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INTRODUCTION: THE BOUNDARY OF OUR NATION CAN 

BE MEASURED ONLY BY THE SUN: 

COSMOPOLITANISM AND HUMANITY 

 

Xunwu Chen 

 

OURS IS an age of globalization in which our nation is not only the country in which 

we are born, grow up, and live, but also the entire earth itself; in which “each of us 

dwells, in effect, in two communities — the local community of our birth, and the 

community of human argument and aspiration that ‘is truly great and truly common, 

in which we look neither to this corner nor to that, but measure the boundaries of our 

nation by the sun’” (Nussbaum, 1997, 6). It is one in which, in Kant’s words, “The 

peoples of the earth has thus entered in varying degrees into a universal community, 

and it has developed to the point where a violation of rights in one part of the earth is 

felt all over it [the earth]” (Kant, 1972, 142). Ours is an age in which concepts such as 

basic human rights and crimes against humanity are among those that express most 

characteristically the spirit of the time. In short, ours is an age of cosmopolitanism. 

The ideal of cosmopolitanism is that the time will dawn when “the first form of moral 

affiliation for the citizen should be her affiliation with rational humanity” (Nussbaum, 

1997, 5); an important legal norm on the earth is the norm of humanity. 

Cosmopolitanism affirms the Kantian motto: out of the crooked timber of humanity, 

nothing straight can be built. It rekindles the light of the Confucian ideal of Tian Xia 

Gui Ren (天下歸仁)—that is, the world will be united by the norm of humanity. 

As Thomas Pogge indicates, like all other “isms”, cosmopolitanism represents an 

intellectual position. Notwithstanding, cosmopolitanism is more than “an attitude of 

enlightened morality that does not place ‘love of country’ ahead of ‘love of 

mankind’” or “a normative philosophy for carrying the universalistic norms of 

discourse ethics beyond the confines of the nation-state” (Benhabib, 2006, 17-8). It 

embodies the enlightening and liberating force of global justice in our time. It evolves 

an enduring reality of global humanity in our time whose footsteps we hear in the 

rolling thunder of globalization, the advancing storm of modernization and the heavy 

rain of democratization. It betokens a supreme horizon of timeless truth that stares at 

us, challenges us, and drives us in our time. 

The liberating energy and potency of cosmopolitanism and global humanity is 

comprehensive, multi-faced, and of full-range. Metaphysically, the titillating vision of 

our cosmopolitan citizenship presses us hard with the question of our metaphysical 

identity. It invites us to revise our concept of metaphysical substance and essence. It 

reminds us of the truth that our humanity identity is not only part of our practical 

identity, but also part of our metaphysical identity — that is, part of our metaphysical 

self. It renews the question of the universal human nature. Humanism may be merely 

a discredited brand-name in Western philosophy today. Yet, the ideal of 

cosmopolitanism reminds us of the truth that not only there is such a thing called 

“humanity”, but also it is part of our metaphysical identity. It is the formal essence of 
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each of us as a human being and the formal, structural dimension of each of us as a 

substance. By this token, humanity is not the other (of our self) coming to us, but 

inherent within us and part of our self, as the Confucian master Mencius would 

emphasize. It is not a guest knocking at the door of our existence, but part of us as the 

owner of our existence. When Confucius advised us to set our will on humanity (志於

仁) and when Mencius warned us of the truth that if one lose one’ humanity, one 

would be an outcast, both masters emphasized humanity as part of our metaphysical 

and practical identity. At the same time, metaphysically, while cosmopolitanism does 

not press us to revise our concept of the relation between identity and space, it does 

press us to revisit our concept of space, which we often associate with our practical 

identity. 

Ethically, the ideal of cosmopolitanism brings a new dimension to the ethical life, 

indicating a new horizon beyond the limit of the nation-state under which the 

concepts of a good, happy life and of self-realization acquire new meanings. It 

indicates that as Christine Korsgaard argues, our own humanity is “the source of all 

reasons and values” (Korsgaard, 1996, 122). Cosmopolitan justice dictates that “we 

must treat our humanity identity as a form of practical, normative identity” (Ibid, 132). 

This does not mean that we should adopt the communist concept of a worthy and 

happy life as one living exclusively for the purpose of the thorough liberation of the 

whole humankind in the world. Instead, cosmopolitanism challenges us to revise our 

concepts of a good, happy life, of ethical affiliation, and of ethical obligation and duty. 

As Thomas Pogge indicates, cosmopolitanism challenges us to ask this ethical 

question: In their ordinary conduct, more than they do now, ought individual and 

collective human agents to reduce the difference between the concern they show for 

the interests of their near and dear and the concern they show for the interests of 

distant strangers? Meanwhile, cosmopolitanism also brings us to a situation of 

possible ethical conflicts. For example, as we are informed by Jürgen Habermas, at 

times, a person as dual citizen — that is, both a national citizen and a world citizen — 

must struggle to reconcile his/her two-fold ethical-moral obligation: the national and 

the cosmopolitan. A citizen may be in a situation in which conflicts exist between 

meeting the normative standard expectation as a citizen of a particular nation and 

meeting the normative standard and expectation of a cosmopolitan citizen. That being 

said, cosmopolitanism brings about a new perspective of value and meaning. With 

regard to the ethical question of a good, worthy, and happy life, cosmopolitanism 

challenges our concept of home and belonging, e.g., what is our homeland? 

Cognitively, cosmopolitanism rekindles the flame of universal truth, justice, and 

reason without realism or objectivism. It presses us with the idea of globalism without 

naturalism. It challenges one to reflect, evaluate, and adjudicate conflicts of cognitive 

paradigms and to map one's way out of multiculturalism. It makes us see the dangers 

of provincialism, dogmatism, solipsism, and relativism. Noteworthy, conceptually, 

there can be no the cosmopolitan without the universal. Thus, cosmopolitanism 

presupposes universal truth, justice, and reason. By this token, in our age when the 

shtick of realism wears thin and the color of objectivism fades, how to defend the 

concepts of universal truth, justice, and reason? That is the question!  
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Politically, cosmopolitanism anchors political discourse of the globe on the 

concepts of global justice, universal human rights, and as I would like to add here, 

global humanity. It raises the questions of the limits of national sovereignty, and 

cultural rights. For example, with regard to crimes against humanity and violation of 

basic human rights, Habermas writes, “Cosmopolitan law must be institutionalized in 

such a way that it is binding on the individual governments” (Habermas, 1998, 179). 

As it is well-known, in Kantian vision of a cosmopolitan order, national sovereignty 

is inviolable. As Habermas indicates, this Kantian position is not sustainable before 

global human rights politics. Then, how best to define the limit of national 

sovereignty? Philosophers including Thomas Nagel are misgiving about the concept 

of global justice for various reasons. For example, Nagel holds that because a world 

state does not exist, we are in no associative relations with persons who are not 

citizens of our own country and therefore no obligations of justice towards them. 

Others such as Karl Schmitt resist strongly the idea of global humanity, crying out 

that the concept of humanity is nothing but an ideological instrument (Ibid., 1988, 

188).  

A striking feature of present cosmopolitanism is its concept that a cosmopolitan 

order is a legal order, not merely a moral order, wherein those who commit such 

crimes as crimes against humanity will be legally held responsible and punished 

legally; accordingly, cosmopolitan norms of justice such as the norm of basic human 

rights are juridical. Present cosmopolitanism gives stock value to such concepts as 

crime against humanity today and is a philosophy of a globally legal order. In the 

concept of “crimes against humanity,” humanity is conceived to be the object to 

which certain given crimes introduce injures and damages. In the concept of “crimes 

against humanity”, humanity is conceived as a legal subject. And as Seyla Benhabib 

notes, “a crime, as distinct from a moral injury, cannot be defined independently of 

posited law and a positive legal order” (Benhabib, 2006, 14). Thus, cosmopolitanism, 

which entertains such concepts as “crimes against humanity”, presupposes the 

existence of cosmopolitan law that is juridical.  

The concept of cosmopolitan law that is juridical immediately invites questions. 

For some philosophers, a conceptual problem arises immediately. For them, in order 

to make sense of cosmopolitan laws that are juridical, we must revise our concept of 

the positivity of law. For others, both practical and normative issues exist. For them, 

once the assumption of the existence of cosmopolitan law is established, the question 

has naturally arisen of how to establish cosmopolitan law amid the absence of a 

world-state. As Robert Post indicates, two difficulties arise here. First, “law must be 

binding, not merely advisory” (Post, 2006, 2). By this token, how to have global 

administrative institutions of laws such as courts or police “apart from discrete states”? 

(Ibid.). Second, how to have cosmopolitan law amid the absence of a world state and 

by “divided democratically self-governing peoples” on the earth today? (Ibid.). For 

example, how to constitutionalize international laws as Habermas proposes in the 

absence of a world state? How to have a world constitution which Habermas 

champions in the absence of a world state? Noteworthy, Pogge, Nagel and various 

other philosophers all consider the state or nation-state to be the enacting condition 

for justice in terms of law. Thus, while advocating global justice and cosmopolitanism,  
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Pogge wonders how legal cosmopolitanism is possible without a world state. Nagel is 

suspicious of the concept of global justice in terms of law. Habermas’ reconstruction 

of the Kantian project struggles to separate constitution from the state.  

In light of the above, cosmopolitanism introduces fathomless pressures on our 

senses of metaphysical security, cognitive certainty, ethical clarity, and political 

rationality. The task of philosophical reflection of cosmopolitanism today is multi-

facet. The burden of crucial evaluation of cosmopolitanism is heavy. The road of 

creative construction of a cosmopolitan project is long. No wonder, various questions 

have been raised in the philosophical discourse of cosmopolitanism today. Some are 

conceptual. Some are normative. And some are pragmatic. The authors of the papers 

in this volume recognize the challenge of cosmopolitanism as described above and 

rise to address some relevant issues of the subject-matter from various angles. In 

particular, they focus mainly on those conceptual problems of cosmopolitanism.  

Pogge takes the lead in the discussion of cosmopolitanism in this volume. Today, 

one can hardly discuss the subject-matter of cosmopolitanism without mentioning 

Pogge.  Pogge is not only one of the most distinguished and influential global thinkers 

today, but also an authorative and enlightening voice leading the present 

philosophical discourse of cosmopolitanism. In as early as 1992, Pogge provoked 

great debate among philosophers with an extremely influential, often-cited article 

published in the journal Ethics, under the title “Cosmopolitanism and Sovereignty”. 

In 2002, he fueled the philosophical discourse of cosmopolitanism again with his 

illuminating book, World Poverty and Human Rights, which remains one of the most 

influential books and one of the most cited texts for decades. The subtitle of World 

Poverty and Human Rights is “Cosmopolitan Responsibility and Reforms.” His 2010 

book, Politics as Usual: What lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric, introduces further 

new sentiment and energy to present discourse of global justice and cosmopolitanism. 

His numerous presentations in worldwide on global ethics, global justice and 

cosmopolitanism are instrumental to the global discourse of global justice and 

cosmopolitanism. His volume in Chinese language, Kant, Rawls, and Global Justice 

(2010), testifies to the intellectual influence which his thoughts on the subject-matter 

of global justice and cosmopolitanism bear on the Far East. His essay in this volume, 

“Cosmopolitanism: A Path to Peace and Justice”, is an updated and revised version of 

his book chapter, “Cosmopolitanism”, in A Companion to Contemporary Political 

Philosophy, co-edited by Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit, and Thomas Pogge, and 

published by Blackwell Publishing.  

In “Cosmopolitanism: A Path to Peace and Justice”, Pogge explores the meaning 

of the idea of cosmopolitanism. First, he traces the historical root of the European 

expression of “cosmopolitanism” back to its Greek origin. He points out that in its 

linguistic origin, “cosmopolitan” connotes openness and inclusiveness. “Persons are 

called cosmopolitans, or cosmopolitan, when they are understanding and respectful of 

foreign cultures, travel widely and can interact well with people from many societies. 

And cities or gatherings are called cosmopolitan when they bring together persons 

and groups with diverse ethnicities, languages, cultures, religions, or lifestyles.” 

Accordingly, “cosmopolitanism is an intellectual position” that teaches openness and 

inclusiveness. He then discusses four types of cosmopolitanism: legal 
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cosmopolitanism, monistic cosmopolitanism, social justice cosmopolitanism, and 

ethical cosmopolitanism. Legal cosmopolitanism is “distinctive by advocating a 

cosmopolitan institutional order”. For Pogge, the Achilles’ heel of legal 

cosmopolitanism is its concept of a world state. And the undesirability of a world 

state makes legal cosmopolitanism a “fringe” position. By this token, Pogge does not 

identify Kant’s position as one form of legal cosmopolitanism, for Kant has obviously 

resisted the concept of a world state.  

Pogge endorses what he calls “social-justice cosmopolitanism”. As he sees it, 

social-justice cosmopolitanism is a form of moral cosmopolitanism. It advocates 

“cosmopolitan moral standards or moral criteria [of social justice] — or assessing, 

respectively, human agents and their conducts, social institutions and states of the 

world.” According to Pogge, a cosmopolitan concept of social justice “makes certain 

widely sharable demands on the design of any institutional order — for example, that 

it must not produce massive human rights deficits or huge socioeconomic inequalities 

that are foreseeably avoidable.” Another feature is social-justice cosmopolitanism is 

that it is centered on the principle of human rights, that is, a cosmopolitan concept of 

social justice is centered on the idea of basic human rights. For this reason, Pogge 

associates Kantian cosmopolitanism or its reconstructed version such as Habermas’ 

version of cosmopolitanism more with social justice cosmopolitanism, though Kant 

develops the concept of cosmopolitan law, and conceives a cosmopolitan republican 

order, and Habermas advocates a constitutionalized global order wherein violation of 

human rights and crimes against humanity would be prosecuted. For the same reason, 

Pogge identifies himself with this form of cosmopolitanism. Pogge is not only a 

staunch advocate and defender of human rights for all in the world, but also one of the 

most influential ones in our time. Since Pogge considers social justice 

cosmopolitanism more or less as a form of moral cosmopolitanism, he considers the 

emphasis on human rights in social justice cosmopolitanism to manifest what he dubs 

as “normative individualism”, instead of republicanism, a term which Kant or 

Habermas may prefer more. Meanwhile, Pogge’s cosmopolitan expansion of Rawls’s 

theory of justice develops with his rejection of Nagel, Blake and various others’ 

arguments against a possible concept of global justice.  

According to Pogge, in social-justice cosmopolitanism, “injustice is primarily a 

property of institutional designs.” In comparison, Monistic cosmopolitanism 

“understands injustice as primarily a property of states of the world. This property is 

understood to supervene on properties of, or comparative relations among, human 

beings.” Accordingly, “Monistic cosmopolitanism coordinates all human agents and 

all humanly shapeable factors toward one unitary goal: to make the world as just as 

we can make it.” Like social-justice cosmopolitanism, Monistic cosmopolitanism is in 

essence a form of moral cosmopolitanism in the sense that the standards and criteria 

which it employs to coordinate all human agents and all humanly shapeable factors 

are moral. It differs from social-justice cosmopolitanism in focus, not in form. The 

similar can be said of ethical cosmopolitanism. For Pogge, ethical cosmopolitanism 

demands that individual or collective human agents be required to have a commitment 

to a cosmopolitan ethics as much as to a nationalistic or communal ethics; that in their 

ordinary conduct, individual or collective human agents reduce “the difference 
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between the concern they show for the interests of their near and dear and the concern 

they show for the interests of distant strangers”. In Pogge’s view, two influential 

representatives of ethical cosmopolitanism today are Martha Nussbaum and Jeremy 

Waldron. Correspondingly, Richard Rorty’s nationalistic patriotism is the opposite of 

ethical cosmopolitanism. Ethical cosmopolitanism is in essence a form of moral 

cosmopolitanism too.  

Pogge indicates that all three types of moral cosmopolitanism — that is, social-

justice cosmopolitanism, Monistic cosmopolitanism, and ethical cosmopolitanism — 

commit to follows: (1) “Normative Individualism: The ultimate units of moral 

concern are human beings, or persons”; as Pogge writes in World Poverty and Human 

rights, “The central idea of moral cosmopolitanism is that every human being has a 

global stature as an ultimate unit of moral concern” (Pogge, 2002, 169); (2) 

universality or all-inclusiveness; that is, cosmopolitan moral criterion concern all and 

are applied to all; (3) “Impartiality or Equality: The survival and flourishing of all 

human beings matters equally, regardless of their native language, religion, skin color, 

gender, endowments, ethnicity or lifestyle”; and (4) “Generality: The special equal 

status of every human being has global force.”  Noteworthy, Pogge’s division of 

cosmopolitanism among four types as described above is a revision and development 

of his division of cosmopolitanism between legal and moral cosmopolitanism with 

moral cosmopolitanism further sub-divides between institutional and interactional 

cosmopolitanism in World Poverty and Human rights.  

X. W. Chen’s paper offers a preliminary account of cosmopolitanism by drawing 

a comparison between present cosmopolitanism and communism. By present 

cosmopolitanism, Chen refers to the type of cosmopolitanism that can be traced back 

to Kant and that is advocated by Habermas and various others today. The comparison 

between present cosmopolitanism and communism unfold around the five 

commitments of present cosmopolitanism: the commitments to the principle of human 

rights, the rule of law, democracy, inclusion, and the norm of humanity. The five 

commitments of present cosmopolitanism which Chen’s essay examines have affinity 

with the four commitments moral cosmopolitanism which Pogge discusses. That is, 

they emphasize cosmopolitanism based on human rights; they emphasize the principle 

of inclusion. That being said, Chen’s essay underscores two features of present 

cosmopolitanism: the idea of a cosmopolitan order as a juridical order anchored 

around the concept of basic human rights and the idea that cosmopolitan laws and 

norms are juridical; for example, the norm of human rights is juridical; so is the norm 

of crimes against humanity. At the end of the day, Chen’s essay illustrates the 

conceptual trinity of a cosmopolitan order — global justice, global humanity, and 

global democracy.  

Josef Seifert’s essay explores the concept of cosmopolitanism from the point of 

view of phenomenological realism. Offering a phenomenological account, the essay 

first distinguishes the positive sense of cosmopolitism from six other meanings of the 

term. By a positive sense of the term is meant that the “cosmopolitan” identity of a 

person informs him or her that he or she is not only a citizen of his or her state, but 

also a citizen of a global human community bound together by a common nature, fate, 

values, human rights and principles of peaceful coexistence. Noteworthy, as indicated 
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above, Pogge’s sense “cosmopolitan” focuses on one’s being a world citizen in an 

opening, inclusive global community.  Seifert's sense "cosmopolitan" focuses on one's 

belonging to a global community of common humanity — that is, bound together by a 

common nature, fate, values, human rights and principles of peaceful coexistence. 

The phenomenological realistic qualification here is of great importance. It actually 

offers support for the kind of social-justice cosmopolitanism which Pogge endorses.  

As a form of moral cosmopolitanism, social-justice cosmopolitanism is better off with 

a concept of common humanity.  

Seifert’s essay then addresses the question: amid cultural diversity today, is the 

cosmopolitan ideal an illusion? Samuel Huntington seems to suggest that the 

cosmopolitan ideal is indeed an illusion. According to Huntington, by some necessary 

historical laws civilizations in the 21st century will inevitably clash. Seifert’s essay 

essay rejects Huntington’s review, arguing that a) there is no necessity of a clash of 

civilizations and b) Huntington’s arguments for his hypothesis are wrong. The essay 

further indicates that a cosmopolitan spirit presupposes the recognition and consensus 

on some basic values and rights of humanity. In a way, Seifert’s paper and Chen’s 

paper have different proposals on cosmopolitanism amid cultural diversity. Seifert’s 

paper wants to ground the cosmopolitan ideal in the common recognition of 

humankind’s moral nature — that is, common humanity. Chen’s paper sets its footing 

on humankind’s ability to extend their life together under the rule of law. 

Barbara Entl’s paper raises an important question: Can we talk about a 

cosmopolitan ethics without the principle of happiness? Her question leads us to see 

that there is a conspicuous absence in the discourse of cosmopolitanism today — the 

absence of the principle of happiness; a cosmopolitan ethics without the principle of 

happiness, a serious inadequacy! Her essay starts with exploring two important 

theories of cosmopolitanism today — that is, Habermas’ and Benhabib’s theory. It 

demonstrates that both Habermas’ and Benhabib’s theories of a cosmopolitan order 

are essentially Kantian; both theories advocate a cosmopolitan order for world peace 

on the one hand and insist only the kind of world peace on the basis of global justice 

and respect for basic human rights on the other hand.  The essay then suggests that we 

should expand our concept of cosmopolitanism to include the principle of happiness 

as a core, operational principle in a cosmopolitan order. The acclaim point of Entl’s 

essay is its suggestion that both the obligation of global justice and the obligation of 

humanitarian morality belong in the category of cosmopolitan obligation which all 

citizens, governments, and nation-peoples have; a plausible concept of a cosmopolitan 

order must be able to accommodate the concept of different cultural centers of 

happiness. The stock value of Entl’s view rises in view of the fact that the principle of 

happiness is marginal in Kantian morality. Thus, Entl’s paper raises some important 

questions: Can we talk about cosmopolitan ethics without emphasizing the principle 

of happiness? Or should we talk about cosmopolitan ethics without emphasizing the 

principle of happiness? Can we talk about global inclusion and toleration without 

mentioning that different peoples have different centers of happiness? Noteworthy, 

the discipline called ethics traditionally deals with happiness and a good, worthy life. 

J. Z. Ding’s paper offers a historical and comparative review of the idea of 

cosmopolitanism. In particular, it explores the relation between cosmopolitanism and 



8 XUNWU CHEN 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

universalism. It indicates that cosmopolitanism has also a long tradition in Chinese 

philosophy since Laozi and Confucius; moreover, Chinese cosmopolitan sentiment is 

mingled with her universalistic sentiment. Ding’s historical and comparative account 

of cosmopolitanism is a good complementary to the theoretical reflection of 

cosmopolitanism in other papers in this volume. Ding’s paper is in line with Pogge’s 

paper on one important point: various forms of moral cosmopolitanism have a 

common universalistic commitment. 

Reading the above papers together, they are devoted to expanding our concept of 

cosmopolitanism beyond the Kantian tradition. They emphasize a dialectical, 

balanced approach to the relationships between cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism, 

republicanism and nationalism, moral solidarity and ethical pluralism, global unity 

and cultural diversity, and the like.  Evidentially, while papers in this volume focus on 

addressing various conceptual problems of cosmopolitanism, they also address some 

serious normative questions of cosmopolitanism either directly or indirectly. In sum, 

they serve as a good introduction to cosmopolitanism. 

At the end of the day, a radically opening future stares at humankind. The glare 

of the promise and challenge of cosmopolitanism may make humankind dizzy. All the 

same, humankind should rise high with her Leonian creativity and Aquarian vision 

and rationality to develop a cosmopolitan order in the light of global justice, in the 

house of global humanity, and through the path of global democracy. That much we 

learn, and that much we should learn.  
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COSMOPOLITANISM: A PATH TO PEACE AND JUSTICE 
 

Thomas Pogge

 

 

Abstract: This essay explores the meaning of cosmopolitanism. Doing so, it first 

discusses the historical roots and present context of the concept. It then explores 

four distinct cosmopolitan position — that is, legal cosmopolitanism, social-justice 

cosmopolitanism, monistic cosmopolitanism, and ethical cosmopolitanism. It 

indicates that among the four versions of cosmopolitanism, social-justice 

cosmopolitanism is the most promising one. 

 

THE PURPOSE of this essay is to elucidate for a Chinese audience the meaning of 

the European expression cosmopolitanism.
1
 The essay briefly discusses the historical 

roots and present context of the word and then outlines four distinct cosmopolitan 

positions that have been defended in Western political thought. The most promising 

among these positions, and one that I am personally identified with, is social-justice 

cosmopolitanism. Its basic idea is that social institutions should be designed to be 

responsive to the equally-weighted needs and interests of all of their participants and, 

therefore, that our era’s rapidly expanding and solidifying global institutional 

arrangements ought to be designed to be responsive to the equally-weighted needs 

and interests of all human beings on this planet. Looking at international politics 

today, this must seem like a utopian demand. Yet, looking at the problems humanity 

is facing over the next few centuries, this cosmopolitan aspiration is also highly 

realistic in this sense: if we will fail to achieve a just global institutional order, 

humanity is unlikely to cope for long with the dangers we face from destructive uses 

of advanced technologies, from massive global economic crises, from climate change 

and resource depletion and from the impoverishment of large segments of the human 

population. We must urgently achieve what the most advanced countries have 

achieved nationally, namely impartial rules impartially administered. Both nationally 

and globally, such impartiality requires a cultural transformation centered around a 

shared understanding that public officials, when acting in their official role, must give 

no special weight at all to their private loyalties and allegiances, to the needs and 

interests of their relatives, their friends, their neighbors, their co-religionists and (in 

the case of supranational officials) their compatriots. 
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I. The Roots and Context of Cosmopolitanism 

 

Based on the ancient Greek words “cosmos” (world) and “polites” (citizen), a 

cosmopolitan is a citizen of the world. The more common modern meaning closely 

reflects these ancient roots. Persons are called cosmopolitans, or cosmopolitan, when 

they are understanding and respectful of foreign cultures, travel widely and can 

interact well with people from many societies. And cities or gatherings are called 

cosmopolitan when they bring together persons and groups with diverse ethnicities, 

languages, cultures, religions, or lifestyles. 

Like other –isms, cosmopolitanism is an intellectual position — or, more 

precisely, a family of such positions. With aesthetic considerations standing in the 

way of calling such a position and its adherent “cosmopolitanist” (in analogy to 

“perfectionist” and “materialist”), the word “cosmopolitan” has assumed a second 

meaning: characterizing a theory or person committed to cosmopolitanism. Only this 

second meaning of “cosmopolitan” concerns us here. 

Unlike some other –isms, cosmopolitanism involves not merely views about how 

things are, but primarily views about how things ought to be. Cosmopolitan positions 

centrally include evaluative and normative views; they assess and prescribe. The 

central idea guiding these moral assessments and prescriptions is that of including all 

human beings as equals. This central idea can be understood and employed in diverse 

ways and a variety of cosmopolitan positions can therefore be distinguished. 

This variety can be reconstructed in two steps. In a first step, one distinguishes 

topically the various subject matters to which the central cosmopolitan idea can be 

applied. In a second step, one can then distinguish, within each subject matter, 

different ways of understanding and applying the central cosmopolitan idea. Focusing 

on the first step, let me distinguish four main kinds of cosmopolitanism, each of 

which will then be more fully discussed in a subsequent section. 

To motivate this distinction, we can start out from the way moral conceptions are 

generally categorized according to the types of entities, or iudicanda, for which they 

provide assessments and prescriptions. Such iudicanda are of four main types: 

individual and collective agents, the conduct of such agents, social institutions (rules, 

practices) and states of the world. 

Ways of assessing agents and their conduct are closely interrelated and therefore 

usually treated together in what may be called a conception of ethics. Such a 

conception is cosmopolitan if its assessments and prescriptions are based on taking 

equal account of the interests of all human beings. Cosmopolitan conceptions of 

ethics exemplify our first kind of cosmopolitan position: ethical cosmopolitanism. 

The subject matter of agents and their conduct can be further subdivided. One can 

formulate a conception of ethics specific to individual human beings and their 

conduct, for instance, or a conception of ethics specific to states and their conduct. 

When such a conception is animated by the central cosmopolitan idea, it can be said 

to exemplify, respectively, interpersonal or international ethical cosmopolitanism. 

There are two prominent ways of applying the central cosmopolitan idea to the 

subject matter of social institutions. The more direct way is through the demand that 

social institutions ought to be designed so that they include all human beings as 
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equals. A moral conception centering around this demand envisions one universal 

political society that includes, or at least is open to, all human beings. Invoking the 

ancient Greek word “polis” (city-state), such a universal polity is often called a 

cosmopolis. Any moral conception prescribing such a unified legal organization of the 

whole human world in preference to other institutional designs can be said to 

exemplify legal cosmopolitanism. This is our second kind of cosmopolitan position. 

There is also a more indirect way for a moral conception to address the subject matter 

of social institutions. Rather than demand outright some particular institutional design, 

such a conception might instead endorse a moral criterion by reference to which 

alternative institutional designs ought to be assessed and ranked. Following John 

Rawls (1999a [1971]), moral conceptions of this sort have come to be known as 

conceptions of (social) justice. A conception of social justice is cosmopolitan if and 

only if its assessments and prescriptions are based on taking equal account of the 

interests of all human beings. Cosmopolitan conceptions of social justice exemplify 

our third kind of cosmopolitan position: social-justice cosmopolitanism. 

It is an open, partly empirical question whether a cosmopolitan conception of 

social justice (endorsing some specific moral criterion for assessing alternative 

institutional designs) supports some particular variant of legal cosmopolitanism 

(endorsing some particular type of world state). Whether it does depends on how it 

specifies the relevant interests of human beings and on whether the so-specified 

human interests, taken equally into account, are best served by some world state or by 

some alternative design of the global institutional order, such as a system of sovereign 

states. 

While the evaluative component of any legal or social-justice cosmopolitanism is 

focused on the design of social institutions, its prescriptive component addresses 

individual and collective agents, specifying their responsibilities in regard to social 

institutions. In this respect, such conceptions are complementary to conceptions of 

ethics — the former specifying the responsibilities human agents have specifically in 

regard to social institutions and the latter specifying their remaining responsibilities 

within a given social and institutional environment. Here a commitment to legal 

or social-justice cosmopolitanism can be combined with a rejection of ethical 

cosmopolitanism: One can endorse a world state (legal cosmopolitanism) and/or a 

cosmopolitan conception of social justice — and simultaneously deny that human 

agents, even beyond their responsibilities in regard to social institutions, are required 

to take impartial account of the interests of all human beings worldwide. 

The distinction between these two subject matters of morality — one centering 

on institutional design, the other on human conduct and character within a given 

social and institutional environment — has traditionally been seen as posing a 

problem of the unity and coherence of morality as a whole. Historically, different 

solutions to this problem have been proposed. One approach seeks to achieve unity 

through structural homologies, as when Plato theorized that justice in individuals has 

the same complex structure as justice in the city state. Another approach seeks to 

achieve unity through subordination: by shaping the polity for the sake of ethical 

living or, conversely, by shaping human conduct and character for the sake of the 

polity. Yet another approach seeks to achieve unity instrumentally: by directing social 
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institutions as well as the conduct and character of human agents to one common goal. 

It is within this last approach that the fourth iudicandum, states of the world, comes to 

the fore. 

Moral conceptions focused on states of the world postulate a common goal or 

system of goals: that the world should go well by the lights of some evaluative 

standard. Such a common goal — which may involve a complex combination of 

interrelated desiderata — is often formulated in terms of justice: as the goal of a just 

world or of justice on earth. In such formulations, justice is understood as a property 

of states of affairs, not of social institutions. Though often conflated, these two 

understandings of justice are importantly different. A common-goal conception might 

diagnose as an injustice the sheer fact that some are born into affluence and others 

into poverty, while a corresponding social-justice conception would diagnose as 

unjust any institutional order that avoidably gives rise to such unequal starting 

positions. While the former is focused on the assessment and improvement of states 

of the world, the latter is focused on the assessment and reform of social institutions. I 

flag this important conceptual difference between two ways of understanding justice 

through selective use of the word “social.” The claim that the world ought to be such 

that people have equal opportunities is a claim about justice; the claim that social 

institutions ought to be designed so that people have equal opportunities is a claim 

about social justice. 

Any conception that unifies morality’s subject matters by postulating one 

common goal for all of them is monistic in the sense of Liam Murphy (1998). It 

applies to all moral questions — including the questions of how social institutions 

ought to be designed and of how human agents ought to conduct themselves within a 

given social and institutional context — and it answers them all in a unified, broadly 

consequentialist way by reference to a single evaluative standard. Such a monistic 

moral conception is cosmopolitan if and only if the standard in terms of which it 

assesses the world takes equal account of the interests of all human beings. If it does, 

then this conception exemplifies our fourth and final kind of cosmopolitan position: 

monistic cosmopolitanism. 

 

II. Legal Cosmopolitanism 

 

Legal cosmopolitanism endorses a world state or cosmopolis which, invoking the 

ancient Greek word “polis” (city-state), is a political society that includes all human 

beings or at least is open to all. Endorsed by various cynic and stoic thinkers in 

antiquity and envisioned by Anarcharsis Cloots in the aftermath of the French 

Revolution, legal cosmopolitanism has remained a fringe view that is today dismissed 

nearly universally (but see Nielsen, 1988; Wendt, 2003). 

These dismissals tend to be quick, typically doing little more than point out that a 

world state would be dangerous and that Kant also thought it a bad idea. Rawls is 

fairly typical, writing: “I follow Kant’s lead in Perpetual Peace (1795) in thinking 

that a world government … would either be a global despotism or else would rule 

over a fragile empire torn by frequent civil strife as various regions and peoples tried 

to gain their political freedom and autonomy” (Rawls, 1999b, 36). 
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This appeal to Kant is questionable. Kant writes that a plurality of independent 

states “is still to be preferred to their amalgamation under a single power which has 

overruled the rest and created a universal monarchy. For the laws progressively lose 

their impact as the government increases its range, and a soulless despotism, after 

crushing the germs of goodness, will finally lapse into anarchy” (Kant, 1923 [1795],  

367). This passage expresses strong reservations about a universal monarchy achieved 

by conquest. Kant does not, here or elsewhere, express such reservations about a 

liberal world republic achieved through a peaceful merger of republics. To the 

contrary, he prefers such a world republic over a league of sovereign states and thus 

seems to endorse the latter for merely strategic reasons: “For states in their relation to 

one another, there cannot be any reasonable way out of their lawless condition which 

entails only war except that they, like individual human beings, should give up their 

savage (lawless) freedom, adjust themselves to public coercive laws, and thus 

establish a continuously growing international state (civitas gentium), which will 

ultimately include all the nations of the world. But under their idea of the law of 

nations they absolutely do not wish to do this, and so reject in practice what is correct 

in theory. If all is not to be lost, there can be, then, in place of the positive idea of a 

world republic, only the negative surrogate of an alliance which averts war, endures, 

spreads, and checks the force of that hostile inclination away from law, though such 

an alliance is in constant peril of its breaking loose again” (Kant, 1923 [1795], 357). 

Even granting, without textual support, that Kant believed any world state would 

invariably lead to despotism or civil strife, it is quite doubtful that his opinion is the 

best evidence one can have about whether a just world government is feasible in the 

twenty-first century and beyond. This is doubtful because the last 200 years have 

greatly expanded our historical experience relevant to this question and have vastly 

improved our social theorizing, especially in economics and political science. In 

particular we have learned from the federalist systems of the United States and the 

European Union that — Kant’s contrary view notwithstanding — a genuine division 

of powers, even in the vertical dimension, is workable and no obstacle to stability and 

justice (Pogge, 2008, ch. 2). 

While the common dismissals of legal cosmopolitanism are extraordinarily 

flimsy, they contain an important element of truth: Endorsement or rejection of any 

specific world-state model should depend in large part on an evaluation of how this 

model would actually work in the real world. A well-grounded expectation that such a 

model is associated with a substantial risk of despotism or civil strife is a solid moral 

reason for opposing its implementation. An unqualified commitment to any variant of 

legal cosmopolitanism should therefore be rejected. 

Any systematic evaluation of world state models, assessing them against one 

another and against alternative global institutional designs (such as a system of 

sovereign states), requires some moral criterion or standard of assessment as 

formulated and defended by a conception of social justice. Let us then examine 

conceptions of this kind — and cosmopolitan conceptions of social justice in 

particular — that might possibly ground a qualified commitment to some variant of 

legal cosmopolitanism. 

 



14 THOMAS POGGE 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

III. Social-Justice Cosmopolitanism 

 

Legal cosmopolitanism is distinctive by advocating a cosmopolitan institutional order, 

while the other three kinds of cosmopolitanism advocate cosmopolitan moral stan-

dards or moral criteria―for assessing, respectively, human agents and their conduct, 

social institutions and states of the world. Following the more recent literature, we 

might say broadly that all three kinds of moral cosmopolitanism share four 

commitments in common:  

 
Normative Individualism: The ultimate units of moral concern are human beings, or 

persons — rather than, say, family lines, tribes, ethnic, cultural, or religious 

communities, nations, or states (which may be units of moral concern only 

indirectly, in virtue of their individual members or citizens). A cosmopolitan moral 

criterion thus bases its assessments and prescriptions solely on information about 

how individual human beings fare or are treated. 

Universality or All-Inclusiveness: Every human being — not merely some subset, 

such as men, aristocrats, Aryans, whites, or Muslims — counts as an ultimate unit 

of moral concern and is therefore included in the information base on which a 

cosmopolitan moral criterion bases its assessments and prescriptions. 

Impartiality or Equality: The survival and flourishing of all human beings matters 

equally, regardless of their native language, religion, skin color, gender, 

endowments, ethnicity or lifestyle. A cosmopolitan moral criterion therefore takes 

information about each included human individual into account symmetrically. 

Economists call this the Anonymity Condition: that certain included individuals 

undergo a certain fate or treatment enters the assessment in the same way, 

regardless of who these individuals are.   

Generality: The special equal status of every human being has global force. 

Persons are ultimate units of equal concern for everyone — not only for their 

compatriots, fellow religionists, or such like. The assessments and prescriptions 

that a cosmopolitan moral criterion delivers claim authority over all individual and 

collective human agents (Pogge, 2008, ch. 2). 

 

Let us now examine what force these four commitments might have in the moral 

assessment of social institutions, that is, within a conception of social justice. We can 

better understand what a criterion of social justice is by looking at the criterion 

proposed by John Rawls. In his classic work A Theory of Justice, Rawls focuses on 

the institutional order (“basic structure”) of a self-contained and self-sufficient society 

of human beings and argues for assessing alternative feasible designs of this 

institutional order on the basis of the distribution of social primary goods each such 

design would generate among the society’s individual members. The criterion he 

formulates for the comparative assessment of such distributions — his famous two 

principles of justice (Rawls, 1999a, 266-7) — contains both absolute and relative 

components: As far as possible, the basic structure is to be designed so that each 

person has a fully adequate scheme of equal basic liberties, so that fair equality of 

opportunity obtains and so that the difference principle is satisfied (socioeconomic 

inequalities among citizens are generated exactly insofar as this optimizes the worst 

socioeconomic position). 
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By taking the self-contained and self-sufficient society of Rawls’s theory to be 

humankind at large, one arrives at a cosmopolitan interpretation of his theory. 

According to this interpretation, the global basic structure should, as far as possible, 

be designed so that each human beings has a fully adequate scheme of equal basic 

liberties, so that fair equality of opportunity obtains worldwide and so that the 

difference principle is satisfied globally (socioeconomic inequalities among human 

beings are generated exactly insofar as this optimizes the globally worst socio-

economic position). 

Rejecting this cosmopolitan interpretation, Rawls wants his theory to be applied 

only to certain national societies, paradigmatically the United States. In fact, he 

rejects at the global level any substantive conception of social justice, cosmopolitan 

or otherwise. Transnational institutional arrangements are to be designed through 

agreements negotiated among liberal and decent societies (Rawls, 1999a, 37; laws 2 

and 3). Left unconstrained by any substantive conception of social justice, such 

negotiations reflect the unequal expertise and bargaining power among negotiating 

governments and tend to sideline the interests of individuals, esp. of those living in 

non-liberal or poorer societies. 

Rawls does provide a moral conception that reaches beyond national borders. 

This conception applies not to transnational institutional arrangements, but to the 

foreign policy of liberal and decent societies. Beyond that, it differs from a 

cosmopolitan conception of social justice in three further respects. First, Rawls’s 

international conception takes peoples rather than individual persons as the sole units 

of moral concern, stipulating each people’s sole interest to be that it maintain itself as 

a well-ordered (i.e., liberal or decent) society. Second, Rawls takes this interest to 

support a moral concern only for the absolute deprivation of other societies. Well-

ordered societies ought to help other willing societies reach a threshold level at which 

they, too, could be well-ordered. They can do this by giving economic assistance to 

burdened societies and by promoting respect for human rights. Such help is 

humanitarian — not something a burdened society or its citizens could claim as their 

due. Third, inequality across national borders — relative deprivation — is a matter of 

moral indifference. No matter how large such inequality may be or become, well-

ordered societies have no moral reason to rein it in. 

Leaving aside the internal problems with this non-cosmopolitan conception of 

international ethics Rawls presents (Pogge, 1994), what reasons can be offered for 

rejecting any conception of social justice applying to transnational institutional 

arrangements? One reason Rawls gives is the supposed infeasibility of a world state. 

This is not a good reason. If a world state were indeed associated with great dangers 

of despotism and civil strife, then a cosmopolitan conception of social justice (e.g., 

the cosmopolitan interpretation of Rawls’s theory) would correctly reject this 

institutional design in favor of other designs that better secure the fundamental 

interests of all human beings — perhaps a global federation on the model of the 

European Union, or a loose league of nations as Kant had described, or a states 

system like that existing now. The infeasibility of a world state counts against legal 

cosmopolitanism, but not against social-justice cosmopolitanism. 
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Another reason Rawls gives is that his theory of social justice is too distinctively 

liberal to be acceptable across the diversity of human cultures. This may be a good 

reason against the Rawlsian variant of social-justice cosmopolitanism. But cultural 

diversity could be accommodated through a less demanding variant of social-justice 

cosmopolitanism. We find an idea for a plausible such variant in Article 28 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “Everyone is entitled to a social and 

international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can 

be fully realized.” The basic idea here is that the design of all social institutions 

should be guided by the preeminent goal that the human rights of all human beings be 

fulfilled. If this goal cannot be fully achieved, we should come as close as possible. 

The principal imperative governing all institutional design is that of minimizing 

avoidable human rights deficits ― with such deficits possibly weighted differentially 

on the basis of their causal genesis, giving greater weight to any deficits that social 

institutions require or authorize than to deficits these social institutions merely 

engender of fail to prevent. 

A plausible and widely sharable cosmopolitan conception of social justice could 

contain, as an additional subsidiary directive for institutional design, a preference for 

more equal socioeconomic distributions among human beings. (The Pigou-Dalton 

condition is one prominent specification of this preference.) 

Such a conception of social justice is individualistic by focusing exclusively on 

how individual human beings fare or are treated: on each person’s human rights and 

socioeconomic share. It is all-inclusive by taking account of the human rights and 

socioeconomic shares of all human beings worldwide. It is impartial by taking the 

human rights and socioeconomic shares of all human beings symmetrically into 

account. And it is general by specifying all human agents’ responsibilities in regard to 

social institutions. 

Despite its emphasis on human rights, such a conception of social justice need 

not be excessively Western or liberal. To be fully realized, a human right must be 

fulfilled for all. It is fulfilled for any one human being when this person has secure 

access to its object (that which the human right is a right to). The preeminent goal of 

institutional design is then that all human beings have secure access to the objects of 

all their human rights. This goal is widely sharable in a world of diverse cultures. It 

does not incorporate global versions of fair equality of opportunity or the difference 

principle. Nor does it require a world state. Rather, it could be achieved through a 

plurality of territorial societies that might be quite diverse: Some liberal societies 

might maintain secure access to the objects of human rights through pervasive use of 

judicial mechanisms, while some non-liberal societies could maintain secure access 

through other institutional arrangements more congenial to their cultures. All these 

societies could be free to adopt additional social-justice goals for their national 

institutional order, provided these are suitably subordinated to the preeminent 

institutional goal of human rights fulfillment. 

Our world is very far from realizing human rights, as billions of people, mostly in 

the poorer countries, lack secure access to basic foodstuffs and safe water, to minimal 

clothing and shelter, to physical safety, basic education and health care, or to vital 

civil and political freedoms. The social-justice cosmopolitanism I have sketched 
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supports a critique of the status quo insofar as the massive human rights deficits it 

displays are institutionally avoidable. Social institutions are unjust insofar as they 

foreseeably contribute to an avoidable human rights deficit. 

Many present institutional arrangements do so contribute. The organization of the 

North Korean economy foreseeably contributes to avoidable food insecurity in that 

country, for instance. Similarly, the rules of the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

foreseeably contribute to the massive persistence of avoidable severe poverty in the 

world’s poorer regions — by permitting affluent countries to “protect” their markets 

through tariffs, quotas, anti-dumping duties and huge subsidies and export credits to 

domestic producers, for example, and by enforcing costly intellectual property rights 

(IPRs) in seeds and essential medicines. 

In the affluent countries, unfulfilled human rights abroad are typically seen as an 

occasion for aid and assistance. We wonder whether we ought to do more to help and 

protect the poor and oppressed abroad and more also (as suggested by Rawls’s “duty 

of assistance”) to enable their societies to govern themselves better. Social-justice 

cosmopolitanism can relate us to the poor and oppressed abroad in a different way. 

