliberal times of
“anxious geopolitics™' seem to be better fitted for other “-isms”, to name just racism,
nationalism, orientalism or imperialism which gradually form the shameful funda-
ments for dystopian world of anti-immigrant “bloody legislation™ and violent eras-
ure of trouble-causing, i.e. Real differences.> The history of social thought, however,
clearly indicates that the most interesting cosmopolitan projects appear when the
“cosmopolitan perspective™ seems to be in retreat. Cosmopolitanism should be treat-
ed therefore not only as a concept describing an already existing political position or
ethical attitude towards the cultural otherness, but above all as an epistemological
tool challenging the status quo by the performative construction of the cosmos — in
the sense of the democratically inhabited world. Much of the credit for it goes to such
researchers as Martha Nussbaum, Kwame Anthony Appiah, Ulrich Beck, Jacques
Derrida, and, last but not least, Ulf Hannerz® who struggle ,,for a mixture of research
and normative intervention” entering the “new diplomatic role of social scientist.”
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Borrowing from Bruno Latour” and Isabelle Stengers®, we may say that the prima-
ry task of the cosmopolitan diplomat is to reveal the contingent character of the “ar-
rangements sustaining the common world and to widen our thinking about political
subjectivity. Both dimensions are present in Ulf Hannerz’s thought which, from more
than 30 years, continues to examine different types of cosmopolitanism particularly
rejecting these visions of the concept which equate it solely with the position of
the new economic-political elite.!® The Janus face of Hannerzian concept allows one
to deal with much broader spectrum of cosmopolitan subjects: the beneficiaries of
globalization (“happy-face cosmopolitanism™), people concerned with the danger-
ous course of current global politics (“somber-face cosmopolitanism”™), and those
who as urban migrants tend to cope with the “cultural diversity as a fact of life”, i.e.
obvious part of their everyday experience (“straight-face cosmopolitanism™)."" All
of them are part of the same “global ecumene”'? responsible for co-production of its
inevitable tensions (as a result of conflicting logics of different cosmopolitanisms)
and immense cultural diversity examined with great attention by anthropologists and
cultural theorists.

As an urban scholar I especially appreciate the metropolitan context of Hannerz’s
research with the examples from such various environments as Stockholm, Amster-
dam, London, Lagos, Johannesburg or New York. Given the Greek, Christian, and
even Kantian roots of the concept, it is hard to conceive cosmopolitanism otherwise
than in connection to urban question. Leaving aside the related contradiction between
the universal and the particular’, we may think of cities as exceptionally fruitful
areas for theory and practice of common life'*, ethics based upon of the recognition
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of uncanny strangeness's or unconditional hospitality.!® This urban potential was ex-
plicitly pointed out by Jacques Derrida who more than 20 years ago sought for the
revival of ancient (“Book of Numbers”) and medieval (“Stadtluft macht frei”) tradi-
tion of open cities, which should function nowadays as autonomous centers of cos-
mopolitanism, above and beyond “implacable juridical restrictions” of nation state.!”
Today these “spaces of hope™'® for migrants and asylum-seekers find their imperfect
materialization in so-called ,,sanctuary cities”, openly cosmopolitan areas, from Los
Angeles to New York, protesting against anti-social and anti-immigrant policies of
US government." This seems to be another proof for democratic power of the urban
which in the influential interpretation of Henri Lefebvre consists of transformative
encounters, creative organization of difference, and practical abolition of many anti-
cosmopolitan divisions (urban-rural, central-peripheral or sameness-otherness).?
Looking at the same problem from a slightly different, political-ecological per-
spective, cities turn out to be, however, the least hospitable places on Earth. Not
only they are traversed by the new forms of enclosures, violent bordering or military
urbanism?! but also share the responsibility for Anthropocene phenomena, i.e. new
geological epoch in which a human impact on Earth is comparable to the great forces
of nature. There are more and more signs that we are dealing here with an almost
entirely urban affair with a strong emphasis put on capitalist reality (which may lead
us to question the very notion of Anthropocene in favor of Urbanocene or, better yet,
Capitalocene®). According to Ricky Burdett and Philipp Rode, although cities oc-
cupy “less than 2 percent of the earth’s surface, urban areas concentrate ... between
60 and 80 percent of global energy consumption, and approximately 75 percent of
CO, emissions.” This means that none of the major transformations associated with
a new geological epoch could be understood apart from the processes of (planetary)
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urbanization?: be it climate change, degradation of the biosphere or anthropization of
land.” Cities as instances of second nature and “true planetary citizens™*¢ are there-
fore profoundly responsible for degradation of so-called first nature and extinction of
species potentially triggering the fulfillment of basic cosmopolitan nightmare — the
destruction of the common world.

Such position forces us to think differently about the object and stakes of global
politics. After focusing on “adjectival cosmopolitanisms” interested mainly, as David
Harvey put it¥, in reconciliation between local differences and universal principles
(e.g. “rooted”, “discrepant”, “rhizomatic” cosmopolitanism etc.) perhaps we should
“simply” change the scale and ontological background of our investigation to con-
ceive of the cosmos as more-than-human, deeply fragile, and to a large extent un-
known reality. This is precisely the challenge posed by proponents of cosmopolitics
(e.g. Bruno Latour, Isabelle Stengers)® towards the hegemonic (post-stoic and post-
Kantian) versions of cosmopolitanism. The former invites us to radicalize our under-
standing of both cosmos and politics by associating them with multiplicity, dissensus,
and uncertainty against post-political maladies intensified by the latter: superficial
tolerance, consensus-driven politics, and unified, unquestionable vision of the com-
mon world. As Latour put it in his response to Ulrich Beck:

The presence of cosmos in cosmopolitics resists the tendency of politics to mean the give-and-
take in an exclusive human club. The presence of politics in cosmopolitics resists the tendency
of cosmos to mean a finite list of entities that must be taken into account. Cosmos protects
against the premature closure of politics, and politics against the premature closure of cosmos.”

Although this stands in stark contrast to the Greek notion of oikouméné (“known
world”, “inhabited world”) and anthropocentric understanding of “citizen of the
world”, which are the basis of many contemporary cosmopolitanisms, I believe that
there is still some room for a fruitful encounter between both cosmopolitan approach-
es. What we need in this context is perhaps some version of “faceless cosmopolitan-
ism” where the “lacking a face” stands both for non-human subjects entering the field
of politics, as well as for unidentified character of the cosmos, referring to “the un-
known constituted by... multiple divergent worlds™?, and continuously overlooked
threats of Capitalocene.
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The problem I raise here refers evidently to the question of precariousness and
vulnerability of life which has much in common with at least two faces of Hannerzian
cosmopolitanism (“somber-face” and “straight-face”), and whose protection seems
as a normative principle of his entire oeuvre. I am advocating therefore only for an
extension of multifaceted cosmopolitanism to cover other, non-human forms of life,
somehow neglected by the face-centric projects of Western ethics®!, as well as for in-
creased sensitivity to always possible threat of destruction of more-than-human cos-
mos. This might contribute to further development of the cosmopolitan perspective
and even stronger involvement of'its proponents in an endless process of construction
of common, democratically established world. That said, I would like to finish my
postulative response with the famous words of Jacques Derrida: ,,cosmopolitans of
all lands, yet another effort!”3?
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