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Cosmopolitanism is a term first used by the Stoic, to mean "citizen of the 

cosmos". The idea is that a person should place his or her loyalty to something 
loftier and wider than regional ties. Cosmopolitans see themselves as humans, 
whose human sentiments and human conditions can be shared and understood 
by other humans in different contexts across wide range of human experiences. 
Some cosmopolitans who engage in politics and laws such as Seyla Benhabib 
are concerned to materialize this lofty ideal by translating the idea into 
international laws, the laws which protect a person's rights, including the right to 
asylum. Attempts such as these put cosmopolitanism at odds with respects for 
national sovereignty. This tension is not the only obstacle facing cosmopolitans 
today. Philosophers such as Kwame Appiah, himself a child of multi-cultural 
upbringing, argues for cosmopolitanism in Ethics. Here cosmopolitanism does 
not fare well in the climate of skepticism about universal rules and human 
"essence." For a long time, feminist philosophers have been trying to argue that 
"difference" matters. Feminists are weary of universality. Where there's universal 
human essence, we see masculinity normalized. Where there's universal 
rationality, we see people who fall outside of this sacred realm being pushed 
away to the "private sphere", outside of anything worthy of philosophical 
contemplation. Therefore, feminists are well aware that the flip sides of universal 
ideals are often marginalization or domination. We, then, have a good reason to 
be skeptical of such big claim as "human experience" and "human condition". On  

 
 

the other hand, we know only too well the oppression that is going on within 
minority cultures. Bind feet and covered faces. How are we to think about these 
women and their situations? Should we frame it in terms of minority cultural rights, 
or should we frame it in terms of women's rights? Do we leave it all to the women 
themselves to decide, or do we try to "liberalize" their culture? 

I live in Thailand, where the situation in the Southern province is in the 
state of war. The conflict is complicated and multifaceted. Several causes 
contribute to the matter -- violation of human rights by the government officials, 
unequal treatments of the country's Muslim population, or some would say it's 
root is as deep as the colonization of the Siam over the Pattani kingdom 
hundreds of years ago. The fact remains, the most noticeable difference between 
the people in the deep south and the rest of the country is the fact that the 
majority of them are Muslims, while the rest of the country are overwhelmingly 
Buddhists. Recently there had been a campaign on the part of Buddhist monks 
and lay devotees, to include in the new constitution the passage that said, 
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Buddhism is " the national religion" of Thailand.  Appiah, who contemplates the 
issue of identity, asserts that conflict between groups isn't caused by difference in 
identity, but rather, it is the cause of it. We can perhaps suggest that, the 
"Buddhist" or "Muslim" identity is somewhat exaggerated by the conflicts in the 
deep south. The same goes for the global conflicts between the so-called 
"Muslim fundamentalists" and the rest of the free world. The 9-11 tragedy brought 
about new consciousness of being "American", patriotic American flags flying 
everywhere, and the picture of the Republican president proudly put his arms 
around American fire-fighters. As Appiah would say, conflicts breed identity.  
Amidst these situations, three female students, French citizens, insisted on their 
rights to wear veils to public school. It's their freedom of expression to express 
who they are, and it's their freedom of conscience to follow God's law. The 
French government, on the other hand, insisted on the separation of Church and  

 
 

State and demanded that each public-school student check their religious identity 
at the door. In a way, the government's demand amounts to neutralizing these 
students' identity 

These examples show the sense of urgency people feel nowadays, to hold 
on to their identities (or, as Appiah would say, to constantly re-create and re-
define their identites) in the face of increasingly pluralistic world. We can see a 
tension between cosmopolitan ideal of the "citizen of the cosmos" clashing with 
personal ties of local loyalty. The smaller the world gets, the more urgent we 
defend our little corner of the world. Does it make sense, therefore, to even 
contemplate the idea that global commitment over-rides national interests? In 
terms of Ethical obligations, this idea is not at all far fetch. In fact, mainstream 
ethical theories, utilitarianism and deontology, advocate universality of principles 
over personal interests. William Godwin, a 19th century utilitarian, famously put 
forward a question " what magic is there in the pronoun "my" ?" But by now, 
ethics have come to recognize the complexity of personal identity, there are 
many attempts in ethics to address the issue of particularities, and to include it 
into ethical realm. Feminist ethics of care is an example of such attempt. The 
idea is that we are not abstract persons, we are embedded in the web of 
relationships. Other people we meet are not abstract either, they have different 
relationships to us, and as such, they demand different obligations on our 
resources. The gradation of ethical obligations allows us to see other persons in 
their relationships with us, and therefore allow us to value and cherish such 
relationships, even in ethical realm. Cosmopolitanism responds to this concern 
for particularity, and at the same time it upholds the universal principles. Appiah 
said that, for him, cosmopolitanism is "universality plus difference". How is this 
possible? It is possible because he keeps personal ties (ties to particular persons 
and particular communities and places) at the heart of our ethical obligations. 
One's child can get more of one's attention and resources than ten children in  

 
 

distant land. The universality in such theory comes in the form of the principles 
that "every human being matters". Everyone, regardless of gender, race, sexual 
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orientation, or any other identity there may be, has equal right to our respect. 
Everyone deserves human rights. 