Our failure is not merely that of helping too little, but that of designing and imposing 

transnational institutional arrangements that foreseeably produce and perpetuate 

avoidable human rights deficits on a massive scale. 

Sympathetic to Rawls, a number of theorists have opposed this conclusion with 

the assertion that the concept of (social) justice does not apply to transnational social 

institutions — at least not yet. For Michael Blake (2001) the morally relevant 

difference between national and transnational institutional arrangements is that the 

former are coercive and the latter are not. He illustrates this point with a fable of two 

homogeneous societies consensually establishing trading relations. While the laws 

within each society are backed by coercion, the terms of trade are not coercive 

because either society is free to decline or discontinue this relationship. Blake 

concludes that it would not be morally objectionable for such trade to benefit those in 

the richer society much more than those in the poorer one. 

Letting the fable stand, let me note that matters are importantly different in the 

real world. Consider, for instance, the ongoing globalization of IPRs through the 

WTO and many bilateral treaties. Such IPRs, typically held by corporations in rich 

societies, are effectively enforced worldwide. Citizens of WTO member states are 

coerced into compliance with the international IPR regime just as they are coerced to 

comply with purely domestic rules and regulations. This coercive element is an 

integral part of the global IPR regime, explicitly prescribed in it and fully intended by 

those who design and uphold it. 

The coercively imposed global IPR regime has dramatic effects on individuals. 

Insofar as it requires the manufacture and sale of generic medicines to be prohibited 

and suppressed, for instance, it deprives many poor patients of access to existing 

lifesaving medicines (Pogge, 2008, ch. 9). It would seem then that — by Blake’s own 

standard — some important actual international institutional arrangements are subject 

to social-justice assessments. There is no morally relevant difference between one 

government coercively imposing certain rules on the people within its jurisdiction and 
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a group of willing governments coercively imposing such rules on the people within 

the union of their jurisdictions. 

Thomas Nagel (2005) gives a more complex reason for supposing that national 

social institutions are, and international social institutions are not, subject to 

requirements of social justice: Unlike transnational social institutions, he holds, a 

national institutional order is imposed (i) with coercion claimed to be legitimate, (ii) 

in the name of its participants (putative joint authors of these rules or at least intended 

beneficiaries), (iii) with an expectation of acceptance of this order.  

To see how this line of thought is implausible, consider that national regimes 

may lack all three of these features: A ruler or ruling group may coercively impose its 

rules without claiming to be entitled to do so, without any pretension of ruling in the 

name of its subjects and without any expectation that these subjects ought to accept 

the authority of the rules imposed upon them. If the concept of social justice were 

inapplicable to a national society in this condition, the rules imposed by some of the 

very worst tyrants, colonial powers and occupying armies would elude the 

requirements of social justice. And all other tyrants, colonial powers and occupying 

armies would have a splendid opportunity so to exempt their impositions as well. Any 

moral conception providing this opportunity and incentive is clearly unacceptable if 

not obnoxious. 

It is disputable, moreover, that the three features Nagel highlights are lacking in 

the imposition of transnational social institutions. The international IPR regime with 

its coercive aspects is elaborately defended both procedurally and substantively — as 

fairly arrived at and beneficial to all. This regime is administered by agencies (WTO, 

World Intellectual Property Organization) within the United Nations system and 

under its We the Peoples motto. And strong moral language — “piracy,” 

“counterfeiting,” “theft” etc. — is routinely used to express a normative expectation 

of compliance. 

I conclude that Rawls, Blake and Nagel have given no good reasons for 

exempting transnational institutional arrangements from any and all social-justice 

assessments. The failure of their arguments leaves open the path to a cosmopolitan 

conception of social justice that makes certain widely sharable demands on the design 

of any institutional order — for example, that it must not produce massive human 

rights deficits or huge socioeconomic inequalities that are foreseeably avoidable. 

Such a conception would assign human agents various duties of social justice, that is, 

duties in regard to social institutions: Insofar as we share responsibility for the design 

of social institutions, we must work toward their just design. Insofar as we participate 

in just social institutions, we must comply with them. Insofar as we participate in 

unjust social institutions, we must promote their reform. Cosmopolitan conceptions of 

social justice will differ in how they specify social justice and in how they specify 

human agents’ duties of social justice on this basis. They will also differ in regard to 

whether human agents have a duty of social justice to help create just social 

institutions where none as yet exist — for example, in a state of nature. Kant assigned 

such a duty to any human agents who cannot avoid affecting one another. 

Cosmopolitanism is often dismissed as a view that leaves no room for any kind 

of partiality toward family, friends, or personal projects (Scheffler, 2001; Miller, 
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2002). Any plausible variant of cosmopolitanism must be able to distance itself from 

this caricature. Variants of social-justice cosmopolitanism do so by distinguishing 

different domains of human life and then prescribing cosmopolitan impartiality for 

only one of these: for the design, administration and enforcement of social institutions. 

The general idea of such a division by domain is familiar from the case of judges and 

referees who must be scrupulously impartial, but only when acting in their respective 

roles. This idea extends to public officials and to the rest of the population. All adults 

are supposed to be impartial in certain domains — when we serve as jurors, certainly, 

and also when we speak, act, or vote as citizens. Thus, no matter how much a mother 

may love her children and no matter how committed she may be to their having the 

very best educational opportunities and employment prospects, we (normatively) 

expect her citizen’s judgment on affirmative action in the education system not to be 

influenced by her children’s gender or skin color. Similarly, we would condemn a 

compatriot who bases her citizen’s judgment about some important policy question on 

her beliefs about how various answers would affect her private investments. Insofar 

as citizens speak, vote and act as citizens, we are normatively expected to be 

impartially guided by justice and the common good without regard to our personal 

interests, projects and loyalties. Outside this domain, we may give greatly 

disproportionate weight to our own interest, friends, family and personal projects in 

deciding where to live, whom to marry, which career to pursue and so forth — all this 

without in any way compromising our commitment to social justice. 

Social-justice cosmopolitans extend this familiar ideal beyond the nation state: 

When human agents weigh in on the design of transnational institutional 

arrangements, they ought to set aside their personal interests, projects and allegiances 

as well as their national loyalties so as to take impartial account of the interests of all 

individuals affected by these institutional arrangements. Lest this demand seem 

entirely unrealistic, let us remember that the overcoming of nepotistic corruption on 

the national level has been a similarly unlikely civilizational achievement which took 

centuries of social struggle on different continents and in diverse cultures. 

What is widely expected of public officials today is nothing less than that, in their 

official role, they completely set aside their deepest loves and loyalties to even their 

closest relatives and friends. The requirement is not merely that, in cases of conflict or 

competition, they should give more weight to the demands of their public roles – as 

parliamentarian or citizen, as judge, principal or procurement officer – than to any 

reasons arising from their private roles. The requirement is rather that, in exercising 

their public roles in designing, applying or enforcing the rules and procedures of their 

national society, they ought to be strictly impartial by giving no special weight 

whatsoever to the needs and interests of their own children, spouse, parents and 

friends for example. Acting in such an official role, one is to treat its demands as 

providing exclusionary reasons, that is, strong first order reasons combined with 

second order reasons to set aside other first order reasons that would otherwise be 

relevant to one’s conduct decisions.  

Such a very strict impartiality requirement is needed because laws, rules, 

practices and institutional arrangements are not living, accountable creatures who 

could be expected to conform themselves to moral standards. Rather, their character 
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and effects depend on the human agents who formulate, shape, design, interpret, 

apply, enforce, obey, violate, undermine or ignore them. Thus, moral prescriptions 

about what criteria rules and practices ought to meet must ultimately be cashed out as 

moral prescriptions addressed to human agents and, specifically, to the conduct of 

human agents in regard to such rules and practices. This in turn leads to the 

conclusion that even the conduct of individual human agents is subject to diverse 

standards of moral assessment. While human agents may and should give priority to 

their near and dear in their personal conduct, they are morally required to be impartial 

in their rule-regarding conduct. This latter requirement must be strong and extensive 

enough to ensure that, if most of us honor it, then our social rules, on all political 

levels, will have the requisite impartiality. 

As demanding impartiality from the rules and practices that organize our national 

society would be quite pointless, if it were not cashed out in the form of impartiality 

demands made upon politicians, officials and citizens, so demanding impartiality 

from the rules and practices that organize our whole world — the United Nations (UN) 

Charter, the rules of the WTO, the Convention on the Law of the Sea and so on — 

would be quite pointless, if this demand were not cashed out in the form of 

impartiality demands made upon international officials, national governments and 

their negotiators, and citizens around the world. Social-justice cosmopolitanism 

affects therefore not merely our view about the correct moral assessment of global 

institutional arrangements, but also our view (entailed by the former) about the 

correct moral assessment of human conduct in regard to such global institutional 

arrangements. On the global level as much as on the national level, when rules and 

practices are blatantly inconsistent with the relevant impartiality requirement, then 

there must be individual human agents who bear moral responsibility for this injustice 

and whose responsibility it is to set things right. In fact, all human agents (natural 

persons as well as corporate agents), insofar as they responsibly participate in 

formulating or implementing global rules and practices, must help ensure that these, 

collectively, are justifiable by reference to the equally-weighted needs and interests of 

all human beings.  

Needless to say, the world has not yet progressed very far toward realizing the 

global impartiality requirement. The supranational analogue of nepotism is so widely 

taken for granted that there is not even a word for it. The dominant view is that those 

involved in the creation and revision of international laws, treaties, agreements, or 

conventions or of intergovernmental agencies and organizations are morally permitted 

(and perhaps even required) robustly to advance the interests of their home country in 

such negotiations. This dominant view is tolerant of such national partiality even in 

regard to the interpretation, application and enforcement of international laws, treaties, 

agreements and conventions and in regard to the daily operation of intergovernmental 

agencies and organizations. 

To be sure, heads of UN agencies and members of the WTO Appellate Body are 

expected to follow the relevant international rules and to give weight to the legitimate 

interests of countries other than their own. But it is widely expected and accepted that 

such persons give disproportionate weight to the interests of their own country and its 

governing elites. And in the context of such wide acceptance these persons do in fact 
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often and blatantly favor their home country in ways that would be met with near-

unanimous condemnation at the national level. National governments consequently 

expend considerable efforts on filling important such positions with a compatriot. 

Consider the extreme length to which the United States (US) government goes to 

ensure that the President of the World Bank will be one of their own. This effort 

stands in stark contrast to the effort that the government and citizens of California are 

willing to expend toward ensuring that the US President will be someone from 

California. The difference cannot be explained by the greater power and influence of 

the President of the World Bank – to the contrary! Rather, the difference is explained 

by the fact that state officials and citizens throughout the US know that the US 

President will not and politically could not substantially favor the interests of his or 

her home state; whereas government officials and individuals around the world well 

understand that the President of the World Bank will run the Bank to promote US 

economic and political interests and US ideological commitments, and that such 

conduct will be expected and accepted by the global elites and replicated by other 

intergovernmental officials and national governments.  

The global impartiality required by social-justice cosmopolitanism is then, 

relative to the status quo, a radical proposal. We can derive optimistic inspiration 

from the fact that it is obviously continuous with the national impartiality requirement 

that is widely accepted — at least in word if not always in deed — in the more 

developed societies. This obvious continuity makes it much easier to explain the great 

collective gain that the realization of an analogous global impartiality requirement 

would bring along with it. On the other hand, we must also acknowledge that the 

widespread endorsement of some national impartiality requirement was historically 

assisted by the plain fact that, in any historical period, societies that were ahead in 

terms of internalizing such a national impartiality requirement had a substantial 

competitive advantage over societies that were behind. By interfering with an 

efficient, merit-based division of labor, nepotism is a serious drag on a society’s 

ability to solve its problems and to hold its own against other societies. To be sure, 

compatriotic nepotism is a very serious and very dangerous drag on humanity’s 

ability to solve its problems. But since humanity has no competitors, the evolutionary 

pressures toward appropriate adaptation are absent or at least much less direct. It is to 

be hoped that moral motivation can fill some of this gap.   

 

IV. Monistic Cosmopolitanism 

 

According to social-justice cosmopolitanism, injustice is primarily a property of 

institutional designs. Social institutions are unjust insofar as they foreseeably do 

worse by human beings than some alternative feasible institutional design would do. 

Human agents and their conduct can be called unjust in a secondary sense insofar as 

they violate their duties of social justice — by contributing to the design or imposition 

of unjust social institutions. 

Monistic cosmopolitanism rejects this primary focus on the assessment of social 

institutions. It understands injustice as primarily a property of states of the world. 

This property is understood to supervene on properties of, or comparative relations 
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among, human beings — one person’s enslavement, for instance, or another’s 

disadvantage from birth. Social institutions can then be called unjust in a secondary 

sense insofar as they contribute to injustice in the world. But social institutions are not 

unique in this regard. Human agents and their conduct, and all other causally relevant 

factors human agents may affect, can all be labeled unjust in the same secondary 

sense insofar as they avoidably contribute to injustice in the world. Monistic 

cosmopolitanism coordinates all human agents and all humanly shapeable factors 

toward one unitary goal: to make the world as just as we can make it. 

The central contrast between social-justice cosmopolitanism and monistic 

cosmopolitanism is that the former seeks to formulate a goal specifically for social 

institutions whereas the latter seeks a unitary goal for all iudicanda. This contrast in 

range is closely analogous to one much discussed in recent work on domestic justice. 

Rawls has formulated a goal meant to guide only the design of a society’s major 

social institutions. Various critics (Cohen, 1997; Murphy, 1998) have rejected this 

focus as incoherent. They argue that, if the goal specified in Rawls’s principles of 

justice is one that social institutions ought to be designed to promote, then it must be 

worth promoting, valuable. And if it is valuable, then it ought to be promoted not 

merely through a society’s institutional order, but also through its culture as well as 

by its associations and citizens in their personal lives. If the goal specified by the 

difference principle is the correct goal for the design of a society’s economic order, 

then it must also be the correct goal for social customs and conventions, for 

corporations, churches and organizations, and for individual economic agents: 

workers, consumers, investor, employers and executives. 

Let me respond to this critique in two phases, showing first that the contrast is 

not as important as it may appear and then second that social-justice cosmopolitanism 

escapes the threat of incoherence. 

The contrast is less important than it appears because the way social institutions 

are shaped has very profound implications for iudicanda of all other kinds. One such 

implication was already discussed: A conception of social justice focused on 

institutional design entails duties of social justice for all human agents in regard to 

social institutions. In addition, many of the most profound effects of institutional 

design on individual human lives are indirect. For example, the institutional order of a 

society influences its culture and conventions and, partly through these, the values 

and dispositions of its citizens. These indirect influences of institutional design must 

be taken into account in institutional design. Therefore, even if the moral standard 

guiding institutional design is not used for shaping iudicanda of other kinds directly, 

this standard will nonetheless have a considerable indirect impact on them. If a good 

design of the global institutional order maintained a very high level of human rights 

fulfillment and a reasonably balanced socioeconomic distribution, it would do so in 

large part indirectly, by shaping political decisions and policies, cultures and 

conventions, values and dispositions (Pogge, 2000, 164-5). 

As for the remaining divergence, the anti-monism of Rawls’s theory and of 

social-justice cosmopolitanism can be defended against the charge of incoherence. 

One way of doing this appeals to the desirability of an overlapping rather than 

comprehensive consensus. It is highly desirable that those living together under a 
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shared institutional order should morally agree on its design. Such morally-based 

agreement presupposes a shared moral standard in light of which this institutional 

order can be justified and adjusted. Morally-based coexistence does not presuppose, 

however, that people agree on all other aspects of morality — on what makes a 

human life worthwhile, on the best ways of shaping friendships or family life, on how 

to run religious organizations. Insofar as comprehensive moral agreement across all 

iudicanda cannot be achieved in the modern world without massive coercion, there is 

good reason then to agree on respectful disagreement insofar as such disagreement 

can be accommodated within a single institutional framework supported by a shared 

moral standard. 

But how can we respect communities and citizens who endorse with us a certain 

goal (or system of goals) G for the domain of institutional design and then endorse 

some different goal(s) for other domains of human life? Endorsement of diverse goals 

for different domains need not indicate either incoherence or lack of real commitment. 

Morally important goals may be such that some iudicanda are good at promoting 

them and others not. This suggests a division of labor: Some kinds of iudicanda are to 

be heavily devoted to a certain goal while others may largely ignore it. For example, 

the rules of the tax code are especially suitable for moderating socioeconomic 

inequality — while individuals in their roles as customers, workers, or managers are 

very poor at this task. It may then make good sense to design the tax code with extra 

heavy devotion to this goal while, in compensation, relieving economic agents from 

the responsibility to consider it in their ordinary market transactions. It is entirely 

possible that the goal of moderating socioeconomic inequality is best achieved by 

subjecting the design of the tax code to the powerful demand of Rawls’s difference 

principle while asking of economic agents only that they politically support and 

personally comply with the optimal tax code. 

Relatedly, goals are sometimes best achieved through iudicanda aiming at 

different, even conflicting goals. Thus, an efficient resource allocation may be best 

achieved in a market system whose participants do not aim for it. Punishment of all 

and only the guilty may best be achieved through a criminal justice system that 

involves defense attorneys working against any punishment. These considerations 

break both links in the incoherence argument: The fact that some class of iudicanda 

ought to be directed toward a certain goal does not show that this goal is of any 

ultimate importance. And the fact that some goal is of ultimate importance does not 

show that all iudicanda ought to be devoted to it. 

These considerations do not merely defend social-justice cosmopolitanism 

against the charge of incoherence. They also indicate a problem with monistic 

theorizing: There is not one goal or system of goals that can plausibly be assigned to 

iudicanda of all kinds. This is so not merely because iudicanda differ in what they are 

good at promoting, but also because it would be morally offensive to try to shape 

mothers, say, to be animated by the same impartial concern for all children that we 

rightly expect from social institutions. By calling for all iudicanda to be devoted to 

one common goal, monism indeed falls prey to the complaint that it leaves no room 

for any kind of partiality toward family, friends, or personal projects. 
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Monism can avoid this problem by understanding differently the role it assigns to 

the common goal it postulates. So far, we have thought of this role inspirationally, of 

the goal as a common object of overt commitment. Such a supergoal is one to which 

all iudicanda ought to be devoted — a goal that animates human agents to strive to 

serve it and one that is recognized and celebrated in our culture, conventions, laws 

and institutional order. 

The other way of making a goal normative involves an instrumental relation. 

Employing this understanding, monism would demand not that all iudicanda be 

overtly committed to one common goal, but that their respective overt commitments 

be shaped so that these iudicanda optimally cooperate toward fulfilling one common 

goal which, so understood, I call the mastergoal. As is well known from discussions 

of utilitarianism, a mastergoal may not be optimally fulfilled through overt devotion: 

Happiness will not be maximized by devoting all to happiness maximization — and 

analogously for other mastergoal specifications. A mastergoal is then likely to entail 

that the various iudicanda be overtly devoted to different and possibly diverse goals. 

Such differentiation of goals is welcome insofar as it allows reconciliation of an 

impartial common goal with partiality of some (and impartiality of other) iudicanda. 

The optimal cooperation of all iudicanda toward fulfilling the impartial mastergoal 

may well permit or even require that individual human agents be biased toward their 

own family, friends, or personal projects. This is so because human beings — 

children, for instance — tend to thrive better with focused love from a few than with 

impartial concern from billions of adults (Goodin, 1988). Similar inspirational 

departures from the common goal may be licensed for other iudicanda as well: Our 

culture, conventions, laws and institutional order need not be shaped overtly to 

recognize and celebrate the mastergoal. Rather, each iudicandum ought to be shaped 

and designed in whatever way will cause them all optimally to cooperate toward 

fulfilling the mastergoal. 

But this reconciliation is problematic in two ways. What approval it bestows on 

our personal loyalties and commitments is halfheartedly instrumental: A mother’s 

love for her own children is a good thing — but only because and insofar as such love 

contributes to, or at least does not detract from, the justice of the world impartially 

conceived. Moreover, such approval is also precariously contingent: It is entirely 

possible that a very different division of devotions across iudicanda would — now or 

in the future — do better by the impartial mastergoal. If so, monism would mandate 

that our social world be reengineered so as to inculcate the combination of optimal 

commitments in human beings and all other iudicanda we can affect. Persons, 

associations, human conventions, cultures and subcultures — the worlds of art, music, 

sport, cooking, poetry, tourism — all ought to be fine-tuned so that they, together, 

optimally promote the mastergoal. 

These rather totalitarian implications of monistic cosmopolitanism can be 

mitigated. One can specify the common goal not as an optimum (such as the largest 

attainable aggregate happiness or the most equal attainable distribution of freedom), 

but as some comfortably attainable threshold. An example would be a sufficientarian 

conception that regards justice on earth as fully achieved when all human beings 

worldwide have secure access to the objects of their human rights. Such a 
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specification would leave open many diverse ways in which iudicanda might 

permissibly be shaped — the universal fulfillment of human rights is compatible with 

a wide diversity of cultures, partialities and modes of economic organization. 

This mitigation may render the goal of justice on earth implausibly modest, 

however. Can we really accept as fully just a world in which the poor (though their 

human rights are fulfilled) have such inferior opportunities that the gap between them 

and the more affluent is inexorably increasing beyond all reasonable bounds? A 

further problem with the mitigation is that it cannot solve the problem in a world like 

ours which, due to widespread noncompliance, displays massive human rights deficits. 

In such a world, partiality toward family, friends, or personal projects is not for the 

best, impartially conceived. The basic human rights of children worldwide would be 

better fulfilled, for instance, if the partiality of the more affluent adults toward their 

own children were greatly reduced in favor of impartial concern for all children. This 

point remains valid even when ‘receiving love from one’s own parents’ is 

incorporated into the mastergoal: In a world like ours, affluent adults can add far 

more such love by combating the destructive influences of disease, starvation and 

overwork on poor families than by giving love to their own children. 

Seeing that mastergoal cosmopolitanism offers little prospect for a plausible 

moral theory that can accommodate the partiality objection, one may be tempted by a 

dilution of supergoal monism. The basic idea is to affirm that all iudicanda should be 

devoted to the cosmopolitan supergoal without affirming that this must be their only 

goal. Human persons, for example, should be inspirationally committed to justice on 

earth impartially conceived, but may also have other morally mandatory or 

worthwhile or at least permissible goals besides. Among these other morally 

acceptable goals are agent-relative ones that lead persons to show special concern for 

their loved ones and personal projects. Showing such special concern, persons are 

permissibly compromising cosmopolitan justice. 

So diluted, a common-goal theory is no longer monistic. With the dilution, 

certain additional goals are deemed permissible for human beings in order to leave 

room for partiality. These additional goals are not suitable for all iudicanda. And there 

will then, in a diluted theory, not be one goal or set of goals to which all iudicanda 

ought to be devoted or directed. Dilution thus trades away monism’s attractive unity, 

simplicity and elegance. 

Asserting merely that all iudicanda ought to be devoted to the cosmopolitan 

supergoal as one goal among others, diluted cosmopolitanism has precious little 

content. Dilution, after all, is a matter of degree: Moral conceptions and persons 

become ever less cosmopolitan the more distant they are from full and exclusive 

devotion to the monistic goal of justice on earth — much like a man becomes ever 

less bald as we imagine hairs on his head to increase in length or number. People may 

have justice on earth among their goals even while this goal is routinely outweighed, 

marginalized or drowned out by other goals.  

To have any bite, diluted cosmopolitanism must then be specified: by laying 

down what other loyalties and ambitions (moral or non-moral, personal, agent-relative 

or agent-neutral) are permissible for human beings and how much weight each may 

merit relative to the supergoal. And likewise in regard to all other iudicanda for which 
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diverse competing goals are deemed admissible. A great difficulty here is to justify 

weights or weight limitations for the various competing moral and morally significant 

considerations. No moral theory along these lines has been worked out in any detail. 

I conclude that monistic cosmopolitanism fails in both its supergoal and 

mastergoal versions. Whether a plausible moral theory can be constructed by diluting 

a variant of monistic cosmopolitanism remains to be seen. Compared to such a 

dilution, social-justice cosmopolitanism enjoys the advantage of greater elegance. It 

restrains not the strength, but the range of the cosmopolitan goal. This goal applies 

only to the design of social institutions — but reigns supreme in this domain. Human 

agents are then to be guided by this goal indirectly: they must see to it that social 

institutions are appropriately related to the goal. Thus it is only in respect to their 

responsibilities in regard to social institutions that human agents must completely set 

aside their personal goals and agent-relative moral concerns (which is not to say, of 

course, that it would be wrong for them to promote the cosmopolitan goal in other 

ways as well — more on this in the next section).  

Monistic cosmopolitanism is consequentialist in spirit. What ultimately matters is 

success in regard to the common goal. All iudicanda ought to be devoted (supergoal) 

or designed (mastergoal) optimally to contribute to such success. What a 

iudicandum’s optimal contribution is depends on its impact on other iudicanda and on 

how its effects interact with those of other iudicanda. Whether a human agent ought 

to promote justice on earth by giving money to the poor, by supporting a political 

campaign in Uganda, or by helping to reform agricultural production in North Korea, 

say, depends then on expected impact alone, regardless of how the agent is related to 

the human beings potentially affected by her conduct. 

Social-justice cosmopolitanism, by contrast, because it renounces the idea of a 

common goal, coheres well with a non-consequentialist understanding of morality. It 

can assign agents an especially weighty responsibility in regard to social institutions 

in whose design or imposition they participate, thereby rendering the concern for 

social justice agent-relative. And it can also (as we have seen) give greater weight to 

harms that social institutions require or authorize than to harms they merely engender 

or fail to prevent. Monistic cosmopolitans reject the incorporation of these two non-

consequentialist elements along with the confinement of impartial concern for the 

interests of all human beings to the domain of institutional design. They might protest 

as follows: All these elements detract from the optimal promotion of justice on earth. 

What if the greatest injustices in the world, and ones that I could well mitigate, are not 

traceable to social institutions in whose design or imposition I participate? Social-

justice cosmopolitanism then perversely implies that I should focus on lesser 

injustices that are so traceable. 

Of course, the implication is perverse only on the assumption of a 

thoroughgoingly consequentialialist morality. And this assumption is quite disputable. 

It is more fruitful for our topic, however, if we here leave this well-known debate 

aside to examine instead how our two kinds of cosmopolitanism might differ in their 

implications for the actual world. This examination is especially important if we think 

of moral conceptions not as value theories covering all possible worlds but as cultural 

products with a practical social task. 
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In the actual world, the social-justice cosmopolitans’ focus on institutional design 

is not a significant limitation because nearly all serious harm that human beings suffer 

is, insofar as it is humanly avoidable at all, avoidable through institutional design. 

Social institutions are all-pervasive and profoundly shape the human world in large 

part through their influence on other iudicanda. Nor is it a significant limitation if 

agents give special weight to harms traceable to social institutions in whose design or 

imposition they participate. All the more powerful agents in a position to effect 

meaningful change are participants in a highly consequential global institutional 

network that is deeply involved in most of the great harms we are witnessing. As one 

example, I have already mentioned the global IPR regime with its dramatic effects on 

poor people’s access to advanced medicines. Here global rules accepted by nearly all 

the world’s governments require what obviously harms the global poor: that cheap 

generic versions of even life-saving medicines under patent must not be manufactured 

or sold without authorization from the patent holder. By incentivizing pharmaceutical 

innovation through monopoly pricing powers, the same rules also engender dramatic 

neglect of diseases that disproportionately affect the poor (Pogge, 2008, ch. 9). Of the 

1393 new medicines approved between 1975 and 1999, only 13 were specifically 

indicated for tropical diseases and, of these 13, five were by-products of veterinary 

research and two had been commissioned by the military. 

Another example illustrates how the design of global institutions can do great 

harm by influencing profoundly how national regimes are structured. Consider the 

global rules authorizing any person or group holding effective power in a country — 

regardless of how they acquired or exercise it — to sell the country’s resources and to 

dispose of the proceeds of such sales, to borrow in the country’s name and thereby to 

impose debt service obligations upon it, to sign treaties on the country’s behalf and 

thus to bind its present and future population and to use state revenues to buy the 

means of internal repression. This global practice goes a long way toward explaining 

why so many countries are so badly governed. The practice enables even the most 

hated, brutal, oppressive, corrupt, undemocratic and unconstitutional juntas or 

dictators to entrench themselves. Such rulers can violently repress the people’s efforts 

toward good governance with weapons they buy abroad and pay for by selling the 

people’s resources to foreigners and by mortgaging the people’s future to foreign 

banks and governments. Greatly enhancing the rewards of de facto power, the 

practice also encourages coup attempts and civil wars, both of which often provoke 

opportunistic military interventions from neighbouring countries. And in many 

(especially resource-rich) countries, this practice makes it all but impossible, even for 

democratically elected and well-intentioned leaders, to rein in the embezzlement of 

state revenues: any attempt to hold military officers to the law is fraught with danger, 

because these officers know well that a coup can restore and enhance their access to 

state funds which, after such a coup, would still be replenished through resource sales 

and still be exchangeable for the means of domestic repression. 

I conclude that most of the harm human beings suffer in our world could be 

avoided through reforms of the global institutional order for whose design and 

imposition the more powerful human agents bear some direct or indirect 

responsibility. (Governments and intergovernmental organizations negotiate and 
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impose the rules and thus are directly responsible; citizens, corporations and other 

associations influence governments and intergovernmental organizations and thus are 

indirectly responsible.) It is then not correct, in the world as it is, that social-justice 

cosmopolitanism disconnects or diverts the more powerful human agents from the 

greatest harms suffered by human beings. 

In fact, social-justice cosmopolitanism may attribute greater moral significance 

to this connection. Monistic cosmopolitanism faults powerful human agents for doing 

too little to address the great injustices in the world. Social-justice cosmopolitanism 

faults these agents for doing too much to contribute to these monumental harms. By 

contributing to the imposition of supranational institutions that, especially through 

what they require and authorize, foreseeably and avoidably cause great harms to 

human beings, powerful human agents are not merely letting harm happen, but 

inflicting it. The distinction between positive duties to avert harm and negative duties 

not to inflict harm is, to be sure, one that consequentialists find morally insignificant. 

Still, to those who do find it morally significant, the social-justice cosmopolitan 

critique will appeal more powerfully. 

Because most privileged and powerful human actors show very little concern, if 

any, for the great avoidable harms human beings suffer, some who do care may find 

themselves unable to effect any reform of global institutions that would render them 

less harmful. Social-justice cosmopolitanism is not reduced to telling such agents that, 

if they cannot effect change through institutional reform, they need do nothing. 

Instead, it can affirm that those who contribute to the design or imposition of, or 

profit from, unjust institutions — even when they have no reasonable alternative — 

have a compensatory duty of justice. The more powerful human agents, affluent 

citizens in the rich countries, for instance, will be in this position. Even if we cannot 

effectively influence our government to help bring about meaningful reform of global 

institutions, we should at least make up for the benefits we derive from unjust global 

institutions and/or for our indirect contributions to the harms these unjust institutions 

cause. Through our taxes, labor, and in many other ways, we strengthen our state 

which then, with others, designs and imposes unjust global institutions in our name. 

And we often benefit from such injustice. In doing so, we violate negative duties of 

justice, unless we compensate by also working to protect some of the victims of this 

injustice. 

 

V.  Ethical Cosmopolitanism 

 

The foregoing discussion of monistic cosmopolitanism contains the reasons why a 

cosmopolitan conception of ethics is implausible. Human beings need to have the 

option, at least, to have special relationships with friends and family that cause their 

conduct to be at variance with the cosmopolitan requirement of impartiality. Similarly, 

collective human agents, such as cities, churches, associations and states need to have 

the option, at least, to show special concern for their members as against outsiders. So, 

ethical cosmopolitanism strictly conceived is a non-starter. 

If individual or collective human agents cannot plausibly be required to have an 

exclusive commitment to a cosmopolitan conception of ethics, then the live question 
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may seem to be one of degree: Ought individual and collective human agents be more 

cosmopolitan than they are now by reducing, in their ordinary conduct, the difference 

between the concern they show for the interests of their near and dear and the concern 

they show for the interests of distant strangers? 

Martha Nussbaum (1996) takes up these questions in her critique of US 

patriotism as celebrated by Richard Rorty (1998) and others. She explicates her 

critique primarily in regard to education: Children should be taught that foreigners, 

too, are citizens of this world, equal to us in dignity and human rights. And they 

should also be taught concretely about foreigners, about the history, culture, problems 

and prospects of their societies. This point is also stressed and defended by Jeremy 

Waldron (2000), who associates (ethical) cosmopolitanism especially with the 

willingness to engage with those who are not members of our own community, 

culture and state, who do not share our own values and habits, in an open dialogue 

about how we might live well together in this one world we must share. 

As can be learned from our examination of social-justice cosmopolitanism, there 

is another way of restraining a cosmopolitan conception of ethics. Rather than reduce 

its strength (through dilution), one might limit its range. One might hold, for instance, 

that all human agents have certain most stringent negative duties not to harm human 

beings in certain ways — not to violate their human rights, let us say — and that these 

negative duties are exceptional in two ways: First, they are exempt from the moral 

privilege otherwise enjoyed by human agents to show greater concern for the interests 

of the nearer and dearer. Holding circumstances fixed, it is perfectly acceptable to be 

far more willing to help a family member than a neighbor, a neighbor than a 

compatriot stranger, a compatriot stranger than a stranger abroad. But it is not 

acceptable to have such a sliding scale in one’s concern not to violate human rights. It 

is not acceptable, for example, to take greater drunk-driving risks abroad on the 

ground that those one is there endangering are only foreigners. In seeking to avoid 

violating human rights, any agent must give exactly the same high weight to the 

human rights of every human being. Human rights as side constraints on human 

conduct come with the same very strong imperative of compliance, regardless of how 

the agent is related to the potential victims of this agent’s conduct. 

The second exceptional feature of these negative duties is their exclusionary 

force. In decision contexts where these duties are in play, lesser reasons lose their 

standing. We described this model earlier in regard to certain public roles bearing on 

social justice. A public official, deciding among competing tenders, must not allow 

herself to be influenced at all by her own or her friends’ financial interests. Her duty 

to make this decision for the public good is not one that, in virtue of its stringency, 

usually leaves her competing partialities with little influence on her decision. Rather, 

her duty is exclusionary by completely banishing such partialities from consideration. 

We can extend this model to human agents’ duty to avoid violating human rights in 

their personal conduct. When this duty is in play, all reasons unrelated to human 

rights, even when they involve the agent’s most cherished commitments, are to be left 

out of account. 

This model provides a telling response to Miller and Scheffler who assume that 

an agent’s partialities must be dilutive: If special responsibilities and associative 
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duties increase what an agent owes to some, then they necessarily decrease what this 

agent owes to others. For “part of what it is to have [special] responsibilities to one’s 

associates is to be required, within limits, to give their interests priority over the 

interests of non-associates, in cases where the two conflict” (Scheffler, 2001, 87). 

This is right, of course. But it does not follow from the fact that the agent owes 

outsiders less than she owes her associates that she owes outsiders less than she would 

owe them in the absence of her special commitments. For involvement in special 

relationships might increase what one owes one’s associates without decreasing what 

one owes outsiders. 

It may be objected that the increase and the decrease are inseparable. Owing 

greater consideration to some, one can no longer be required to give equal 

consideration to the rest. This objection succeeds if, in the absence of special 

relationships, human agents owe equal consideration. But this can be denied: It seems 

perfectly permissible for someone to help one needy stranger and not another (even 

when the latter’s needs are somewhat greater), to give to one beggar and not to 

another, to pay one poor stranger’s medical treatment and not another’s and so on. 

And one may do this because one likes the story of the one, or her face, or because 

one is in a good mood, or for no reason at all. In short, within certain limits one may 

give priority, in one’s beneficial conduct, to some human beings over others even 

when there is no special relationship that could rationalize this unequal treatment. 

When a special relationship, say friendship with Jane, enters the picture, this moral 

discretion may disappear. One then owes it to Jane to help her in preference to a 

stranger. But this does not show that one has come to owe the stranger less if, even in 

the absence of the friendship, one would have been morally free to prefer Jane. 

Maybe this response to the objection is too strong. Perhaps special relationships 

and projects do sometimes decrease what an agent owes to distant strangers. Even 

then, there could still be some duties to distant strangers whose stringency is wholly 

unaffected. One owes them just social institutions, whose design takes equal account 

of the interests of all human beings affected (social-justice cosmopolitanism). And, 

pursuant to a plausibly restrained ethical cosmopolitanism, one also owes them the 

non-violation of their human rights. 

Our world is very far from acceptance of these duties — let alone compliance. 

Those who design the rules of the world economy give more weight to the interests of 

the 100,000 richest shareholders in Europe and the US than to the poorest 3 billion 

human beings. And governments habitually bomb foreign civilians to promote their 

policy objectives — not to speak of the grotesque human rights violations they have 

made routine since 9/11. Far from refuting cosmopolitan values, these facts show the 

urgency of better cosmopolitan theorizing. 
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THE TRINITY OF COSMOPOLITANISM 
 

Xunwu Chen

 

 
Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to offer a general account of 

cosmopolitanism. Doing so, it explores five commitments of present 

cosmopolitanism, modeled after Kantian cosmopolitanism, and is championed by 

many philosophers including Jürgen Habermas and various others. These five 

commitments are: the commitments to the principle of human rights, to the rule of 

law, to the idea of democracy, to the norm of inclusion, and to the ideal of 

humanity. In whole, these five commitments aim at the trinity of a cosmopolitan 

project: global justice, global humanity, and global democracy. It therefore 

demarcates the project of cosmopolitanism from that of communism.  The essay 

also explores the dual ethical obligation of an individual person as both a citizen of 

a nation-state and a world citizen. 

 

COSMOPOLITANISM IS a political ideal of our time. How best to define it? Why a 

cosmopolitan order? Are there cosmopolitan rights that are juridical? What are 

cosmopolitan norms? Can there be cosmopolitan law that is both authoritative and 

legitimate without a world state? Is constitutionalization of a global order possible 

without a world state? These questions are among many questions heatedly debated 

by philosophers today. They are philosophical questions loaded with practical 

concerns. No wonder, philosophers’ proposals of a cosmopolitan order today often 

call for both institutional reform and philosophical re-conceptualization. For example, 

Jürgen Habermas’ proposal of a world constitution and constitutionalization of 

international laws requires not only philosophical reorientation in view of “statehood, 

democratic constitution, and civic solidarity", in Habermas’ words, but also practical 

reforms of various global institutions or world organizations existing today including 

the United Nations. Thomas Pogge’s proposal of institutional cosmopolitanism based 

on human rights and justice requires not only philosophical re-conceptualization of 

justice and obligation, but also a global assembly of institutional architecture. All the 

same, philosophical reconstruction of the ideal of cosmopolitanism is a daunting task.  

In this essay, I will offer a preliminary account of cosmopolitanism by drawing a 

comparison between present cosmopolitanism and communism. Both 

cosmopolitanism and communism purport to develop a new global order. Each has its 

own vision of the kind of global order that is vital to the prosperity of humankind. 

Present communism teaches us a dire lesson too.  In spite of some success, present 

communism brings about a disaster on the earth.  It destroys far more than it builds. 

Admittedly, communism was originally devoted to promoting a global order of 

equality, freedom and human dignity, and theoretically it may still commit to do so. 

In addition, contemporary global communist movement does not lack heroes and 

heroines and it has had some legendary events. It is not long ago that The 
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Internationale was one of the most popular songs on the earth. Even today, singing 

this song still makes some people’s blood boiling and sentiment running high.  That 

being said, present communism in the world has ended up only promoting one of the 

most oppressing orders in the globe. Justice, freedom, democracy, and human dignity 

are not found in the supposed DNA of communism in its history. Worse yet, these 

supposed DNA of communism are intellectually, ethical-morally, and politically 

antithetical to present communism as it exists today. Therefore, to avoid turning the 

ideal of cosmopolitanism into that of communism today, much can be learned from 

some comparative studies of these two belief systems and much should be learned.  

Meanwhile, drawing some comparisons between cosmopolitanism and 

communism, my underlying objective is to demonstrate that in a desirable 

cosmopolitan order today, global justice, global democracy, and global humanity are, 

and should be, understood to be inseparable — that is, they should be understood to 

form a trinity of a cosmopolitan order. To achieve this objective, I will focus on a 

particular version of cosmopolitanism today, Kantian-Habermasian cosmopolitanism, 

which Pogge characterizes as social-justice cosmopolitanism and which Seyla 

Benhabib dubs as “another version of cosmopolitanism”. Whatever its proper name 

may be, three features remain distinctive of this version of cosmopolitanism. First, in 

its vision, cosmopolitan norms such as basic human rights are juridical, not merely 

moral norms. Second, a cosmopolitan order is a juridical order. Third, a cosmopolitan 

order is anchored around the norm of human rights. From this version of 

cosmopolitanism, we can develop a concept of a cosmopolitan order under the stare 

of global justice, housed in global humanity, and built through global democracy as 

the path. All the same, in this essay, the term, “present cosmopolitanism” refers to 

Kantian-Habermasian cosmopolitanism and its modified version. 

Some comparative studies of cosmopolitanism and communism are helpful for us 

not only to address the conceptual question of cosmopolitanism, but also to address 

the normative question of it. They illustrate why a desirable cosmopolitan order 

should be a trinity of global justice, global humanity and global democracy. The idea 

of the trinity of cosmopolitanism is that global justice is the true light of a 

cosmopolitan order; global humanity is the true home of a cosmopolitan order; and 

global democracy is the proper path of building a cosmopolitan order. By this token, 

as we learn from the dire lesson of contemporary communism, global justice, global 

humanity, and global democracy are not separable. Global justice without global 

humanity would be homeless. Global humanity without global justice would be in 

dark and impossible. Global justice and global humanity without global democracy 

would not be attainable. Global democracy without global justice and global 

humanity would be a pale, soulless ghost. That much we have learned from the failure 

of communism. And that much we should learn from the adventure of communism.  

 

I. The Key Differences 

 

There can be many talking-points which one can talk philosophically, not politically, 

about cosmopolitanism and communism. The striking contrast of the fates of these 

two belief systems vouches for which belief system has truth. Philosophically, while 
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communism becomes self-sabotaging and self-subverting today, cosmopolitanism 

enlightens and liberates, becoming the ideal of our time. The volcano of communism 

destroys. The morning sun of cosmopolitanism nurtures. Communism is not even 

akin to the Hindu God Shiva who both destroys and liberates. Cosmopolitanism is 

more than the Hindu God Vishnu who preserves. Cosmopolitanism builds and creates 

too. Fair to say, both cosmopolitanism and communism challenge us metaphysically, 

cognitively, ethically-morally, and politically. Still, when all is said and done, what 

we learn from the most recent human history is that communism is metaphysically 

destructive, cognitively blind, ethically-morally happiness-hindering, and politically 

undesirable; in comparison, cosmopolitanism is metaphysically enriching, cognitively 

enlightening, ethically-morally liberating, and politically empowering. What we learn 

today is that communism is not compatible to the spirit of our time, and 

cosmopolitanism embodies the spirit of our time. 

This should not be surprising. Substance and character determine fate. This is 

true of persons and of belief systems. In substance and essence, cosmopolitanism 

differs fundamentally from communism. Their substantial and essential differences 

determine their different fates as described above. Their differences are 

comprehendsive, meaning metaphysical, cognitive, ethical-moral, and political. Their 

differences are exhibited conspicuously as follows: 

 

1. A global order in cosmopolitanism is anchored around the idea of basic human 

rights. In comparison, a global order in communism is based on the idea of abolition 

of private property  

The touchstone of present cosmopolitanism is the concept of basic human rights. This 

can be traced back to the Kant cosmopolitan ideal. As Habermas indicates, in Kant, a 

cosmopolitan order is “founded on human rights” and “a global legal order that unites 

all peoples and abolishes war”; it is a global order “where a violation of rights in one 

part of the world is felt everywhere. The idea of a cosmopolitan right is therefore not 

fantastical or overstrained; it is a necessary component to the unwritten code of 

political and international right, transforming it into a universal right of humanity” 

(Habermas, 1998b, 176; Kant, 1972, 142). The concept of cosmopolitan rights is not 

only central in Kantian cosmopolitanism, but also its foundational stone. Kant’s 

celebrated concept of the rights of hospitality as the paradigm of cosmopolitan rights 

remains an inspiring concept today. Kantian cosmopolitanism differs from all forms 

of traditional cosmopolitanism including Grecian cosmopolitanism, Stoic 

cosmopolitanism, Confucian cosmopolitanism, Taoist cosmopolitanism, and Christian 

cosmopolitanism. Above all, Kantian cosmopolitanism is rights-centered, while 

Grecian cosmopolitanism, Stoic cosmopolitanism, and Confucian cosmopolitanism 

are virtue-centered. Meanwhile, Taoist cosmopolitanism is Dao-centered; and 

Christian cosmopolitanism is God-centered. So far as its modern counterpart is 

concerned, Kantian cosmopolitanism differs from the Marx-Engels-style communism. 

Kantian cosmopolitanism is right-centered while communism is equality-centered. 

This difference is of important consequence. There can be true global justice in 

Kantian rights-centered cosmopolitanism, while global justice is the moon in water, 

the flower in the mirror for equality-centered communism. This is the historical 
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lesson of humankind: in any viable visions of a global order today, the principle of 

basic human rights must be the operating norm or watching word. Not surprisingly, in 

the world we live today, the concept of human rights has a metaphysical, ethical-

moral, and legal reality. Equality without rights is abnormal. 

Present cosmopolitanism is anchored on the idea of basic human rights. In its 

vision, a cosmopolitan order is geared to guarantee, defend, and promote basic human 

rights in the globe. Indeed, today, “cosmopolitanism imagines a global order which 

the idea of human rights is an operative principle of justice, with mechanisms of 

global governance established specially for their protection”; “Human rights are a 

social form of right that has arisen in our own times and is an achievement of our 

age … Human rights exist not just in the mind but as a determinate form external to 

our own subjective feelings and opinions of it. It has a legal status within international 

law and has percolated into other areas of international and domestic law.”(Fine, 2009, 

8). In Another Cosmopolitanism, Seyla Benhabib asserts, “since the UN Declaration 

of Human Rights in 1949, we have entered a phrase in the evolution of global civil 

society which is characterized by transition from international to cosmopolitan norms 

of justice” (Benhabib, 2006, 15-16). As Benhabib indicates, since Kant, we have a 

version of cosmopolitanism that emphasizes “cosmopolitan right, which concerns 

relations among civil persons to each other as well as to organized political entities in 

a global society” (Ibid., 21). 

As Habermas, Pogge and many other philosophers indicate, cosmopolitanism 

starts with two commitments: the commitments to the concept that individual persons 

as free, equal citizens are the ultimate units of cosmopolitan concern and to the 

concept of full inclusion. As Habermas says, “Today any conceptualization of a 

juridification of world politics must take as its staring point individuals and states, as 

constituting the two categories of founding subjects of a world constitution” 

(Habermas, 2009, 119). Pogge also indicates, “The central idea of moral 

cosmopolitanism is that every human being has a global stature as an ultimate unit of 

moral concern” (Pogge, 2002, 169). Pogge identifies this as one of the four 

commitments of all forms of moral cosmopolitanism (Pogge, 2007, 316). The 

commitments to the concept that individual persons are the ultimate units of 

cosmopolitan concern and to the norm of inclusion entail the commitment to the 

principle of human rights in a cosmopolitan vision. As Habermas says: “The inclusion 

of all persons in a cosmopolitan political order would demand not only that everyone 

should be accorded political and civic rights, but in addition, that the ‘fair value’ of 

these rights should be guaranteed” (Habermas, 2009, 212). Pogge points out that 

“Article 28 of the Universal declaration of Human Rights [reads]: ‘Everyone is 

entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth 

in this Declaration can be fully realized.’ The basic idea here is that the design of all 

social institutions should be guided by the pre-eminent goal that human rights of all 

human beings be fulfilled” (Pogge,  2007, 318). 

In comparison, in communism, the idea of human rights, which is criticized by 

communist thinkers as bourgeois rights and the legacy of bourgeois ideology, is not 

part of the conceptual schemata and not part of the ontological, ethical-moral, and 

legal reality of a global order. Indeed, what is the most paradoxical of communism is 
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its concept of justice without rights. Admittedly, communism is originally devoted to 

developing a global order where there will be no oppression and exploitation. That 

said, in the communist vision of a just global order, elimination of oppression and 

exploitation in the globe is not achieved through recognition and promotion of basic 

human rights, but through abolition of private ownership and private property. As 

Marx and Engels said, “The theory of Communists may be summed up in the single 

sentence: Abolition of private property” (Marx & Engels, 1998, 18). “The abolition of 

bourgeois individuality, bourgeois independency, and bourgeois freedom is 

undoubtedly aimed at” (Ibid.). We need to walk a fine line between promotion of 

equality and promotion of basic human rights in the globe. Promotion of equality and 

promotion of basic rights are related. Part of the idea of basic rights is that basic rights 

are equal to all. That being said, promotion of basic rights is not identical to 

promotion of equality, for example, equality in ownership of property. Elimination of 

violation of basic human rights does not presuppose abolition of private property. Nor 

does it presuppose equality of private-property ownership. The failure to draw such a 

distinction is the Achilles’ heel of communism. It is part and parcel of the communist 

vision to conceive a global order of human dignity without emphasizing on basic 

human rights, which in turn makes the communist vision paradoxical. In communism, 

elimination of inequality in the world is achieved through abolition of private 

ownership of private property and “bourgeois individuality, bourgeois independency, 

and bourgeois freedom”. In communism, Rawls’s first principle of justice — “Each 

person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a 

similar liberty for others” — does not exist (Rawls, 1971, 60). 

In sum, its concept of basic rights demarcates present cosmopolitanism from 

communism. The concept of basic human rights is a touchstone concept of present 

cosmopolitanism. Communism starts with the precept that private ownership and 

private property is the source of all evils and economic equality is the corner stone of 

global justice.  

 

2. A global order in cosmopolitanism is one under the rule of law while a global 

order in communism is under the rule of the will of the communist party as the 

representative of the will of one particular social class 

In connection with the above, present cosmopolitanism envisions a global order under 

the rule of law. That is, present cosmopolitanism envisions a cosmopolitan order as a 

global legal order, not merely a moral order. Discussing Kant’s legacy on 

cosmopolitanism, Habermas points out that above all, “Kant introduces a third 

dimension into his legal theory: cosmopolitan law (das Recht der Weltbürger)” 

(Habermas, 1998b, 165). Habermas further indicates that in Kant’s cosmopolitan 

vision, “the legal principles implemented within single states should lead ultimately to 

a global legal order that unites all peoples and abolishes war” (Ibid.).  

Present cosmopolitanism is not a new theory of universal morality, but a new 

belief system of a globally legal order. On this point, noteworthy, the central piece of 

Habermas’ reconstruction of the Kantian project is the proposal of a world 

constitution and of constitutionalization of international laws. Philosophers including 

Benhabib sometime characterize Habermasian cosmopolitanism as “a normative 



38 XUNWU CHEN 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

philosophy for carrying the universalistic norms of discourse ethics beyond the 

confines of the nation-state” (Benhabib, 2006, 17-8). However, the central piece of 

Habermasian cosmopolitanism is not universally valid ethical norms or laws, but 

having universally binding-force cosmopolitan norms and laws, above all, a world 

constitution as the basic law. Admittedly, contemporary thinkers such as Habermas, 

Pogge, Benhabib, and various other also find the concept of a world state undesirable. 

That being said, a distinctive mark of contemporary cosmopolitanism is its vision that 

a cosmopolitan order is a juridical order. Noteworthy, philosophers including Rawls 

and Nagel are skeptical of the concepts of global justice and cosmopolitanism mainly 

because of their misgiving about the possibility of cosmopolitan laws. Pogge who 

endorses social-justice cosmopolitanism, but not legal cosmopolitanism because for 

him, the idea of a world state, which is the core of legal cosmopolitanism in his sense, 

is undesirable. Meanwhile, Pogge’s social-justice cosmopolitanism is a form of 

institutional cosmopolitanism based on human rights. 

In present cosmopolitanism, cosmopolitan norms such as the norm of human 

rights and crimes against humanity are conceived to be legal norms. For example, 

Habermas indicates, “human rights are juridical by their very nature” (Ibid., 190). He 

further indicates: “Human rights belong structurally to a positive and coercive legal 

order which founds actionable individual legal claims. To this extent, it is part of the 

meaning of human rights that they claim the status of basic rights which are 

implemented within the context of some external legal order, be it national, 

international, or global” (Ibid., 192). As mentioned above, according to Fine, the 

norm of human rights has a legal status in international laws. In cosmopolitanism, 

human rights are not identical to moral rights. Instead, as Habermas insists, human 

rights are rights that citizens necessarily grant one another in order to extend their 

lives together under the rule of law. They are basic rights that are juridical and a 

violation of them will be conceived to be a crime, not merely something morally 

blameworthy. As Habermas argues, “The establishment of a cosmopolitan order 

means that violation of human rights are no longer judged and combated immediately 

from a moral point of view, but rather are prosecuted … in accordance with 

institutionalized legal procedure” (Ibid., 193). 

In comparison, a global order in communism is an order under the rule of the 

communist party as the representative of the will of the proletarian class. In essence, a 

communist global order is merely a moral, political order. In such an order, the rules 

of the communist party are conceived to be the supreme laws, akin to some religious 

rules functioning as the supreme laws in some religious countries. In some communist 

regimes today, where the rule of law is emphasized, positive laws are merely 

handmaids of the rules of the communist party. In addition, the rules of the 

communist party are supposed to represent the will of the proletarian class. By this 

token, the so-called “global justice” in communism is defined by the communist party 

in accordance with the communist ideology. 

This leads to the differences between present cosmopolitanism and communism 

on global justice. The differences are as follows: 
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 Global justice in cosmopolitanism is defined by legitimate global laws. In 

comparison, global justice in communism is defined by the communist 

ideology; 

 Global justice in cosmopolitanism is justice for all. Global justice in 

communism is justice for a particular social class until all social classes 

vanish; 

 Global justice in cosmopolitanism is impartial, emphasizing all are equal 

before laws. Global justice in communism is discriminative — it elevates a 

particular class of people and oppresses other social classes by laws; 

 Global justice in cosmopolitanism gives due to basic rights and defines 

obligations of all citizens in a global order. Global justice in communism 

gives due to the communist ideal of equality and imposes obligations of 

citizens to sacrifice themselves for the communist ideal; 

 Global laws of justice in cosmopolitanism are democratically established. 

Global laws of justice in communism are imposed on peoples by the stronger 

and ruling party-aristocrats; 

 Global laws of justice in cosmopolitanism are standards lifting up citizens to 

full humanity. Global laws of justice in communism are procedural rules 

totalitarianly turning human beings into things; 

 Global laws of justice in cosmopolitanism would be implemented by 

democratically assembled global legal architecture.  Global laws of justice in 

communism would be implemented by some kind of Communist 

International.  

 

In the above, the differences boil down to two key points: (1) global justice as a 

juridical concept in cosmopolitanism and global justice as a political concept in 

communism; and (2)laws of all, for all, and by all in cosmopolitanism and laws of 

some, for some, and by some in communism. It is a distinction between the true rule 

of law in cosmopolitanism and the de-facto rule of will in communism.  

The emphasis on the rule of law is a key for present cosmopolitanism to be a vital 

ideal in the context of cultural diversity in the globe today and a source of strength of 

present cosmopolitanism. First, in the context of cultural diversity, forced integration 

of diverse cultures as one would inevitably bring about totalitarianism and oppression. 

That being said, if there were no unity of diverse cultures, there would be no 

cosmopolitan order. And the rule of law that provides the legal and institutional 

frameworks to facilitate unity with inclusion and toleration is the key for a viable 

cosmopolitan order of global justice and human rights.  Second, as a mechanism of 

global management, the rule of law is the key for cosmopolitanism to avoid what 

Habermas dubs as “human rights fundamentalism.” Whether or not having law as the 

mediation is the demarcating point between “human rights fundamentalism” and 

reasonable global human rights politics. It is the concept of a cosmopolitan order as a 

legal order in present cosmopolitanism that leads Habermas to reject human rights 

fundamentalism while advocating global human rights politics. As he says, “As a 

matter of fact, an unmediated moralization of politics would be just as harmful in the 
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international arena as in the conflict between governments and their internal enemies”  

(Ibid.). “The human rights politics of a world organization becomes inverted into a 

human rights fundamentalism only when it provides a moral legitimation under the 

cover of a sham legal legitimation for an intervention which is in reality nothing more 

than a struggle of one party against the other” (Ibid., 200). Accordingly, “Human 

rights fundamentalism is avoided not by renouncing the politics of human rights, but 

only through a cosmopolitan transformation of the state of nature among states into a 

legal order” (Ibid., 201).  

Notwithstanding, while the idea of the rule of law as conceived in present 

cosmopolitanism is pregnant with promises, it also faces serious challenges. For 

example, so far as the Habermasian proposal of a world constitution is concerned, 

there can be conceptual questions, normative questions and pragmatic questions of it.  

How best to define cosmopolitan law? What can be in its content? How is it possible 

without a world state? Just to list a few. All the same, in present cosmopolitanism, the 

idea of the rule of law and a cosmopolitan order as a juridical order is essential. And 

from the point of view of present cosmopolitanism, the absence of some needed 

international laws and global treaties of justice indicates only the serious task and 

heavy burden to assemble a global legal structure embodying global justice, not the 

impossibility of assembling such a global legal architecture. In comparison, 

communism lives on the rule of the communist party as “the conscience of our time”, 

to borrow a phrase from Lenin. Cosmopolitanism provides a legal environment for all 

citizens of the globe to pursue happiness, enjoying legally protected global justice. 

Communism develops an institutional architecture to make all peoples in the world to 

live for the communist ideal. All communist regimes in the past and present cannot 

avoid totalitarianism and tyranny because communism is not built on the rule of law. 

So far as the issue about the rule of law is concerned. Communism is conceptually 

handicapped by its emphasis on the will of the party above the will of law and its 

concept that the will of the party is the best embodiment of the will of the people. 

 

3. A global order in cosmopolitanism lives on global democracy. In comparison, a 

global order in communism lives on the dictatorship of proletarian class 

It follows that present cosmopolitanism adopts a distinctive concept of the proper 

form of socio-political life and power: global democracy. As a matter of fact, the 

whole-hearty commitment of cosmopolitanism to the rule of law takes on a new force 

when democracy becomes its form of life. The total commitment to global democracy 

is a hallmark of present cosmopolitanism. For example, at the core of Habermas’ 

reconstruction of Kantian cosmopolitanism is an injection of the idea of global 

constitutional democracy of multi-levels into the cosmopolitan conceptual framework. 

In present cosmopolitanism, global democracy is at the core of a cosmopolitan order 

for several reasons. First, as Habermas and other philosophers insist, democracy is the 

only legitimate source of legitimate cosmopolitan law and the only bridge to 

cosmopolitan law having both sovereignty and legitimacy. Conceptually, if citizens 

must both be subjects who are constrained by cosmopolitan law and authors who 

author cosmopolitan law, democracy is the only legitimate legislative process. 

Normatively, laws that express the will of one person or a few persons have no 



THE TRINITY OF COSMOPOLITANISM 

 

41 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

sovereignty or legitimacy. Only laws that embody the will of all have sovereignty and 

legitimacy. Cosmopolitan law that embodies the will of all citizens on the earth can 

only be established democratically by all citizens or through their legitimate 

representatives, e.g., their nation-state representatives. Second, as Habermas and other 

philosophers insist, democracy is the necessary condition for global justice in terms of 

a global legal order and only bridge to cosmopolitan laws of justice. Following 

Habermas, not only a true concept of global justice must be acceptable to all citizens, 

but also valid cosmopolitan laws of justice must be acceptable. And the acceptability 

of a concept of global justice or that of valid cosmopolitan laws can only be 

determined through a democracy.  Third, as I shall see it, democracy is the proper 

vehicle through which global humanity is elevated and refined. Global humanity as a 

quality, a property, or standard is elevated and refined through humankind’s self-

education and cultivation. It is elevated and refined most effectively through 

humankind’s democratic self-education and cultivation. Thus, while humanity is the 

home of global justice, it should be built democratically by all citizens on the earth. 

In comparison, communism adopts a totalitarian concept of the proper form of 

socio-political life and power: the dictatorship of the proletarian class. In some forms 

of communism — for example, in Chinese communism, the concept of the 

dictatorship of the proletarian class is replaced by the concept of democratic 

centralism — meaning the people’s dictatorship under the leadership of the 

communist party, which is in essence a kind of party-centered aristocracy-

technocracy. Admittedly, there can be reasonable disagreement on what is democracy. 

One may even argue with reasons that the difference between present 

cosmopolitanism and communism is not that cosmopolitanism emphasizes democracy 

and communism does not; instead, the difference is that each has its own concept of 

democracy. That being said, so far as democracy is concerned, communism suffers 

two fatal deficits: (1) lack of the rule of law and (2) lack of true public autonomy. No 

true democracies have these two deficits. As Habermas indicates, democracy provides 

a new form of social integration and legitimacy. The new forms of social integration 

and of legitimacy which democracy provides have two indispensable core elements: 

the rule of law and public autonomy. Communism is not, and cannot be, a normal 

form of democracy precisely because it does not have these two indispensable, core 

elements of any true democracy. 

The differences between present cosmopolitanism and communism can be 

phrased differently as follows. First, while emphasizing the rule of law, 

cosmopolitanism operates with the principle of democracy of law, which dictates that 

those who are subject to laws must at the same time be co-authors of laws. In 

comparison, communism elevates one social class to be the law-maker who is above 

laws, and makes other social classes merely the objects of laws, not co-authors of law. 

Communism proclaims that the proletarian class is the most advanced social class in 

the human history and the only self-conscious social class; and that the communist 

party is the embodiment of the conscience of our time. Cosmopolitanism proclaims 

the Kantian enlightenment: enlightenment as an exit from immaturity which exhibits 

most strikingly in three paradigmatic cases: letting one’s book replace one’s thought, 
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letting one’s teacher/priest do the thinking for one, letting one’s physician decide 

one’s diet; enlightenment means self-autonomy.  

Second, while emphasizing the sovereignty and legitimacy of cosmopolitan law, 

as indicated above, cosmopolitanism has a distinctive concept of the legitimacy, 

validity, and sovereignty of cosmopolitan law: legitimate cosmopolitan law must be, 

and can only be, established through global democracy. According to such a concept, 

those who subject themselves to laws must at the same time be co-authors of the laws 

to which they subject themselves. As Robert Post indicates, “contemporary law 

cannot easily appeal to the authority of God, divine rulers, or universal ethics, it must 

appeal to democratic self-determination" (Post, 2006, 2). In Habermas’ cosmopolitan 

vision, the democratic process of establishing laws is the only source of the 

legitimacy of laws. By this token, for Habermas, all legitimate cosmopolitan laws 

must be democratically established in a global democracy. And the democratic 

process of legislature is the very process that gives legitimacy to cosmopolitan law. In 

other words, cosmopolitan law has no other source of legitimacy than global 

democracy. The same point is emphasized by other philosophers today too. 

According to Benhabib, “democratic iteration” is the mid-wife “through which 

cosmopolitan norms come to acquire positive legal status” (Post, 2006, 4). By 

democratic iteration, Benhabib means a process wherein citizens can “reiterate these 

principles and incorporate them into democratic will-formation process through 

argumentation, contestation, revision and rejection” (Benhabib, 2006, 4). In sum, 

according to the cosmopolitan concept of legitimacy and validity of cosmopolitan law, 

“only those norms deserve to be valid that could meet with the approval of those 

potentially affected, in so far as the latter participate in rational discourse” and 

democracy is therefore the necessary vehicle (Habermas, 1998a, 127; 1998b, 41). 

And “those potentially affected” potentially include all citizens on the earth.  In 

comparison, those communist rules that embody only the will of one particular social 

class and are dictated to others should be considered to be illegitimate to be 

cosmopolitan laws.  

Because a cosmopolitan order as a legal order in cosmopolitanism is 

democratically constructed, not imposed, such an order is not a soil for any forms of 

oppression. Indeed, it will be such an order that governments would be held 

accountable for any gross violations of basic human rights and any crimes against 

humanity. So will individual persons be held accountable. In comparison, because a 

communist global order is one of proletarian dictatorship that can only be imposed, it 

is a rich soil for terrorism, in particular, state-organized terrorism or class-centered 

terrorism. The history of modern communism is a history of terrorism of various 

forms, in particular, state-organized terrors or “red-terrors”. Noteworthy, the 

dictatorship of the mass is not true democracy, though democracy, in the operational 

and procedural level, is often the rule of the majority.  In democracy, all count. In the 

dictatorship of the mass, those who do not belong to the social class of the mass do 

not count — that is, they are unjustly deprived of basic political rights because of 

their class belonging. 

Admittedly, today, there are practices that can be called “exportation of Western 

liberal values” through tanks, airplanes, missiles, and the like, which is in essence not 
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different from religious terrorism or fundamentalism of various kinds. This kind of 

practice is not that of cosmopolitanism, but of imperialism. This kind of practice 

constitutes another form of global totalitarianism. As Habermas indicates, 

“Cosmopolitanism is not the same thing as global export of its own way of life” 

(Habermas, 2009, 16). It is certainly not Western imperialism or any religious 

imperialism today. Cosmopolitanism lives on reason and truth. Imperialism or 

terrorism lives on force, violence and oppression. Communism can be an ally to 

imperialism or terrorism, but cosmopolitanism not. 

 

4. A global order in cosmopolitanism is of full inclusion while a global in communism 

is of class exclusion 

The comparison between cosmopolitanism and communism here is not between 

citizen-politics and class-politics. It is between democracy and dictatorship in various 

forms. The difference is between an inclusive form of life and politics and an 

exclusive form of life and politics. It is the struggle between the idea of power of all 

and the idea of power of some. It is the conflict between equal respects for rights of 

all and unequal treatment of rights of citizens in according with their social classes 

and political alliance. In the globe, it will be the conflict between inclusion of all 

citizens as free, equal citizen in a cosmopolitan order and inclusion of only some, but 

exclusion the other in a communist order. It will be the conflict between the form of 

life wherein all nations and peoples are united as one global family regardless of their 

national origins, political beliefs, religious beliefs, constitutional systems, and the like 

and the form of life wherein all proletarians are united as one family to wage war on 

the rest of the world. 

With regard to the principle of inclusion of all citizens in cosmopolitanism, 

Pogge describes social-justice cosmopolitanism which he endorses as having four 

commitments. One of these four commitments of social-justice cosmopolitanism is  

“all-inclusiveness: Every human being counts as an ultimate unit of moral concern 

and is therefore included in the information base on which a cosmopolitan moral 

criterion bases its assessments and prescriptions” (Pogge, 2007, 316). For Habermas, 

“the inclusion of all persons in a cosmopolitan political order” is a necessary 

component of a cosmopolitanistic vision (Habermas, 2009, 119 — 121). Conceptually, 

the norm of inclusion and the norm of basic human rights are importantly related. 

Basic rights make inclusion necessary. Inclusion honor basic rights. 

As a result of the above, cosmopolitanism brings about solidarity of all citizens 

on the earth through inclusion and toleration of all citizens under the rule of law. 

Communism unites all men and women in the so-called working class in the world 

but excludes and intolerates others of men and women that are allegedly not 

belonging to the working class. Cosmopolitanism focuses on protection and 

promotion of basic rights, obligations, and human dignity of all citizens in the globe. 

Communism focuses on liberation of men and women in the so called working class 

from their current situation, turning them from ruled class into the ruling class. The 

concept of class division and class struggle in communism is its Achilles’ heel. 

A distinction should be drawn between political unity through inclusion and 

political unity as metaphysical integration. In the former, differences exist and are 
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included and tolerated. In the latter, differences vanish. Cosmopolitanism strives for 

the former, not the later. Communism strives for the latter, not the former. A 

cosmopolitan order in cosmopolitanism is a global legal order in which all peoples of 

all social classes, social status, and social backgrounds are included and citizens of all 

social classes, social status, and social backgrounds tolerate each other. A communist 

global order is a political order wherein citizens from the proletarian classes are 

sovereignty masters and the rest of other social classes are objects of reform and thus 

not full citizens. Cosmopolitanism focuses on individual citizens as citizens of the 

globe. Communism emphasizes a particular social class as the one that embodies the 

historical mission of moving history forward. Cosmopolitanism accommodates 

diversity, and tolerates difference.  It allows citizens of all social classes with equal, 

full citizen-rights to extend their lives together under the rule of law. In comparison, 

communism practices what can be called “class blackmail” — either citizens in the 

globe become members of the proletarian class or they will be casted out as the other. 

Cosmopolitanism calls for a legal order democratically established in the globe 

because it recognizes the legitimacy of diverse centers of happiness, values, and 

interests of nations and individuals in the globe. It calls for a global legal order 

wherein these diverse centers can co-exist and thrive amid their conflict and 

antagonism.  Communism does not draw a distinction between the rule of law and the 

rule of the will of some because it does not want a global order of diversity and 

difference; instead, it wants a world of total equality, same identity, and pure red.   

Therefore, a cosmopolitan order is an order of total, full inclusion wherein a 

unified legal order, which is established through global democracy, provides an 

ethical-political unity, but not metaphysical integration and oneness. In comparison, a 

global order in communism is an order of metaphysical unity wherein all are 

integrated as one and all differences and diversity are eliminated. A cosmopolitan 

order is an order of global unity with diversity — unity with the same legal 

framework wherein ethical, cultural diversity are tolerated and included. In 

comparison, a communist global order is an order of pure “red” wherein all other 

ethical, cultural, moral, and political — in short, ideological — “colors” are either 

eliminated or transformed into the color “red”. 

 

5. A global order in cosmopolitanism embodies full commitment to realization of 

humanity in the globe, while a global order in communism lacks such a commitment  

In present cosmopolitanism, a cosmopolitan order is a humanity-centered one. It is an 

order wherein humanity as the standard and quality stands straight and humankind 

will thrive to realize humanity. It is an order in which humanity is not merely a moral 

norm, but also a legal norm. Accordingly, it is an order wherein "crimes against 

humanity" constitute a distinctive category of crimes. Cosmopolitan norms of justice 

frame “the morality of laws” and “signal the eventual legalization and jurisdiction of 

the rights claims of human beings” on the earth (Benhabib, 2006, 20). Global laws of 

justice take global humanity as their home, defining basic human rights, obligations, 

inviolability of humanity, and crime against humanity. Rawls is right in insisting that 

justice prescribe the inviolability of a person’s humanity. Pogge is profoundly right in 

concluding that “Rawls, Blake and Nagel have given no good reasons foe exempting 
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transnational institutional arrangements from any and all social justice assessment.” 

(Pogge, 2007, 320). Noteworthy also, the concept “crimes against humanity” makes 

humanity a legal object that can be injured by crimes and a legal subject that has 

legitimate claim of inviolability. The concept “crimes against humanity” is at the core 

of the conceptual framework of present cosmopolitanism. 

The “political stance of the cosmopolitan is intrinsically valuable: for it 

recognizes in persons what is especially fundamental about them, most worthy of 

reverence and acknowledgement” (Nussbaum, 1997, 8). Cosmopolitan norms of 

justice indicate that a citizen’s humanity-identity is “the source of all reasons and 

values” (Korsgaard, 1996, 122). They indicate that “We must treat our humanity 

identity as a form of practical, normative identity” (Ibid., 132). “Humanity is, of 

course, a name not merely for a species but for a quality” (Williams, 1995, 88). 

Whether we call humanity the human condition or the human quality and standard, 

humanity elevates human existence, practice and institution. Thus, for example, “a 

human right . . . is a reason to treat persons in certain ways” (Orend, 2002, 18). 

Cosmopolitan laws embody global justice in terms of global humanity.  For example, 

laws prohibiting cruelty and crimes against humanity in the globe are of global justice 

in terms of global humanity. Noteworthy, the concept of crimes against humanity 

makes humanity a legal subject for the first time. That is, it indicates that humanity 

itself can be an object upon which criminal acts can introduce injury and damage.  

Thus, while a cosmopolitan order is a juridical order, the norm of humanity is a 

juridical norm. In present cosmopolitanism, violation of humanity will be prosecuted 

through the proper legal procedure, not merely be morally condemned.  

Moreover, cosmopolitan norms and global laws define a cosmopolitan order in 

which humanity as a value and as a substance, humankind’s intrinsic worthiness, 

rights, potentiality, and capacity can be fully realized. By these norms, violation of 

humanity will not only be morally condemned, but also legally prosecuted. 

Cosmopolitan norms create a legal order centered on the norm and standard of 

humanity. In such an order, we see, in the words of Hannah Arendt, “How great a 

burden of mankind is for man” (Arendt, 1978, 235).  In such an order, we see justice 

to be, in the words of Josiah Royce, “fidelity to human ties” (Royce, 1971, 60). At the 

end of the day, in a cosmopolitan order, “the first form of moral affiliation for the 

citizen should be her affiliation with rational humanity” (Nussbaum, 1997, 5). 

Anthony Giddens argues that “Cosmopolitan morality itself needs to be driven by 

passion” (Giddens, 2000, 68). The project of cosmopolitanism is driven by a passion 

for a global legal order of justice and humanity. It is driven by the sentiment that 

“justice pursued consistently must be justice pursued globally” (Jones, 2007, 6). It is 

also driven by the sentiment that in the words of Kant, “Out of the crooked timber of 

humanity no straight thing can ever be made” (Kant, 1923, 23). It is driven by the 

passion to establish the human standards and norms of human existence and human 

community, which are not only moral, but also legal. In comparison, communism has 

no commitment to the realization of full humanity on the earth, even though 

communism emphasizes equality and criticizes capitalism for turning various natural 

human relations — including familial relations — into naked commercial relations. 

The idea of human rights is criticized in communism. The concept of crime against 
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humanity is not part of the vocabulary of communism. The notion of the inviolability 

of humanity is absent in communism. Without recognizing, emphasizing, and 

promoting basic human rights, dignity, and human values, communism merely trades 

one form of human (social) alienation for another form. In a communist order, 

individual persons are still merely things and functions of the system of history, not 

fully autonomous human beings of free will and full human dignity. 

In short, from its comparison to communism, as well as to other visions of a 

global order, cosmopolitanism aspires to develop a global legal order that defines and 

protects basic human rights, fundamental human values, and common human bonds 

and wherein humanity develops itself within, through the path of democracy, and 

under the stare of justice.  

 

II. Cosmopolitan Citizens and Communist Citizens 

 

“Working men have no country,” claimed Marx and Engels (Marx & Engels, 1998, 

22). In other words, communist citizens have no dual citizenship — as both national 

citizens and communist citizens. Instead, they have but one citizenship — the 

communist citizenship. In comparison, as we learn from Habermas and various others, 

cosmopolitan citizens always hold a dual citizenship — as both cosmopolitan citizens 

and as national citizens (Habermas, 2009, 112-123). Communism de-legitimates 

national citizenship. In comparison, cosmopolitanism recognizes it. According to 

present cosmopolitanism, an American or a German does not join the globe village as 

a non-American or a non-German, but as an American or a German. The same can be 

said of a Russian, a British, a French, a Chinese, a Japanese, and the like. By this 

token, communism violates the law of wu ji bi fan (extremity produces self-

destruction), turning a cosmopolitan citizen into a homeless ghost. In comparison, 

cosmopolitanism recognizes the law of wu ji bi fan and therefore does not turn a 

cosmopolitan citizen into his or her opposite or something else. More crucial, the 

different concepts of citizenship lead cosmopolitanism and communism to have 

different concepts of law and of the democratic process. 

The concept of dual citizenship in cosmopolitanism indicates that 

cosmopolitanism has a more substantial concept of global humanity; in comparison, 

the communist concept of global humanity is a pale ghost. It reinforces the concept of 

global justice and the concept of global democracy in cosmopolitanism too. It rejects 

the communist vision of a global order without full inclusion and global democracy. 

This is what inclusion in cosmopolitanism means: an inclusion of citizens of different 

social classes as well as an inclusion of citizens of different nationalities; inclusion of 

differences not only in class, but also in nationality. By this token, as a distinctive 

approach to the problems of human existence in our time and in all times, 

cosmopolitanism is not another form of moral-political universalism, even though it 

emphasizes obligations of justice to all, obligations of humanity to all, and tasks of 

democracy of all. 

Admittedly, traditional cosmopolitanism talks about global citizens without 

nations from time to time and cosmopolitan citizens “measure the boundary of our 

[their] nation by the sun” (Nussbaum, 1997, 6). As Pogge indicates, “based on the 
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ancient Greek words cosmos (world) and polites (citizen), a cosmopolitan is a citizen 

of the world” (Pogge, 2007, 312). In the discourse of cosmopolitanism, a typical 

criticism is that cosmopolitanism proclaims, in the words of Martin Wight, “a world 

society of individuals, which overrides nations and states” (Lu, 2000, 249). 

Nonetheless, as described above, developing the Kantian insight, present 

cosmopolitanism envisions a cosmopolitan order wherein nations do not disappear 

and cosmopolitan citizens do not lose their national citizenship. The crucial change 

involves three. First, present cosmopolitanism is rights-centered and basic human 

rights in present cosmopolitanism are juridical, differing from moral rights. As 

juridical rights, claims of basic human rights are substantial, and part of their 

substantial claims is rights as citizens of particular nations, in addition to their 

cosmopolitan rights as citizens in the globe. Second, present cosmopolitanism 

recognizes rights of state-nations, cultures, and peoples, while it emphasizes rights of 

individual persons. Third, present cosmopolitanism recognizes that while basic 

cosmopolitan rights are rights that citizens in the globe necessarily grant one another 

under the rule of law, the right and liberty of citizens to retain their membership of 

particular nations is among basic rights that citizens in the globe necessarily grant one 

another under the rule of law. Present cosmopolitanism brings into the foreground the 

daunting task of assembling a global legal architecture amid diversity of national 

democracies. It emphasizes, not side-steps, the dual obligations of a citizen to 

everyone and to compatriots.  

When Kant used metaphors such as “world congress”, “alliance of nations”, and 

“permanent association of states” to describe the ideal of cosmopolitanism, he had in 

mind a cosmopolitan order where nations exist and national citizenship exists. 

Habermas does not believe that national sovereignty is absolutely inviolable as Kant 

did. That said, Habermas entertains the concept of a cosmopolitan order with nations 

and national citizenships. He explicitly talks about the possible conflict of the 

normative expectation of a cosmopolitan citizenship and that of a national citizenship 

in a citizen. He explicitly talks about dual citizenship, arguing that “cosmopolitan 

citizens would have to be guaranteed the conditions they require given their 

respective local contexts if they are to be able to make effective use of their formal 

rights. On this basis, fair boundaries between national and cosmopolitan solidarity — 

that is, boundaries acceptable to both sides — would have to be laid down” 

(Habermas, 2009, 121). 

In his response to Thomas Nagel’s misgiving about a just global political order 

without a world government, Habermas indicates that the conflict between the role of 

national citizen and that of cosmopolitan citizen is inevitable but reconcilable. In what 

he dubs as “the thought experiment” of a cosmopolitan order, which he labels as a 

“second state of nature”, he insists: “The contradiction between the normative 

standards of cosmopolitan and national citizens (analyzed by Thomas Nagel) must be 

defused within a monistic constitutional political order”; meanwhile, “the monistic 

construction should not lead to a mediatization of the world of states by the authority 

of a world republic which ignores the fund of trust accumulated in the domestic 

sphere and the associated loyalty of citizens to their respective nations” (Ibid., 119 — 

120). Just as a European order brings about the contradiction between the normative 
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standards of European and national citizens, a cosmopolitan order brings about the 

contradiction between the normative standards of cosmopolitan and national citizens. 

Just as a European citizen is not without nation, a cosmopolitan citizen is not without 

nation. Just as the contradiction between the normative standards of European and 

national citizens must be resolved through deliberative, democratic politics, so should 

be the contradiction between the normative standards of cosmopolitan and national 

citizens resolved. 

The dual citizenship of a citizen in cosmopolitanism imposes a unique burden on 

a citizen in global democracy, in particular global democracy to assembling global 

legal architecture — that is, global democracy to transform from national and from 

regional to global. In such a context, as Benhabib notes, “The tension between 

universal human rights claims and particularistic cultural and national identities is 

constitutive of democratic legitimacy” (Benhabib, 2006, 32). In such a context, a 

citizen might be in a situation of the conflict between meeting the normative standard 

expectation as a citizen of a particular nation and meeting the normative standard and 

expectation of a cosmopolitan citizen. A citizen should resolve this conflict within 

himself or herself through active participation in democratic deliberation. 

Recognition of the dual citizenship of a citizen is recognition of the citizen’s 

concrete humanity — that is, his or her concrete, particular embodiment of universal 

humanity. A citizen’s national citizenship makes the citizen’s embodiment of 

humanity cultural and national. A citizen’s cosmopolitan citizenship makes the 

citizen’s her embodiment of humanity globally. By this token, global humanity is not 

an abstract concept or being, but one of flesh-soul. Here, national embodiment of 

universal humanity in a citizen is lift up by his or her global embodiment, and his or 

her global embodiment of humanity dwells in his or her national embodiment. A 

citizen’s global humanity is not separable from his or her national/cultural humanity 

as is the Hindu Atman separable from an empirical self. Nor is national humanity 

separable from global humanity as does a postmodern self conceive itself to be an 

isolated island. A citizen in a cosmopolitan order is both national and global. Such a 

citizen does not run away from his or her national obligations or puts them in the 

secondary position. Such a citizen simply views these obligations in a greater, more 

comprehensive horizon. 

By this token, with a view of the dual citizenship of a citizen in the cosmopolitan 

order, cosmopolitanism provides a better account of a citizen’s national and global 

obligation. It provides us with a better framework for mediating the interests of 

compatriots and non-compatriots. This can be seen as the following.  

First, cosmopolitanism provides us with a comprehensive view to see the nature, 

legitimacy, scope, and limit of the interests of compatriots and that of non-

compatriots. It demands us to meet both the normative standards and expectation of 

our roles as national citizens and that of our roles as cosmopolitan citizens. While as 

Josiah Royce indicates, “Justice means, in general, fidelity to human ties in so far as 

they are ties” (Royce, 1995, 68), our human ties are both national and global. By this 

token, cosmopolitanism is not only better than communism, but also better than other 

theories and visions of a possible political order of the world today.  
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Second, cosmopolitanism provides a far better vehicle to define and fulfill one’s 

national and global obligations. Armed with the concept of global democracy, 

cosmopolitanism has a better theory of legitimate laws that define a citizen’s national 

and global obligations.  Insisting on the horizon of both the global and the national, 

cosmopolitanism liberates a citizen from provincialism on the one hand and resists 

abstract universalism on the other hand. Meanwhile, obligations defined in a 

cosmopolitan order as a legal order would be legal, not merely moral. Therefore, 

cosmopolitanism provides a concept of obligations of global justice richer and more 

substantial than concepts of obligations of global justice in any other theories. 

Third, anchored around the concept of a citizen’s humanity identity as embodied 

in his or her dual citizenship, cosmopolitanism provides a better theory of the nature 

and scope of one’s national and global obligations. A person’s humanity identity is, in 

the words of Christine Korsgaard, “the source of all reasons and values” for the 

person (Korsgaard, 1996, 122). Appealing to the idea of a citizen’s humanity identity 

as embodied in his/her dual citizenship, cosmopolitanism indicates the most important 

source of normativity of human existence. Meanwhile, cosmopolitanism houses 

obligations of global justice in humanity on the one hand and transcends abstract 

humanism and abstract universalism on the other hand. 

In summary, cosmopolitanism is a belief system advocating the trinity of global 

justice, global democracy, and global humanity. A cosmopolitan order is an order 

wherein basic human rights are legally protected, promoted, and honored, 

fundamental human values thrive, and common human bonds unite all. In a 

cosmopolitan order, global justice is the light; humanity, the home; and global 

democracy, the way.  
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CLASH OR KISS OF PEACE BETWEEN CIVILIZATIONS? 

REFLECTIONS ON COSMOPOLITANISM 

Josef Seifert 

 

Abstract: The essay  first distinguishes the positive sense of cosmopolitanism from 

exist other concepts of cosmopolitanism. It explores whether global peace and 

cosmopolitanism are merely  big illusions. Doing so, it examines S. Huntington’s 

view on clash of civilizations. It then demonstrates: a) there is no such necessity of 

a clash of civilizations; and b) Huntington’s various  arguments for his thesis 

cannot stand and cannot refute cosmopolitanism and peaceful coexistence of 

humanity. It further indicates that a cosmopolitan spirit and peace presuppose 

consensus on some basic truths, values and rights summarized in the charter of 

basic human rights and in the “golden rule.”  

SEID  UMSCHLUNGEN,  M ILLIO N EN !  

Diesen Kuß der ganzen Welt! 
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I. Seven Senses of “Cosmopolitanism” and Its Desirable Type 

 

Any discussion of cosmopolitanism and peace has to begin with the difficult task of 

clarifying the things meant by the term “cosmopolitanism”. 

1. By a “cosmopolitan” we do not mean here the rare species of human beings 

who, having travelled much and lived in many countries, speaking many languages 

and moving elegantly in society, feel at home around the globe wherever life leads 

them. 

2. Nor do we think of a kind of shallow “man without qualities”, who lacks any 

tradition and culture of his own because he shakes all of these off as soon as he enters 

another part of the world far from his home. If he thus – “chameleon-like” – adapts to 

any culture, language, or religion of the world that accidentally is around him, he is an 

unprincipled person whose “cosmopolitanism” is just a facade and has no solid 

foundation. Such a person could just as well join ideologies that constitute an anti-

thesis to any cosmopolitanism, such as the Nazi-ideology. Thus he is more an 

opportunist than a cosmopolitan even though the aspect of moving easily in different 

cultures and countries may give the impression of cosmopolitanism because it is also 

part of the first and reasonable, though somewhat shallow, concept of it mentioned 

above. 

3. With the term “cosmopolitan” we also do not refer to the proud or self-

centered man who despises the narrowness of his hometown and flees – under the 

pretext of being a citizen of the world – the obligations he has to his own home-

community: family, city, country. Some have interpreted Diogenes’ (the first 

philosopher’s who called himself a citizen of the world) cosmopolitanism in this way 

(Kleingeld and Brown, 2011). 

4. Likewise, it is not my intention here to use the term “cosmopolitanism” in a 

fourth sense in which it refers to a thought or movement that promotes the founding 

of a world state and a world-government, or a league of autonomous states under the 

rule of a supreme world court (and possibly, as a somewhat logical consequence, of a 

world-government), as proposed, in very different degrees and varieties, by Kant and 

others. (Kant, 1795/1796; Habermas, 1998; Held, 1995). 

Such a single world state, a kind of cosmically extended USA, seems, in the face 

of the modern media, no longer to be an absolute practical impossibility or absurd 

idea, as it has been in previous centuries. All the more so since even in the past, prior 

to any telecommunication that has transformed the earth into a global village, not only 

frequent attempts at ruling the world have been made, for example by the Persian 

empire, by Alexander the Great, Caesar, Napoleon, and Hitler, but also entirely 

different conceptions of a world state have been developed during the enlightenment 

and German idealist transzendental philosophy. The historical predecessors of the 

idea and reality of a world-state show the need for a radical critical examination of its 

conception. In fact, an adequate model of such a single global state would have to be 

                                                                                                                                           
2 “Receive this embrace, millions!/This kiss to the whole world!/Brethren – above the starry 

sky/there has to dwell a loving father.” (transl. mine, JS). 
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based on an entirely different concept of a world state and free itself from radically 

undemocratic earlier efforts in this direction. 

Nevertheless, it is remarkable that since more than two millennia the idea of a 

politically, juridically, and administratively united mankind has been pursued 

energetically and sometimes with considerable success by empires such as the Roman 

Empire that dominated for a while large portions of the globe and brought at least to 

some of the countries it dominated many cultural goods and a superior body of 

Roman Law. Instead of wars of conquests and subjugation of other nations, a new 

idea and motivation for the founding of a cosmopolitan state would have to be born 

today, inspired by the effort to impede unjust wars, racisms, egocentric and barbarian 

battles between states and to create a well-founded unification of the world upon 

principle of right and justice. In a cosmopolis in this sense one would literally be a 

cosmopolitan (a citizen of the cosmos-state and subject to world-laws and a world-

court). It is hard though not impossible to separate the much more attractive idea of an 

internationally composed supreme world court, some form of which can be seen in 

the court of The Hague or in the UN, and in any juridical institution of international 

law), from that of a world government. I believe that Kant and others gives some 

good reasons for establishing a cosmopolitan world court and perhaps also sound 

reasons for establishing a world government but, while I am entertaining great doubts 

about the feasibility of the latter, and its real separability from the former, this is not 

the cosmopolitanism I want to speak of in this paper. 

5. Much more vigorously I exclude a fifth meaning some sects, unions, societies 

and movements have given to the term “cosmopolitanism” from my consideration.  