The problem, then, becomes "how are we to think of the people who don't 
think of human rights the way we do?" Do they still deserve respect from us? 
Cosmopolitanism is similar to liberalism in that it assumes limitation in human 
knowledge. There are many conceptions of the good. No one knows better what 
is good for us except for ourselves. The state has to respect this fact by keeping 
citizen's private sphere safely guarded from state control. The state has 
obligation to provide the means for us to explore different versions of the good, 
and to pursue what we take to be our own good. Cosmopolitanism share the idea 
that humans don't have perfect knowledge as to what is good for all of us. They 
maintain that there are many conceptions of the goods, vary among different 
people. Cosmopolitans envision the world community that celebrates differences. 
The spectrum of human goods is crucial if each individual is to explore her own 
conception of the good, and therefore is crucial to her own sense of ethical 
autonomy. If the state should keep out of people's private lives and their own 
pursuit of the good, should cosmopolitans respect the fact that there are many 
ways to achieve the good, and being imperfect as we are, we have no basis for 
judging people's beliefs and their cultures? Cosmopolitans would say that 
different beliefs and cultures are important because we learn from each other, we 
have enough of the common humanity that we can understand human 
experiences different from our own. But what about respect for human rights? Do 
cosmopolitans then, put limitation on our respect for culture, on conditions of that 
culture's respect for human rights? Cosmopolitans could say, of course, that 
respect for human rights don’t interfere with culture. Cultures are not static, the 
idea that we have to preserve culture from outside contamination is a myth.  

 
 

Cultures are fluid and flexible, they change over time; they influence each other, 
they imitate and borrow from each other, just as individuals do. Contemplating 
the fluidity of cultures, cosmopolitans would say that we need not worry. The 
access to other cultures, and the global culture born of information technology 
such as the internet will make all of us see, that human rights and liberal virtues 
are the best means to good lives. World market economy had forced open 
national boundary of capital flow. Capital nowadays travels across boundary, 
investing in any country that would provide cheap labor and weak labor protection 
laws. Can cosmopolitanism do the same? Can the close proximity of each culture 
to the others help us come to an agreement as to how we treat other people in 
our own culture? This would be the hopeful project of cosmopolitanism. 
Cosmopolitans could say, then, that we can have universal rules (such as the 
U.N. declaration of human rights), not because of any consensus in the level of 
metaphysical understanding of human nature, but because of consensus that 
liberal virtues are the most practical means to good lives. It would be hard to 
imagine, certainly, that Muslim women would keep their faces veiled for very long 
if they read Vogue and Glamour, and watch MTV, or even go to the university 
and take up a few good women's studies courses. But then again, as we have 
discussed how identity is important to people's sense of self worth, there are 

 3



 