Their “ideological cosmopolitanism” has many faces, some quite contrary to others. It 

can take on, for example, an aggressively sectarian form, which on the one hand 

integrates some elements of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, on the other hand some 

results and theories of science, and then combines all of this with some general ethical 

and humanistic elements and some kind of objectivist philosophy of knowledge, 

values, justice and natural law. All of this is then connected with an entirely new 

messianic vision of the cosmos, built partly on an exceedingly free interpretation and 

reading of the Bible or Koran, altering these texts and their meanings, and crowning a 

confused reinterpretation of these world religions with some auto-prophesies of the 

founder about himself, who, in at least one of these sects, takes on, with his wife, the 

role of some kind of new Adam, super-redeemer and head of a paradisiacal couple 

from which a new pure humanity will emerge. According to some such sect, any 

wholesome humanity of the future will have to emerge as a cosmopolitan and 

eschatological community. Such a cosmopolitan “sect of the elect” frequently 

considers its adherents as future single survivor group of mankind and as a small 

remnant after some catastrophe will have wiped out the rest of humanity. As such a 

sect considers itself to be the last word in history and the last undestroyed remnant of 

humanity in the imminent future, it suggests that its members will be the true and only 

cosmopolitans. Spreading this and other similarly “universalizing” cosmopolitan and 

at the same time extremely narrow sects frequently occurs through a kind of psycho-

terror. Apostates or non-believers in such a sect, after having first been treated like a 

horde of slaves in the service of such a “Church,” are frequently terrorized and treated 



54 JOSEF SEIFERT 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

like sons or daughters of perdition, solemnly expelled and cursed. I can neither feel 

the slightest bit of sympathy for such a cosmopolitanism nor is its discussion my 

theme here. 

6. “Ideological Cosmopolitanism” can also take on a very different form of a 

secular liberal and individualistic ideology, not infrequently linked to some 

idolization of democracy of which it predicts a future unifying effect and power over 

the whole world, possibly leading to a single world-state. Some of today’s non-

religious and non-ideological cosmopolitanisms include, next to exoteric teachings, 

some secret esoteric doctrines addressed solely to the enlightened and initiated. Some 

such secret societies promote a certain view of the whole world, frequently a 

Weltanschauung unrevealed to the outsider, aim at its universal rule and fighting in 

subtle and secretive ways against institutions or religious communities that do not 

share their liberal cosmopolitan outlook and agenda. Something of this sort free 

masonry may have in mind. However, many more distinctions would be required 

within this class of cosmopolitanisms; my topic here, however, is not in any way an 

analysis of such “ideological” cosmopolitanisms, neither the sectarian one described 

before nor the liberal, nor a communist one. 

7. Rather, I will speak in this paper of a cosmopolitanism only in the sense of 

giving a certain priority to one’s belonging to the community of humanity over one’s 

being a member of an individual nation and citizen of a specific state, and to a 

universal ethics and basic human rights over the positive laws, traditions and 

constitutions of the nation and state to which one belongs but which must never 

violate the universal ethical and juridical order applicable to all human persons.  Thus 

I mean by a “cosmopolitan” any person who, however attached she is to her country 

or village, is as it were a citizen of the world first, realizing - along the lines of 

Diogenes and the ancient Stoics - that what binds together all of humanity is more 

important than what separates or distinguishes nations and cultures from each other.  

Such a person may herself have roots in strong cultural traditions and have profound 

religious beliefs, of which she knows that they are not shared by humanity at large 

and of which she nonetheless believes that they exceed in importance everything else 

and ought to be embraced by all men, while she at the same time favors full freedom 

to have distinct weltanschauungen and religions, as long as these and their concrete 

aims are in keeping with justice and human rights. Notwithstanding her potential 

sense of belonging more deeply to her religious community and family than to the 

more abstract and less contentful and close community of humanity as such, she feels 

vividly her membership in the human family and is in search of those basic moral 

values and rights which can give to cross-cultural and multinational pluralist 

communities, and, in a less concretely lived way, to all human inhabitants of the 

universe, a firm ground to stand on. This cosmopolitanism conceives of the entire 

human community and of all states as partaking in the same logos, in the same 

meaning and law common to all, as the Presocratic Heraclitus has formulated it. 

According to this ideal of cosmopolitanism which sometimes also cites St Paul’s 

remarks that Christians are citizens of the world and co-citizens of the Saints in 

heaven, all communities and states are called to build their respective social and 

political life, and their positive laws, notwithstanding their different cultures, on some 
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same universal prepositive law, and on some universal values and principles of a 

well-ordered society so as to form a universal human community and culture of 

justice, of life, and of love. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights could be 

regarded as a historical and partial triumph of such a world-ethics and of natural law, 

and is a proposal of the cosmopolitan world order in which the same fundamental 

human rights would be recognized universally by all nations in a nutshell. 

Such a cosmopolitan ethics does not wish to eliminate or diminish the multitude 

of religions, as the fifth one, nor does it aim at a single world-religion or world-

ideology, but seeks to encourage the positive elements common to all world religions 

of a certain level of ethical and humane standard, and of agnostics and non-religious 

persons as well, formulating such a world-ethos in a universally accessible way so as 

to invite members of all religions and heads of states, and humanity at large to nourish 

and foster it. In other words, cosmopolitanism in this sense is mainly concerned with 

universally recognizable human rights, morals, respect for liberty and for the equal 

dignity of the entirety of the human community, men and women, children, members 

of all nations, cultures and religions. Such a cosmopolitanism is a positive thing, 

perhaps even part of a survival kit of humanity if we do not wish to enter a new area 

of nationalistically, ideologically or culturally motivated totalitarian regimes or 

devastating wars and if we desire to keep up the hope that humanity will avoid 

catastrophes such as a third world war or new genocides and murders of millions such 

as those that have occurred 80 years ago in Stalin’s extermination of 7 million 

Ukrainian farmers through artificial famine in 1932, in Hitler’s genocide of Jews and 

gypsies or the singularly cruel and even bestial genocides of the 20ieth century on the 

African continent, or in crimes against humanity like those committed in Europe 

during the Balkan war, or similar extermination crusades against the mentally 

handicapped, the unborn, or the elderly. 

Such a commendable “cosmopolitanism” may seek, without eliminating the 

plurality of states, to put society on basic principles of justice and human solidarity, 

whose implementation can spring from an ethos already partly shared by the wisest 

and morally most mature members of all world religions, an ethics of respect for 

human rights of the sort Hans Küng’s concept of Weltethos intended (1997). But the 

ethos necessary to secure world peace may also spring from attitudes proper to a 

specific religion, such as Christian charity that, being based on a faith in the unheard 

of immensity of love of a God who united a human nature to his divine nature and 

died for the salvation of all men on the cross, goes in its quality and content far 

beyond a more general and basic ethos shared by all great religions, but includes the 

latter per eminentiam. 

Those who share this ideal of cosmopolitanism see the growth of such a world-

ethos and its support from all religions as an urgently needed remedy in order to avoid 

the political catastrophes, genocides and wars of the last century and previous history.  

Underlying Küng’s and similar ethical cosmopolitanisms is perhaps at least a trace of 

an optimism that such an ethos will actually triumph and form global human society 

or that it already is at work in the bulk of the communities of world religions in our 

new century and millennium, replacing the century of unspeakable horror by a new 

peaceful “cosmopolitan” one. But such a naïve optimism is not part of this idea of 
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cosmopolitanism; for the latter can remain on the level of an ideal without believing 

in its guaranteed triumph in the real historical world, whose bleak past and present 

moral devastation immediately brand such optimism as hardly more than a naive 

illusion. 

If we do not just call an individual a “cosmopolitan,” but speak of 

cosmopolitanism or of a cosmopolitan society informed by some kind of “world-

ethos,” we certainly imply that the main representatives of a “cosmopolitan” society 

or age and the majority of its members should be persons who recognize that they are 

not only citizens and members of a given city, state or nation, but citizens of the 

world, i.e., of a global human community that is bound together by some 

metaphysical facts and basic principles and human rights respect for which and moral 

values is necessary in order to guarantee a peaceful coexistence of individuals and 

societies – despite the obvious distinct cultural and religious backgrounds or 

Weltanschauungen of different persons and groups. In other words, in midst of 

differences and grave obstacles to worldwide social harmony posed by a world that, 

through modern means of communication, has on the one hand shrunk to the seize of 

a global village – and on the other hand brought its multi-cultural wide cosmos to the 

smallest countryside rural community - these different cultures and religions ought to 

coexist on the basis of mutual respect for universal human dignity, justice, basic 

human rights and peace. 

 

II. Is Such a Cosmopolitanism and Global Peace Possible or Probable? A 

Critical Examination of Huntington’s Objections 

But is such a global peace and cosmopolitanism possible or is it nothing but an 

illusion? The Harvard political scientist Samuel P. Huntington is speaking of an 

inevitable Clash of Civilizations (Huntington, 1996, i ff.), instilling great fear among 

his readers that the 21
st
 century (while it will foreseeable not be dominated, at least in 

Europe, by nationalistic mutual bloodsheds, nor by ideological frictions or a cold war 

between East and West) will be overshadowed by a dangerous and bloody „clash of 

civilizations” that would constitute the radical antithesis to a cosmopolitan society in 

our seventh sense. 

Huntington starts out with his main thesis:  

 
... The world will be shaped in large measure by the interactions among seven or 

eight major civilizations. ... The most important conflicts of the future will occur 

along the cultural fault lines separating these civilizations from one another. 

CIVILIZATION IDENTITY will be increasingly important in the future, and the 

world will be shaped in large measure by the interactions among seven or eight 

major civilizations. These include Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, 

Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American and possibly African civilization. The most 

important conflicts of the future will occur along the cultural fault lines separating 

these civilizations from one another.  The fault lines between civilizations are 

replacing the political and ideological boundaries of the Cold War as the flash 

points for crisis and bloodshed (Huntington, 1996, iii). 
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... It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new 

world will not be primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great divisions 

among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultural. Nation 

states will remain the most powerful actors in world affairs, but the principal 

conflicts of global politics will occur between nations and groups of different 

civilizations. The clash of civilizations will be the battle lines of the future. Conflict 

between civilizations will be the latest phase of the evolution of conflict in the 

modern world. For a century and a half ... the conflicts of the Western world were 

largely among princes — emperors, absolute monarchs and constitutional 

monarchs attempting to expand their bureaucracies, their armies, their mercantilist 

economic strength and, most important, the territory they ruled. ..., and beginning 

with the French Revolution the principal lines of conflict were between nations 

rather than princes... This ... pattern lasted until the end of World War I. Then ..., 

the conflict of nations yielded to the conflict of ideologies, first among communism, 

fascism-Nazism and liberal democracy, and then between communism and liberal 

democracy. ... 

These conflicts ... were primarily conflicts within Western civilization. 

(Huntington, 1996, iii) 

 

With the end of the Cold War, international politics moves out of its Western phase, 

and its center-piece becomes the interaction between the West and non-Western 

civilizations and among non-Western civilizations...(Hutington, 1997, i) One could 

ask here a very fundamental and interesting question raised by Abdulaziz Othman 

Altwaijri (Altwaijri, 2002, 17 ff.): Is it at all civilizations that clash with each other or 

can civilizations in principle, in virtue of their very nature, never clash but only 

possess a series of other attributes? 

I will not pursue here this question here. Instead, I will start with the simple 

observation that there is some real, even if possibly not very precise, sense in which 

one may speak of a potential clash of civilizations; that Huntington’s thesis assumes 

the existence of some necessary historical law by which present civilizations will 

inevitably clash in the 21
st
 century. I will argue that a) there is no such apersonalistic 

necessity of a clash of civilizations but a free choice of individuals and whole peoples 

between clashing and peacefully coexisting with others; and b) that Huntington 

commits a number of errors, confuses different things, and offers some wrong 

arguments for his hypothesis. Huntington advances six very different arguments for 

his thesis. Let us briefly examine these reasons carefully and critically 

 

III. Examining Huntington’s Arguments for Clash of Civilization 

1. Exposition and Critique of the Huntington’s Argument.  

The argument is this. First, differences among civilizations are not only real; they are 

basic. Civilizations are differentiated from each other by history, language, culture, 

tradition and, most important, religion. The people of different civilizations have 

different views on the relations between God and man, the individual and the group, 

the citizen and the state, parents and children, husband and wife, as well as differing 

views of the relative importance of rights and responsibilities, liberty and authority, 
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equality and hierarchy. These differences ... are far more fundamental than 

differences among political ideologies and political regimes. Differences do not 

necessarily mean conflict, and conflict does not necessarily mean violence. Over the 

centuries, however, differences among civilizations have generated the most 

prolonged and the most violent conflicts. Here Huntington first makes a very 

reasonable and correct observation: Differences between civilizations truly are not 

just real but basic. They form our understanding of many of the most important 

matters: God and man, man and woman, sexuality and marriage, etc.; and they may 

indeed lead to conflicts and bloodshed. 

We may admit all this without sharing two implicit claims of Huntington: 

(1) First, the claim that our views on all these things are nothing but cultural 

products. This is incorrect. When it comes to important ethical, metaphysical, or 

religious issues, their whole dignity and the dignity of the human person would 

collapse if these were nothing but cultural products rather than objects of man’s quest 

for truth and answers to his queries. Moreover, the culture and religion of an adult 

person calls for free choices. Religion in a mature adult person is not just a question 

of cultural upbringing but the result of his religious quest, his convictions concerning 

truth, a free response to the religious claims made by the sources of his faith. 

(2) Secondly, we cannot share the implicit equation between cultural and religious 

differences. Are not differences of religion evidently clearly distinct from those of 

civilization? In our Western or American style civilization we find about any 

conceivable religion; the same is true of other civilizations; there are Arab Muslims 

and Arab Christians and Jews in Egypt; therefore religion and civilization differ 

profoundly. Moreover, we belong to a nation and have historic roots which we cannot 

change or only change with difficulty. Now while these national and cultural roots are 

no doubt profoundly shaped by the dominating religion or religions, religion itself 

does not have the same kind of “inevitability.” Two persons who share the same 

cultural background or belong to the same family may have entirely different 

religious faiths or no particular religious beliefs; and two members of the same 

religion may come from entirely different cultural backgrounds. 

Both civilization and religion shape a person very deeply, but very differently, 

and certainly religion much, much more deeply than civilization. Compared with 

religion, cultural differences remain on the surface. Religion is not a matter of 

upbringing and birthplace, or folklore, but involves our mind, will, and heart and is 

therefore also much less “inevitable.” Hence it is a fundamental confusion to identify 

differences of civilization with differences of religion, however closely they are 

connected de facto in many ways. From the correct observation that civilizations and 

much more so religions are basic, Huntington proceeds in his first argument to make 

an extremely problematic claim, namely: “These differences...are far more 

fundamental than differences among political ideologies and political regimes....” 

More drastically, “the fault lines between civilizations” are designated by Huntington 

“as the flash points for crisis and bloodshed” (Huntington, 1996, IV). In critique of 

this argument we ask: How does Huntington defend this claim? Are there not many 

countries, such as Egypt, Palestine before 1945, or the Austrian-Hungarian Empire 

before 1917, in which entirely different cultural groups and persons belonging to 
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different civilizations and religions lived together fairly peacefully? Cannot persons 

from different cultural backgrounds and different religions even live in a great mutual 

friendship?  

Cannot humans of different cultures and religions often live side by side much 

more peacefully than different groups who share fundamentally the same cultural and 

religious background, such as Northern Islanders and the British whose ancestors 

delivered millions of Irish to death through famine? (McCormick, 2002). Cannot 

persons from different cultural backgrounds, and even members of extremely 

different and mutually exclusive religions, which is far more difficult, as is evident 

once one makes the sharp distinction between culture and religion, have a profound 

mutual understanding and friendship incomparable with the one that exists between 

many persons of the same civilization or even of the same religion? With regard to 

the claim that the differences of civilizations are far more significant than ideological 

differences, we ask: Are not all those nations of many civilizations which not only 

signed the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, which is itself a first rate 

document of authentic cosmopolitanism, but abide by it in their actions, politically 

and socially much more closely united than one and the same civilization whose 

members are or have been divided on fundamental issues? Did not a Stalin divide 

those Russians who were in favor of him from those who were against him far more 

deeply than any of the different civilizations were divided that lived together for 

thousand years in the Tsarist Russian Empire where many different cultures and tribes 

shared the one big Mother Russia? And is it not evident that the greatest divisions 

among people come from other sources than from differences of civilization? 

 

2. Critique of Huntington’s Second Argument 

His argument is as follows: “the world is becoming a smaller place. The interactions 

between peoples of different civilizations are increasing; these increasing interactions 

intensify civilization consciousness and awareness of differences between 

civilizations and commonalities within civilizations.... The interactions among 

peoples of different civilizations enhance the civilization-consciousness of people that, 

in turn, invigorates differences and animosities stretching or thought to stretch back 

deep into history” (Huntington, 1996, iv). This argument again, while containing 

some undoubtedly correct commonplace observation, namely that it is easier to be in 

peace with another civilization thousands of miles away than with one at one’s 

doorstep, fails to justify the claim that the growing awareness of cultural differences 

by the intermingling of civilizations necessarily leads to increased tensions. Are not 

the United States an incredible mix of races and civilizations and yet, at least 

presently, a peaceful nation? And is not the aversion against foreigners, on the 

contrary, usually stronger where it is uncommon to see them and where they are 

treated as strangers as soon as they appear among us, compared to the case in which 

we and our children live side by side, form friendships or engage in sports with them? 

 

3. Critique of Huntington’s Third Argument  

The argument goes as follows: “Third, the processes of economic modernization and 

social change throughout the world are separating people from longstanding local 
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identities. They also weaken the nation state as a source of identity. In much of the 

world religion has moved in to fill this gap, often in the form of movements that are 

labeled „fundamentalist.” ... The “unsecularization of the world,“ George Weigel has 

remarked,” is one of the dominant social factors of life in the late twentieth century. 

“The revival of religion provides a basis for identity and commitment that transcends 

national boundaries and unites civilizations” (Huntington, 1996, iv). 

It is no doubt correct that it may be the case, though probably rarely, that the 

mere loss of cultural identity may lead to a strengthening of religion as a substitute of 

the lost cultural identity (though more often the opposite will happen). It is equally 

correct that there are not only orthodox but in a negative sense ‘fundamentalist’ 

movements within religious communities, in the sense of movements that are 

characterized by narrowness, hostility, and possibly violence against members of 

other civilizations and religions. But more often than not this political violence does 

not flow from, but contradicts, the respective religion; it does not come from “too 

much” but from “too little true religion.” And such fanatical religious groups are not 

the only possibility. Moreover, how can Huntington invoke a “growing unity that 

transcends national boundaries and unites civilizations” as argument for the clash of 

civilizations? His remarks in this respect seem much rather to imply the new 

paradigm proposed in this paper, as an ideal  and possible development of seeing the 

encounter of civilizations in the world today in terms of a “brotherly kiss of 

civilizations” and of the persons who belong to different civilizations, instead of a 

“clash of civilizations”. Such a brotherly peace does not cancel the fight against what 

one regards as errors, in the sense of Augustine’s statement interficere errorem, 

diligere errantem (kill the error; love the person who errs)! 

 

4.Critique of Huntington’s Fourth Argument 

His argument is the following: The growth of civilization-consciousness is enhanced 

by the dual role of the West. On the one hand, the West is at a peak of power. At the 

same time, however, and perhaps as a result, a return to the roots phenomenon is 

occurring among non-Western civilizations. Increasingly one hears references to 

trends toward a turning inward and “Asianization” in Japan, the end of the Nehru 

legacy and the “Hinduization” of India, the failure of Western ideas of socialism and 

nationalism and hence “re-Islamization” of the Middle East, and now a debate over 

Westernization versus Russianization in Boris Yeltsin’s country. A West at the peak 

of its power confronts non-Wests that increasingly have the desire, the will and the 

resources to shape the world in non-Western ways (Huntington, 1996, vi). 

This point is possibly the strongest argument of Huntington. For the clash 

between a West at the peak of its power and a growing number of expressly non-

Western style leaders of many countries can indeed give rise to bitter clashes, to 

viewing Americans as potent barbarians, to hate American uniform ‘culture’ as an 

enemy to the civilizations of developing countries or countries of the second world. A 

USA at the peak of its might and often brutally interfering, on many levels of social, 

political and family life, in other countries easily gives rise to a partly true but largely 

distorted and artificial picture of America as the “great enemy”. Frequently, irrational 

resentments build up in such a situation (Scheler, 1955), more dangerous when they 
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link up with a correct assessment of many faults of the West, of its moral corruption, 

its arrogance vis-à-vis developing countries, etc. The correct critique and irrational 

resentment then are intertwined and form a tight wool ball in which white and black 

threads can hardly be disentangled.  

In such phenomena one may indeed identify many roots of the great threat of a 

clash of civilizations inspired by envy, by anger over the use of power of big nations, 

especially when their economic superiority seduces them to treat foreign cultures 

disrespectfully or even to eradicate them. But also such a clash between the 

civilizations of the poor with those of the powerful and rich is by no means inevitable 

– if and as long as there are on both sides leaders who make sincere efforts towards a 

peaceful dialogue and mutual understanding, who show genuine solidarity and 

interest to help, for which the United States in the best of their international aid 

programs throughout history (and only in them!) is a great model, and to respect the 

other without an egocentric exploitation, etc. Moreover, the conflicts which easily 

arise under the historical conditions well described be Huntington are by no means 

due to the differences of civilizations as such. On the contrary, at a time when Arab 

countries were very rich and entertained many commercial relationships with Western 

European civilizations, their difference of civilization was rather found enriching and 

had positive influence on friendly personal and commercial relations precisely 

because the different countries did not produce the same kind of products or belonged 

to the same civilization. Tourism and connected as well as unrelated branches of 

commerce largely live from complementary differences of civilizations. Think 

likewise of the attractiveness of cities such as Singapore, New York, or Switzerland, 

precisely because one finds there people, quarters, or cantons, entirely dominated by 

different civilizations. Such a close cohabitation of cultures is in no way per se a 

source of conflict. Chinatown in New York in midst a Western style American 

population, for example, is very peaceful and in no way leads to a clash of 

civilizations, and the same holds even more true for Switzerland. 

 

5. Critique of Huntington’s Fifth Argument 

He argues: Fifth, cultural characteristics and differences are less mutable and hence 

less easily compromised and resolved than political and economic ones. In the former 

Soviet Union, communists can become democrats, the rich can become poor and the 

poor rich, but Russians cannot become Estonians and Azeris cannot become 

Armenians. We may ask Huntington: What in the world does the more or less 

mutable or immutable character of differences have to do with them being a source of 

a worse clash? A villainous rapist can more easily be converted than become a 

woman. But the natural immutable difference between man and woman is not per se 

cause of a clash, while the difference between the rapist and murderer and his victims 

is. In class and ideological conflicts, the key question was “Which side are you on? 

And people could and did choose sides and change sides. In conflicts between 

civilizations, the question is “What are you?”That is a given that cannot be 

changed. And as we know, from Bosnia to the Caucasus to the Sudan, the wrong 

answer to that question can mean a bullet in the head. 
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This argument strikes one as outright unreasonable. For as is well known, in Nazi 

and Stalinist times the answer on which side one stood politically caused millions of 

bullets in heads. Ethnicity per se, except in racist societies or under racist regimes, 

does not have inevitable and divisive consequences. Moreover, where ethnic or racial 

differences did have such horrific consequences, these were not due to the ethnicity as 

such but to racist or otherwise erroneous ideologies which denied the equal dignity of 

each human person. Therefore the merely apparently ethnic conflicts that Huntington 

contrasts with ideological conflicts precisely were largely ideological. Let us turn to 

Huntington’s further argument grouped under his fifth reason: Even more than 

ethnicity, religion discriminates sharply and exclusively among people. A person can 

be half-French and half-Arab and simultaneously even a citizen of two countries. It is 

more difficult to be half-Catholic and half-Muslim (Huntington, 1996, v-xi). 

The fact that a person cannot be half-Catholic and half-Muslim, while she can be 

half-French and half-Arab is undeniable but this distinction per se in no way explains 

why there should be armed conflicts or bloodsheds based on religious distinctions. 

For again, somebody can also be hardly half female, half male, and yet this fact alone 

has nothing to with either masculinity or femininity giving rise to conflict. 

Huntington could have given, instead of his rather superficial reasoning, a much 

deeper argument pointing out for example, that often religious beliefs are linked with 

the conviction that those who do not share them blaspheme God, deserve earthly or 

eternal punishments, serve demons, corrupt the youth, endanger the eternal salvation 

of our kindred, etc. And, human nature being what it is, these convictions which 

sometimes are inseparable from the essential contents of a religion (for example the 

Islam and Christianity), easily link with ugly inclinations of hatred and calumny, 

terror and mutual violence. But they do not have to. Jesus who taught and Saint 

Francis, who followed him, holding that the eternal salvation of human persons may 

easily be in peril, were extreme models of peacefulness. However, the clash of 

civilizations mostly is not due to these religious differences as such, which could lead 

a Saint just as well to pray for those whom he fears to lose eternal salvation, or to 

speak peacefully to them. Rather, these clashes are due to evil attitudes which, while 

they are frequently linked to a religion such as Christianity in its historic actions, do 

not flow from this religion but rather are opposed to it. We must therefore sharply 

distinguish between those acts which flow from a creed, from those acts which are 

opposed to a religious creed even though in the real world they are frequently 

committed by its faithful. 

In the light of this distinction, we must not attribute to a religion the many evil 

deeds performed by its members against the spirit of this religion. Unfortunately, 

human history is full of these and countless people commit this unfortunate confusion 

for which also the perpetrators of crimes in the name of religion bear a heavy 

responsibility. For instead of shining with the splendor of God they betray a spirit of 

evil and dark fanaticism. There is of course the other possible case in which religious 

tenets themselves, such as an encouragement to kill all infidels or all converts of 

one’s own religion to another one, etc. give directly rise to terrible consequences and 

endanger peace between those who strictly adhere to different religions. Regarding 

these clashes of religiously shaped societies, once all of us recognize the high value of 



CLASH OR KISS OF PEACE BETWEEN CIVILIZATIONS? 63 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

peace, we ought to examine our interpretations of the meaning of our own and other 

religions as to whether they themselves, or only their misunderstanding, forbid not 

only bad forms of “peace”which stem from false compromises but really are 

directed against the high good of a peace that is antidote to bloody clashes and to the 

breakdown of a cosmopolitan spirit. It seems evident that a true religion never can be 

enemy to authentic peace and to the other elements of a cosmopolitan society and 

therefore someone who honestly discovers that his own religion is the cause of 

cruelties, crimes, violation of human rights, etc., should change his religion, while the 

person who finds that a correct interpretation and living of his religion bears only 

good fruits, should work towards overcoming in himself and others around himself 

bad actions which bring his religion into disrepute for incorrect reasons. 

 

6. The Economic Argument 

Huntington offers at last one sixth argument for his thesis of the clash of civilizations 

which is of purely economic nature and which I do not feel competent to criticize here 

although I feel great skepticism in its regard (Huntington, 1996, vii-xi; Weidenbaum, 

2-3). 

 

IV. The Choice between a Clash and a Peaceful Brotherly Kiss of Peace between 

Civilizations – a New Paradigm for Cosmopolitanism in the Third Millennium 

Thus, if the claim of an imminent clash of civilizations is made in form of an 

unconditional assertion that the result of the indeed inevitable encounter of different 

civilizations in the modern global world-village will lead to bloody clashes, it is 

fundamentally flawed. 

 

1. Three Conditions of peaceful relations between different cultures and religions 

For if minimally three conditions are met, the undoubtedly very real threat of a “clash 

of civilizations”, or rather a clash of persons formed by different civilizations, can 

cede to a peaceful coexistence and even to a “brotherly and sisterly kiss of 

civilizations.” In less flashy language, communities adhering to different religions and 

cultural worlds can enter not only into peaceful relations but also into a mutually 

enriching and authentic community. 

At least three conditions need to be met, however, in order for this lofty goal of 

an intercultural peaceful and cosmopolitan word to be reached: 1).There must be 

respect for each human person which of course includes respect for persons who are 

believers of other religions and members of other cultures and races. 2).There must be 

respect for all true values in other civilizations and religious communities different 

from our own. More than that, we must also be willing to learn from values of and in 

‘the others,’ for example Christians can learn from the far greater respect for sacred 

places the Muslims show to their mosques than for example Catholics for their 

Churches, or from the decency of women’s dresses among Muslim women. And 

Muslims and members of all other religions can learn tremendously from the models 

of Christian virtues and charity found in Saint Francis or Mother Theresa. 3).Full 
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religious liberty must be guaranteed to believers of all creeds as long as they respect 

the dignity of all persons and do not attack those contents and rights which constitute 

the foundations of any free and flourishing society. To the extent that the practice of 

adherents of a religion, or converts of one’s own religion to other religions, or 

missionaries who follow their conscience by proclaiming what they believe to be the 

truth, are threatened with punishment or death, true peace among members of 

different religions and a cosmopolitan society do not merely encounter serious 

obstacles but are even rendered impossible. Instead, clashes of civilizations and 

oppression of members of other religions follow, as well as religious fanaticism that 

fails to recognize that religion must be a free act and must never be imposed by 

violence are inevitable.  Therefore, full respect for the freedom of religion is one of 

the most important fundamental elements in a peaceful dialogue between civilizations, 

religions, and states. Only respect for this right helps to avoid otherwise unavoidable 

clashes. 

 

2. Not Relativism and Skepticism but a genuine though loving commitment to truth 

(veritatem in caritate diligere) leads the way to interreligious and intercultural peace 

Contrary to popular belief, truth-claims do not only belong to the essence of any 

philosophic world-view inherent in any civilization and in any religion such that they 

cannot be abandoned without destroying these civilizations and religions and without 

self-contradictions, it is also wrong to believe that they would have to be abandoned 

in order to avoid the clash of civilizations. On the contrary, an unwavering and strong 

commitment and ever more unprejudiced and complete openness to all truth, and 

especially the truth about human dignity, human rights, and justice, is a condition of 

providing a firm foundation to a peaceful relation between civilizations that does not 

depend on volatile popular consensus or on similarly volatile critical discursive 

consensus of the sort Habermas’ theory of truth as foundation of cosmopolitanism 

implies (Habermas, 1973, 1984, 211–265; Seifert, 2009b). Such an unwavering 

commitment to the truth about God and man is the source of an authentic bond of 

unity among civilizations and thus also of an authentic cosmopolitanism. Therefore, 

neither the frequently demanded complete ethical and religious relativism nor an 

abandonment of truth in one’s culture can allow for a brotherly relation between 

civilizations. When members of different civilizations and religions are united in 

some profound common values such as the sincere quest for truth itself, the members 

of different civilizations can gladly exchange the greeting of peace. 

Philosophy can make a crucial contribution towards a better understanding of the 

conditions of a culture of peace between civilizations and most of all between 

different religious communities by clarifying the foundations of the respect due to 

every person, the nature of religious liberty, and many other things. In the light of 

such a clarification it becomes evident that granting religious freedom and fully 

respecting members of other creeds in no way requires an abandonment of any true 

content of one’s own convictions. On the contrary: only the holding fast to shared 

truths and values can unite humanity. Without any truth about God, human dignity 
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and fundamental human rights, and without a continuous search for their deeper 

understanding no stable peace and no community or mutual respect are possible. 

Certainly, this commitment to truth will also entail the potential and reality of 

conflict, as long as not all human persons are united in their ultimate beliefs and do 

not even agree on fundamental human rights such as the right to religious freedom. 

But over existing differences and potential clashes let us not forget an astonishing 

unity: human dignity and the large catalogue of human rights declared in 1946 in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights are subject of a very broad consensus of 

governments representing over 90 % of states. Moreover, there are many human, 

moral, and cultural values that can be and ought to be shared and implemented by a 

Cultural and Ethical Roadmap to Peace; a purely economically and politically 

conceived Roadmap for Peace without them must fail. Certainly, wherever our 

philosophies or religions exclude each other, we cannot hold the other one to be 

equally true, and this contains a potential for conflict or at least involves opposite 

convictions. But this conflict neither has to imply a clash nor a war nor terrorism but 

can lead to a peaceful community of members of different civilizations and religions, 

to deep friendships in mutual respect, and to intense peaceful dialogues, as long as the 

above mentioned three conditions are met. Also the doubtlessly continuing conflicts 

in a world of partly mutually exclusive cultural and religious elements and beliefs 

must not be fought with guns, not even against countries alleged to form the “axis of 

evil,” nor with mutual calumnies, discrimination, oppression, or with the arms of 

terrorism of any kind which are essentially evil, from whatever side they come, but 

with „the arms of the spirit.” The inevitable battle in the encounter of different 

civilizations and religions must be fought in that charity which alone can bring about 

the “kiss” of peace of civilizations for which the war- and terror-ridden humanity, on 

the deepest level of its existence and of its belonging together, is desperately yearning. 

Such a charitable encounter of members of different civilizations and religions 

constitutes one of the greatest historic chances and challenges of humanity in the 21
st
 

century. It ought to be based on an authentic appreciation of our different civilizations, 

national identities, and works of art, traditions, customs, and habits etc., which are for 

a large part complementary. Where there are incompatible elements, different replies 

are called for. When the disagreements, for example those that concern the freedom 

of religion, can be settled by rational human insight and argument, a serious dialogue 

ought to take place that appeals to human reason. Where there are deep religious 

differences, such as the faith in a one-personal or a triune God, we must recognize the 

mystery of faith and understand that such differences never justify mutual violence. 

Where the incompatibilities do not contain outright contradictions, such as between 

the way Muslim women dress as opposed to Western women, we Westerners must 

not take an arrogant attitude of feel superior – because in fact many of the traditional 

dresses of other civilizations and religious communities such as of the Hindu and 

Muslim women are aesthetically far more beautiful and far more expressive of 

delicacy and modesty than our modern ones. Moreover, many of the Muslim or Hindu 

women dressing codes have been also dressing codes for Christian women in past 

times and still are so for nuns. When therefore a Western tourist enters into a country 

in which such dresses are demanded, he should adapt as far as required and, when he 
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enters these countries, he should not wear clothes thought offensive there (or by 

decent people everywhere). Even less should a Western state or school, as it happened 

in Germany and other European countries, demand that Muslim women adapt to our 

far less decent and beautiful dressing habits. This is a clear infringement on the right 

to religious and cultural liberty of Muslims and members of other religions in 

Germany, France, or other countries. Therefore I would passionately defend the right 

of Muslim women teachers in Western Europe to wear the veils and dresses their 

religion asks them to wear. Something similar applies to many other realms. 

Another important condition of a cosmopolitan society of peace is this: the 

fascinating experience of entering into the world of another civilization should lead us 

to an even intensified and deepened adherence to all truth about man, world, and God 

and to all genuine values that we find in our own as well as in other civilizations, 

habits, traditions, arts, and religious practice and experience. A truly open-minded 

attitude that is ready to learn from others, ought to be inspired by loving truth more 

than any tradition in which we have our own roots. What is more, if our own tradition 

or an aspect of our civilization is less close to genuine values and to truth than another 

civilization, we should appreciate the other one more; and if we find elements in our 

ways of living that are opposite to true values, we should eliminate them as far as 

possible. I would take one big further step and say: we should always be ready to give 

up our own cultural and historic roots upon perceiving elements in them that are not 

good or true or beautiful and to abandon even our religion if it clashes with truth and 

authentic values. At the same time, we should also be strictly determined not to 

abandon adherence to any value and truth which we sincerely believe to have found in 

our culture and faith, even if such a commitment should cost our freedom or life. 

Certainly, wherever our philosophies or religions exclude each other, we cannot hold 

the other one to be equally true, and this contains a potential for conflict or at least 

involves opposite convictions. But this conflict neither has to imply a clash nor a war 

nor terrorism but can lead to a peaceful community of members of different 

civilizations and religions, to deep friendships in mutual respect, as long as the above 

mentioned three conditions are met. 

A still deeper foundation of peace than rational dialogue and the unconditional 

respect for human rights is charity. If a truly charitable spirit reigns, as members of all 

civilizations and religions can find it embodied in persons such as Socrates, St. 

Francis, Gandhi, or Mother Theresa, the encounter of civilizations will not give rise to 

a clash but to a charitable bond between civilizations that could lead to a new golden 

age of peaceful cohabitations. Some (though all-too few) elements of a peaceful life 

together of different civilizations have been achieved in some golden periods of 

history and there is no good reason why the 21
st
 century should not become again 

such a golden age. Of course, a universal brotherhood and “charitable kiss of 

civilizations,” so magnificently expressed in the words of Schiller’s Ode to Joy and 

above all in the music accompanying these words in the fourth movement of 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, is still far from us and the “clash of civilizations” is 

lurking around the corners of history – showing already now its ugly head in the Near 

and Middle East and in many other regions. Let us not blind ourselves to the facts by 

mere illusory words of a desirable universal world-peace: In the actual relations 



CLASH OR KISS OF PEACE BETWEEN CIVILIZATIONS? 67 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

between Jews and Muslims, Hindus and Muslims, Muslims of different sects, 

Christians of different and even of the same confessions, and in many other groups 

there exist frequently terrible tensions which throw profound darkness over many 

parts of the world. These tensions have deep-seated causes in the proud, impure and 

unloving hearts of men and women but not in authentic religion. 

In the face of this complex origin of tensions and its moral-spiritual dimensions, 

a purely economical and political “Roadmap to peace” in the Middle East has 

miserably failed and will continue to fail without an authentic cultural and ethical 

Roadmap to peace, of the sort the Research Center for Peace and Human Dignity in 

the International Academy of Philosophy in the Principality of Liechtenstein keeps 

investigating since over a decade. In the relations between Christianity and Islam in 

Europe, we have passed from a state of mutually ignoring each other to one of 

confrontation, which not only emphasizes differences that ought to be emphasized but 

fails to search for what unites us and to respect the consciences of the faithful of other 

religions. The same applies to the relations between many other civilizations and 

religions, such as the Islam and Hinduism or Buddhism. This is why we have to 

undertake the hard work of overcoming sources of violent conflict and commit 

ourselves in the often painful strife for justice and peace, for which Gandhi has 

become a shining and admirable example for members of all cultures and religions. 

His example and its extraordinary peaceful political and historical consequence, as 

well as that of the Solidarity-movement in Poland that contributed decisively to the 

unbloody end of the communist Soviet empire, shows once and for all that bloody 

clashes between civilizations and religions and states are no necessity at all and that 

an ethics and political struggle of non-violence is possible (Wierzbicki, 1992). 

 

V. Concluding Remarks – Some Observations, Some Prophesies and Some Pieces 

of Good Advice for the Roadmap to Peace 

 

Speaking of a brotherly kiss of peace versus a clash of civilizations, we need to repeat 

two other observations already made above but worth repeating: Potential and real 

clashes are not restricted to civilizations or even primarily found between them in 

politics and in private life. Clashes between good and evil individual persons are 

much more intense than between civilizations.  Just think of the divisions in Israel at 

the time of Moses or at the time of Jesus. Or consider medical ethics: physicians and 

nurses within the same culture and often in the same hospital clash more deeply in 

their views than physicians and nurses who belong to different civilizations but share 

profound common bonds (Seifert, 2004). Of course, there remains the great potential 

threat of a clash of civilizations as well. Therefore, only a comprehensive cultural 

exchange in the arts, sciences, in literature and philosophy, a dialogue based on 

mutual respect, an education to, and a culture of, peace can help to arrive at a 

veritable peace between members of different civilizations. 

Such a dialogue is often sought in a faceless, bloodless, emaciated so-called 

common basis built on money, business, and some vague elements of 

Weltanschauung, mostly relativistic indifferentism. This is without any doubt the 
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wrong pathway to peace and authentic cosmopolitanism. A truly peaceful dialogue 

does not have to shun the honest admission of the differences that separate us but 

ought to focus expressly on the authentic broad basis of shared values and truths. 

Any such authentic dialogue must be imbued by the profound respect for each person 

and each genuine element of civilization and culture, for personal dignity and 

fundamental human rights. On the religious level, it must aim at a universal 

agreement on a number of conditions of peaceful coexistence: granting full religious 

liberty to the faithful of other religions – not because of a relativistic abandonment of 

one’s own faith but because only the granting of full freedom is appropriate to the 

dignity of human persons and of the religious act; and only on the fertile soil of free 

assent religion can blossom. 

To the extent that all religions will be inspired by the respect for the faithful of 

other creeds and grant them full liberty to profess and practice their religion, the 

clouds of conflict will dissipate. Religions ought to resist the strong tendency to 

complete secularization and relativism as a condition for a culture of peace because at 

the end of this road their members would be left not with true peace but with 

nothingness. Instead all of us must rediscover the many, many shared values that truly 

unite us, and simultaneously rediscover the treasures in our own civilization and 

religion, and become rooted in the most foundational virtue: the unconditional love of 

truth coupled with supreme openness and loving respect for other persons. 

 

1. The “Golden Rule” as a Foundation of Peaceful Relations between Different 

Cultures and cosmopolitanism 

Acting on these simple principles and on the “golden rule” that unites Jews, 

Christians and Muslims with Laozi and other civilizations and religions, holds the key 

to peace reigning between civilizations and to an authentic cosmopolitanism. It is also 

closely related to the topic of solidarity so much emphasized by Max Scheler (Scheler, 

1970, 1973; Seifert, 1997). This golden rule has been expressed in very similar 

language in the Sacred Books of the Jews and Christians, but also in the Koran, in the 

books of Hindus and Buddhists, as well as in many philosophical writings and 

religious texts 

The golden rule is known to Christians from two Gospel passages: “Do to others 

as you would have them do to you.” (Lk 6:31); “In everything do to others as you 

would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets” (Math. 7:12). There 

is also a Jewish formula of the same principle (Leviticus, 19: 17-18): “17 You shall 

not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you 

will incur guilt yourself. 18 You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any 

of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.” It is 

likewise contained in the Book Tobit of the Bible: “Do to no one what you yourself 

dislike” (Tobit 4:15). An Islamic version of the golden rule is: “None of you is a true 

believer if you do not desire for your brother what you desire for your self,” (Hadith 

13, Al Bukhari); the Hindus formulate: “Do not do to others what would make you 

suffer if it were done to you.” This rule was already expressed much earlier in 

Confucianism: “In human relations, construed as those between one person and 

another, jen is manifested in chung, or faithfulness to oneself and others, and shu, or 
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altruism, best expressed in the Confucian golden rule, ‘Do not do to others what you 

do not want done to yourself’ ” (Encarta, 1994). The golden rule calls for an attitude 

that also underlies the deepest sense of Kant’s otherwise problematic formulation of 

the categorical moral imperative: namely that the maxim of our action should always 

lend itself to becoming a general law. 

The golden rule can be conceived in two very different but compatible ways: A). 

It can be seen as being rooted in a specific content of the nature and dignity of the 

human person, as it is formulated in Kant’s personalist formulations of the categorical 

imperative: “Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in 

another, always as an end and never as means only”(Kant, 2012, 54). “Act with 

reference to every rational being (whether yourself or another) so that it is an end in 

itself in your maxim” (Kant, 2012, 64).  This is much more than a general formal and 

self-sufficient principle of the moral law and of morally good acts, as Kant conceived 

it in his general ethical formalism and non-personalistic formulations of the 

categorical imperative, for example: “Act only according to that maxim by which you 

can at the same time will that it should become a moral law” (Kant, 2012, 44). 

B). The golden rule can, however, also be understood as a practical device which, 

when followed, makes us see what we ought to do concretely. In other words, the 

golden rule can be read as asking from us: Can you honestly want that what you 

inflict on others be inflicted by them on you? Can you will that they act towards 

yourself, your children and families, as you act towards them? To apply this principle 

recognized in virtually all religions in its fundamental role for ethics, is not only key 

to the moral and religious life of each religious and moral person but also to the 

foundation of peaceful cohabitation. It entails the conviction that we learn what 

corresponds to justice and love precisely when we mentally place ourselves in the 

place of the other, the object-person of our action, whether she be suffering, hungry, 

bitter, or only in need of receiving aid towards taking a last step towards her 

happiness (for example of being able to marry, as the tradition illustrates that ascribes 

to the bishop St. Nicholas having left three golden apples in the window of three poor 

girls so that they would have the dowry required by the family of their grooms). The 

change of standpoint and of looking at the world the golden rule requires, this seeking 

to think what we would desire or hope for, or what we would suffer from and shun, if 

we were placed in the position of the other, is extremely helpful for what is good. 

Precisely such a not looking at our actions from our own perspective but from the 

vantage point of the other, is not a purely formal principle from which we could 

derive the moral law or its content. Rather, it is an extremely helpful device for 

practicing the ability of empathetic knowledge, of sympathy, and of transcending our 

one-sided, nationalistic, chauvinist, racist, and other subjective and ego-centered 

attitudes and considerations. And as we recognize the contentful goods and evils to 

which this rule can be applied, we recognize concretely what is good and what is bad 

which requires knowledge of the content of concrete goods and values. In the attempt 

to apply the golden rule as a help towards seeing what concretely is right and wrong, 

we may for example ask: “Would we not demand our property back, while we refuse 

to return it to others? Would we not demand a right to return to our own country after 
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having been unjustly expelled from our homeland? Would we not want to receive at 

least compensation for lost property, be treated as equal before the law, receive relief 

when we hunger and thirst during a famine, etc.?, Would we consent to abortion, if 

our own lives were at stake?” 

Of course, such knowledge is not enough if it is not coupled with the will of 

fulfilling what the golden rule requires. The “golden rule” is a very distinct and 

discrete exhortation and moral imperative that, unlike such imperatives as “thou shalt 

not kill, steal, commit adultery, etc.,” does not have any concrete content and yet, by 

saying nothing, merely inviting us to consider what we would in such situation want 

the other person do or not do unto us, it says in a way very much or even everything. 

This rule is also based on a psychological and anthropological insight into the fact 

that we are in such an inevitable unity with ourselves that it is far easier for us to 

recognize any injustice, fault against love, cruelty, meanness, when we imagine them 

being committed against us. Of course, the main situation in which this rule is helpful 

is when what we suffer from another person is unjust or painful. In wrong acts that 

provide both us and our partner pleasure, we do to the other what we ourselves want 

them to do to us and yet the act may be very wrong, such as wasting all our time in 

games, or organizing a wild sex orgy. Yet in almost all other situations the change of 

“place” from ourselves as subject who performs an act to imagining ourselves being 

the object-person towards or unto whom the action would be done, immediately 

reveals the goodness or evilness of acts. The rule is in a sense merely another version 

of the commandment to love our neighbor as much as we love ourselves. If we 

followed strictly the golden rule formulated in almost all the religions that are called 

to coexist in the 21
st
 century and if mankind applied it rigorously, this would suffice 

as an ethical road-map and not just a map but a road, to universal peace and goodness, 

and thus a cosmopolitan culture in our sense of the term would result, because, in the 

attitude called for by this rule, we would gain insight into what is right and what is 

wrong, what is noble and what is mean, what is good and what is evil, and on such 

knowledge and an adequate response and life founded on it peace of a worldwide 

human community could arise, even if it’s true and far deeper community has many 

more conditions. One might also see Derrida’s chapters on hospitality and forgiveness 

in relation to cosmopolitanism – in spite of his deconstructive claims of the 

impossibility and contradictory self-cancellation of forgiveness – as signs of his 

recognition that some virtues and positive attitudes are conditions of genuine 

cosmopolitanism (Derrida, 2001). Mariano Crespo offered a solution of Derrida’s 

construction of an inner contradiction within forgiveness, taking important clues from 

Reinach’s brief phenomenology of forgiveness (Crespo, 2002; Reinach 1983, 1989, 

1989 c, 2012). 

  

2. Our historical fate is within our hands – history and free will 

I am not a prophet who can foretell at the end of these reflections whether humanity 

will ever live according to this golden rule, whether a majority of humans will respect 

the dignity of each human person or not, whether a clash or a kiss of universal 

brotherhood and peace will dominate the coexistence of civilizations in the twenty 
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first century, but I affirm with the present-oriented prophecy fitting for a philosopher: 

We are free persons (Seifert, 2011 a; 2011b). It is therefore up to us whether we will 

opt for the clash and make the evil choice in favor of unjust wars, terrorist acts, and 

bloody encounters – or opt for justice, forgiveness, peace and universal brotherhood. 

History is not dominated by some kind of impersonal law which could force 

bloodsheds and wars upon us, as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (Hegel, 1949) and 

Karl Marx have suggested, but on the contrary: history is above all a consequence of 

free wills, of human free choices, of goodness and, sadly, of the forces of evil and 

darkness (Kierkegaard, 1957/1958). If we recognize divine free will, history is also a 

synthesis and mysterious cooperation between divine providence and human free will 

and a drama of the finite versus infinite freedom. To Soeren Kierkegaard, Augustine, 

(Augustine, 1950, 1961, V.10), and Cornelio Fabro (Fabro, 1967) we owe a profound 

critique of this Hegelian view. 

If we recognize the tremendous role of our will and of which options we choose, 

we realize that the historical fate of humanity is largely in our hands. Thus we ought 

to wake up and choose the forces of light and justice and love and never act towards 

others in ways we would not want them to act against us. The future of history is not 

determined by material or even by a divine causality that would force us to opt for or 

against clashes and thereby ultimately exculpate man. We must not attribute the 

responsibility for our injustice and our crimes to nature or to God. Hegel’s thesis of a 

necessary unfolding of the world-spirit (Weltgeist) through a dialectical movement 

which entails different spirits of different epochs (Zeitgeist) which would dominate all 

individuals and ultimately be dependent on the world spirit and cause wars and 

clashes, is simply not true. There are no inevitable wars and clashes, but Plato’s 

insight applies: Our sort, while being dependent on a good God who takes personal 

care for those who do the good (as Socrates asserts in the Apology), is largely put into 

our own hands, as Plato says in the myth of ER (Plato, Rep., X.620a-621d). Applied 

to our topic: each one of us has to choose between peace and a clash of civilizations. 

Let therefore each one of us make the right choice. 

Humanity has the momentous chance of building a cosmopolitan world of a 

closer and more respectful community of civilizations than ever existed in the past, 

and in this respect a European Union in which since 67 years no more external war 

between its different states has raged, is a symbol of hope but no real fulfillment of 

the hope for a universal peace which includes all human beings. Humanity stands at a 

threshold of history and it got to choose its way, and hopefully will make the right 

choice, that choice it ought to make – the choice for a deep respect for each human 

life from the first moment of conception to the last moment, regardless of age, sex, or 

creed; let us choose to act according the golden rule and that pure love to all human 

brothers and sisters recognized as being united in the universal brotherhood of 

mankind, in which Vladimir Solowjew saw the innermost essence of the “Russian 

Idea” (Solowjew, 1988), so sadly perverted into its opposite by 20
th

 century Russia. 

The grasp of this objective universal brotherhood of mankind is powerfully embodied 

in the monumental synthetic unity of poetry and music of Schiller and Beethoven to 

which the lines quoted as Motto of this paper refer and which constitute a moving 

testimony and common reference point for all true cosmopolitanism, even though 
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they do so in a singularly powerful way for Jews, Christians, Moslems and other 

monotheists who believe in an all-holy and all-merciful personal God and father who 

created all of us and who loves each one of us. On the metaphysical and religious 

reference to God which this universal brotherhood objectively entails, I cannot enter 

here, nor can I unfold here even briefly the philosophical evidence and proofs for the 

divine existence and essence (Seifert, 2000; 2010). 

To conclude: Without falling into an utopian hope in no way justified through 

past and present history, we must never abandon authentic hope and must not cease to 

hold out to humanity its ideal vocation, ardently desiring its realization. May then this 

kiss to all men, women, and children, of which Beethoven and Schiller speak, so 

powerfully shaking the inmost soul, become the new Motto and paradigm for all 

mankind in the 21
st
 century and all future history. 

 

Refrences 

 
Allinson, Robert E., 2001. “The Myth of Comparative Philosophy or the Comparative 

Philosopher Malgre Lui,” Two Roads to Wisdom? Chinese and Analytic Philosophical 

Traditions, Mou, Bo (ed). Chicago: Open-Court: 269-291. 

Altwaijri, Abdulaziz Othman. 2002. The Conflict of Civilizations from an Islamic Perspective, 

La conception islamique de la lutte des civilizations. Rabat: ISESCO. 

Augustine. 1961. De civitate Dei, Eligius Dekkers, ed. Clavis patrum latinorum. C. Beyaert, 

Brugis - M. Nijhoff, Hagae Comitis (ed.), CC XLVII – XLVIII. 

—. The City of God, trans. M. Dods (New York: The Modern Library, 1950), 156–7, chapter 

5.10) 

Crespo, Mariano. 2002. Phänomenologie des Verzeihens, Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C. 

Winter. 

Derrida, Jacques. 2001. On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, London: Routledge.  

Encarta 1994. "Confucianism," Microsoft Corporation. Funk & Wagnall's Corporation. 

Fahrenbach, H.  (ed.). 1984. Wirklichkeit und Reflexion. Pfüllingen: Neske. 

Cornelio Fabro. 1967. l'Uomo e il rischio di Dio. Roma: Editrice.    

Habermas, Jürgen. 1998. “Kant's Idea of Perpetual Peace: At Two Hundred Years' Historical 

Remove,” in The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, C. Cronin and P. De 

Greiff (eds.), Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

—. 1984.  “Wahrheitstheorien, ” In H. Fahrenbach (ed.), 1984, 211–265. 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. Sämtliche Werke. Jubiläumsausgabe vol. XI. Vorlesungen 

über die Philosophie der Geschichte. Stuttgart: Frommann 1949. 

Held, David. 1995. Democracy and the Global Order. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Hildebrand, Dietrich von. Ethics. 2nd ed.  Chicago:  Franciscan Herald Press. 

Huntington, Samuel P. 1996. The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. 

New York: Simon and Schuster. 

Kant, Immanuel.  Foundations of a Metaphysics of Morals. 

—. 1968. Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten, in: Kants Werke. vol. IV,2. Aka-

demie-Textausgabe. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter & Co. 

—.  1788. Kritik der praktischen Vernunft. 

—.  1795/1796. Zum ewigen Frieden. Ein philosophischer Entwurf. Frankfurt and Leipzig: n.p. 

Kierkegaard, Soeren. Abschließende Unwissenschaftliche Nachschrift zu den philosophischen 

Brocken (Ges. Werke 16. Abteilung) Teil I und II. (Düsseldorf/Köln, Diederichs, 1957/1958). 



CLASH OR KISS OF PEACE BETWEEN CIVILIZATIONS? 73 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

Kleingeld, Pauline and Brown, Eric, "Cosmopolitanism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL  

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2011/entries/cosmopolitanism. 

Küng, Hans. 1997. Weltethos für Weltpolitik und Weltwirtschaft, München: Piper. 

McCormick, Peter 2002. When the Famine Comes In, Heidelberg: Winter University of 

Heidelberg Press. 

McLuhan, Herbert Marshall/Powers, Bruce R. 1989. The Global Village, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Reinach, Adolf. 1989 “Die apriorischen Grundlagen des bürgerlichen Rechtes, ” in: Reinach, 

Adolf, 1989 b: 141-278. 

—.  Sämtliche Werke. Texkritische Ausgabe in zwei Bänden, Bd. I: Die Werke, Teil I: Kritische 

Neuausgabe (1905-1914), Teil II: Nachgelassene Texte (1906-1917);  hrsg.v. Karl Schuhmann 

Barry Smith (München and Wien:  Philosophia Verlag, 1989): 141-278. 

—.  “The Apriori Foundations of the Civil Law,” transl. by J. F. Crosby, Aletheia III (1983), pp. 

xxxiii-xxxv; 1-142. 

—. “Über Phänomenologie,”  in: Adolf Reinach, Sämtliche Werke. Kritische Ausgabe mit 

Kommentar, Bd. I: Die Werke, Teil I: Kritische Neuausgabe (1905-1914), Teil II: 

Nachgelassene Texte (1906-1917), 531-550 

—.  “Concerning Phenomenology”. Transl. from the German ("Über Phänomenologie") by 

Dallas Willard, The Personalist 50. Spring 1969: 194-221. 

Reynolds, Jack. “Jacques Derrida (1930-2004),” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/derrida/#SH7c. 

Scheler, Max. 1955. Das Ressentiment im Aufbau der Moralen. In: Scheler, Vom Umsturz der 

Werte. Bern-München: Francke-Verlag. 

—. Wesen und Formen der Sympathie. Gesammelte Werke Bd. VII. Bern and München: 

Francke Verlag, 1973), 6. ed. 

—.  The Nature of Sympathy. Transl. by Peter Heath. New York: Archon Books. 1970. 

—. 1966. Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik, 5th ed. Bern and 

München: Francke. 

Schiller, Friedrich. 1776-1788. [Gedichte], 164. Digitale Bibliothek vol. 1: Deutsche Literatur, 

82319 (Schiller-SW vol. 1, 133). 

Seifert, Josef. 1976. Was ist und was motiviert eine sittliche Handlung? Salzburg: 

Universitätsverlag A. Pustet. 

—. 2000. Gott als Gottesbeweis. Eine phänomenologische Neubegründung des ontologischen 

Arguments.  Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C. Winter, 2. Aufl. 

—.  2010. Erkenntnis des Vollkommenen. Wege der Vernunft zu Gott, Bonn: Lepanto Verlag. 

—.  2011 a. “In Defense of Free Will: A Critique of Benjamin Libet,” Review of Metaphysics, 

Volume LXV, Nr. 2, December 2011. 

—.  2011 b. “Can Neurological Evidence Refute Free Will? The Failure of a Phenomenological 

Analysis of Acts in Libet’s Denial of ‘Positive Free Will’,” Pensamiento. Revista de 

investigación e información filosófica, vol. 67, núm. 254, Ciencia, filosofía y religion. Serie 

especial no 5 (2011), 1077-1098. 

—.  Max Scheler‚ “Principle of Moral and Religious Solidarity,”Communio, XXIV/1 

(Spring, 1997): 110-127. 

—. 2004. Philosophical Diseases of Medicine and Their Cure, Philosophy and Ethics of 

Medicine, Vol. I: Foundations. Boston-Doordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/derrida/#SH7c
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Archon_Books&action=edit&redlink=1


74 JOSEF SEIFERT 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

—. 2009a. Wahrheit und Person. Vom Wesen der Seinswahrheit, Erkenntniswahrheit und 

Urteilswahrheit.  De veritate – Über die Wahrheit Bd. I. Frankfurt/Paris/Ebikon/Lancaster/ 

New Brunswick: Ontos-Verlag. 

—. 2009b. Der Streit um die Wahrheit. Wahrheit und Wahrheitstheorien. De Veritate – Über 

die Wahrheit: Bd. II. Frankfurt / Paris / Ebikon / Lancaster / New Brunswick: Ontos-Verlag. 

Solowjew, Wladimir. 1953. Theoretische Philosophie. Deutsche Gesamtausgabe der Werke 

von Wladimir Solowjew, Bd. VII, ed. Wladimir Szylkarski. Freiburg im Breisgau: Erich 

Wewel Verlag. 

Weidenbaum, Murray. Greater China: The Next Economic Superpower?. St. Louis: 

Washington University Center for the Study of American Business, Contemporary Issues, 

Series 57, February 1993, pp. 2-3. 

Wierzbicki, Alfred Marek 1992. The Ethics of Struggle for Liberation. Towards a Personalistic 

Interpretation of the Principle of Non-Violence. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 



  

 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

A COSMOPOLITAN ORDER: MORAL SOLIDARITY 

AND ETHICAL PLURALISM 

 

Barbara Entl

 

 

Abstract: the purpose of this essay is to develop a concept of a cosmopolitan order 

that facilitates both moral solidarity and ethical pluralism in the globe. Doing so, I 

will explore both Jürgen Habermas’ and Seyla Benhabib’s reconstruction of the 

Kantian cosmopolitan project. I then discuss a concept of a cosmopolitan order 

that can guarantee global justice in terms of basic human rights and, 

simultaneously, promote human happiness and renovating nations and peoples. 

 

THE EVOLUTION from the aspiration for international norms of justice to the 

aspiration for cosmopolitanism has transformed the way of how citizens should be 

treated and how international and global affairs should be handled in our time. World 

peace and human rights are among the watching words of our time and part of the 

spirit of our time. Notwithstanding, philosophers today engage in a heated debate on 

what kind of cosmopolitan order that we ought to have. This is good. Having a long 

tradition as it does, the ideal of cosmopolitanism itself is also historically evolving. In 

this essay, I first explore two important theories of cosmopolitanism today—that is, 

Jürgen Habermas’ and Seyla Benhabib’s view on the subject-matter. I then propose a 

concept of a cosmopolitan order that sets its footing not only on the norm of basic 

rights, but also on the principle of happiness. That is, a desirable cosmopolitan order 

should be a rights-centered order of global justice on the one hand and an order for 

promoting human happiness and renovating nations and peoples on the other hand. It 

should bring moral solidarity on the one hand and accommodate ethical pluralism on 

the other hand. It should be an order wherein those parenthetical contradictions such 

as cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism, as well as unity and diversity would be 

seen from a dialectical perspective.  

I do not think that it is out of style to talk about the principle of happiness as an 

operation principle in a cosmopolitan order in our time, though I may swim against 

the wave here. It is my contention that a viable cosmopolitan order is for human 

happiness; a desirable cosmopolitan order must be able to accommodate different 

centers of happiness of different cultures and peoples. That being said, I shall clarify 
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at the outset that my concept of a viable cosmopolitan order is humanistic, not 

utilitarian. In my approach, the principle of happiness co-operates with the principle 

of global justice in terms of basic human rights. In my approach, the principle of 

happiness is also a main source of the normativity of a good cosmopolitan order. I 

shall also clarify that insisting the principle of happiness as an operational principle of 

a cosmopolitan order in our time; I have no problem with the concept that a 

cosmopolitan order ought to be a juridical one — that a central idea in Habermas’ 

cosmopolitan vision. My sole purpose is to emphasize that the principle of happiness 

should be an operational principle of a cosmopolitan order geared to world peace and 

promotion of basic human rights. 

I 

In the West, traditionally, the aspiration for a cosmopolitan order is always one for 

universal moral solidarity. This can be traced back to ancient Greek philosophy. In 

ancient time, the touchstone concept for such an order of universally moral solidarity 

is the concepts of universal good and universal ethics. In modern period, Kant retuned 

the ideal of cosmopolitanism in terms of basic cosmopolitan rights, e.g., the rights of 

universal hospitality. Kant’s ideal thus lifts up the aspiration of cosmopolitanism in 

which a violation of rights is considered to be universally wrong, and the norm of a 

cosmopolitan right is an unwritten code of constitutional and international law (Kant, 

1972, 142). Near all present thinking about cosmopolitanism takes its cue from Kant. 

Kant’s ideal of cosmopolitanism contains two ideas that become the touchstone 

of present cosmopolitanism: (1) The idea of a cosmopolitan order as an order of 

global justice or cosmopolitan justice; and (2) The idea of a cosmopolitan order as a 

kingdom of basic human rights. These two ideas epitomize modern cosmopolitanism 

as a philosophy of human rights and enthrone the language of basic rights as the 

language of a cosmopolitan order today. The wide appeal of cosmopolitanism today is 

due in no a small measure to these two Kantian ideas of cosmopolitanism. Against 

such a backdrop, noteworthy, in Kant, the consideration of happiness is not a source 

of moral obligation. As a result, the concept of happiness and that of human suffering 

are marginal in Kant’s philosophy of cosmopolitanism. Accordingly, the principle of 

happiness is not a guiding and operational principle of Kantian cosmopolitanism, 

even though Kant conceived a cosmopolitan order to safeguard perpetually world 

peace. In other words, Kant more or less purchased the idea of cosmopolitan rights at 

the cost the idea of happiness.  Equally crucial, the focus in Kant's concept of a new 

cosmopolitan order is on cosmopolitan solidarity, though Kant emphasized the 

inviolability of national sovereignty — an emphasis that can be interpreted as a last 

defense of ethical plurality. 

This leads us to Habermas. So far as the subject-matter of cosmopolitanism is 

concerned, Habermas is a Kantian in bone and in substance, though he is generally 

recognized as a philosopher of critical theory. Habermas’ most recent development of 
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the Kantian project inherits Kant’s insight and illusion. In The Inclusion of the Other, 

Habermas summarizes the Kantian vision of a cosmopolitan order as the following: 

 
The republican order of a democratic state founded on human rights calls for 

something more than the weak regulation of belligerent international relations by 

international law. Rather, the legal principles implemented within single states 

should lead ultimately to a global legal order that unites all peoples and abolishes 

war (Habermas, 1998b, 165).  

 

According to Habermas, the Kantian vision has two crucial features: (1) its objective: 

world peace; abolishing wars; and (2) cosmopolitan laws of justice in terms of basic 

human rights. In such an order, “all forms of the state are based on the idea of a 

constitution which is compatible with the natural rights of men, so that those who 

obey the law should also act as a unified body of legislators”(Ibid.). Therefore, 

Habermas’ reconstruction does not focus on the issue of what cosmopolitan order we 

ought to have, but on the issue of how to realize the Kantian ideal of a cosmopolitan 

order. The metaphysical question of what is a cosmopolitan order is considered to be 

settled by Kant in Habermas.  

Noteworthy, the Kantian cosmopolitan principles are characterized as “legal 

principles” by Habermas. Accordingly, the Kantian cosmopolitan order is proclaimed 

explicitly to be a legal order in which the principle of basic human rights functions as 

both the guiding and the operational principle. Cosmopolitan rights and cosmopolitan 

law, not human happiness and morality, remain the crucial parameters for Habermas 

in his reconceptualization of the Kantian cosmopolitan project. For this reason, 

following Kant, Habermas conceives the call for world peace, which a cosmopolitan 

order should  safeguard, to be a call from the principle of global justice grounded in 

the norm of basic human rights, not a call from the principle of human happiness. 

This Habermas’ move leads him further to develop a concept of a cosmopolitan order 

as one of three levels of legal order: the national, the international, and the global or 

super-national. Habermas firmly commits himself to search for a global order under 

the rule of law. More crucially, as a staunch defender of the ideal and integrity of 

modernity, Habermas is less sympathetic to nationalism and ideas of national values 

or cultural values. Correspondingly, the issue of happiness is also marginal in the 

concern of cosmopolitanism. 

As a result of the above, for Habermas, the task to revitalize the Kantian idea of a 

cosmopolitan order is a procedural one; it is to locate the possibility and conditions 

for a political constitution of a world society; it is to define the legitimate process in 

which a legitimate cosmopolitan order can be built. Habermas’ central question of a 

cosmopolitan order is more or less reformed Kantian one: How is a juridical 

cosmopolitan order without a world state possible? This question leads some further 

sub-division questions: How are laws of global justice possible? How is a global 

constitution possible?  How is a legitimate world constitution defining a legitimate 

cosmopolitan order possible? Accordingly, Habermas’ interest focuses more or less 

exclusively on how to develop a legitimate world constitution and building a 

constitutionalized global order without a world government. In Habermas’ view, a 
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political constitution is the totality of basic laws of a cosmopolitan order. It is the 

foundation for all laws of global justice.  

Now, for Habermas, a legitimate constitution of a cosmopolitan order must meet 

two conditions: (1) it is democratically established; and (2) universally justifiable.  

How to develop such a constitution possible? In his 2007 essay “A Political 

Constitution for the Pluralist World Society” and elsewhere, Habermas offers a three-

dimensional transformation of state-centered international laws into cosmopolitan 

laws without a world state: (1)The federalist notion of “divided sovereignty” and a 

“multi-level system”; (2) “The distinction between two types of constitution that 

might be combined in a new way in the constitution of a world society without world 

government”; (3) “The temporal pattern of incremental advances in the 

constitutionalization process, initiated and backed by governments rather than by 

citizens” (Habermas, 2007, 333). Here, Habermas’ reconceptualization of the Kantian 

project of a cosmopolitan order addresses directly these two questions: (1) How is a 

constitutionalized cosmopolitan order without a world state possible?; (2) How is a 

cosmopolitan constitution or a constitution of the world society possible without a 

world state?  

Along this line, in Europe: the Faltering Project, Habermas argues for further 

three conceptual renovation — that of statehood, of democratic constitution, and of 

civic solidarity (Habermas, 2009, 112–118). Though his focus falls on how to realize 

the Kantian ideal, not to reconstruct the substantial content of the Kantian ideal, 

Habermas does move beyond Kantian in some aspects. Most importantly, Habermas 

rejects Kant’s unconditional recognition of the sovereignty of a state in a 

cosmopolitan order in both the Inclusion of Other and the Divided West. For him, 

cosmopolitan laws of global justice as giving due to human rights should also be 

binding on individual governments and their officials, negating related sovereignty of 

nation-states. By this token, in front of cosmopolitan laws of justice in terms of basic 

human rights, national sovereignty is not inviolable. Noteworthy, doing so, 

unfortunately, Habermas also rejects the concept that each nation or people has its 

own center of happiness and value in a new cosmopolitan order. This is exhibited in 

his two emphases in the Inclusion of the Other: (1) the overriding power of the global 

human rights politics over national sovereignty; and (2) his view on the relation 

between group rights and individual rights in the matter of inclusion and the primacy 

of the latter over the former. In both emphases, he is profoundly correct in 

emphasizing global human rights politics with law as its necessary mediation. 

Responding to this, my concern here is the question about what is the relation 

between the idea of national good or the communal good of a nation-people and 

global human rights politics. As I shall see it, the concept of national good and 

happiness should not simply vanish or be marginalized. The same can be said of the 

relation between group rights and individual rights. Habermas’ may be correct in 

insisting the primacy of the latter over the former. Still, the concept of communal 

good and happiness should not simply vanish or be marginalized. At least, we are 

much better off with having the concept of communal good and happiness in a further 

cosmopolitan ethics. 
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In light of the above, I would like to press some concerns here. Above all, in 

addition to the principle of basic human rights, are there other guiding and operational 

principles of a cosmopolitan order? Here, at issue is not merely that the application of 

cosmopolitan laws of justice should take into consideration of cultural values. It is 

that in reality, the principle of human happiness should also be a guiding and 

operational principle of a cosmopolitan order so that a cosmopolitan order is in 

principle not only geared for universal moral solidarity, but also ethical pluralism, just 

as the Europe project is not merely geared to develop the moral and legal solidarity of 

European nations, but also to develop the European identity and value. Buddhism 

may be incorrect in suggesting that happiness should be the only guiding principle of 

universal ethics. That being said, learning from Buddhism and other oriental 

philosophies, we should recognize that to talk about a global order without 

emphasizing human happiness is a serious inadequacy. Here, the principle of human 

happiness may suggest that a cosmopolitan order be grounded in both global justice 

and humanitarian morality, not in either alone. Notwithstanding, a justified 

cosmopolitan order enables, not eliminates, ethical pluralism; that is, a justified 

cosmopolitan order enables also different peoples to pursue diverse courses of 

happiness.  

A cosmopolitan order, like any other political orders, is justified and called for 

not only because it is right, but also because it promotes and safeguards human 

happiness and reduces human suffering. Safeguarding world peace is an important 

way to promote human happiness in the globe. This amounts to saying that happiness 

is the purpose, world peace is the instrument. A cosmopolitan order is called for also 

because it is good and it is a call of the prudential reason. A cosmopolitan order 

cannot be good if it does not allow different people to pursue diversely happiness, 

including diverse kinds of happiness and good. Therefore, cosmopolitanism 

presupposes its opposite, multi-culturalism, as we are taught by traditional Chinese 

yin-yang dialectics. More crucial, a good cosmopolitan order itself is a combination of 

opposites and an order of unity with diversity. A cosmopolitan order should be 

normatively justifiable. A justified cosmopolitan order is not only much cognitively 

and morally acceptable, but also ethically prudential. 

As a result, I would like to propose follows. First, a legal-political constitution of 

a new global order must enable us to deal with cultural diversity and cultural values 

and aspirations more democratically and competently. Second, a legal-political 

constitution of a new global order should bring about not only normalization of 

practice and institutions in the globe, but also a new ethical toleration of humankind 

amid the diversity of humankind. Third, a legal-political constitution of a new global 

order should bring about not only a global, legal order, but also universal human 

values and standards of happiness, of which toleration of cultural diversity itself is a 

value. In short, a legal-political constitution of a new global order should be a 

constitution that both brings about unity and tolerates diversity. The task that we face 

to reconstruct the Kantian-Habermasian ideal of a cosmopolitan order is not merely a 

procedural one, but al substantial one — that is, it not merely how to realize the 

Kantian-Habermsian ideal, but also to reconstruct the substantial content of the ideal 

itself. 
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By this token, the task to locate the “mid-wife” of a cosmopolitan order as 

emphasized by Habermas is important. That being said, the question of what “baby” 

the “mid-wife” should help to deliver is equally crucial. In other words, the task to 

locate the mother and father of a cosmopolitan order is equally crucial, if not more 

important. In this context, Habermas’ rejection of what he calls “human right 

fundamentalism” both is illuminating and leaves something to be desired (Habermas, 

1998b, 200-201). It is illuminating in the sense that human right fundamentalism 

betrays the ideal of cosmopolitanism and global justice, not strives for it and that 

global human rights politics should be mediated by global laws of justice. It leaves 

something to be desired in the sense that perhaps, the problem is not merely a political 

use of the concept of human rights; in the international arena, the problem can be that 

illegitimate violation of a nation/people’ sovereignty and cultural way may be 

unreflectively done under the cover of protecting universal human rights. I am not for 

extreme multiculturalism or what Habermas calls “militant multiculturalism” here. I 

am for cultural inclusion which recognizes different legitimate centers of happiness in 

different cultures and nation-peoples. 

In sum, my critical response to Habermas is that we need to reconstruct the 

substantial content of Kant’s concept of a cosmopolitan order, not merely to find a 

way to enact the Kantian project. Kant conceives the cosmopolitan order merely in 

terms of a set of cosmopolitan rights. Habermas has not expanded this concept of a 

cosmopolitan order. Essentially, Habermas’ new version of a cosmopolitan order is 

still one co-extensive with that of global justice as Kant’s is. We shall turn to Seyla 

Benhabib at this point.  

 

II 

 

Behabib’s view on cosmopolitanism is also within the Kantian tradition. She 

recognizes that Kantian cosmopolitanism is anchored around the concept of 

cosmopolitan rights. She thus calls Kant’s version of cosmopolitanism and its various 

contemporary versions, including hers, “another version of cosmopolitanism”, under-

scoring their differences from Grecian or Stoic cosmopolitanism. Drawing from 

Kant’s cosmopolitanism, Benhabib’s version of cosmopolitanism also “imagines a 

global order which the idea of human rights is an operative principle of justice, with 

mechanisms of global governance established especially for their protection” (Fine, 

2009, 8). In it, cosmopolitan norms are norms of global justice geared to honor, 

protect, and maintain human rights. Benhabib climbs to a higher point on Kant's 

shoulder. Benhabib makes no bone of that. In “The Philosophical Foundations of 

Cosmopolitan Norms,” the first of her own two essays, she recalls Kant and the 

Kantian legacy particularly.  Benhabib brings in the historical progress since World 

War II in recognizing universal human rights to rekindle the Kantian ideal. In 

particular, “since the UN Declaration of Human rights in 1948, we have entered a 

phrase in the evolution of global civil society, which is characterized by a transition 

from international to cosmopolitan norms of justice” (Benhabib, 2006, 15-16). Thus, 

the norm of human rights in Benhabib is more substantial than the Kantian one whose 

paradigmatic example is the universal right of hospitality. 



A COSMOPOLITAN ORDER. 81 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

In light of the above, Benhabib's version of cosmopolitanism is another version in 

three senses. In one sense, it is grounded particularly in the concept of basic human 

rights, which demarcates it from other versions of cosmopolitan ethics or moral 

philosophy, e.g., Grecian cosmopolitanism or Stoic cosmopolitanism. Noteworthy, in 

its departure to Grecian cosmopolitanism, Benhabib's cosmopolitanism also 

marginalize the principle of happiness. In another sense, contrasted to various 

interpretations of cosmopolitanism today, Benhabib advocates the concept of 

cosmopolitanism as “a normative philosophy for carrying the universalistic norms of 

discourse beyond the confines of nation-state” (Ibid.18).  In a further another sense, 

her version of cosmopolitanism conceives a cosmopolitan order to be not only moral, 

but also legal, an order that not only gives rise to advices, but also imposes legal 

obligation. More crucial, such a global order is one based on basic human rights. In 

her own words, Benhabib follows “the Kantian tradition in thinking of 

cosmopolitanism as the emergence of norms that ought to govern relations among 

individuals in a global civil society” (Ibid., 20).  

As a result, no wonder, Benhabib's question is how to have a cosmopolitan order 

as a legal order, not merely a moral order. Also, Benhabib wants to purchase a 

cosmopolitan order with the price of multi-culturalism, though she explicitly 

emphasizes on global democracy. Like Kant and Habermas, the concept of happiness 

is marginal in her version of a new cosmopolitan order. Benhabib highlights her 

version of cosmopolitanism with addressing three interrelated questions, as they arise 

in the Arendt-Jaspers exchange: (1) “What is the ontological status of cosmopolitan 

norms in a post- metaphysical universe?”; (2) “What is the authority of norms that are 

not backed by a sovereign with the power of enforcement?”; and (3) “How can we 

reconcile cosmopolitan norms with the fact of a divided mankind?” (Ibid., 70). 

Following Kant’s footsteps, Benhabib also thinks of “cosmopolitanism as the 

emergence of norms that ought to govern relations among individuals in a global civic 

society. These norms are neither merely moral nor just legal. They may be best 

characterized as framing the ‘morality of law,’ but in global rather than a domestic 

context” (Benhabib, 2006, 20). Benhabib’s conceptual renovation is to 

reconceptualize Kant’s concept of “cosmopolitan right, which concerns relations 

among civil persons to each other as well as to organized political entities in a global 

society” and therefore to reconceptualize the ideal of a cosmopolitan order centered 

on the idea of individual persons’ cosmopolitan rights (Ibid., 21). By this token, the 

values of a nation or people, the national pathos of happiness, and individual pathos 

of individual persons’ happiness do not constitute a class of consideration in a project 

of building a cosmopolitan order. Noteworthy also, like Habermas, Benhabib also 

takes for granted that the concern of world peace and the concern of global justice are 

more or less identical. For this reason, the concern of world peace, which is pivotal in 

Kant, is pushed back to the background so deep to be no ascertainable. 

Unlike Habermas, Benhabib does not see much conceptual limitation in Kant’s 

centralist concept of a world republic modeled after the French Republic nor does she 

see any necessity to renovate Kant’s concept of constitution amid the absence of a 

world government. Her question is simply how to recapture the Kantian concept of a 

cosmopolitan republic as a human-rights regime in the world today, moving the 
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regime from a moral one to a legal one as well. In connection with this, her question 

is also in what sense cosmopolitan norms such as basic rights are not merely moral, 

but also juridical. Her project of cosmopolitanism is devoted to “carrying out the 

universalistic norms of justice of discourse ethics beyond the confine of the nation-

state” (Ibid., 18).  

Correspondingly, Benhabib’s signature contribution to the discourse of 

cosmopolitanism today is in answering the question of how to realize the Kantian 

ideal of cosmopolitanism. According to her, the road to a cosmopolitan order is what 

she calls a “democratic iteration”, “through which cosmopolitan norms come to 

acquire positive legal status” (Post, 2006, 4).  By democratic iteration, Benhabib does 

not mean either some kind of formal procedure of legislature or informal 

customization of what are considered to be cosmopolitan norms. Rather, she means a 

process wherein citizens can “reiterate these principles and incorporate them into 

democratic will-formation process through argumentation, contestation, revision and 

rejection” (Ibid.) In other words, democratic iteration is a comprehensive cultural, 

institutional process in which cosmopolitan norms are conceived, spread, and 

institutionalized globally as well as locally. “Democratic iterations are complex ways 

of mediating the will-and opinion- formation of democratic majorities and 

cosmopolitan norms” (Benhabib, 2006, 45). And the objects of the global will and 

opinion that must be formed through democratic iteration are the contents of global 

justice and the contents and range of basic human rights. 

Noteworthy here, Benhabib holds that democratic iteration as described above 

can translate morally cosmopolitan norms into legal or positive laws. Thus, Benhabib 

in effect follows Kant to subordinate law to morality and does not buy Habermas’ 

view that “legal norms stems from the decisions of a historical legislature” (Habermas, 

1998a, 124). That being said, Benhabib also replaces the Kantian mid-wife as some 

revolutionary events with the mid-wife as a democratic process. Also for Benhabib, 

such a process is not merely procedural, but also moral and substantial, and is one of 

global will-opinion formation process. In comparison to Habermas who focuses more 

on developing kind of a legitimate but formal world constitution, Benhabibs focuses 

more on embodying what are considered to be cosmopolitan norms of justice in basic 

social institutions of nations and peoples in the globe. Thus, for example, Habermas is 

obsessed with the concern of reconstruction of United Nation as a governing body. 

Benhabib is preoccupied more with “iteration” of public discourse on universal 

human rights.  

Though Benhabib correctly insists that a cosmopolitan order should be 

understood both in the moral sense and in the legal sense, her vision of a 

cosmopolitan order has also some shortcomings. First, in content, her version of a 

cosmopolitan order is exclusively one of basic human rights. Cosmopolitan obligation 

arises exclusively from respecting a person’s basic rights. By this token, the 

foundation for global solidarity is exclusively the norm of basic rights. Second, her 

version of a cosmopolitan order is exclusively one of global justice. Third, 

accordingly, for Benhabib, as it is for Kant, consideration of happiness is marginal in 

cosmopolitanism. Fourth, like Habermas, Benhabib sets aside the concept of 

happiness in her project of cosmopolitanism. To talk about a cosmopolitan order for 
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world peace without the concept of happiness is a serious inadequacy. Therefore, 

though Benhabib conceives cosmopolitan norms to constitute the morality of laws, 

her concept of cosmopolitan morality and ethics is essentially Kantian.  

That being said, unlike Habermas, Benhabib recognizes the problem of 

multiculturalism. The author of The Claim of Culture and a distinguished feminist 

thinker herself, Benhabib may not advocate multiculturalism in her vision of 

cosmopolitanism. Still, she recognizes that “the tension between universal human 

rights claim and particularistic cultural and national identities is constitutive of 

democratic legitimacy. Modern democracies act in the name of universal principles, 

which are then circumscribed within a particular civic community” (Benhabib, 2006, 

32). Thus, unlike Habermas’ single-mindedly talk about cosmopolitan norms, the 

concept of value is not totally absent in Bahabib’s vision of a cosmopolitan order. 

Therefore, democratic iteration is also intended as a bridge mediating “moral 

universalism with ethical particularism”. 

In spite of the above, Benhabib’s insightful view needs some remedies. We still 

need to ask the question of what cosmopolitan order we ought to develop today. As I 

shall understand it, a cosmopolitan order should have not only normative 

requirements of cosmopolitan justice giving due to cosmopolitan rights, but also 

normative requirements of humanity giving due to aspirations for happiness and 

particular values. It is not only an order of solidarity, but also one of inclusion. 

Inclusion presupposes of diversity and is of course inclusion and toleration of 

differences. In short, a cosmopolitan order is not merely a regime of cosmopolitan 

rights, but also a republic of human happiness and human goods. Also, along this line 

of approach, we should recognize that from time to time, the interests of peace and 

that of justice may differ. The situations in Middle East, Africa, and other parts of the 

world today should remind us of this. 

Furthermore, with regard to the question of how to translate cosmopolitan moral 

norms into cosmopolitan legal norms, in my opinion, we would be unjustified to 

assume a natural transition from cosmopolitan morality to cosmopolitan jurisprudence 

here. Anything else, law has what Habermas calls “facticity” that morality has no. 

Two further points are also worth being stressed. First, Habermas’ distinction 

between acceptability and acceptance finds its accrued value here. Just as acceptance 

itself does not presuppose acceptability, acceptability itself does not presuppose 

acceptance. Thus, the acceptability of cosmopolitan norms alone still does not make 

them globally juridical norms. There must be acceptance of them and institutions to 

enforce them in the globe. Second, as Habermas points out, moral norms and legal 

norms differ in at least three areas: cognitive, motivational, and organizational (Ibid., 

114—115).Thus, for example, the development of cosmopolitan juridical norms 

involves a transition from the cognitive indeterminacy of cosmopolitan moral norms 

to cognitive determinacy of cosmopolitan laws. The transformation presupposes an 

overcome of the organizational deficiency of cosmopolitan moral norms. “The law 

presents itself as a system of rights only as long as we consider it in terms of its 

specific function of stabilizing behavioral expectation. These rights can take effect 

and be enforced only by organizations that make collectively binding decisions” (Ibid., 

130).  
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Benhabib says rightly that cosmopolitan norms of justice frame “the morality of 

laws” and “signal the eventual legalization and juridification of the rights claims of 

human beings” on the earth (Benhabib, 2006, 20). I would not spend time worrying 

here that given that moral norms and legal norms are not identical, “the morality of 

law” cannot replace legal norms and principles of law themselves; that equally crucial, 

while the transformation of cosmopolitan moral norms into legal norms involve 

global democracy, not only individual persons participate in such a democracy as 

both cosmopolitan and national citizens, but also nation-states have important role to 

play. My question here is whether in addressing those world problems such as war 

and peace, hunger, environment, we need the principle of human happiness as an 

operational cosmopolitan norm, in addition to the norms of human rights. My 

question here is also that given participation of nation-states and nation-peoples in 

turn inevitably brings in multiculturalism, how best to address the matter of cultural 

inclusion and toleration and in such a context, whether the principle of happiness 

should be an operational cosmopolitan principle.  

In light of the above, we need a broader concept of a cosmopolitan order both of 

global justice and of human happiness. Kant envisioned a cosmopolitan order as a 

global legal order. The ongoing globalization increases the stock value and credential 

of the concept of a global legal order, especially, the development of regional, 

international, and global institutions (e.g., laws, treaties, and organizations) is a key 

benchmark of the progress of juridical globalization. That being said, we must not 

lose a perspective of the fact that cultural diversity is a permanent reality; we are 

better off by envisioning a cosmopolitan order that not only emphasizes global 

solidarity, but also entertains ethical-cultural pluralism.   

 

III 

 

We are in a position to develop a broad concept of a cosmopolitan order. In a broader 

concept, a cosmopolitan order is one geared for not only global justice, but also global 

human happiness; cosmopolitan norms of obligation include not only norms of global 

justice, but also norms of happiness. As the principle of human happiness is in play, a 

cosmopolitan order which I would like to argue for here emphasizes the global human 

bond among all human beings, peace and cooperation among peoples as a core value, 

universal compassion for human suffering as one of the basic human sentiments, and 

toleration and inclusion of cultural values as an important norm.  

What we should build is not only a new world order, but also a new one in which 

human happiness is promoted. If peoples and nations are not happy in a new world 

order, what is the point of building a new world order? If individual persons are not 

happier in a new world order than they were in the old world order, what is the point 

to talk about a new global order? By this token, a cosmopolitan order which I argue 

for here implies follows: (1) Norms and standards of action are geared to promote 

happiness; they are to safeguard world peace; (2) Our practical identity which is 

indispensable for our sense of happiness is a practical reason for action and a source 

of all reasons and value; (3) concerns about values that are crucial to happiness will 

impose a specific class of ethical obligations in global human affairs, for example, 
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cultural toleration and inclusion; cosmopolitan laws should be conceived in terms of 

promoting happiness and eliminating suffering. The ethics of happiness insists on 

"tolerance in other people's ways of thought" (Brown, 1987, 65). Cosmopolitanism 

and multi-culturalism are not incompatible. 

I would like to make an even stronger claim: the purpose of world peace is 

human happiness. In other words, world peace is important because it is an 

indispensable condition for endurable human happiness. But world peace itself is not 

the purpose, at least the highest purpose of human endeavor. Therefore, if we follow 

Kant’s idea that a cosmopolitan order should safeguard world peace, we should go 

beyond Kant’s vision to see that a cosmopolitan order should safeguard world peace 

in order to realize human happiness. We should follow Aristotle to see that happiness 

is the highest good. A cosmopolitan ethics without the principle of happiness is poor 

both in letter and spirit. The principle of happiness and the norm of basic rights are 

akin to yin-yang forces in Chinese philosophy, inseparable and mutually enhancing. 

That being said, global justice is still the main operating principle of a new 

cosmopolitan order and the norm of basic rights is still the touchstone principle of a 

cosmopolitan order. Meanwhile, the norm of happiness brings about a distinctive 

class of cosmopolitan human obligations that intersected with from obligation of 

justices, but not reducible to the latters. This can be seen in some situations of global 

affairs in which peace and the ends of some conflicts that produce speechless human 

suffering are not always achieved in manners that justice is served, but often in 

manners in which justice may be compromised momentarily.  All the same, one class 

of cosmopolitan obligations should be understood as obligations that arise from 

concerns of human welfare from the point of view of happiness than in terms of 

giving due to cosmopolitan rights. This class of cosmopolitan obligations is in line 

with Kant’s requirement of treating human beings as the purpose. They engrave and 

insert concerns of human suffering and happiness and the welfare of a person in the 

moral consideration and motivation. 