many women (such as those female students who wear veils to class) who veil 
themselves to make a political and ethical standpoint. It is not fare for them to be 
coerced into adopting values which are not their own. This is a legitimate point. 
How we dress means more than a dress, it's our identity, it's our interpretation of 
where we are in the world (this is why it's so important in Thai universities that 
students wear uniforms correctly, the variation in attire could mean a variation in 
thoughts and in identity, and we can't have that.) But then again, some feminists 
will quickly point out, what does it mean to have values that are "their own"? Does 
our respect for culture mask the facts of oppression, dominance, and power 
struggle within cultures? Certainly we can't think of any minority culture as a 
coherent whole. The peaceful consensus is a myth. There are disputes, different 
interpretations, negotiations going on between sub-groups. And feminists would 
say, any major religion carries with it a set of praxis from its culture of origin. 
Religion is not uncontaminated by praxis. As such, can we say that those women 
can not really claim a religion or a culture as "their own", if their religion or culture 
reflects an unequal distribution of power within their society? This is too quick to 
call. For if we say that religion and culture are essentially an outcome of 
negotiations and interplay of interests within the group, then there is no religion 
and culture that can be totally controlled by a person or a sub-group. If a culture 
serves one man or one group by denying every benefit to any other group, 
chances are the culture would not survive the uprising of the oppressed group. 
So in this way, any religion or culture can be women's culture as well as men's, 
because it’s the result of such negotiation in society, which women themselves 
participate. This is the line of argument those female students might take. The 
problem that cosmopolitans will have with this line of argument is this; that even 
though this line of argument is valid, its validity depends on two conditions. That 
women have adequate access to different ideas and ways of lives, so that they 
can choose and compare. Secondly, women have to have access to the other 
cultures and societies should they wish to pursue other ways of life and other 
conceptions of the good than the ones endorsed by their own culture. This is the 
real clash between cosmopolitanism and some cultural rights advocates. Can we 
say that to "force open" the culture in manners which capitalism forces open 
national boundaries, will result in nothing short of the destruction of culture? Can 
a culture survive Starbuck's? Surely the newly introduced cultural products such 
as Starbuck's and cell phones carry with them a layer of cultural and social 
meanings. These things are not value-neutral. To incorporate these new aspects 
of global culture is in a way, according to Appiah's brand of cosmopolitanism, to 
live the cosmopolitan experience, which means much more than global 
consumerism. In deeper level, it means to get used to other people's way of life, 
to receive a flow of cultural exchange. Such experiences are ethical experience in 
so far as they form a foundation for tolerance. And cosmopolitanism is the belief 
that other people matter, across the border of nations or culture, not only abstract, 
faceless rational beings but as concrete particulars with their own ways of life 
distinctive from our own. We respect them as different people. But how long can 
they remain "different people" with Starbuck's and cell phone? Some would argue, 
that people are not passive victims of cultural invasions. They accept these new 
cultural products with their own interpretations of them, and they choose to make 
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these products fit into their own way of life. We should not be to quick to judge 
that local people have no agency in the face of globalization. On the other hand, 
we cannot ignore the warning from multicultural theorists such as Will Kymlicka, 
who argues for minority rights to protection of their distinctive cultures. Native 
cultures in north America cannot survive when being surrounded and swamped 
by the richer, more technologically advanced white culture. In order for a 
generation to pass on their culture to the next generation, there has to be a sense 
of coherence in the way that they interpret the world and their own existence 
within it. This is what we might call "rooting." Without a root any choice we make 
in life will be a contingent choice, in the way we might choose to eat Chinese food 
one day and Indian food the next. Our sense of identity is founded upon the 
feeling that some choices are close to heart, above and beyond any options we 
might have chosen. The day before I write this paper, H.M. the King of Thailand 
got out of the hospital after almost a month long hospitalization. Thousands of 
people flooded the streets, they came to see the king, and to wish him good 
health for years to come. People whose cars got stuck on the streets to make 
way for royal vehicles got out of their cars to pay respect. The whole time that the 
king was in hospital tens of thousand stayed outside the hospital building, 
wishing him well. The beauty of it all is that, these pictures will always remain 
incomprehensible to people outside of our country. Regardless of the objective 
judgements on the virtues of the constitution of monarchy, I feel that in order to 
have these pictures, we need to have a shared set of stories (distorted account of 
history, perhaps, but the one we collectively sentimentalize). We have a shared 
horizon, in which it is close to heart to be loyal to the king, and this shared 
horizon would not happen in the world of contingent choices and conflicting 
interpretations. On the flip side, of course, this shared horizon left out a good deal 
of people. In order to "be Thai", they need to hold certain values, being loyal to 
the king is one such value, being a Buddhist is another. This seems to work 
against our fellow countrymen in the south, who are not Buddhist and have a 
different version of national history than the official one. The point is, in order to 
maintain a culture, we need shared narratives, shared horizon. And I think that 
makes a culture more vulnerable in the face of globalization than what 
cosmopolitans would have us believe. Of course, the global village will have 
difference, people would still be devoted to their local soccer team, eat local food, 
despite the internet and McDonald's. But do these practices signify the shared 
stories that provide the context of our choices? Aristotle wrote the book, Poe ics, 
in which he paid homage to Homeric heroes, telling us to look up to them and 
imitate their grand statures. Michael Davis, who interpreted Aristotle, suggested 
that Aristotle's point was that "Achilles wants to die like Achilles". In other words, 
our choice of action is based on our identity, and our identity makes sense within 
the context of a shared narrative. Cosmopolitanism may have many virtues, most 
important among them might be the fact that people will enjoy more freedom ever 
than before. But it is perhaps too optimistic to say that we can maintain "the 
difference" that matters. There will be lost stories, lost horizons. Some cultures 
altered and some die. To embrace cosmopolitanism is to accept that some dilute 
forms of difference are permissible - the ones that don't threaten liberal values. It 
is perhaps too grand a claim that we can respect individual's rights and at the 
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same time respect cultural differences. These two are perhaps the two conflicting 
values we have to forever negotiate. And the result will always be incomplete.        
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