Recent works of Brian Berry, Thomas W. Pogge, and others have emphasized the 

human obligation to eliminate poverty in the globe. I find Pogge’s concept of our 

cosmopolitan obligation to eliminate world poverty particularly inspiring. However, 

Berry, Pogge and others all frame such a kind of cosmopolitan obligation in the 

language of global justice as giving due to basic human rights. For example, Pogge 

frames our cosmopolitan obligation to eliminate world poverty as obligation in terms 

of basic economic rights. In my opinion, it makes more sense to talk obligations of 

this category as obligations in terms of happiness. Indeed, in my opinion, what Berry, 

Pogge, and others have emphasized, in terms of economic rights, are obligations of 

human happiness. From them, we learn two things. First, the concerns of happiness 

and suffering are, and ought to be, crucial ones among core concerns of a 

cosmopolitan order. The concern of human suffering is the core of traditional 

humanitarian morality. Second, in a justified global order, there is such a thing called 

the legitimate interest and welfare of a nation-state or a people as a whole. Therefore,  

we do better in emphasizing directly and explicitly that the norm of happiness 

imposes a distinctive class of cosmopolitan obligations on humankind for humankind. 

In my opinion, we do better by recovering the Confucian insight that if we lose a 
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sense of commiseration for human suffering, we lose part of our human nature. In my 

opinion, the key is to understand that the global obligation to eliminate global poverty 

belong in the category of a class of obligations of humanitarian ethics, which is 

centered on the concept of happiness. It is a class of obligations of human values and 

human happiness, not a class of obligation of global justice as giving due to basic 

rights.  

A further point is this. In a world full of cultural conflicts, world peace calls for 

not only global justice, but also sensitivity to human values and human happiness. In 

this context, the consideration of human values must do justice to different cultural 

values which different peoples hold dearly, and the consideration of human happiness 

must recognize that different peoples may have different centers of happiness and 

gravity of happiness. Here, it is helpful to recall Vaclav Havel. At his acceptance 

speech to the award of the Liberty Medal at Independence Hall, Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, on the 4th of July, 1994, the 218th anniversary of the Declaration of 

Independence, Havel said: 

 
The single planetary civilization to which we all belong confronts us with global 

challenges. We stand helpless before them because our civilization has essentially 

globalized only the surface of our lives. But our inner self continues to have a life 

of its own … Because of this, individual cultures, increasingly lumped together by 

contemporary civilization, are realizing with new urgency their own inner 

autonomy and the inner differences of others. Cultural conflicts are increasing and 

are understandably more dangerous today than at any other time in history … The 

abyss between the rational and the spiritual … the universal and the unique 

constantly grows deeper (www.theosociety.org/pasadena/sunrise/44-94-5/iss-hav1).  

 

As Havel noted, multiculturalism is an inherent reality of our time wherein various 

cultural selves each has a life of their own and cultural values and centers of 

happiness do matter. This amounts to saying that a viable version of cosmopolitanism 

must be able to accommodate such a reality; a plausible version of cosmopolitanism 

should not “treat nationalism, religion and at least strong version of ethnicity as the 

‘bad other’ to cosmopolitanism’ and not neglect “social solidarity” (Habermas, 2007, 

287). Only a concept of cosmopolitanism that takes the principle of happiness and 

peace as a core operational principle and value in its own right can accommodate the 

reality of multiculturalism most adequately. 

The principle of happiness says at least follows. On the one hand, as a 

cosmopolitan citizen, each of us has an obligation to contribute to build world peace. 

As part of the global human community, each nation and people has an obligation to 

commit to world peace. On the one hand, the claim of the obligation to world peace is 

a distinct, independent claim in its own rights. While it may be intertwined with the 

claim of global justice, it is not reducible to the latter. The principle of world peace 

has more to do with human happiness than with other norms. Therefore, a class of 

cosmopolitan norms of humanitarian obligation arises from the norm of happiness 

and world. They issue: (a) negative commandment: If one is committed to world 

peace and human happiness, one ought not to do X; (b) positive commandment: if one 
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is committed to world peace and human happiness, one ought to do Y. All the same, 

there is such a claim that “this is something we human beings do not do because we 

are human beings” — a claim that imposes normative obligation on us. There is also 

such a claim that “this is something that we human beings must do for the sake of 

world peace and human happiness” — a claim also imposes a normative obligation on 

us.  

In sum, in my opinion, we are better off by having a humanistic concept of a 

cosmopolitan order that is broader than either a legal concept or a moral concept or a 

merely combination of the legal and the moral. We are better off to have a broader 

concept of a cosmopolitan order whose norms of cosmopolitan obligation can put into 

at least three categories: (1) giving due to human rights; (2) giving due to human 

values, including cultural values; (3) giving due to human happiness, including 

recognition that different peoples have different centers and gravity of happiness. 

 

IV 

 

In conclusion, we need to revise our concept of cosmopolitan norms. On the one hand, 

in terms of content and scope, we should conceive cosmopolitan norms to include 

both the norms of justice as giving due to basic rights and norms of happiness as 

giving due to basic human values and human nature. In terms of nature, we should see 

that cosmopolitan norms are not only norms of normalizing human conducts, 

practices, and institutions in the globe, but also norms of promoting human happiness 

and welfare; cosmopolitan norms are not only norms of integration with sanctioning 

force, but also norms as standards of nurturing human nature and transforming 

humankind for better.  
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TRANSFORMATIVE MODES OF CHINESE 

COSMOPOLITANISM: A HISTORICAL COMPARISON 
 

John Zijiang Ding

 

 
Abstract: Chinese traditional thinkers attempt to examine cosmopolitanism through 

metaphysical, ethical, aesthetical, and utopian imagination. They transform the 

examination of cosmopolitanism from the geographical to ethical-political. The 

conceptualization of Chinese cosmopolitanism has had four dimensions: 1) the 

concept of the supernatural being and superhuman being through certain 

ontological and cosmological imagination; 2) the concept of the natural being 

through the geographical environment; 3) the concept of the human being through 

the centralized ruler ship to govern the entire society and all lands; and 4) the 

concept of the moral virtue，ethical valueand utopian idea through self realization, 

self perfection, self purification and self transformation. This article will justify 

seven transformative modes of Chinese cosmopolitanism through a philosophical 

comparison.   

 

COSMOPOLITANISM EXAMINES the relations among nations, groups, or 

individuals, and how they can be morally, culturally, economically and politically 

unified as a global community. Through the cosmopolitan approach, we verify and 

justify the relationship between global justice and universal justice, finally leading to 

the concept of universalism. Universalism may not be as implausible as some 

contemporary philosophers believe. The real world seems to call for universalism 

such as universal justice, and universal values. If we should go back the ideal of 

universalism, we then face questions of cultural-linguistic translatability. Global 

justice, cosmopolitanism and universalism should be regarded as Three-in-One or 

Threefold Truth as they are inter-related, inter-acted, and inter-transformed. This 

article will examine the transformative modes of Chinese cosmopolitanism through a 

historical comparison.   

 

I. A Brief Review of Western Cosmopolitanism 

 

In a sense, Socrates’ thought is based on universalism and cosmopolitanism. He 

considers himself a member of the cosmos, and his philosophical examinations are 

always extended to all human beings, rather than just certain people. According to 

Plato, the Sophist Hippias says: “Gentlemen present… I regard you all as kinsmen, 

familiars, and fellow-citizens — by nature and not by convention; for like is by nature 

akin to like, while convention, which is a tyrant over human beings, forces many 

things contrary to nature” (Protagoras, 337c7-d3). Stoicism advocates that all people 

are manifestations of the one universal value and should live in universal love and 

help each other in a brotherly manner. For instance, Diogenes claims, “I am not an 
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Athenian or a Corinthian, but a citizen of the world”（Epictetus, Discourses, i. 9. 1）.  

From a theological view, Epictetus maintains: "Each human being is primarily a 

citizen of his own commonwealth; but he is also a member of the great city of gods 

and men, where of the city political is only a copy" (Ibid., ii. 5. 26). Stoic 

cosmopolitanism influenced Christianity and even modern political thoughts, as T. L. 

Pangle suggests that “…our historical situation conduces to a revival of the Stoic 

cosmopolitan vision, which is centered on the idea of a more or less radical 

transcendence of national allegiances and boundaries (Pangle, 1998, 235-262). Early 

Christianity supported an idea of cosmopolitanism, as St. Paul claimed that "there is 

no distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, 

Scythian, slave or free” (Col. 3:11). 

Since Socrates, many great Western thinkers have been more or less influenced 

by this moral and social ideal. It is important to highlight these themes of universal 

rights and mutual consensus because they illustrate crucial transitions from classical 

cosmopolitanism to modern cosmopolitanism. “As is widely recognized, Stoic and 

Thomist cosmopolitanism were sources of considerable inspiration for several key 

Enlightenment philosophers, such as Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), John Locke (1632-

1704), F. M. A. Voltaire (1694-1809), and Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826)” (Brown, 

2011).  

 

I-1 Kant’s Revolutionary Theory of Cosmopolitanism 

Immanuel Kant launches a revolutionary way to justify cosmopolitanism. For him 

cosmopolitanism can be defined as being “the matrix within which all the original 

capacities of the human race may develop.” He supports “cosmopolitan law,” in 

which individuals have rights as “citizens of the earth” rather than as citizens of 

particular states. He argues: 

 
Purposeless savagery held back the development of the capacities of our race; but 

finally, through the evil into which it plunged mankind, it forced our race to 

renounce this condition and to enter into a civic order in which those capacities 

could be developed. The same is done by the barbaric freedom of established states. 

Through wasting the powers of the commonwealths in armaments to be used 

against each other, through devastation brought on by war, and even more by the 

necessity of holding themselves in constant readiness for war, they stunt the full 

development of human nature. But because of the evils which thus arise, our race is 

forced to find, above the (in itself healthy) opposition of states which is a 

consequence of their freedom, a law of equilibrium and a united power to give it 

effect. Thus it is forced to institute a cosmopolitan [my italics] condition to secure 

the external safety of each state…The impact of any revolution on all states on our 

continent, so closely knit together through commerce, will be so obvious that the 

other states, driven by their own danger but without any legal basis, will offer 

themselves as arbiters, and thus they will prepare the way for a distant international 

government for which there is no precedent in world history. Although this 

government at present exists only as a rough outline, nevertheless in all the 

members there is rising a feeling which each has for the preservation of the whole. 

This gives hope finally that after many reformative revolutions, a universal 
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cosmopolitan condition, which Nature has as her ultimate purpose, will come into 

being as the womb wherein all the original capacities of the human race can 

develop (Kant, 1784). 

 

Kant’s examination of cosmopolitan right is widely regarded as the philosophical 

origin of modern cosmopolitanism. According to his deontological methodology, the 

rational idea that a peaceful international community of all human beings can be 

created is a principle of cosmopolitan rights which is an obligation on all nations to 

facilitate travel and trade and to unite for the purpose of creating universal laws to 

regulate their relations (Ibid., 1970, 172). For O. Höffe, Kant is systematically a 

cosmopolitan, “not only in the political, but also in the philosophical sense.” Höffe  

argues that Kant accepts a more "moderate" universalism based on principles that can 

be applied in heterogeneous contexts and in diverse cultures and traditions (Höffe, 

2006, 64-65). From a theoretical perspective, Kant resumes some of the most relevant 

aspects of holistic universalism, namely an understanding of rationality going beyond 

egoistic interests as well as the aim to establish a universal order.   

 

I-2 Habermas’ Revolutionary Theory of Cosmopolitanism 

Jürgen Habermas, one of the most influential philosophers in the world, attempts to 

reconstruct Kant's cosmopolitanism for today’s needs. For him, the social 

development has provided the new challenge to Kantian theory of cosmopolitan right 

and justice. Habermas has combined universalism, cosmopolitanism, and global 

justice for his whole theoretic framework, as A. Bogdandy and S. Dellavalle conclude: 

Habermas presents an innovative theoretical basis for a constitutionalist, universalist 

project of global order and provides elaborate reasons why a universalist project 

should be pursued. “His constitutionalist project does not amount to a celebration of 

international law as it stands; in that respect it is very different to many contributions 

on the constitutionalization of international law in legal scholarship. Rather, it sets out 

a far reaching transformative agenda that might serve as a regulative idea, informing 

transformative work of scholars, politicians and lawyers, depending on what is 

conceived to be feasible at the international level in our times” (Ibid. , 29).  

N. Walker examines the explicit linkage in the recent work of Habermas about 

cosmopolitanism and the constitutionalization of international law. For him, 

Habermas previous thinking on the constitutionalization of international law has 

tended either towards the utopianism of world government or the modest ambition of 

attaching the constitutional label to certain material developments in transnational 

regulation – in particular the human rights regimes and the institutional structure of 

the UN as developed through state agreement – Habermas looks for an intermediate 

solution. This will involve a modest range of institutions and functions at the global 

level, in particular around peace and human rights, but founded on a broader and 

more popular basis than state agreement. The potential and urgency of the Habermas 

proposal lies in its opposition less to the other constitutional visions and more to the 

alternative and increasingly tangible prospect of a lopsided international regime 

dominated by American perspectives. In Walker’ regard, to try to situate Habermas in 



92 JOHN ZIJIANG DING 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

the debate over “the development of a new cosmopolitan project for the international 

order” is already to court a significant ambiguity. On the basis of his corpus of 

academic work, Habermas is probably the most influential social theorist of his 

generation. There are few if any significant streams of thought in transnational 

sociology, international political theory, international relations and international legal 

theory which do not today invoke his work as a reference point, whether affirmatively 

or critically, and, of course, the same has long been true of the domestic state- or 

society-bound domains of these disciplines. “Jurgen Habermas is also a prominent 

global public intellectual of our times. His formidable intellectual reputation has 

given him a platform from which he may pronounce on a wide variety of matters of 

political moment and moral concern; where, to put it crudely, he is listened to and is 

capable of making a difference as much for whom he is as for the quality of his ideas 

and insights” (Walker, 2005, 1).  

According to Habermas, 1) a cosmopolitan order should be moral, civic, juridical, 

legitimate, political, plural, democratic, negotiating, institutional, international, 

transnational, and postnational; 2) the emergence of international public law is central 

to a just global political order; 3) a global political order is the continuation of the 

form of democracy based on human rights (Habermas, 1997, c7); 4) if a political 

community is based on the universal principles of a democratic constitution, “it still 

forms a collective identity, in the sense that it interprets and realizes these principles 

in light of its own history and in the context of its own particular form of life” (Ibid., 

2001, 117); 5) without a common ethical basis, institutions beyond the state must look 

to a “less demanding basis of legitimacy in the organizational forms of an 

international negotiation system,” the deliberative processes of which will be 

accessible to various publics and to organizations in international civil society (Ibid., 

109); and 6) regulatory political institutions at the global level could be effective only 

if they take on features of governance without government, even if human rights as 

juridical statuses must be constitutionalized in the international system (Ibid., 2006, 

130-31). 

 

I-3 Some Interpretations of Cosmopolitanism 

For A. Bogdandy and S. Dellavalle, universalism, cosmopolitanism, and global 

justice are related. For instance, the concept of jus cogens can be linked to the 

assumption of a universal community of communication. This encompasses the 

totality of actors involved in international relations, including states and individuals 

understood in a cosmopolitan way; as it sets the core requirements for legitimate 

public action worldwide. The idea of a global political community spells out this 

concept within the theory of international relations. Hugo Grotius placed the secular 

foundation of international law’s universalism in an ontological postulation of human 

nature, which he saw determined by both a natural and a universal disposition of 

human beings to sociability. As Aristotle claimed, humans naturally tend to establish 

society, and this tendency extends globally. International law can be regarded as the 

common law of humankind containing the general rules of universal sociability. This 

interpretation of Western universalism grounds the law of nations in a view of every 

human being’s natural reasoning, regardless of his cultural or religious background. 
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Certainly, universal sociability is less “thick” than its counterpart within the borders 

of single polities. Nevertheless, it is strong enough to bear the responsibility for a set 

of general minimal or “thin” norms guaranteeing the orderly and essentially peaceful 

interaction of peoples and individuals beyond the borders of their countries. The idea 

of a naturally sociable humankind as the basis of a universal order informs a 

universalism increasingly independent from Christian tradition. “Notwithstanding its 

paramount significance in shaping the universalistic perspective of international law, 

this understanding of order also shows at least one unresolved shortfall. The founding 

assumption of the existence of a global community including all individuals and states 

and of common fundamental values is little substantiated within this strand of 

thinking” (Bogdandy, 2009, 12-13).  

The idea of a naturally sociable humankind as the basis of a universal order 

informs a universalism increasingly independent from the Christian tradition. 

“Notwithstanding its paramount significance in shaping the universalistic perspective 

of international law, this understanding of order also shows at least one unresolved 

shortfall. The founding assumption of the existence of a global community including 

all individuals and states and of common fundamental values is little substantiated 

within this strand of thinking” (Ibid., 2009, 12-13). Benedict Anderson points out,  

“In an age when it is so common for progressive, cosmopolitan intellectuals 

(particularly in Europe) to insist on the near-pathological character of nationalism, its 

roots in fear and hatred of the Other, and its affinities with racism, it is useful to 

remind ourselves that nations inspire love, and often profoundly self-sacrificing love” 

(Anderson, 1998, 141). For David Gress, there are three great errors of the Grand 

Narrative’s understanding of the West: 1. The Grand Narrative incorrectly holds to a 

false dichotomy of abstract ideal of liberty versus messy and immoral history. 2. The 

Grand Narrative incorrectly upholds Universalism: that liberty and democracy are 

universally valid. 3. The Grand Narrative falls prey to an “Illusion of newness”: that 

liberty begins with the Enlightenment and the American and French revolutions 

(Ibid.,1-2). With regard to David Held’s view, three key terms have defined his 

intellectual preoccupations: “democracy, globalization and cosmopolitanism. Each of 

these refers to a set of ideas as well social processes which have shaped, and continue 

to shape, our lives” (Held, 2010, ix).  

From the above mentioned conceptual and theoretical frameworks, we may find 

that Western cosmopolitanism has been examined by applying the six transformative 

modes: 1. The natural-artificial, such as the Sophist Hippias; 2. The theological-

secular, such as Epictetus and the Thomist; 3. The deontological-teleological, such as 

Kant; 4. The antinationalist-nationalist, such as Diogenes; 5. The institutional (or 

constitutionalist)-individual, such as Habermas; and 6. The philosophical-political, 

such as Kant and Habermas. 

 

II. A General Examination of Traditional Chinese Cosmopolitanism 

 

Traditional Chinese ethics generally emphasized moral inclusivism and social 

egalitarianism, such as “all men are brothers within the four seas,” and “the whole 
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world is one family.” Cosmopolitanism can be regarded as the defining feature of 

Chinese culture. Under extreme pressure from the West in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, China had no recourse other than to adopt nationalistic programs 

to extricate itself from a dire predicament. Nevertheless, “China’s natural inclination 

has always been towards cosmopolitanism. A cosmopolitan model does not separate 

state and society but instead makes a distinction between different roles and functions. 

Its aesthetic symmetry or beauty lies in its driving ethos: the harmonization of 

culture” (Bao, 2006, 144). There have been various anti-aggression wars in Chinese 

history. Patriotism (or nationalism) and cosmopolitanism are often presumed to be 

mutually exclusive, but Kant defends both. Perhaps Kant’s focus on one’s country is 

motivated by the idea that the appropriate subgroup smaller than humanity as a whole 

is the one that is the largest group that an individual can still feel personal devotion to. 

“But this idea is mistaken. Different groups whom one might wish to benefit may 

actually be larger than one’s country, depending on which group one is talking about 

and which country one lives… perhaps Kant’s argument might (wrongly) persuade 

someone in China, but it doesn’t work for Norwegians. In sum, Kant’s argument in 

the Metaphysics of Morals Vigilantius is insufficient to justify a duty to nationalist 

patriotism” (Kleingeld, 2003, 312-313). 

In Chinese thought, tianxia 天下 has been a significant concept related to the 

metaphysical imaginition, ethical identification, and also the political application. 

However, this term is very ambiguous, controversial, and debatable. Confucius’ and 

Mencius’ life purposes were to be "Correcting conscience, cultivating self, regulating 

the family, governing the state and pacifying the world" and "If you are unsuccessful, 

to moralize yourself; if you are successful, to moralize the whole world.” Traditional 

Chinese cosmopolitanism  focused on a concept called “tianxia,” which literally 

means “all lands and countries under Heaven.” Accordingly, the transformation of 

Chinese cosmopolitanism (tianxia), from the meaning of geographic space in the time 

of “Five Emperors (wu di 五帝) and Three Dynasties (san dai 三代)” to the universal 

ethics based on human-heartedness (ren) in the time of the Qin and Han, witnesses a 

critical change in the making of the Chinese people. The importance of Chinese 

cosmopolitanism is seen in its role in the preservation of a unified Chinese territory 

and in the integration of the Chinese people. The concept of cosmopolitanism (tianxia) 

is very important in the historical experiences and intellectual development of the 

Chinese people, theoretically guiding their unification amid diversity. It also acts as a 

source of spiritual stimulation for the Chinese people in their individual cultivation. 

“Chinese cosmopolitanism testifies that the tradition of any culture may positively 

meet new challenges posed at any time, provided its diverse resources are fully 

tapped ” (Chun, 2009).  

The political ideal of tianxia has recently been revived in mainland China by 

such thinkers as Zhao Tingyang and Yan Xuetong. However, For D. Bell, the political 

implications of tianxia remain unclear. He questions “What sort of political practices 

and institutions can be derived by the ideal of tianxia? And how do these practices 

and institutions differ from those put forward by liberal defenders of global justice 

and Marxist defenders of global communism?” C. Chang and K. Chen’s assumption 
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is that tianxia has its own genealogical trajectory and cannot be instrumentally 

adopted for political imagination. J. Dai considers the perils and possibilities of 

adapting historical universalisms such as tianxia, and the extent to which historical 

universalisms can impart both substance and methods to undertake an understanding 

of a new universalism. For him, new conditions of globalization, however, have 

created more spaces and conditions for universalisms and cosmopolitanism than 

available in the past century. Indeed, cosmopolitanism, if not universalism, is well-

nigh a necessary condition for sustainability.
1
 

As China is becoming an economic and political power, thinkers and writers are 

debating the theoretical implications of the traditional Chinese vision of world order. 

The notion of tianxia (all under heaven) embodies a worldwide public perspective 

rooted in Confucian moral and political thinking. This vision anchors a universal 

authority in the moral, ritualistic, and aesthetic framework of a secular high culture. 

Varied discourses indebted to tianxia have resurfaced in modern China in quest of 

moral and cultural ways of relating to and articulating an international society. These 

attempts to be part of the international community and to enter world history ran 

counter to the Western temperament steeped in the conflict of nation-states, in 

geopolitical rivalry, and in economic theory based on possessive individualism and 

imperialist expansion. These elements of capitalist modernity have fostered a divisive 

sense of mystified cultural difference and geographical inequality.
2
 

In J. Levenson’ s regards, Confucian literati accepted cultural differences as the 

way of the world. Although they made a distinction between the civilized and 

barbarians, they were aware that “the barbarians are always with us.” Confucian 

universalism cannot be construed as soft power or hegemony. It was “a criterion, a 

standpoint, not a point of departure.” Chinese left home to travel and settle in other 

countries, Levenson wrote, but “not one had any Confucian pretensions to be bearing 

out a Word,” as did Christian missionaries (Levenson, 1971, 24). According to P. 

Cheah, “Chinese mercantile culture and its Confucian basis are therefore to be regarded 

as modular or normatively cosmopolitan” (Cheah, 2000, 134). As ethical imperatives, 

philosophical tradition, or cultural politics that attempt to address the condition of the 

world today, “it is not surprising that a variety of perspectives and answers have been 

presented, yet contemporary discussions of cosmopolitanism and cosmopolitics  need 

a lot of translation in order to connect with both Chinese history and the 

contemporary context ” (Shen, 2009, 16).  

We may find that there are some distinctions between Eastern and Western 

cosmopolitanism. In the final analyses, Chinese thinkers have adapted and applied the 

following seven transformative modes. For philosophical usage, “mode” can be 

defined as a special form, type, pattern, method, framework or paradigm of “a 

complex combination of ideas”; “transformative mode” can be concerned as a 

changeable, exchangeable, interactable and alienative mode. The transformative 

                                                           
1Please see Tianxia Workshop, Stanford University:   

http://www.stanford.edu/dept/asianlang/cgi-bin/about/abstracts.php. 
2Ibid., “What is Tianxia?” 

http://www.stanford.edu/dept/asianlang/cgi-bin/about/abstracts.php
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modes or paradigm “emerged in response to individuals who have been pushed to the 

societal margins throughout history and who are finding a means to bring their voices 

into the world of research. Their voices, shared with scholars who work as their 

partners to support the increase of social justice and  human rights, are reflected in the 

shift to transformative beliefs to guide researchers and evaluators” (Mertens, 2008, 3). 

Historically, the theoretical modes of Chinese cosmopolitanism have been 

transformed by following the social conditions and social progress. 

 

III. Seven Transformative Modes of Chinese Cosmopolitanism 

 

Generally speaking, universalism and cosmopolitanism are two of the highest moral 

ideals for traditional Chinese thinkers. In traditional Chinese spirituality, all social 

ideals, moral purposes, teleological or consequential virtues, and justified terms 

should be universal, applying to all people. Confucianism, Daoism, Moism, and 

Chinese Buddhism really concern the origins, causes, nature, relationships, functions, 

interactions, and transformation of the universe through a superhuman power or 

supernatural being such as Tian 天 (Heaven), Tianming 天命(Mandate of Heaven), 

Dao (Way of Ultimate Reality), and Kong 空 (Sunyata — Great Nothingness or 

Emptiness). Almost all great Chinese thinkers have advocated certain universal moral 

rules to guide or govern social behavior and human affairs; these rules being 

Confucian Ren 仁 (Benevolence), Daoist Ci 慈 (Mercy), Moist Jianai 兼愛 (All-

embracing Love) and Buddhist Cibei 慈悲 (Compassion). The most common moral 

purpose or thread among these thinkers is to apply a universal value which transforms 

all human individuals (or as many as possible) from an ordinary person into an ideal 

or holy person embodying a universal moral quality.   

 

II-1 The Particular-Universal Mode 

Hierocles made a circle model of identity: the first one around the self, next 

immediate family, extended family, local group, citizens, countrymen, humanity 

(Nussbaum, 1997, 1-25). As the final social units, the families can be regarded as a 

basic harmonious component of Chinese cosmopolitanism. K. Chan argues that these 

spatially dispersed families constitute strategic nodes and linkages of an ever-

expanding transnational field with which a new of Chinese identity is emerging – that 

of the Chinese cosmopolitan (Chan, 2005, 116).  

Confucius intended to balance moral particularism and moral universalism. For 

him, “love more people, the better.” He extended his thought of love from all personal 

relationships in a family to all social relationships in a country, and then extended to 

all relationships between countries. In the Analects of Confucius, one of the most 

important ideas is “All men of the whole world are brothers.” Confucius’ theory of 

justice consisted mainly of equity, fairness, impartiality, integrity, equality, legitimacy, 

moderation, righteousness, and so on. Justice was one of the basic categories and the 

highest ethical principle of human nature; it was the ultimate ideal of individuals, 

families, countries, and inter-State relations. Cosmopolitanism which was based on 

the universal love was one of Confucius’ final social purposes. He advocated “the 
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whole world and all countries as one community” and “universal harmony in the 

world,” but also emphasized national self-identification of Chinese culture. Confucius 

claims: “There is one which runs through all my teachings” (Analects 15: 2).  

Laozi’s ethics is based on universalism. His Dao is the final key to all of human 

being, natural being, superhuman being, and supernatural being, including the entire 

society, whole environment, all things and heaven. For Laozi, as the female 

overcomes the male with tranquility, a country can win over a small or large country 

by placing itself below. The difficult can be handled while it is still easy. Great 

accomplishments begin with what is small. The wise always confront difficulties 

before they get too large. Handle them before they appear. Organize before there is 

confusion. Be as careful at the end as at the beginning, and there will be no failure. 

For Laozi, to practice justice is to demonstrate how the realization and transformation 

of Dao translates into fundamental rules controlling the society, nature, and universe. 

Like Laozi, Zhuangzi’s highest ideal was to construct a natural, inactive, 

unaggressive, unoppressive and non-exploitative society. This society was based on 

naturalism, egalitarianism, moral universalism, and primitive communism.  

For Mozi,
3
 all-embracing love (jianai 兼愛) is a mutual love based on social 

equality without difference and discrimination, lends to a happy order and social 

harmony, and is beneficial to all social members. In order to overcome conflicts, crises 

and other troubles, the law of all-embracing love should be followed through the 

interchange of mutual benefit. People always return love and benefit, or hatred and 

trouble to each other. All-embracing love is advantageous and easily practiced. If the 

superiors or rulers encourage this love by rewards and praise, and deter those against it 

by punishment and fines, people would move toward it. All-embracing love is the way of 

the sage kings, the principle to secure peace for rulers and politicians, and also food and 

clothes for the myriad people. Man with all-embracing love can provide benefits or 

utilities to more people and even the whole society, and establish a higher, harmonious 

order for human life in the long run.   

According to Zhu Xi, justice as a common reason was the first principle of 

Confucianism. A man must discern good and evil, right and wrong, justice and 

interests, and then transfer himself from an ordinary person to a sage by searching 

                                                           
3Mozi provides great contributions for philosophy, cosmology, physics, mathematics, engineering, 

and military strategy. Mozi’s main social ideas are: 1) Jiaai 兼愛 (All-embracing Love) and 

Feigong 非攻 (Anti-war): all people should love each other on an equal basis, and against any 

unjust wars and fighting between peoples and countries; 2) Shaongtong 尚同 (Unification) and 

Shangxian 尚賢(Election): rulers and people must be unified together and electing sages as 

officials or rulers; 3) Jieyong 節用  (Thrifty) and Jiezang 節葬  (Simple Funeral): against 

monarchy and aristocracy’s extravagance, especially against the Confucian value of deluxe 

funeral; 4) Tianzhi 天志 (Heaven Will) and Minggui 明鬼 (Spiritual Power): rulers would be 

punished if they contravened the will of Heaven and spiritual powers such as gods; and 5) 

Feiming 非命 (Non-determinism) and Feile 非樂 (Anti- entertainment): people’s lives are 

determined by "force" not “fate,” and entertainment is the harm of the world and therefore must 

be prohibited. 
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justice as the code of conduct. Zhu developed Confucian cosmopolitanism and moral 

universalism. He pointed out that only saints who had great political wisdom could 

achieve “the world of great harmony.” For him, “the whole world as one community” 

was the application of “the great Dao” or “the great root” which was “the attribute of 

mandate of heaven.” He considered “fairness for all countries” the ideal social 

purpose, and emphasized “to clarify and justify the explicit morality to all the people 

and all countries,” and “to achieve the great world unity.”  

In Wang Yangming’s thought, benevolence, justice, propriety, and wisdom are 

naturally manifested virtues. In educating the young, he recommended teaching filial 

piety, brotherly respect, loyalty, faithfulness, propriety, justice, integrity, and a sense 

of shame. Wang believed that "all things can be merged into an organic whole" as the 

form of the world is the ideal political order of human society. A man should love 

other people like he loves himself, and treat all people like he treats his own blood 

relatives in order to achieve a perfectly good social life. "All things in one" was the 

ideal social order which means “there is no barrier between you and me,” “all Chinese 

people are united as one,” and “all people in this world is one family.” Wang’s 

thought further deepens and developed Confucian cosmopolitanism for the needs of 

social changes. By following Confucius, the general worldview of Wang is wanwuyiti

萬物一體 (All in One or the Unity of All Beings). Wang supported a metaphysical 

universalism, and attempted to unify the human being, natural being, and supernatural 

or superhuman being as the Great One. He expressed his world view in the following 

words: The great man regards Heaven and Earth and the myriad things as one body. 

“He regards the world as family and the country as one person. As to those who make 

a cleavage between objects and distinguish between the self and others, they are small 

men. That the great man can regard Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things as one body 

is not because he deliberately wants to do so, but because it is natural to the humane 

nature of his mind that he does so. Forming one body with Heaven, Earth, and the 

myriad things is not only true of the great man” (Chan, 1963, 659). 

The basic purpose of Chinese Buddhism
4
 is to save people from suffering life and 

samsara, to help them share enlightenment, and to purify those whose minds have been 

lost in false views arising from hatred. Buddha enthusiastically advocated a universal and 

equal love for everyone, and did not approve of special love for particular things. For him, 

“Those who love nothing in the world are rich in joy and free from pain.” The following 

verses are from the beautiful and ancient Buddhist poem of the way of Righteousness 

(Dhammapada): Never in this world is hate, appeased by hatred; it is only appeased by 

love — this is an eternal law. Only by love, the way of Righteousness is convinced, will 

hatred cease. In another Buddhist literature — “Middle collection” (Majjhima-hikaya), 

we read the following: If someone curses you, you must repress all resentment, and make 

                                                           
4There have been significant interpenetration and interaction  between Confucianism, Daoism and 

Chinese Buddhism in Chinese history. Sakyamani (Buddha), founder of Buddhism, created a new 

religion by criticizing Hinduism. In his criticism, he emphasized religious equality and universal 

love. For him, human life is dukkha (suffering, unhappiness, or dissatisfaction). “Dukkha” has two 

causes — ignorance and desire. The ordinary people are bound by three fetters: passion, hatred, 

and stupidity; therefore we need wisdom and love (or compassion) to break these fetters.  
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the firm determination that “my mind shall not be disturbed, no angry work shall escape 

my lips, I shall remain kind and friendly, with loving thoughts and no secret spite.” If you 

are then attacked with fists, with stones, with sticks, with swords, you must still repress 

all resentment and preserve a loving mind with no secret spite. 

Accordingly, individual love is no good for Buddhist purposes, because it  means a 

limitation of freedom from everyday life. To a real Buddhist, his or her inner perfection, 

purification, self-realization, and finally salvation, are guided by the principle of love. 

There are six or more basic virtues which the bodhisattva (by the Mahayana School) 

practices in perfection during his career; one of these is “love”.  For Buddhists, “the joy 

of right love — the love of the good” and “love for Buddha-truth” are two important 

principles. There have been some debates about consistency among “emotional love” and 

“self-concentration,” “self-purification,” or “self-liberation.” Overall, “love,” 

“compassion,” “sympathy,” “mercy,” or “Benevolence” are significant in the full 

framework of Buddhism as the “right kinds of love.” For Buddha, the love his disciples 

should cultivate for all humankind should be universal in character. As a result, this 

universal love is different from the love of one individual for another, which is a very 

emotional, prejudicial, narrowed or illusive one among human beings. Unlike universal 

love, individual love — “unreal love” — actually could cause suffering and unhappiness 

in the life of human beings. For this reason, real love must be the outcome of an infinite 

withdrawal from ordinary life. In general, two Basic Schools — the Mahayana and the 

Theravada (Hinayana), have different emphases on “love”. The Mahayana school 

stresses universal love to save more people from suffering, but the Theravada School 

emphasizes self-love in order to purify oneself and attain personal enlightenment. 

In a sense, non-universal love, as unreal love, is one of ten fetters and twelve 

Nidanas (the linked chain of causes and effects) by which beings are bound to the wheel 

of existence. Clearly, this kind of love should be avoided and given up. In many Buddhist 

literatures, the “unreal love” has the same meaning as “lust”, “thirst”, “avidity”, and 

“desire”, in a very negative sense. It is interpreted as “coveting, and defiling attachment”; 

it is also defined as a love like that toward wife and children, and a pure love like that 

toward one's teachers and elders. This kind love is “the illusion, falseness or unreality of 

desire," or "the root of desire, which produces the passions.” A “loving heart” of an 

ordinary person is in fact “a mind dominated by desire”; finally, he is drowned in the 

river or ocean of desire, or is born in the fire of desire, or put in the prison of desire, and 

from the seed of desire, with its harvest of pain, would get the fruit of desire and  

attachment — suffering. For instance, one of so-called eight sufferings is the suffering of 

being separated from those whom one loves.  

“Unreal love” is just like poison which harms devotion to Buddha. In everyday life, 

the Karma of love which follows desire forces human beings into the bondage of rebirth 

and mortality by love of life. When dying, the illusion of attachment fertilizes the seed of 

future Karma, producing the fruit of further suffering. Therefore, “unreal love” could be 

a cocoon of desire spun about beings as a silkworm spins a cocoon about itself, or a 

wheel of desire which turns men into the paths of transmigration. In some Buddhist 

stories, there is the demon of love or desire, as a personified evil power, who controls the 

motives, intentions, and behaviors of human being. Logically, the transition from 
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everyday life to an enlightened life is the transition from non-universal love to universal 

love; in other words, only universal love according to the Bodhisattvas (Savior in 

Mahayana School) can help human beings achieve enlightenment.  

Noteworthy, even the Bodhisattvas themselves can achieve nirvana only through 

universal love. According to some Buddhist legends, universal love comes from the 

merciful light and the over-spreading cloud of Buddha's compassion. It means with 

compassion, all things succeed. Buddha asked Bodhisattva to use universal love or mercy 

as water to nourish life. Buddha had a former incarnation — king of merciful virtue or 

power (Maitribala-raja) — during which, as all his people had embraced the vegetarian 

life, Yaksas (wild demonic beings who are hostages of people) had no animal food and 

were suffering. The king fed five of them his own blood. One of the most important 

Bodhisattvas-Avalokiteshvara, as the power of the Buddha, appears — as his helper and 

embodies one of the two fundamental aspects of Buddhahood — great compassion or 

universal love (mahakaruna). He helps all beings who turn to him in times of extreme 

danger through his limitless compassion and love. In legend, Avalokiteshvara also 

protects from natural disasters and grants blessings to children. Interestingly enough, 

when Buddhism was disseminated to China and Japan, Avalokiteshvara became a female 

figure, the Goddess of Mercy with the Chinese name Guan-Yin 觀音 and the Japanese 

name Kannon; perhaps because a mother's love is boundless and unconditional. Indeed, 

in far Eastern Asian, the Goddess of Mercy, just like the universal mother, is almost a 

household word to everybody, as an incarnation and embodiment of universal love.   

Chinese cosmopolitanism gives rise to a form of ethical liberalism with the 

Chinese style, sustaining Chinese people in their social lives and cultivating their 

individual achievements. Chinese cosmopolitanism  not only reflects the geographical 

and ethical experiences of Chinese people that originated in their “Families (jia 家)” 

at the stage of patriarchal society, but also symbolizes the Chinese people in their 

acknowledging of the wider “geographic world” and developing universal values over 

more than two-thousand years. During the current age of globalization we should aim 

at mutual communication and benefit between human-heartedness (ren 仁) combined 

with rites (li 禮), as exhibited in Chinese cosmopolitanism, and universal human 

rights as exhibited in world pacifism. The universalistic claims of Chinese imperial 

culture constantly bumped up against, and adapted to, “alternative views of the world 

order, which it tended to cover with the rhetoric of universalism: this was its 

defensive strategy” (Duara, 1993, 3). 

From the above examination, we may discover that a very significant dilemma in 

the traditional Chinese culture is “negative individualism vs. positive universalism.” 

With regard to this point, the performance of so-called individualism may be 

contrasted with the overall performance of positive universalism. In Chinese tradition 

the individual was not central, and no conception of individual rights existed in the 

sense known in the United States. The individual's participation in society was not 

voluntary, and the legitimacy of government did not depend on his consent or the 

consent of all people. Individuals were not equal, and society was not egalitarian but 

hierarchical (Henkin, 1986, 26-27). The conception of individual rights is commonly 

contrasted with non-Western conceptions of the collective good to show not only that 
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the Western conception of rights is culturally peculiar to the West but also that “it is 

morally inferior in privileging individual self-interest over the common good” (Tao, 

1990). Chinese philosophy still assigned a great role to individuals; “this was a 

political individualism of a very different kind from that which the term calls to mind 

in the modern West” (Nathan, 1986, 138). Confucianism “regarded individuals as 

roots, and communities as leaves — individuals as foundations and communities as 

roots” (Hsieh, 1968, 280). For D. Bodde, “Confucian individualism” means that the 

individual must develop his creative potential so that he can fulfill “that particular 

role which is his within the social nexus” (Bodde, 1966, 66). There has been a serius 

dillimma between the traditional Chinese social ideas based on universalism and  the 

actual social practice based on particularism.  Universalism vs. Particularism defines 

the general social rules, ethical guidance and moral application.
5

 Normaly, 

universalism can be regarded as by following the good and right values for everybody, 

everything and any situation; but particularism emphasizes only certain concrete 

relationships and circumstances for individual people and special situationss. “China 

is a particularisticic culture where people look at relationships and circumstances in a 

specific situation to decide what is right. For the Chinese, the legal contract 

communicates a starting point for an agreement. As circumstances change so too 

should the terms of the agreement. For the Chinese, the situation and the particular 

individuals involved are what define relationship. ”
6
 

Tang Yijie, a contemporary Chinese philosopher, interrogates classical 

Confucian texts to read Chinese history and culture. From a series of dialectical 

exchanges in the Confucian texts, he invokes the idea of “harmony/integration in 

difference or he’erbutong. By integration Confucius did not mean B totally 

obliterating A, or vice versa; rather, he referred to A and B finding a point of 

confluence during their interactions, resulting in change that was mutually 

beneficial ” (Chan, 2005, 6). 

 

II-2 The Ontological-Ethical Mode 

According to Dale Snauwaert，cosmopolitans assert the existence of a duty of moral 

consideration to all human beings on the basis of a presupposed shared humanity and 

a concomitant universal duty of moral consideration. The duty of moral consideration 

in turn requires nations and peoples to conduct their relations with each other in 

accordance with ethical principles that properly instantiate the intrinsic value and 

dignity of a shared humanity. In turn, a cosmopolitan ethic is grounded in particular 

ontological presuppositions that necessitate the inner transformation of the moral 

agent. This understanding of what is cosmopolitan is explicated in Gandhi’s 

nonviolent philosophy. “This inner transformation, in turn, shapes the imperatives of 

an education consistent with a cosmopolitan ethic; an education for cosmopolitanism 

                                                           
5Universalism vs. Particularism is a concept forwarded by Fons Trompenaars. 
6Trompenaars, Fons. http://www.via-web.de/universalism-versus-particularism/.  
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should reclaim the relationship between the search for true and the good and the 

internal self-transformation of the student” (Snauwaert, 2009). 

Chinese philosophy and religion are inclusive, interactive, tolerant, and 

transformable. They continuously strive to promote a harmony, unification, 

interaction, communication and correspondence between Man and Heaven (or 

Nature), including universal harmony in the perfect world which transcends racial, 

cultural, national, religious, and other boundaries. All humans may or shall be 

transformed into members of the ‘ideal society’ through moral training, practice, and 

education by sages or saints. Like Socrates, the most leading traditional Chinese 

thinkers, advocated cosmopolitanism, and dreamt that all people, all races, and all 

human groups should become the members of a unified cosmopolitan community. 

This community comprising common moral values and ideals, based on the universal 

harmony of a great commonwealth or a “perfect society” . 

Generally speaking, Chinese traditional thinkers address the transformation from 

the speculative and abstract “conceptualization” to the practical and applicable 

“moralization”, as Confucius said: “The whole world is one community when the 

great Way prevails (大道之行也，天下為公)”
7
; and also As Zhuangzi said:  “With 

the heaven and the earth as the criterion, to bringing all things, to realize the 

harmonious world, and to bring happiness to the people (以天地為准則，養育萬

物，調和天下，恩澤百姓 ).”
8
 Accordingly, the transition from the geographic 

experience before the Qin to the cultural transformation of human-heartedness and 

rites witnessed the change of the Chinese cosmopolitan space from the emperors’ 

managerial spheres (jiatianxia 家天下) to the ethical imperatives of all Chinese 

people (gongtianxia 公天下). “In the sense of agglomeration, the Chinese people 

committed themselves more to a system of ethical values rather than merely to a 

geographic or territorial identity at this juncture. They came to appreciate universal 

ethical values exposed in gong tian xia rather than the geographic experience implied 

in jia tian xia” (Chun, 2009, 25). Mencius applies a quotation from Shujing 書經 (The 

Classic of History): 

 
Heaven populated the earth below, 

Made the people a lord 

And made him their teacher 

That he might assist God in loving them. 

“In the four quarters, neither the innocent nor the guilty escape my eyes, 

Who in the Empire dare be above himself?”9 

 

Kang Youwei
10

 advocated that “Yuan 元” (Ultimate Reality or Originality) is the final 

root of all things.”  In his Book of Great Harmony (Commonality), he emphasized: 

                                                           
7《禮記•禮運第九•大同篇》 
8《庄子天下篇》 
9In Mencius, translated by D.C. Lau, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1970, Book 1, Part B, 3. 



TRANSFORMATIVE MODES OF CHINESE COSMOPOLITANISM. 

 

103 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

“The vast Q 氣 (vitality) of Yuan forms Heaven and Earth.” From his “Ontological 

Yuan,” he pointed out that “Ren” (Benevolence) is a demonstration or performance of 

“Yuan” in the human affairs. For him, Dao of Confucius was deduced from Yuan, 

appeared as Ren (Benevolence) and Zhi 智 (Wisdom), and then developed all things. 

Consequently, "Ren" can be considered "the sea of all changes,” and “the roots and 

sources of all things.” He believed that the fundamental driving force of human 

evolution is "Ren." Kang’s highest social idea is his utopianism. “Great Harmony” 

has been a traditional Chinese social idea through the entire history of China. Kang 

had absorbed nutrients of advanced thinking from all times and different sources, and 

braced his own views.   

 

II-3 The Inward-Outward Mode 

The cosmopolitan perspective calls for a reclamation of the ontological perspective of 

Gandhi and Ancient Western philosophy. If we are to be capable of responding to the 

inherent value and dignity of all human beings, we must undergo an internal self-

transformation (Snauwaert, 2009). 

Confucianism emphasizes the transformation from the internal “self” or “mind” 

to the whole external “world” or “universe”, as Mencius said: “refine his personal 

virtue when in poverty, and help save the world when in success (窮則獨善其身，達

則兼善天下).”
11

 For Confucius, self cultivation involved not only educating oneself, 

but also picking up on the good traits in others and imitating them. Few indeed are 

those who are naturally filial towards their parents and dutiful towards their elder 

brothers but are fond of opposing their superiors; and it never happens that those who 

do not like opposing their superiors are fond of creating civil disorder. “The 

gentleman concerns himself with the root; and if the root is firmly planted, the Way 

grows. Filial piety and fraternal duty — surely they are the roots of humaneness.” 

(Analects 1:2)  “Great indeed was Yao as a ruler! Sublime indeed was he! It is only 

Heaven that may be deemed great, but only Yao modeled himself upon it. So 

boundless was he that the people were without the ability to put a name to him. 

Sublime was he in the works which he achieved and glorious in the accomplishments 

which he possessed” (Analects 8:19 ). 

The Great Learning (daxue大學) claims: “If human-heartedness is advocated by 

the emperor’s family, then the whole country may prosper through the principle of 

human-heartedness…. The Emperors Yao and Shun governed all under the heaven by 

the principle of human-heartedness and all people volunteered to be their subjects.” 

According to Confucius, “To subdue oneself and turn to propriety (rites) is perfect 

virtue (human-heartedness). If a man can subdue himself and turn to propriety, 

everyone under heaven would praise him as a man of perfect virtue” (Analects 12:1); 

                                                                                                                                           
10Kang Youwei (1858~1927) was a faithful follower of Confucius and Confucianism, and was 

committed to transform Confucianism into the state religion of modern China. He also was the 

main leader of the Hundred Days' Reform in 1898. He served as the first president of the 

Chinese National Confucian Association.  
11《孟子•盡心上》 
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“Is virtue indeed far off? I crave for virtue, and Lo! Virtue is at hand…The man of 

perfect virtue is one who, desiring to sustain himself, sustains others, and desiring to 

develop himself, develops others. To be able to draw from oneself as a parallel for the 

treatment of others, that may be called the way to practice virtue” (Analects 7:30) . 

Laozi, the founder of Daoism, recommends frugality to be prepared from the start 

and in order to build up inner power. In a sense, Dao De Jing 道德經  can be 

concerned as a guidance for self-cultivation, as Laozi said: 

 
And so the wise person: 

Embraces the One Thing, 

and becomes the Shepherd of the World. 

He does not show off, so he shines 

He does not promote himself, so he becomes famous 

He does not boast of himself, so he gets the credit 

He does not glorify himself, so he becomes leader. 

He just does not contend 

And so no one can contend with him (Dao De Jing 4:22). 

 

Wang Yangming systematically examined Liangzhi which is derived from Mencius’ 

idea, “The ability possessed by men without having been acquired by learning is 

innate ability, and the knowledge possessed by them without deliberation is Liangzhi” 

(Mencius 7A.15). Moral actions are relevant to the endeavor of self-cultivation, 

Liangzhi relates to substance that is indispensable to the endeavor of self-cultivation, 

there is no distinction between the external and the internal. Virtues produce an 

identical self to guide various actions responding to various situations. Liangzhi良知 

demonstrates itself in different moral actions in accordance with diversified social 

relationships and situations.The relationship between innate moral consciousness and 

moral actions is therefore in a form of one controlling many. Innate moral 

consciousness constitutes the authentic self. While principles of Heaven are external 

and alien, innate moral consciousness as virtues represents mostly self-demands of a 

moral agent. When a moral agent follows innate moral consciousness, he is acting at 

his own free will. Considering acting in accordance with innate moral consciousness 

is a process of the realization of self-satisfaction. A perfect action lies in the unity of 

the obtainment of propriety and the realization of self-satisfaction. The significance of 

emotions to innate moral consciousness embraces reason, emotions, and will at the 

same time. For Wang, a moral action springs from nature with the presence of 

emotions which are rooted in innate moral consciousness. 

 

II-4 The Egalitarian-Distributive Mode 

Confucius emphasized distributive justice. According to him, “Do not have to worry 

about poverty, just worry about inequality of wealth; do not have to worry about a 

small population, just worried about instability in the country.” Like Confucius, 

Mencius considered cosmopolitanism the highest ideal. He believes that “when the 

way of virtue and justice prevail, the whole world is one community.” One of his 
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most important thoughts was “the people should have their private property forever,” 

otherwise “The Great Harmony World” could not be achieved. 

Sun Yat-sen’s
12

 “Three People’s Principles” have affinity with Abraham 

Lincoln’s “government of the people, by the people, and for the people.” He 

attempted to apply those principles to transform the old China and to develop certain 

“socialist ideas.” His purpose was to bring people's livelihoods up to average wealth, 

and let all people have equal status in seeking their happiness. Sun combined 

nationalism and cosmopolitanism as a unit of two opposites, and neither can be 

neglected. He emphasized international pacifism, international egalitarianism, 

“universal love and universal harmony in the world,” and “the whole world and all 

countries as one community.”  

Mao Tse-tung's
13

 ideas of justice were too idealistic, utopian, and even too 

radical, however, sometimes too pragmatic, so it caused the Chinese society both 

positive and negative effects. Mao's "taking class struggle as the guiding principle" 

and “Continuing the revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat” make the 

escalating political movement, eventually led to the "Great Proletarian Cultural 

Revolution," and finally caused the Chinese society a serious crisis and catastrophe. 

Mao’s childhood was educated and enlightened in the Chinese classics. His youth was 

inspired by the reformist thoughts of Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, and then by the 

Communist influence through reading Marxist works. This is a fundamental reason 

why he always connected socialism and Communism logically with the Confucian 

idea of great harmony. In his article On People’s Democratic Dictatorship, Mao says: 

"Kang Youwei wrote the Book of Great Harmony, but he did not and could not find 

the way to attain the great harmony." In a sense, Mao was more cosmopolitan and 

modernistic than classic Marxism. His thought of global justice was based on his 

“Three World Theory.” For him, the United States and the Soviet Union were the first 

world; Western Europe, Australia, Canada, and Japan were the second world; Asia 

(except Japan), Africa, and Latin America were the third world. The first world was 

relatively rich, the second World was not too rich, but much richer than the third 

world. China belonged to the third world. Because of political and economic reasons, 

China could not be with the richest and the richer, but only with the poorer countries. 

Just because of the conflicts and contradictions between those three worlds, there 

would be poverty, hatred, suffering, turmoil, unfairness, dissatisfaction, inequality, 

global injustice, international exploitation, and people’s revolutions; and just because 

of imperialism in this world (Russia is also known as social-imperialism) would cause 

wars, even world wars. Mao supports the third world people for peace, national 

independence, liberation struggles, and provided the economic assistance for the 

construction of the developing countries. Generally, Mao advocates egalitarianism, 

moral relativism, Utopianism, anti-colonialism, anti-capitalism, anti-imperialism, and 

anti-hegemony. In order to achieve the Chinese-style of socialism, he combines 

                                                           
12Sun Yat-sen (1866~1925) was the first president and founding father of “Nationalist China”. 
13Mao Tse-tung (1893~1976) was the leader of the Chinese Communist Revolution.    



106 JOHN ZIJIANG DING 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 

realistic nationalism and utopian cosmopolitanism for his theoretic framework of 

Global justice.  

Sun Yat-sen’s and Mao Tse-tung’s ideas were formalized right before or after 

May Fourth Movement. If we say that the West used the Chinese tradition as a 

counter-discourse to Enlightenment ideology, in a characteristics incorporation of 

non-Western material for Eurocentric purposes, this recognition or endorsement 

meant to the neo-traditionalists that the Chinese tradition as such could harmoniously 

coexist with modernity, and that they could be Chinese and Western at the same time. 

“This conscious desire to be both is perhaps a more egalitarian form of 

cosmopolitanism than the exclusively Westernized vision of May Fourth intellectual 

who conflated cosmopolitanism with Occidentalism” (Shi, 2001, 174). 

 

II-5 The Rational-Mystical Mode 

According to C. Bender, metaphysical practitioners’ past lives provide a window into 

the understandings of the past that help to shape their identities and perspectives. 

“…we can understand their role as shaping a mystical cosmopolitanism” (Bender, 

2010, 153). For Christianity, the ideal of cosmopolitanism has been based on 

mysticism.  Relatively speaking, Eastern rationalism is more intuitive, mystic, and 

practical. For Confucius, justice is a rational basis for establishing a perfect social 

order.  He who learns but does not think, is lost! He who thinks but does not learn is 

in great danger…. What the superior man seeks is in himself; what the small man 

seeks is in others…. He who conquers himself is the mightiest warrior (Lunyu 2.15).  

Most traditional Chinese philosophers have focused their attention on the roles of 

the “heart-mind”. Confucian scholars positively stress intuitive mentality or mental 

intuition, as Mencius maintains, “the function of the eyes and ears is not thinking, for 

they are only blocked by objects.” “The function of the mind is thinking. Think and 

then you gain, otherwise you gain nothing.”  Accordingly, the moral practice involves 

intuition, which is different from intelligence, which is the outcome of education. 

Intuition can lead us to absolute knowledge and truth. Truth is the realization of our 

own being, and gives outside things an existence. The moral sense is the realization of 

our being, and intelligence is the realization of outside things. They are both powers 

of our being and combine the inner or subjective and outer or objective application of 

the power of mind. 

Neo-Confucianism, the idealist movement of the Song and Ming dynasties, really 

emphasize the "nature of the mind."  This philosophy can be divided into Xinxue 心學 

— the School of Heart-Mind or Intuition, founded by Cheng Hao (1032-1085), in 

which the most leading thinker was Wang Yangming, and Lixue 理學 — the School 

of Reason-Principle, in which the most leading thinker was Zu Xi (Chu His, 1130-

1200). Both of them advocate that the world consists of Li 理 — the realm of Reason-

Principle and qi (chi)氣 — the realm of Physical Force. Reason-Principle guides and 

controls physical force, and the latter demonstrates the former; the final root of 

Reason-Principle is Ultimate Reality, which derives from Heaven. The School of 

Reason-Principle maintains that to find the Reason-Principle of any physical process 

is to seek the Reason-Principle that is inherent in all physical and spiritual processes. 
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The School of Heart-Mind advocates that Heart-Mind can be completely integrated 

and can also reflect perfectly in itself the Reason-Principle of the universe. Since 

Heart-Mind is totally identical with the Universal Heart-Mind or the Ultimate 

Reason-Principle, our task should be to examine the nature of Heart-Mind.  

Some Chinese doctrines of mind such as Lu Xiangshan’s and Wang Yangming's 

are similar with Descartes’ "I think therefore I am." Lu Xiangshan’s school was called 

Xinxue 心學 (Philosophy of the Mind). He believed that there was a universal order. 

People who obey this order are rewarded while those who disobey are punished by 

Heaven. The sage emperors recognized this order in all natural phenomena, and 

enlightened their xin 心 (heart-mind). The heart-mind of man is therefore equal to the 

universal order and is a reflection of the natural patterns. The heart-mind of the sage 

is naturally equivalent to a mean man. If Heaven is order and man only wishes, they 

cannot be equal. While Zhu Xi stressed that spirit or mind was an objective reality, a 

composition of universal order, breath, or matter, Lu Xiangshan saw the spirit as 

dependent of sensual perception. Lu Xiangshan said: “The universe is my mind, my 

mind is the universe.” He asserts “the mind is reason,” and claims that Tianli 天理 

(Heaven Reason), Renli 人理 (Human Reason), and Wuli 物理 (Natural Reason) exist 

only in the mind. For him, mind is the unique existence.  

Generally speaking, the school of heart-mind treats the actual heart-mind as li 

(reason) and is therefore inherently good. The xin (heart-mind) designs reason into 

the world using a process of classifying and categorizing. As a result, one’s 

phenomenal world can be regarded as a function of the mind. Later, there were heated 

debates between the disciples of Zhu Xi and that of Lu Xiangshan, but the former had 

lost its strength and was overtopped by the great Ming philosopher Wang Yangming, 

a dominate representative of the Philosophy of the Mind.  

For Mencius, so-called conscience was originally a form of transcendentally 

moral concept, which was a means to sympathize with people, to shame evil, to 

politely refuse interests, and to distinguish right from wrong. Wang Yangming 

developed this idea both ontologically and epistemologically, and thought that Man’s 

conscience is a “Reason of Heaven.” He reduced a priori moral conscience to 

“Reason of Heaven” which represents essence of the world and also becomes the 

primitive morality in Man’s Mind. Furthermore, he considered conscience the only 

criterion to judge good from bad, and right from wrong. Therefore, “conscience” 

exists, as a priori entity or reality, in Man’s Mind. Man will produce the right moral 

behaviors according to his internal conscience without the need to search any external 

sources. For him, the significance of emotions to innate moral consciousness 

embraces reason, emotions, and will at the same time. Liangzhi 天志 is guided by 

“Tianli 天理 (Heavenly Reason or Principles)” and “Tianze 天則 (Heavenly Lows or 

Rules), and is finally determined by “Tianming 天命 (Heavenly Will or Mandate). 

Like many other philosophers, Wang Yangming really emphasized the function of  

“knowing” and “cognitive power,”  the relations between “knowing subjects” and 

“known objects,” and  the interactions between “reason” and experience” for the 

transformation of self.  
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On the whole, there are certain distinctions between Daoist mysticism and 

Confucian mysticism. The former pays attention to intuition, emotion, feeling, direct 

or immediate knowledge, or knowledge without a medium. The latter stresses 

educational learning, moral judgments, and linguistic and semantic studies.  

Laozi taught his disciples through the following interpretation: “Dao could be 

told is not really constant Dao.” “More mystical than the most mystical, the gate of all 

mysteries” (Dao De Jing，Chapter 1). Alan Chan has summarized six different 

modern views on Laozi and his Dao De Jing as follows: 1) Dao De Jing reflects a 

deep mythological consciousness at its core; 2) Dao De Jing gives voice to a 

profound mysticism; 3) Dao De Jing combines the mystical and mythological 

approaches;  4) Dao De Jing gives a metaphysical account of reality and insight into 

Daoist self-cultivation and government; but fundamentally it is not a work of 

mysticism; 5) Dao De Jing offers essentially a philosophy of life;  and 6) Dao De 

Jing is above all concerned with realizing peace and sociopolitical order. Daoist 

mysticism is focused on nature and the natural order of things, namely, “let nature 

take its own course.” This view is against the traditional Western image: to praise 

miracles that violate the laws of nature. Daost mysticism is often expressed through 

riddle stories. For example, Zhuangzi tells us a very famous riddle: “I dreamed I was 

a butterfly, flitting around in the sky; then I awoke. Now I wonder: Am I a man who 

dreamt of being a butterfly, or am I a butterfly dreaming that I am a man?”  (Zhuangzi: 

Qiwulun 齊物論). Another famous story is: Zhuangzi and Huizi had strolled on to the 

bridge over the Hao, when the former observed, “See how the small fish is darting 

about! That is the happiness of the fish.” “You not being a fish yourself,” said Huizi, 

“how can you know the happiness of the fish?” “And you not being I,” retorted 

Zhuangzi, “how can you know that I do not know?” “If I, not being you, cannot know 

what you know,” urged Huizi, “it follows that you, not being a fish, cannot know the 

happiness of the fish.” “Let us go back to your original question,” said Zhuangzi. 

“You asked me how I knew the happiness of the fish. Your very question shows that 

you knew that I knew. I knew it (from my own feelings) on this bridge” (Zhuangzi: 

Qiushui 秋水). Those stories show that Daoism emphasizes immediate and intuitive 

knowledge rather than longtime learning that Confucius advocated.  

 

II-6 The Pacifist-Inactive Mode 

Generally speaking, Confucius was not supportive of war, because his highest social 

ideal was the world's peace and harmony. However, although he opposed violence, 

but supported just war, and advocated a "cautious war" and "civilized war." Mencius 

firmly opposed any unjust wars. 

Governing society by a natural way of “actionless action (Wuwei無為)” is the 

core of Laozi’s thought. According to Laozi, if government is relaxed, then common 

people are happy; however if it is strict, then they are anxious. When those authorities 

responsible for justice become unjust, what seems good becomes evil. Only maternal 

leadership can be long lasting. Controlling a large country is like cooking a small fish; 

the leader must be careful not to overdo it. Politically, any ideal states should be 

governed by justice, and the world should be mastered by non-intervention. For 
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Laozi, “States are governed by justice. Wars are waged by violations. The world is 

mastered by nonintervention. How do I know this? By this: The more restrictions 

there are, the poorer the people. The more sharp weapons, the more trouble in the 

state. The more clever cunning, the more contrivances. The more rules and 

regulations, the more thieves and robbers. Therefore the wise say, ‘Do not interfere, 

and people transform themselves. Love peace, and people do what is right.’”
14

  

Mozi was the only one who considered justice the highest ethical standard. For 

him, all things and needs such as wealth, power, position, reputation, relationships, 

and so on must be established on the basis of justice. He was the earliest pacifist and 

cosmopolitan in Chinese history. One of his social ideas is Fei Gong (Anti-war): all 

people should love each other on an equal basis, and against any unjust wars and 

fighting between peoples and countries.  

 

II-7 The Realist-Utopian Mode 

Confucius attempted to find a balance between realism and utopianism. Chinese 

legalism is regarded as the "realist.” Han Feizi was not an exception, but he had his 

"ideal country.” His "Utopia" was a perfect society of “rule by law” without any 

bullying, hatred, conflicts, aggressions, and death threats. Although Confucius’ moral 

universalism and cosmopolitanism such as "Great Harmony Society" were more 

noble and beautiful, Han’s legalist ideas were more realistic and practicable for the 

actual social life. Kang Youwei attempted to combine Confucian universalism with 

modern Western ideas. “In Kang’s utopian imagination, we may discern something of 

a real alternative to the aggressive power game and realistic notions underlying 

international relations.”
15

 Vincent Shen summarizes Confucian reflection upon the 

theory of reality in the following propositions: 1. There is universal relatedness and 

co-naturality between human beings, nature and Heaven which serve as the 

ontological foundation for the understandability of Wirklichkeit, for human 

construction of knowledge about reality, and also for translation and communication. 

2. Reality itself is understandable through sympathetic understanding based upon the 

interconnectedness of human beings with other beings, by which there is a tacit 

understandable content liable to be expressed through language. 3. Since there might 

be better as well as worse constructions of the life-world, depending on whether the 

construction is participative or dominative, life-world should not be identified with 

Umwelt (which is identified with Wirklichkeit by constructive realism). 4. Life-world 

is to be considered partially as a human construction, and partially as emerging 

spontaneously from the dynamism of reality itself. 5. It could be suggested that the 

theory of two types of reality be modified into a theory of three levels of reality: 

reality itself, constructed reality and life-world (Shen, 1994, 1994). 

 

                                                           
14Laozi, Dao De Jing 8 tr. Sanderson Beck and Ken Tsang, 57. 
15Please see B. Wang’s “Kang Youwei’s Vision of International Ethics in Interstate Conflict,”  

Tianxia Workshop, Stanford University:  

http://www.stanford.edu/dept/asianlang/cgi-bin/about/abstracts.php.  

http://www.stanford.edu/dept/asianlang/cgi-bin/about/abstracts.php
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Conclusion 

 

Philosophically, Chinese traditional thinkers attempt to combine universalism with 

cosmopolitanism through metaphysical, ethical, aesthetical, and utopian imagination. 

Continuously, they transform the examination of cosmopolitanism from the 

geographical to ethical-political. The conceptualization of Chinese cosmopolitanism 

has had four dimensions: First, it is the concept of the supernatural being and 

superhuman being through certain ontological and cosmological imagination. Second, 

it is the concept of the natural being through the geographical environment. Third, it 

is the concept of the human being through the centralized rulership to govern the 

entire society and all lands, such as “All lands in Six Directions come within 

emperor’s territory, west being in the great desert, east being in the east China Sea, 

south being in Bei Hu, north being in Da Xia. All the people under the heaven have 

been tamed as the Emperor Qin’s subjects.”
16

 Fourth, it is the concept of the moral 

virtue，ethical value and utopian idea through self realization, self perfection, self 

purification and self transformation. Last, it is the concept of the cultural and 

civilizational superiority through contrasting to the perceived inferiority of Chinese 

minority cultures in her distant four border areas. One phrase in The Classic of Poetry 

is highly praised by Chinese thinkers: “Although Zhou is an old empire, yet her new 

mission is to revolutionize the world.” Here the “old empire” might be the core 

Chinese geographic space and the ‘new mission’ might indicate the ethical 

importance of Chinese culture (Chun, 2009, 25). 
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ZEN IN HEIDEGGER’S WAY 
 

David Storey

 

 
Abstract:  I argue that historical and comparative analyses of Heidegger and Zen 

Buddhism are motivated by three simple ideas:  1) Zen is uncompromisingly non-

metaphysical; 2) its discourse is poetic and non-rational; and 3) it aims to provoke 

a radical transformation in the individual, not to provide a theoretical proof or 

demonstration of theses about the mind and/or the world.  To sketch this picture of 

Heidegger’s thought, I draw on the two texts from his later work that command the 

most attention from commentator’s seeking resonance with Zen, and discuss how 

his treatments of death, fallenness, facticity, and temporality in Being and Time 

square with Zen philosophy.  Finally, I critique Heidegger’s ambivalence about the 

possibility of overcoming language barriers and reticence to prescribe concrete 

practices aimed at triggering the profound shift in thinking he clearly believed 

Western culture to be so desperately in need of. 

 

IN THE INTRODUCTION to an edition of essays by D.T Suzuki, the foremost 

ambassador of Zen Buddhism to the intellectual West, William Barrett mentions an 

anecdote that has generated a significant amount of scholarship about Heidegger’s 

connection to Buddhism. Barrett reports: “A German friend of Heidegger told me that 

one day when he visited Heidegger he found him reading one of Suzuki’s books; ‘If I 

understand this man correctly,’ Heidegger remarked, ‘this is what I have been trying 

to say in all my writings’” (Barrett, 1956, xi). The truth of this story is unverifiable 

and irrelevant, but Barrett considers its moral undeniable:   

 
For what is Heidegger’s final message but that Western philosophy is a great error, 

the result of the dichotomizing intellect that has cut man off from unity with Being 

itself and from his own being….  Heidegger repeatedly tells us that this tradition of 

the West has come to the end of its cycle; and as he says this, one can only gather 

that he himself has already stepped beyond that tradition.  Into the tradition of the 

Orient?  I should say he has come pretty close to Zen (Barrett, 1956, xii).   

 

In the spirit of this controversial claim, and in light of a host of similar and possibly 

apocryphal anecdotes, many scholars have undertaken historical and comparative 

analyses of Heidegger and Asian philosophy (especially Taoism and Zen Buddhism) 

apparently on the gamble that where there is smoke, there is fire. The existence of this 

“fire” is predicated, I submit, on three simple ideas: 1) Taoism and Zen are 

uncompromisingly non-metaphysical
1
; 2) their discourses are highly poetic and 

                                                           
Dr. DAVID STOREY, Post-Doctoral Teaching Fellow,  Fordham University.  

Email: dstorey@fordham.edu 
1Of course, some may claim that there is an implicit ontology or metaphysics entailed by 

Taoism and Zen.  In any case, it is safe to say that the two traditions take a pragmatic approach 

in which the drive toward metaphysics—in the sense of a theory about reality—is a hindrance 

that draws us away from the richness of experience. 
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decidedly non-rational; and 3) they aim to provoke a radical transformation in the 

individual that forever alters his comportment toward himself, others, and the world, 

not to provide a theoretical proof or demonstration of theses about the mind and/or the 

world. In this essay I will focus specifically on what role, if any, the Zen tradition 

plays in Heidegger’s early and later thought, with occasional references to Taoist 

themes.  

The exploration of the nature of the Heidegger-Buddhism connection project has, 

roughly, taken at least one of two paths: influence
2
 or resonance. While the hunt for 

an esoteric reading of any thinker is at best dangerous and at worst foolish, we are 

obligated to approach Heidegger armed with his own hermeneutical principle of 

retrieve, which William Richardson describes thus:  “to retrieve, which is to say what 

an author did not say, could not say, but somehow made manifest” (Richardson, 2003, 

159). Dismissing the question of influence as moot and judging the evidence to be 

either indirect, inconclusive, or non-existent, commentators such as Graham Parkes 

have instead argued for a “pre-established harmony” between Heidegger’s thought as 

a whole and core tenets of Taoist and Buddhist philosophy. This claim presupposes 

the accuracy of William Richardson’s thesis that Heidegger’s works constitute a 

coherent, unified whole — a thesis verified by Heidegger himself.
3
 Fashioning Being 

and Time as the last hurrah of metaphysics, the project whose residual metaphysics 

Heidegger came to recant, the argument for pre-established harmony sees in the 

existential analytic the fledgling formulations of a notion of selfhood and world that is 

quite alien to the Western tradition and rather congenial to Eastern thinking, a notion 

perhaps best described as nonduality. This residual metaphysics is repeated 

throughout Heidegger’s works along the lines of the ontological difference between 

Being and beings, and constitutes an ambivalence over which scholars are still 

squabbling. This ambivalence, I hope to demonstrate, is demonstrated by Heidegger’s 

reticence to prescribe any concrete practices for triggering the radical shift in thinking 

he labored to galvanize. Heidegger appears to warn us that blithely attempting to step 

outside of and transcend one’s tradition, situation, and heritage, a prospect so 

tempting and even advantageous in today’s world, might very well land us in even 

                                                           
2The search for direct influence is less often attempted, and with good reason. Few would likely 

object to the charge that Heidegger suffered from a chronic case of the so-called “anxiety of 

influence.” If he was in fact influenced by Asian texts, he was even less bibliographically 

responsible towards them as he was towards his Western intellectual forebears. Even the most 

rigorous attempt to recover the “missing links” between Heidegger and the East — Reinhard 

May’s well pleaded case for the “hidden sources” in the former’s work — fails to turn up any 

evidence that would definitively indict the plaintiff. Despite a few off-hand remarks about Lao-

Tzu and the Tao in his later works, the conversation with a Japanese inquirer included in On the 

Way to Language, his unfinished translation of the Tao Te Ching with Japanese Germanist Paul 

Tsiao, and occasional mentions of Taoism and Buddhism in correspondence, Heidegger says 

nothing about Asian texts and/or thinkers having a substantial affect on his thinking.   
3See Heidegger’s letter to Richardson in the Preface: “…even the initial steps of the Being-

question in Being and Time thought is called upon to undergo a change whose movement cor-

responds to a reversal…. the basic question of SZ is not in any sense abandoned by reason of 

the reversal” (xviii).  Being and Time is hereafter abbreviated as SZ. 
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greater inauthentic peril than we were beforehand. However, by circumscribing the 

limits of his tradition and designating which practices are off limits and which are not, 

Heidegger, I argue, ultimately reifies “the West.”  

In other words, neither the branches of the Western Enlightenment (Rationalism 

from Descartes to Hegel and Romanticism from Rousseau to Nietzsche) nor the roots 

of Greek philosophy provided Heidegger with what he was looking for, and I suggest 

that Asian philosophy in general and Zen in particular offer a corrective in the way of 

praxis to the very lopsidedness of theoria that Heidegger labored to amend. To sketch 

this picture of Heidegger’s thought, I briefly point out texts from both his early and 

later work that recommend comparison with key issues in Zen. First, I will draw on 

the two texts from Heidegger’s later work that command the most attention from 

commentator’s seeking for Eastern resonance. Second, I discuss how Heidegger’s 

treatment of death, fallenness, facticity, and temporality in SZ squares with Zen 

philosophy. Finally, I submit a critique of Heidegger’s aforementioned ambivalence 

about the possibility of overcoming language barriers and reticence to prescribe 

concrete practices aimed at triggering the profound shift in thinking he clearly 

believed Western culture to be so desperately in need of. 

 

I. Two Dialogues 

A.  The Nature of Thinking: “Conversation on a Country Path about Thinking”
4
 

It is easy to plumb Heidegger’s later works and cherry pick passages that could have 

been plucked straight from the Tao Te Ching. The subtle, poetic flavor of this primary 

work of Chinese Taoism easily lends itself to later Heidegger’s notion of “poetic 

dwelling.” Since both Taoism and Zen operate from a decidedly non-metaphysical 

comportment, and prefer poetic and paradoxical forms of expression that intentionally 

thwart logical analysis and discursive reasoning, it is easy to see why many scholars 

have been struck by their similarity to later Heidegger’s experiments with language.  

Indeed, Otto Pöggeler, one of Heidegger’s most able and respected German 

commentators, charges that the Tao Te Ching played a crucial role in the development 

of Heidegger’s later thought (Parkes, 1987).  

Be that as it may (or may not), the stylistic similarities between two thinkers or 

two philosophical systems can all too easily seduce us into passing over the real and 

irrevocable differences that force them apart. This is especially dangerous in 

Heidegger’s case, since the recurrent character of his later attempts at reformulating 

the question of Being are aimed precisely at unseating the very notion of there being a 

master narrative, a complete system, a coherent body of doctrine. As David Loy 

observes: “It is not possible to discuss Heidegger’s system because, like Nagarjuna, 

he has none. For Heidegger thinking is not a means to gain knowledge but both the 

path and the destination” (Loy, 1988, 164).
5
 All is always already way, and that seems 

                                                           
4Hereafter abbreviated as CP. 
5 David Loy, Nonduality, 164. I will return to Loy’s comparison of Nagarjuna’s and 

Heidegger’s methodology in section 1B. 
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to be all that we are allowed to say about the matter — there can be no calculation or 

meaningful organization, sequence, or pattern to the various way-stations, moments, 

or thoughts that occur along the way. Reflecting on one of his own “moments” — 

Being and Time itself — Heidegger remarked:  “I have forsaken an earlier position, 

not to exchange it for another, but because even the former position was only a pause 

on the way. What lasts in thinking is the way” (Dialogue, 1971, 12).  Compare D.T. 

Suzuki:   

 
All Zen’s outward manifestations or demonstrations must never be regarded as 

final.  They just indicate the way where to look for facts.  Therefore these 

indicators are important, we cannot do well without them.  But once caught in them, 

which are like entangling meshes, we are doomed; for Zen can never be 

comprehended (Barrett, 1956, 21). 

 

The Zen analogue to Heidegger’s notion of “preoccupation with beings” (CP) or 

“entanglement” (SZ) is tanha, popularly translated somewhat misleadingly as 

“desire.” A more proper rendering would be “attachment” or “clinging” to 

phenomena. To seize upon the flux and freeze Being/Tao in its tracks, to attempt to 

master, fix, or cling to it with language or logic, is, Heidegger believes, the mistake 

and miscalculation of Western metaphysics. Being just sort of “does its own thing,” 

and we are inexorably caught up in its sway. Our best bet is to release ourselves to 

this Being-process, not in the sense of demurring or “giving way” to it, but offering or 

ourselves up to it as servants. Two of later Heidegger’s works stand out due to their 

formal character:  the CP and the DL. The dialogue is an ideal site for interrogating 

and pinning down the core of Heidegger’s later thought, and thus apprehending what 

kinship it may have with Taoist and Zen thought, because it is flexible enough to 

contain both rational and poetic discourse. That is, it suffers neither from the 

constraints of monologic — the metaphysics of subjectivity (inaugurated by Descartes 

and repeated by Sartre) laced within SZ that Heidegger eventually came to recant — 

nor from the vagary of poetic saying, yet provides a space in which both can have 

their say.  Peter Kreeft usefully qualifies this as “a highly disciplined, exacting kind of 

poetry,” a kind of saying that, Heidegger thinks, is more rigorous than and indeed 

makes possible rational discourse itself (Kreeft, 1971, 521).
6
 In this section, I draw on 

these two dialogues in order to show the congruence of Heidegger’s later thought 

with some basic Zen tenets.   

The CP is held between a scientist, a scholar, and a teacher. These three figures 

speak, respectively, for three basic comportments toward or from Being. The first is 

                                                           
6Peter Kreeft, “Zen in Heidegger’s Gelassenheit,” 542.  Rational discourse in the form of 

mathematics or logic may very well excel at precision, exactness, and clarity, yet these qualities 

obtain validity only within their proper domains, that is, their validity claims are region-

specific.  In “What Is Metaphysics?” (hereafter WIM?) Heidegger writes:  “No particular way 

of treating objects of inquiry dominates the others.  Mathematical knowledge is no more 

rigorous than philosophical-historical knowledge.  It merely has the character of ‘exactness,’ 

which does not coincide with rigor.” The rub is that Heidegger’s way of thinking is not a 

“particular way of treating objects”; nor is Zen (Basic Writings, 94) .  
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the Dasein who is blind to the phenomenon of the world. This is the objectifying 

stance criticized in SZ, the monological Scientist curious about and transfixed by 

phenomena, asleep to his own unheeded intentional comportments to the world. The 

Scientist disenchants the world by dissecting it with analytical reason and foisting his 

own conceptual straightjackets on things with a view to seizing their “essence,” and 

thus takes things, literally, only on his own terms. In Division II of SZ this 

comportment is described as “making-present.” 

The second comportment is the Scholar, who represents Dasein as awakening to 

and reflecting on the existential-ontological structures that govern its engagement 

with the world and, by rendering itself transparent to those structures, seizing itself in 

its freedom unto death, toward its ownmost end and ultimate possibility. This is the 

“authentic” comportment championed in Division II, which enacts a non-conceptual 

way of thinking and assumes a place in and towards Being, yet draws up short at the 

transcendental horizon of temporality. The “way in which ecstatic temporality 

temporalizes,” what makes the projection of Dasein’s existence possible, indeed, 

whether and how “time manifests itself as the horizon of Being” is what calls for 

interpretation (Heidegger, 1962, 488). Yet interpretation, by definition, cannot 

overstep that very horizon, because meaning and sense can only be made and 

registered on this “side” of the temporal “border.” The project to think toward being 

thus fails, and Dasein is cast back upon itself in its having-been, and this calls for a 

new approach. This is the state of the Scholar, who has pushed rational discourse to 

its limit, and is left wanting and waiting for some clue as to how to proceed on the 

way towards Being. 

The third figure, that of the Teacher, embodies a disposition unrepresented yet 

certainly hinted at in SZ: Gelassenheit. Whereas the prior two positions were 

subjectivistic insofar as they thought toward Being, the Teacher endeavors to think 

from Being, to keep silent about and wait for the temporalizing of ecstatic temporality 

— here called the “regioning” of “that-which-regions” — but not in such a way as to 

be frustrated by the lack of an answer, to be stymied about failing to find the words or 

concepts with which to interpret or locate the meaning of Being. The Teacher’s 

discourse is thus properly characterized as trans-logical. 

Gelassenheit is not “giving up”; still less it is “cracking the code” of Being. As 

the translators note, “[Gelassenheit] is thinking which allows content to emerge 

within awareness, thinking which is open to content…meditative thinking begins with 

an awareness of the field within which these objects are, an awareness of the horizon 

rather than of those objects of ordinary understanding” (Heidegger, 1966, 24).  More 

specifically, Heidegger is claiming that all thinking necessarily begins this way, and 

so a thinking that explicitly acknowledges this fact enjoys a more primordial 

relationship with Being, and therefore with thought itself. This necessity is neither 

logical nor causal, nor it is contained in the nature of a substance called “human 

being.” Indeed, Heidegger makes it clear at the start that “the question concerning 

man’s nature is not a question about man” (Ibid., 1966, 58). To go against this grain 

and attempt to calculate, plan, plot, represent, or frame Being in any totalizing manner 

is thus at once a perversion of both Being and thinking. This is surely why, as Peter 
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Kreeft points out, “Heidegger uses a word designating what Being does (“regions”) 

rather than what it is” (Kreeft, 1971, 543).   

To be released toward things is to wait upon Being.
7
  “Waiting” itself is defined 

two ways in the CP. These two definitions are tightly bound to the two conceptions of 

time contrasted in SZ. The first is the ordinary practice of “waiting for” things, events, 

occasions, etc. This waiting toward things is grounded in a making present which 

neutralizes the future qua possibility by interpreting it merely within the narrow scope 

of the desires, goals, and objectives of the present, following the rigid dictates of the 

schedule, the calendar, or the scheme. This fixing of the future is at once the 

constriction of the present, robbing the present of its possibility and significance by 

interpreting the “now” as a solipsized point in a succession of nows that is separated 

from the object that Dasein awaits. The ecstatic structures are thus dissociated and/or 

repressed, Dasein disperses itself among and invests itself in its worldly 

entanglements, and it fails to hold itself together precisely by rushing around trying to 

fix and control things; Dasein is ready for nothing because it is trying to be ready for 

everything, foreclosing its possibilities by trying to plan for all of them. The 

structures of involvement delineated in Division I of SZ — the “for-the-sake-of-

which,” the “in-order-to”, etc. — correlate roughly with this notion of “waiting for.”   

The second definition of waiting, “waiting upon,” is practiced without the 

expectation of the fulfillment of an intention.  Indeed, it is characterized by the lack of 

any such intention.  This cessation of intentional relations is indicative of an erosion 

of any notion of a “subject” with will, desire, self-sameness, and a shift in the locus of 

identity and the seat of action towards Being and away from Dasein. As the Scholar 

remarks: “the relation between that-which-regions [i.e., Being] and releasement, if it 

can still be considered a relation, can be thought of neither as ontic nor as 

ontological,” only, adds the teacher, “as regioning” (Heidegger, 1966, 76).
8
 There is 

thus a shift in the language Heidegger uses to describe the matter of the conversation:  

not the “meaning of Being” (SZ) but the “nature of thinking.”
9
 To wait upon Being 

thus connotes service. The active connotations of freedom, authentication, 

individuation, and seizing one’s destiny that color SZ give way to more passive 

notions of serving, waiting, allowing, etc. Put differently:  there is a shift in emphasis 

from existentiality to facticity, from man’s projecting to Being’s throwing. 

Yet those so released are not merely “slaves” of Being. The Scientist observes 

that releasement “is in no way a matter of weakly allowing things to slide and drift 

                                                           
7The translator makes a qualification:  “Waiting upon does not evoke Being, even though the 

suggestion is that if anything responded to such waiting, it would be Being” (Conversation, 23).  

The point here is that Heidegger does not mean to say that waiting upon automatically 

establishes some direct pipeline to Being—Being here denotes No-thing, that is, none of the 

objects that arise, linger within, and pass out of the clearing that is Dasein, none of the things 

that significantly register as things for and within Dasein’s concernful circumspection. 
8CP, 76, my italics.  I wish to emphasize how Heidegger here problematizes the language of 

“relation” between Dasein and Being, because the latter two notions are destabilized, their 

duality called into question. 
9The nature of thinking, in turn, gives way to the nature of language.  Note the shift, or drift, of 

the object of inquiry:  from Being to Thought to Language.  See the discussion of the DL below. 
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along,” and “lies beyond the distinction between activity and passivity” (Heidegger, 

1966, 61).  Heidegger is not condoning an ascetic denial of world and will along the 

lines of Schopenhauer’s pessimism; releasement is most definitely not a renunciation 

that “floats in the realm of unreality and nothingness” (Heidegger, 1966, 80). 

Similarly, Suzuki dismissed the popular view which identifies the philosophy of 

Schopenhauer with Buddhism.  According to this view, the Buddha is supposed to 

have taught the negation of the will to live, which was insisted upon by the German 

pessimist, but nothing is further from the correct understanding of Buddhism than this 

negativism. The Buddha did not consider the will blind, irrational, and therefore to be 

denied; what he really denies is the notion of ego-entity due to Ignorance, from which 

notion come craving, attachment to things impermanent, and the giving way to 

egoistic impulses (Barrett, 1956, 157).  

Anticipatory resoluteness still has a place within releasement:  “one needs to 

understand ‘resolve’ as it is understood in Being and Time: as the opening of man 

particularly undertaken by him for openness…which we think of as that-which-

regions” (Heidegger, 1966, 81).  Again, we are not permitted to think of openness as 

something “out there” ontologically separate from Dasein, since we have been told 

explicitly that terms such as ontic, ontological, relation, and thing either no longer 

apply in the former sense, or no longer apply, period. The type of comportment 

Heidegger champions is thus active in so far as it calls for an adjustment in Dasein’s 

attunement, but not in the sense of operating upon any object in the world-horizon 

with a view toward engineering a different and desired state of affairs. Heidegger thus 

refers to it as a “trace of willing”; it is passive insofar as it holds itself steadfast in 

light of the knowledge that none of its actions can directly “get through” to Being and, 

more importantly, it ceases to resent or repress this inescapable fact (Heidegger, 1966, 

51).
10

 As Peter Kreeft points out, a higher acting is concealed in releasement than is 

found in all the actions within the world…. Not only do we become supremely 

(though effortlessly) active as a result of releasement, but we must exercise the most 

strenuous activity in order to reach its inactivity, much as the Zen monk must beat his 

head against the stone wall of his koan with all his energy until his head splits and his 

brains spill out into the universe where they belong (Kreeft, 1971, 553).
11

   

                                                           
10Compare this notion of a “trace of willing” to a well-known passage from Dogen’s Genjo-

koan:  “To study the Buddha way is to study the self.  To study the self is to forget the self.  To 

forget the self is to be actualized by the myriad things.  When actualized by myriad things, your 

body and mind as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away.  No trace of realization 

remains, and this no-trace continues endlessly.”  Quoted by Loy in A Buddhist History of the 

West, 7. 
11Kreeft, 533.  Below I will return to Suzuki’s admonition that we must not neglect the 

uncompromisingly masculine, Erotic, transcending aspect of this affair, and relate to early 

Heidegger’s phallic language of freedom, resolve, and authenticity, language which really is 

just jargon if not supported by a set of practices that bring forth and habituate the primordial 

experience that is repressed and forgotten by the They-self.  Zen counsel’s the annihilation of 

the They-self, yet early Heidegger deems this impossible.  Why?  Because, as he later noted, 

his existential structuralism was too static and unyielding.   
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Heidegger is clear on this point: “Releasement toward things and openness to the 

mystery never happen of themselves. They do not befall us accidentally. Both flourish 

only through persistent, courageous thinking” (Heidegger, 1966, 56). On a similar 

note, Joan Stambaugh remarks that “Heidegger’s idea of Austrag (perdurance, 

sustained endurance) bears a striking resemblance to Dogen’s ‘sustained exertion,’ 

the ‘highest form of exertion, which goes on unceasingly in cycles from the first 

dawning of religious truth, through the test of discipline and practice, to 

enlightenment and Nirvana.’ These two related ideas both implicitly have to do with 

time” (Stambaugh, 1987, 285). American Zen roshi Richard Baker once remarked 

that satori, or enlightenment, is an accident, and that meditation makes one accident 

prone. Meditation (zazen) is the preparation, the work that renders the self receptive 

to satori but does not directly trigger it. Speaking about the notion of “waiting upon,” 

Kreeft notes: “Like a Zen master, Heidegger does not tell us what to do, only what not 

to do. And in response to the natural question complaining of the resulting 

disorientation, he intensifies instead of relieving the disorientation, again like a Zen 

master” (Kreeft, 1971, 535). In a crucial but qualified sense, there is a process of 

spiritual “development” in Zen, but it not a teleological process. Zen practice is not 

the cultivation of positive qualities or characteristics; it is not about conditioning, but 

about deconditioning — hence, what not to do. The Zen analogue of releasement is 

“non-attachment,” and its purpose is not to crush and stifle the thought-process, but to 

let all phenomena—sensory perceptions, emotional tensions, concepts, etc. — simply 

go, to liquidate one’s cognitive assets, to exhaust the discursive mind, and gradually 

cease to identify with any bodily (gross) or mental (subtle) “substance”, until the 

bodymind itself is “dropped.” 

Before leaving the CP, it is important to mention the discussion of ego, 

experiment, and the Being-process contained therein. Heidegger’s end of philosophy 

is really just the end of philosophy as the mirror of nature,
12

 the end of a conception 

                                                           
12Two passages from WIM powerfully drive this idea home: “If the power of the intellect in the 

field of inquiry into the nothing and into Being is thus shattered, then the destiny of the reign of 

‘logic’ in philosophy is thereby decided. The idea of ‘logic’ itself disintegrates in the 

turbulence of a more original questioning.” (105)  Compare Suzuki:  “[Zen] does not challenge 

logic, it simply walks its own path of facts, leaving all the rest to their own fates. It is only 

when logic neglecting its proper functions tries to step into the track of Zen [or, for Heidegger, 

tries to soberly and seriously dismiss the nothing] that it loudly proclaims its principles and 

forcibly drives out the intruder.” (21)  “We can of course think the whole of beings in an ‘idea,’ 

then negate what we have imagined in our thought, thus ‘think’ it negated.” In this way do we 

attain the formal concept of the imagined nothing but never the nothing itself…, the objections 

of the intellect would call a halt to our search, whose legitimacy, however, can be demonstrated 

only on the basis of a fundamental experience of the nothing” (99, my italics). I want to 

emphasize that Zen, as Suzuki indicates, has a decidedly more “laissez-faire” attitude toward 

reason; it is only when reason purports to extend its validity claims beyond its proper sphere 

that problems ensue. Heidegger’s antagonism toward calculative thinking, I am claiming here, 

is somewhat exaggerated and fails to recognize the positive aspects of reason, aspects which, in 

fact, provide him with the space to sight his quarry. 
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of science that regarded itself as unconditioned but was actually, according to 

Heidegger, only a historical emergence:   

 
Scientist:  “When I decided in favor of the methodological type of analysis in the 

physical sciences, you said that this way of looking at it was historical….  Now I see 

what was meant. The program of mathematics and the experiment are grounded in 

the relation of man as ego to the thing as object.” Teacher: “They even constitute this 

relation in part and unfold its historical character…. The historical consists in that-

which-regions…. It rests in what, coming to pass in man, regions him into his nature” 

(Heidegger, 1966, 79). 

 

Thus the “ego” and its project of measuring, classifying, and discovering the world 

emerged over time, yet it tries to burn its birth certificate and cover up its contingency 

by grounding itself in some transcendent Other.   

Two passages from WIM? powerfully capture the relationship between reason 

and the nothing, the egoic and the trans-egoic, the logical and the trans-logical:  “If 

the power of the intellect in the field of inquiry into the nothing and into Being is thus 

shattered, then the destiny of the reign of ‘logic’ in philosophy is thereby decided.  

The idea of ‘logic’ itself disintegrates in the turbulence of a more original 

questioning” (Heidegger, 1977, 105). Compare Suzuki: “[Zen] does not challenge 

logic, it simply walks its own path of facts, leaving all the rest to their own fates. It is 

only when logic neglecting its proper functions tries to step into the track of Zen [or, 

for Heidegger, tries to soberly and seriously dismiss the nothing] that it loudly 

proclaims its principles and forcibly drives out the intruder” (Barrett, 1956, 21).  

Heidegger:   

We can of course think the whole of beings in an ‘idea,’ then negate what we 

have imagined in our thought, thus ‘think’ it negated.” In this way do we attain the 

formal concept of the imagined nothing but never the nothing itself… the objections 

of the intellect would call a halt to our search, whose legitimacy, however, can be 

demonstrated only on the basis of a fundamental experience of the nothing (Heidegger, 

1977, 99). I want to emphasize that Zen, as Suzuki indicates, has a decidedly more 

“laissez-faire” attitude toward reason:  it is only when reason purports to extend its 

validity claims beyond its proper sphere that problems ensue. Heidegger’s antagonism 

toward calculative thinking, I am claiming here, is somewhat exaggerated and fails to 

recognize the positive aspects of reason, aspects which, in fact, allot him the space to 

sight his quarry. 

Heidegger initially regarded this birth of the ego as a deliberate choice made by a 

particular culture yet, as Michael Zimmerman points out, he eventually came to 

abandon this view and saw the rise of calculative thinking as but another regioning of 

that-which-regions.
13

 This “Being-centric” view is operative as early as 1929 when 

                                                           
13 “Heidegger, Buddhism, and Deep Ecology,” 247. Zimmerman writes:  “While early 

Heidegger sometimes spoke as if the ‘objectifying’ tendencies of modernity were a result of 

humanity’s tendency to conceal deeper truths, he later concluded that the objectifying scientific 

view did not result from any human decision or weakness, but was instead a proper part of the 
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Heidegger speaks in WIM? of “the direction from which alone the nothing can come 

to us,” and declares that “the nothing itself nihilates,” and that this is the basis of any 

affirmation or negation, i.e., any logical predication, on the part of humans” 

(Heidegger, 1977, 98, 103).
14

 Zen could not agree more with the latter part of this 

sentence, yet I need to point out a crucial difference. Heidegger approaches the 

emergence of the ego from what we might call its decidedly phylogenetic dimension 

— as a kind of thinking in whose grip the West has unfolded and by whose 

limitations its has been constrained. Zen, however, focuses on the ontogenetic 

dimension through a set of pointing out instructions that get the individual to realize 

and disarm the self-contractions, interpretative projections, and karmic patterns that 

distort his experiences of himself, others, and the world.
15

 Zen is concerned with 

acquainting the individual with the genealogy of his or her own ego and breaking the 

spell of self-separateness. Moreover, Zen would find later Heidegger’s tendency to 

ascribe agency to Being/Nothing itself as bizarre and as harboring a residual dualism.   

 

B.  The Nature of Language: “The Language Barrier” and “Planetary Thinking” 

While Zen generally avoids philosophy — at least in its representational mode — and 

focuses on transformative practices, this is not to say that it has no philosophical 

heritage or support. If we were forced to distill a systematic Buddhist apologetics 

from the Eastern philosophical tradition that serves as the philosophical roots of Zen, 

it would probably be “negative dialectic.” The negative dialectic was put forth as a 

philosophical-pedagogical method by the second century Mahayana Buddhist thinker 

Nagarjuna, and it is the founding idea of Zen methodology to this day. Like 

Heidegger’s later writings, which scrupulously guard against any lapse into lazy 

metaphysical thinking by vigilantly reframing the question of the meaning of Being, 

negative dialectic is supremely practical in that it refuses to let any positive statement 

about the Absolute/Emptiness/Being stand and coagulate into a stale and rigid dogma, 

because the experience
16

 in question — satori, i.e., Enlightenment — is meaning- and 

content-less. I am  referring to Heidegger’s nearly constant efforts to shift the terms of 

the debate to combat and dispel the forgetfulness that comes to obscure the originary 

experience of Being out of which metaphysics arises and by which it is possible in the 

first place. Richardson gives one such example: the effort to lay bare the foundations 

                                                                                                                                           
technological disclosure of entities, a disclosure that was itself a dimension of the ‘destiny of 

being.’” 
14BW, 98, 103.  He clearly says that the nothing precedes and possibilizes “the negation and the 

not.” 
15Of course, this is not to say that Zen is blind to the cultural baggage that constitutes a 

considerable swath of the fabric of one’s karmic inheritance.  Zen highlights that stilling the 

mind allows one to awaken, for the first time, to the mad cacophony of idle talk babbled by the 

They-self.   
16Strictly speaking, satori is not an experience, which presupposes a subject and an object, but 

rather the ground of all experience.  It is interesting, indeed, that Heidegger renounces all such 

language having to do with “experience,” “consciousness,” the “I/Thou experience,” etc.  He 

claims to have left this “metaphysical site” behind when he entered into the “hermeneutic 

relation of the two-fold.”  That is precisely why phenomenology is left behind. DL, 36. 
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of ontology was called in the early years “fundamental ontology,” but after 1929 the 

word disappears completely. In 1949 we are told why:  the word “ontology”…makes 

it too easy to understand the grounding of metaphysics as simply an ontology of a 

higher sort, wheras ontology of a higher sort, which is but another name for 

metaphysics, must be left behind completely (Richardson, 2003, 15).  

As Zimmerman points out, Nagarjuna likewise feared that his message would be 

distorted into a “metaphysics of experience” and struggled to resist this reifying 

tendency: “Nagarjuna warned that conceiving of absolute nothingness as such a 

transcendental origin would lead to a metaphysics of sunyata and, inevitably, to a new 

kind of dualism” (Zimmerman, 1993, 253). Ken Wilber summarizes Nagarjuna’s 

position: above all, for Nagarjuna, absolute reality (Emptiness) is radically Nondual 

(advaya) — in itself is neither self nor no-self, neither atman nor anatman, neither 

permanent nor momentary/flux. His dialectical analysis is designed to show that all 

such categories, being profoundly dualistic, make sense only in terms of each other 

and are thus nothing in themselves (Wilber, 2000, 719). Later, I will show how this 

so-called “apophatic” approach most certainly does not mean, however, that language 

is abandoned in Zen; fingers can and must be pointed, so long as they are not taken 

for the moon itself.   

Consider Suzuki’s account of the Buddha’s own historical situation: At the time 

of the introduction of Zen into China, most of the Buddhists were addicted to the 

discussion of highly metaphysical questions, or satisfied with the merely observing of 

the ethical precepts laid down by the Buddha or with the leading of a lethargic life 

entirely absorbed in the contemplation of the evanescence of things worldly. They all 

missed apprehending the great fact of life itself, which flows altogether outside of 

these vain exercises of the intellect and the imagination (Barrett, 1956, 20).  

Five words should be highlighted here:  addiction, satisfaction, lethargy, 

absorption, and vanity. What is Suzuki portraying but an intellectually soporific 

climate of metaphysical abstraction and ascetic detachment that, shall we say, induced 

a collective forgetfulness of Being? This suggests that Heidegger’s basic claims — 

whether about the status of the question of the meaning of Being in Western culture, 

the Being-process itself, or the nature of thinking/language — need not and cannot be 

confined and applied exclusively to the West.    

In the “Letter on Humanism” Heidegger writes that “‘subject’ and ‘object’ are 

inappropriate terms of metaphysics, which very early on in the form of Occidental 

‘logic’ and ‘grammar’ seized control of the interpretation of language.  We today can 

only begin to descry what is concealed in that occurrence” (Quoted by Loy, 166). In the 

DL, Heidegger works to chip away at this Euro-/logo-centrism by making language 

itself the object of the dialogue, rather than “the meaning of Being” (SZ) or “the 

nature of thinking” (CP). The dialogue takes place between an Inquirer — Heidegger 

himself — and a Japanese Germanist whom we now know to have been Tezuka 

Tomio. The DL is based on a real conversation that took place roughly thirty years 

prior to Heidegger’s reconstruction. In “An Hour with Heidegger,” Tomio recounts 

his conversation with Heidegger: “When I mentioned ‘the open’ as a possible 

translation of ku (emptiness) [or, in Sanskrit, sunyata]... [Heidegger] was pleased 
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indeed! ‘East and West,’ he said, ‘must engage in dialogue at this deep level. It is 

useless to do interviews that merely deal with one superficial phenomenon after 

another’” (May, 1996, 62).   

Referring to previous discussions with one “Count Kuki,” Heidegger confesses:  

“The danger of our dialogues was hidden in language itself, not in what we discussed, 

nor in the way in which we tried to do so” (Heidegger, 1971, 4). The Japanese replies:  

“The language of the dialogue constantly destroyed the possibility of saying what the 

dialogue was about” (Heidegger, 1971, 5). The connection to Nagarjuna’s negative 

dialectic should be obvious. David Loy succinctly sums this up: “any theory of 

nonduality, if it is to retain the prescriptive aspect of the nondual philosophies, must 

be paradoxical and self-negating” (Loy, 1988, 176). Whether or not Heidegger’s 

thought can rightly be classified as “nondual,” a topic I will return to, is certainly 

problematic; as Loy notes, he certainly “affirms a paradox of thinking and no-

thinking,” yet his focus on the “descriptive aspect” and failure to include a 

“prescriptive aspect,” as I will discuss below, is what ultimately sets him apart from 

the nondual traditions of Zen, Nagarjuna’s Madyamika, and Taoism.  

One exchange in the DL details an actual historical example of how the 

metaphysical handicap of Western languages bungled the interpretation of 

Heidegger’s ideas. The Japanese asserts that “we in Japan understood at once your 

lecture [WIM?] when it became available to us in 1930….  We marvel to this day how 

the Europeans could lapse into interpreting as nihilistic the nothingness of which you 

speak in that lecture. To us, emptiness is the loftiest name for what you mean to say 

with the word ‘Being’” (Heidegger, 1971, 19). The “nihilistic nothingness” alluded to 

here is basically the “Sartrian” nothingness which Heidegger took to be a serious 

distortion of his work; indeed, the very title of Sartre’s magnum opus, Being and 

Nothingness, is emblematic of this confusion. As William Barrett discusses in detail 

in his study of existentialism, Irrational Man, this crucial difference — between “no-

thingness” and “nothingness” — is very much the iron curtain between East and 

West” (Barrett, 1958, 233-4, 285). The passage quoted above also draws out a more 

general but hardly vague or insignificant point: Heidegger’s philosophy powerfully 

influenced the Japanese intellectual culture of the time, a culture thoroughly versed in 

and informed by the Zen Buddhist tradition.
17

 The Japanese have produced no less 

than seven translations of Being and Time.   

It is worthwhile comparing Heidegger’s non-Western no-thingness with what 

Suzuki has to say about “emptiness” or sunyata, which he claims is one of the hardest 

words for which to find an English equivalent:  “[Sunyata] is not a postulated idea. It 

is what makes the existence of anything possible, but it is not to be conceived 

immanently, as if it lay hidden in or under every existence as an independent entity.  

A world of relativities is set on and in sunyata…. The doctrine of sunyata is neither 

                                                           
17For a remarkably thorough account of the young Heidegger’s correspondence with prominent 

Japanese philosophers, such as Tanabe Hajime and Kuki Shuzo, all of whom were practitioners 

of Zen Buddhism, see Graham Parkes, “Rising Sun Over Black Forest,” HHS, 79-117. Parkes 

argues more compellingly than any other commentator that Heidegger was substantially 

influenced by Zen ideas as developed by members of the Kyoto School. His conclusion 
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an immanentalism nor a transcendentalism” (Barrett, 1956, 261). This is entirely 

consonant with later Heidegger’s abandonment of the language of “transcendence,” 

since this would imply some sort of “progress.” One cannot get “closer to” or “further 

from” sunyata via some process of intellection. Referring to a passage from The 

Diamond Sutra, Suzuki writes that Zen “means nothing less or more than a non-

teleological interpretation of life” (Barrett, 1956, 265).
18

   

While Heidegger admits that his naming of language as the “house of Being” was 

“clumsy,” he nevertheless maintains that “Europeans dwell in an entirely different 

house than Eastasian man,” and that “a dialogue from house to house remains nearly 

impossible” (Heidegger, 1971, 22).
19

 Heidegger’s position with regard to the 

possibility of “inter-house dialogue” is never made entirely clear, since, by this time, 

he has positively abandoned the allegedly metaphysical pitfall of attempting to 

occupy a definite position. This ambivalence over the potential overcoming of the 

language barrier is repeated in a message Heidegger sent to an East-West 

Philosopher’s Conference held in honor of his thought in 1969:   

 
Again and again it has seemed urgent to me that a dialogue take place with the 

thinkers of what is to us the Eastern world….  The greatest difficulty in the 

enterprise always lies, as far as I can see, in the fact that with few exceptions there 

is no command of the Eastern languages in Europe or the United States….  [These 

doubts hold] equally for both European and East Asian language, and above all for 

the realm of their possible dialogue.  Neither side can of itself open up and 

establish this realm (Quoted in May, 1996, 12-13).  

 

In The Question of Being, Heidegger stresses that we are “obliged not to give up the 

effort to practice planetary thinking,” and that “there are in store for planetary 

building encounters for which participants are by no means equal today. This is 

equally true of the European and of the East Asiatic languages and, above all, for the 

area of possible conversation between them” (Quoted in Thompson, 1986, 235). As 

we saw above, in the DL Heidegger suggested to his Japanese counterpart — the 

midst of their conversation — that such a conversation is nearly impossible, yet here 

he proclaims that it is all but necessary. Heidegger’s skepticism over the possibility of 

trans-linguistic mutual understanding seems strange, especially since there are cases 

in which the Japanese clearly had a better intuitive grasp of his ideas than Western 

thinkers. Fencing off different language worlds as incommensurable is perhaps just as 

                                                           
18Selected Writings, 265. In the final section I will show how, despite shunning any notion of 

an Aristotelian teleology and its attendant substance metaphysics, or metaphysics of presence, 

Zen nevertheless has a conception of spiritual development, maturity, and authenticity. The 

crucial difference, I am claiming, between Zen and Heidegger is that the latter furnishes no 

intersubjective context by which the relative authenticity of persons can be legitimated. While 

are beings always already are buddhas, they can fail to realize it. Zen supplies a technology 

through which that realization can be quickened, a tradition through which that insight can be 

handed down from mind to mind, a vertical, master-student relationship. 
19DL, 5.  Heidegger concedes to the Japanese that “Even the phrase ‘house of Being’ does not 

provide a concept of the nature of language.” (22) 
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dangerous as divvying people up according to a standard of authenticity/inauthenticity, 

because it naively treats “language worlds” as present-at-hand things, solipsized 

bubbles with clearly defined and impenetrable borders that develop in isolation from 

each other. Moreover, it is never made clear how such a transcendental insight can 

even be obtained by a being imprisoned within the confines of one such language 

world.   

The Japanese in the DL — who, we must recall, actually bothered to undertake 

the task of learning an Occidental language — remarks that “while I was translating, I 

often felt as though I were wandering back and forth between two different language 

realities, such that at moments a radiance shone on me which let me sense that the 

wellspring of reality from which those two fundamentally different languages arise 

was the same” (Heidegger, 1971, 24). From this, Heidegger concludes that the 

Japanese did not seek to yoke both languages under a “general concept,” which would 

be precisely to try and draw one language — the Eastasian — under the rubric of 

another — he Occidental. In light of this, the two speakers agree that the “same” 

referred to above can only be “hinted” at.  And though Heidegger’s “exacting poetry” 

is geared toward just such a hinting and is meant to thwart the metaphysical designs 

of such a “general concept,” he says at the outset of the DL that he desires “the 

assurance that European-Western saying and Eastasian saying will enter into a 

dialogue such that in it there sings something that wells up from a single source” 

(Heidegger, 1971, 8).  

This lingering attachment to language is what demarcates Heidegger from Zen.  

As John Caputo points outs,  

 
The essential being (Wesen) of Zen is an experience which is translated directly, 

from mind to mind, from master to disciple.  Language for Zen is like a finger 

pointing to the moon; it must be disregarded in favor of a ‘direct pointing’ without 

fingers, or words….  That is why where Bodhidharma says, ‘No dependence upon 

words and letters,’ Heidegger says that language is the house of Being: ‘Where 

words give out no thing may be’ (Caputo, 1986, 216).   

 

There is certainly some truth to this, though I do not think the difference is as stark as 

Caputo maintains. For one thing, from the Zen perspective, to be dependent upon 

words and to use words are quite different things.  Interestingly enough, Heidegger 

remarks in the DL that “language is more powerful than we,” indicating that so long 

as we trade in tokens of whose meaning, weight, and origin we are ignorant, we are 

dependent on language.  Do we not then achieve a kind of liberation from and attain a 

new relationship to language once we have awakened to its limitations and strive after 

a more authentic saying? Zen masters employ not only abrupt and abrasive 

pedagogical techniques such as slapping a student’s face or hitting him with a stick, 

but also an enigmatic, elusive, dissonant grammar, something very much like an 

“exacting poetry.” From Heidegger’s perspective, as I showed above, the naming of 

language as the house of Being is not to be taken too literally, and the quote Caputo 

cites to bolster his claim could easily have been uttered by a Zen master, in the sense 
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that “no thing” denotes “emptiness” or “no-mind.” David Loy captures the 

Heidegger-Zen relationship more adequately:   

 
Heidegger, if not a philosopher, is still a thinker, which the Zen student is not…. 

both affirm a paradox which might be called “the thinking of no-thinking.” But 

they emphasize different aspects of it.  In meditation, one is concerned to dwell in 

the silent, empty source from which thoughts spring; as thoughts arise, one ignores 

them and lets them go. Heidegger is interested in the thoughts arising from that 

source (Loy, 1988, 175).  

 

As we saw in the CP above, Heidegger thinks that Being needs human beings, and 

this claim recurs in the DL: “the word ‘relation’ does want to say that man is in 

demand, that he belongs within a needfulness that claims him…. Hermeneutically, 

that is to say, with respect to bringing tidings, with respect to preserving a message” 

(Heidegger, 1971, 32). This is what Heidegger calls the “hermeneutic relation of the 

two-fold.” Where Zen is content to lets thoughts go, Heidegger labors to preserve 

them in some form. Yet Zen would also concede that defending, preserving and 

transmitting the dharma is the utmost responsibility of those who have realized it; 

after all, that is the essence of the bodhisattva, the awakened being who vows to 

remain in samsara until all sentient beings are enlightened. This sounds suspiciously 

like “bringing tidings,” even though the final “message” is always a stranger to words 

and a frank declaration of what is always already the case. Suzuki elaborates: “Zen 

would not be Zen if it were deprived of all means of communication.  Even silence is 

a means of communication; the Zen masters often resort to this method….The 

conceptualization of Zen is inevitable; Zen must have its philosophy. The only 

caution is not to identify Zen with a system of philosophy” (Barrett, 1956, 260-1).  

Indeed, as Heidegger and the Japanese agree in the DL, to be silent about silence itself 

would be truly authentic saying. This is surely what they are after in defining 

“dialogue” as “a focusing on the reality of language,” alluding to the sense in which 

silence is a positive mode of discourse, perhaps even its primordial mode.   

 

II.  The Meaning of Being: Early Indications in Being and Time 

In this section I briefly explore how four themes in SZ — death, fallenness, facticity, 

and temporality — relate to Zen. Though there is no direct evidence that Heidegger 

was significantly influenced by Eastern thought in his pre-SZ phase,
20

 this does not 

rule out the possibility that his early formulations demonstrate what Parkes calls a 

“pre-established harmony” with basic Taoist and Zen ideas. Reinhard May makes the 

strong claim that Heidegger’s notion of thinking-poeticizing received its (“silent”) 

                                                           
20Theodore Kisiel reports: “About the closest that the young Heidegger got to Eastern Religions 

would have been through the book of one of his teachers, Richard Reitzenstein, Die 

hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen.  Otherwise, Heidegger was so caught up in his own 

struggles with Christianity, personal as well as theological, that he gave scant attention to the 

East”  (Personal communication by e-mail) . 
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directive…from ancient Chinese thought — for metaphysics, so conceived, was never 

developed there. Being neither indebted to an Aristotelian logic, nor receptive to an 

ontology involving a subject-object dichotomy, nor, above all, being conditioned by 

any theology, ancient Chinese thought was completely remote from the assertion of 

“eternal truths,” which belong according to Heidegger “to the residue of Christian 

theology that has still not been properly eradicated from philosophical problematic” 

(Heidegger, 1962, 229). 

While May’s claim is backed up by an impressive body of evidence, that 

evidence is largely circumstantial,
21

 and it therefore fails to prove beyond a 

reasonable doubt that Heidegger was directly influenced by Eastern thought from the 

beginning.  What are the elements that contributed to Heidegger’s novel conception 

of death, and where did he obtain them from, if anywhere? In the footnotes to H249 in 

SZ, which outlines the investigation of death, Heidegger encourages the reader to 

consult Dilthey’s and Simmel’s writings on death, and to “compare especially Karl 

Jaspers’ Psychologie der Weltanschauungen…especially pp. 259-270…. Jaspers 

takes as his clue to death the phenomenon of the ‘limit-situation’ as he has set in forth 

— a phenomenon whose fundamental significance goes beyond any typology of 

‘attitudes’ and ‘world-pictures’” (Heidegger, 1962, 495). We are to understand by this 

that the full import of the “limit-situation” exceeds the bounds of any psychology, and 

is only properly approached from an existential-ontological perspective, which cannot 

itself by the subject of a typology and/or conceptual schematization, since it is the 

ground of all such categorizing. Nevertheless, as Parkes points out, “the concern with 

totality, an experiential relation to death, and the idea of death’s ‘entering into’ 

experience figure importantly in the existential conception of death that Heidegger 

would elaborate in SZ,” and all of these components are contained in the cited 

passages from Jaspers. Moreover, on page 262 of the same work, Jaspers commences 

a brief discussion of the Buddhist conception of death, framing it, Parkes observes, as 

“thoroughly nihilistic and pessimistic — an account apparently influenced by the 

(rather unreliable) interpretations given by Schopenhauer and Nietzsche: ‘Death and 

transitoriness give rise in the Buddhists to a drive for the eternal reign of the peace of 

nothingness’” (May, 1996, 265). The Buddhist path, Jaspers claims, is essentially a 

death cult bent on renunciation, quietism, indifference, and pessimism.   

There are two points we should note here: one, Jaspers commits the classic 

Western fallacy, misinterpreting Buddhistic nothingness in precisely the same way 

most of Heidegger’s European interpreters would misunderstand his treatment of the 

Nothing in WIM?; and two, at this early stage, Heidegger was already aware of an 

Eastern interpretation of death, albeit a misinterpretation, and was at this time 

engaged in forging his own conception, a conception without precedents in the 

Western tradition. As Parkes relays, it was precisely the originality of Heidegger’s 

approach to death and nothingness within the Western tradition that prompted Kyoto 

School member Tanabe Hajime to attend his 1923 lecture course entitled “Ontology:  

The Hermeneutics of Facticity,” and pen the first commentary on Heidegger’s work 

                                                           
21Circumstantial in the sense of being dependent on certain probabilities, e.g., when Heidegger 

may have read Buber’s translation of the Tao Te Ching, or a book on Zen. 
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ever published (HHS, 82). “Heidegger,” Parkes reports, “had ample occasion to be 

impressed by the visitor from Japan, having gladly acceded to his request for private 

tutorials in German philosophy” at a time when his existential conception of death 

was still fomenting (May, 1996, 82). In light of these circumstances, Parkes wagers 

that since Heidegger had written on Jaspers’ idea of death as a Grenzsituation, and 

read his discussion of the Buddhist attitude towards death, it is probable that this topic 

came up in his conversations with Tanabe. And if it did, Tanabe would have 

explained to him that the attitude toward death of the later (Mahayana) schools of 

Buddhism [e.g., Zen] is…positive and life-promoting — just as their understanding of 

nothingness is by no means nihilistic (May, 1996, 85).   

The point here is that this understanding of nothingness, which Heidegger would 

hint at in SZ via the existential conception of death and sketch more explicitly in WIM? 

two years later, is found in none of the Western sources from which he drew, but was 

all but obvious to a Japanese thinker with whom he was in close consort. Ultimately, 

it is not important whether we regard this as a matter of direct influence or 

independent congruence, but the similarity cannot be denied.  Heidegger’s discussion 

of death is similar to the Buddhistic conception of death in several respects; 

ultimately, however, is it markedly different. Heidegger writes that temptation, 

tranquilization, and alienation are distinguishing marks of the kind of Being called 

“falling.” As falling, everyday Being-towards-death is a constant fleeing in the face of 

death. Being-towards-the-end has the mode of evasion in the face of it — giving 

explanations for it, understanding it inauthentically, and concealing it (Heidegger, 

1962, 298).   

Earlier on in Division I, he defines this “falling” clearly: “Fallenness into the 

‘world’ means an absorption in Being-with-one-another, in so far as the latter is 

guided by idle talk, curiousity, and ambiguity.” The translators are specific: “The idea 

is rather of falling at the world or collapsing against it” (Heidegger, 1962, 220).  So 

far, Zen is in basic agreement. The majority of the time humans stumble through life, 

invest their energies and hopes in objects, and flee from themselves by pretending to 

be familiar with themselves. Humans become addicted to and entangled with 

substances, and begin to interpret their sustenance and even salvation exclusively in 

terms of them. For Buddhism, the basis of all suffering (dukkha), including the fear of 

death, arises from tanha — from clinging to, investing oneself in, and ultimately 

identifying with transitory phenomena, with entities in the world. Heidegger’s notions 

of fallingness, entanglement, and dispersal are nearly identical.   

As such, the so called “Great Death” — the dissolution of the ego — is deferred, 

and the self contracts, attaches itself to passing phenomena, and opts to die less 

radical and less painful deaths as all of the entities it clings to pass away. The Zen 

analogue of falling is ignorance. Out of a perceived lack, humans hustle about trying 

to attain security, comfort, and stability by hanging onto what they wrongly perceive 

to be real, persisting, genuine objects. The so-called “cycle of birth-and-death” 

(samsara), stripped of its mythological connotations of reincarnation, actually means 

being dependent on both outward objects and the sense of self-separateness, the ego.  

This is what Zen calls the “co-dependent arising” of phenomena, the self-contraction 
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that immediately generates karma, the chains of causation and patterns of influence 

that induce suffering.  Karma is the Zen analogue of facticity; it refers to the various 

circumstances into which people are thrown, the “debts” they inherit and the limits by 

which they are bound.  As such, people interpret their death in terms of release from 

such bondage, that is, they hope to be reborn with a clean slate, purged of all 

concupiscence. So by identifying with their karma — their feelings of lack, desire, 

limitation, etc., all of which are erroneously tied up with birth — they create a 

conception of death, which entails a futural rebirth, etc., ad infinitum.   

The way out of samsara is to realize that the cycle is an illusion that is projected 

when the self objectifies both karma and nirvana, birth and death, bondage and 

freedom. For Zen, birth and death do not primarily denote physiological events; 

indeed, these are derivative, in much the same way that Heidegger claims that there 

are inauthentic, derivative modes of interpreting death or “end”, such as “stopping”, 

“getting finished”, “perishing”, and “demise” (Heidegger, 1962, 289-292). As such, 

Zen agrees with Heidegger that an “existential analysis is superordinate to the 

questions of a biology, psychology, theodicy, or theology of death,” (Heidegger, 1962, 

292) even though it has a very different idea of what properly constitutes an 

“existential analysis” and a conception of psychology that is very different from the 

Western one Heidegger is reacting to (Ibid. 292). For Zen, birth and death are 

epiphenomenal concepts that are generated by the consolidation of the ego.   

Heidegger makes clear that to free oneself for death, to awaken from the dream 

fabricated by “the They-self” that blinds Dasein to its final possibility and represses it 

as a possibility, is to gather oneself together from out of one’s dispersion in worldly 

attachments and to concentrate oneself resolutely in anticipating death. This stance is 

“anticipatory” only with respect to Heidegger’s notion of “primordial temporality,” 

not toward death as a future “now” that will eventually “occur.” Heidegger also 

appears to claim that adopting either an optimistic or a pessimistic attitude toward 

death are equally repressive, since all of these latter stances fix death as an imminent, 

actual, forthcoming event-in-the-world, i.e., as something present-at-hand. This 

squares with Suzuki’s claim that Zen is neither an immanental pessimism nor a 

transcendental optimism. All of the inauthentic responses toward death, Heidegger 

claims, arise from treating death as an object, in which case fear, not anxiety, is the 

dominant state-of-mind. Fear is in all cases the repression of anxiety. And while each 

temporal ecstasis always comes together with all of the others, and though all of them 

are explicitly held together in the “moment of vision” or “authentic present,” 

Heidegger ascribes a certain primacy to the future:  “Ecstatico-horizonal temporality 

temporalizes itself primarily in terms of the future” (Ibid., 479). Just as the inauthentic 

comportment toward death robs death of its significance and objectifies it, inauthentic 

temporality, governed by what Heidegger calls a “making-present,” represses the past 

and the future by treating them merely as receding and forthcoming “nows.” In both 

cases, Dasein must collect itself from its dispersion and absorption in its proximate 

concerns. This emphasis on futurity, possibility, and anticipation is what distinguishes 

Heidegger’s concepts of death and time from the Zen perspective.   

Referring to the “within-time-ness” characteristic of inauthentic temporality, 

Heidegger claims that the “‘now’ is not pregnant with the ‘not-yet-now.’” That is, in 
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falling, we have uprooted ourselves from the “stretching-along” characteristic of 

authentic temporality; we orient ourselves merely in terms of the present instead of 

the future, which is to say, we fail to orient ourselves. Speaking from the Buddhist 

perspective, David Loy asks:  “what if there is a ‘now’ which is pregnant with the 

‘not-yet-now’?” He notes that Heidegger rejects the mystical notion of an “eternal 

now” on the grounds that it is derived from the traditional conception of time and is 

therefore a mere abstraction. Loy questions whether or not Heidegger’s alternative of 

authentic temporality is really adequate: The problem with both of Heidegger’s 

alternatives is that both are preoccupied with the future because in different ways both 

are reactions to the possibility of death; thus both are ways of running away from the 

present. Inauthentic existence scattered into a series of disconnected nows is “a 

fleeing in the face of death”; authentic life pulled out of this dispersal by the 

inevitable possibility of death is more aware of its impending death, but still driven 

by it. This means that neither experiences the present for what it is in itself, but only 

through the shadow that the inescapable future casts over it.  What the present might 

be without that shadow is not considered in SZ (Loy, 1988, 15, my italic).  

Heidegger would likely respond that Loy is simply lapsing back into inauthentic 

temporality by pointing to what the present is “in itself,” but this simply calls us back 

to Bodhidharma’s warning: “No dependence on words.” In short: I am suggesting that 

there are two kinds of “eternal now.” The first, criticized by Heidegger, is a 

“conceptual” eternity that is opposed to time and is indeed both derived from the 

ordinary experience of time and driven by death. This we might call “ego-” or “other 

worldly-” “eternity”; on this point, Buddhism and Heidegger are in complete 

agreement. The second kind, however, is what we have all along been calling nirvana. 

When Zen masters say that birth is no-birth, that death is no-death, they are neither 

kidding nor speaking metaphorically. The radical claim, to be verified only in 

experience by following the meditative injunction and checking one’s results in a 

community of the experienced, is that birth and death, that past, present, and future, 

all dissolve when the ego dissolves. One is no longer afraid of or anxious over death, 

not because one is resolved, but because one realizes that there is no-thing to be afraid 

of or over anxious over, and, more importantly, that there isn’t even anyone to be 

afraid or anxious. Moreover, this entails that the entire dualistic business of finding 

oneself stuck or thrown into a world with finite possibilities (an imperfect, “this-

worldly” samsara), speculating an endless eternity out a feeling of desire/lack (an 

“other-worldly” heaven) and, finally, violently laboring to transcend the present by 

resolutely striding into the future, are all the desperate flailings of the ego trying to 

deny its groundlessness. In this way, we might say that through his treatment of death, 

fallenness, facticity, and temporality in SZ, Heidegger comes very close to Zen’s 

radical nonduality, yet draws up short. And though he later recanted the residual 

metaphysics of subjectivity that he came to believe encumbered SZ, even his later 

works bears the marks of a residual — though unmistakable — dualism. As John 

Steffney sums up: Although Heidegger’s attempt to think from Being, which became 

evident with his famous ‘turn,’ is admirable — the attempt to think from Being 

toward Dasein, not from Dasein toward Being — Zen would say that this reversal 
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would have to be further radicalized, for both the attempts to think ‘toward’ Being or 

‘toward’ Dasein are equally dualistic (Steffney, 1981, 52).
22

   

 

III.  Heidegger’s Ambivalence 

 

This is why I have suggested throughout that no matter which way Heidegger 

happens to be turning, leaning, or thinking — toward Being or from Being—and no 

matter how he is framing his question—the meaning of Being, the nature of thinking, 

or the nature of language — he is unquestionably in transit, on the go, in between two 

radically different ways of understanding human existence. Though he clearly had 

some minimal exposure to Eastern thought even from an early point in his career 

before the composition of SZ, and probably was, as Pöggeler claims, significantly 

influenced by it in his later career, I conclude that he remains tethered, albeit 

tenuously, to Western thinking. In the DL he remarks that the transformation of 

thinking he envisions is to be understood as a movement from one site — that of 

metaphysics — to another — which, obviously, is left nameless. Heidegger is 

perpetually adventuring in the wasteland between these two “poles”; as Steffney puts 

its, “because he could not break—entirely—through the matrix of ego-consciousness 

with its inherent bifurcations, his thinking was never genuinely trans-metaphysical.  It 

was at best quasi-metaphysical” (Steffney, 1977, 352).
23

   

While there are indications that he regarded the positive task of a dialogue 

between Western and Eastern thought — “planetary thinking” — as important and 

essential for the future, it appears that he was more concerned with the negative task 

of clearing away the calcified vestiges of metaphysics still enclosing the Western 

mind. One could even argue that they are two folds of the same task. In 1953, 

Heidegger wrote that “a dialogue with the Greek thinkers and their language…has 

hardly even been prepared yet, and remains in turn the precondition for our inevitable 

dialogue with the East Asian world” (Quoted in May, 1996, 103). Clearly, Heidegger 

wanted to make absolutely sure that such a dialogue would, as it were, not get off on 

the wrong foot. 

In closing, I suggest three basic criticisms of Heidegger’s overall approach:  

Heidegger reifies “the West,” he neglects to provide an account of human 

development, and he refuses to prescribe any practices to cultivate the primordial 

experience of Being he clearly felt Western culture to be so desperately in need of.  

                                                           
22Steffney, 52. I agree with Steffney when he claims that “Heidegger would not be willing to 

accept Zen’s absolute identification of man and Being, that he did not think beyond this 

‘relation’ between man and Being,” (51) though Heidegger certainly flirts with crossing that 

border in the two dialogues treated in this essay. The thoroughgoing tendency in the later works 

is to hypostacize Being as some trans-personal super-agent that just sort of does its own thing, 

much like Vedanta’s notion of lila, “play.”    
23John Steffney, “Transmetaphysical Thinking in Heidegger and Buddhism,” 332. Steffney’s 

branding of Zen as “trans-metaphysical” is, of course, suspect.  We might slightly alter it with 

more apt phrase, e.g., non-metaphysical, since Suzuki strictly prohibits the use of 

“transcendent” and “immanent” with regard to Zen, but the point should be clear. 
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The first can be traced to comments made in the famous Der Spiegel interview of 

1966, in which Heidegger proclaimed that “a reversal can be prepared itself only from 

the same part of the world in which the modern technological world originated, and 

that it cannot come about through the adoption of Zen Buddhism or any other Eastern 

experience of the world….Thinking itself can only be transformed by a thinking 

which has the same origin and destiny” (Quoted in May, 1996, 8). In light of my 

discussion of the language barrier and planetary thinking above, it is unclear precisely 

why this “origin” is properly framed as ancient Greece, rather than “the same” from 

which language springs. By drawing this line in the sand, Heidegger sets up a rigid 

distinction between East and West that echoes throughout his later works.  

Zimmerman sums up this phenomenon:   

 
In making such a distinction between East and West, Heidegger not only tended to 

downplay the impact of Eastern thinking on the German philosophical tradition, but 

also seemed to be thinking metaphysically in accordance with a binary opposition 

between ‘East’ and ‘West,’ an opposition that seems to privelige the West as the 

origin of the technological disclosure of things that now pervades the planet 

(Zimmerman, 1993, 251).  

 

In short, Heidegger treats “the West” as something present-at-hand. However, 

Heidegger makes explicitly clear in the DL that he is not envisioning some sort of 

return to Greek thinking. It remains to be seen, then, in what sense we should 

approach his thinking as “Western.”   

Zimmerman continues:  “in calling for another beginning that would displace the 

Western metaphysical quest for the ultimate ground of things, Heidegger questioned 

the validity of the West’s claims to cultural superiority” (Zimmerman, 1993, 251).  

True enough, yet the deeper question is about superiority per se, which we might 

generally construe as the problem of “verticality” — of hierarchy, ranking, and 

teleology. Caputo’s poststructuralist reading of Heidegger wants to level the 

ontological playing field. Referring to Heidegger’s colorful ruminations on the 

destining of the West in ancient Greece, Caputo writes that there is a dream-like, 

indeed I would say Camelot-like quality…to this discourse….  when [Heidegger] 

talks about the transition to the end of philosophy to the ‘new beginning,’ then he 

gives way to the hope which is the other side of nostalgia. Thinking becomes 

recollecting and aspiring; time is a circle in which what comes about in the primordial 

beginning traces out the possibility of what can come again. Such thinking is 

nostalgic, eschatological, a higher-order, more sublated version of metaphysics.”  

“Derrida was quite right, I think, to delimit Heidegger’s talk about ‘authenticity.’ It is 

Platonic and politically dangerous to go around dividing people up into the authentic 

and inauthentic (Caputo, 1986, xxii-iv
 
). 

Zen agrees with the first criticism, but not with the second. Though I quoted 

Suzuki above as saying that Zen is a “non-teleological view of life,” this is not to say 

that it does not recognize degrees of spiritual development. Suzuki writes that it is 

impossible not to speak of some kind of progress. Even Zen as something possible of 

demonstration in one way or another must be subjected to the limitations of time. 
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That is to say, there are, after all, grades of development in its study; and some must 

be said to have more deeply, more penetratingly realized the truth of Zen…. This side 

of Zen is known as its ‘constructive’ aspect…. And here Zen fully recognizes degrees 

of spiritual development among its followers, as the truth reveals itself gradually in 

their minds… (Barrett, 1956, 364).  

There is no “phallo-centrism” or “patriarchy” at work here, imposing some 

arbitrary standard or telos on an unsuspecting multitude; no vicious dichotomizing of 

people into authentic and inauthentic; no nasty elitism. On this matter, Zen is in 

complete disagreement with this de-mythologized version of Heidegger and the 

postmodern tradition that follows it. Heidegger fails to offer any account of human 

development because of his insistence in SZ that the existentiales are “permanent” — 

i.e., facticity, untruth, inauthenticity, “the They”, etc., cannot be overcome. Since the 

existential categories smack of the same metaphysical foundationalism of, say, 

Aristotelian teleology, Heidegger abandoned the discourse of authenticity and 

existentiality, which is to say, he abandoned structures, period. Yet Zen allows that 

we cannot help but acknowledge what I would term “fluid” structures of the self
24

 — 

referred to variously as karmas, yanas, skandas, sheaths, etc. — which certainly do 

coagulate and linger, yet which may ultimately be undone. And the more a person has 

sloughed off these inauthentic trappings, the more evolved, the more mature, the more 

developed he or she is said to be. This judgment, moreover, is made by a community 

of practitioners who have already, as it were, walked the path. Only in this very 

qualified sense are individuals deemed authentic or enlightened. Ultimately, for Zen, 

all humans possess buddhanature, yet they can fail to realize it, and it is this ignorance 

that creates the illusion of ignorant and enlightened.
25

   

This relates directly to Heidegger’s ambivalent relationship toward rationality 

and modernity. For example, near the outset of SZ, Heidegger repeatedly refers to 

Dasein’s pre-conceptual understanding of Being, the basic, average, everyday way in 

which people go about their business and pursue their worldly engagements within a 

background called the world which they rarely attend to yet tacitly assume in all of 

their dealings. That is, they either never stop to thematize Being, it never arises as an 

issue, or they actively repress its emergence, yet they would be unable to even be 

engaged in the world without some dim, pre-thematic grasp of Being.  In the final 

paragraph of the treatise, however, Heidegger remarks that “Being has been disclosed 

in a preliminary way, though non-conceptually” (Heidegger, 1962, 488). While both 

the former and latter modes of disclosing Being are non-conceptual, there is a 

                                                           
24While Zen characteristically pays scant attention to the psychological nuances of interior 

growth, the Tibetan Vajrayana tradition in particular has a rich and extensive vocabulary for 

discussing the various stages, levels, or waves of spiritual development. 
25Again, I want to make clear how this is not teleology. It is not the cultivation of a positive 

quality or characteristic inherent in people from birth, like the oak is “contained” as a 

potentiality in the acorn, and Zen practice is therefore not a matter of conditioning, habituation, 

or, as some Western psychologists have claimed, self-suggestion, but a matter of de-

conditioning the very basis of all conditioning: the reified ego. In this sense, Zen has 

“development without teleology.” 
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substantial difference. The pre-conceptual is thoroughly in the sway of the ontic and 

entangled with phenomena, while the latter has conceptually reckoned with its own 

existence and realized the poverty of both the average everyday (pre-conceptual) and 

the rational-scientific (conceptual) comportments and been propelled to interpret its 

own being, and Being itself, in an entirely different yet still non-conceptual nature, 

that is, trans-conceptual.  Richardson’s attempt to thin this thicket does not lend much 

light:  “Taken in its totality, Dasein is not a subject, but it is a self — a non-subjective, 

rather trans-subjective, or even pre-subjective self, sc. transcendence” (Richardson, 

2003, 101). We are thus forced into speaking of Dasein as the “between,” yet this 

dialogical cipher still moves within a notion of duality.   

The attempt to get back to Being — to re-awaken to the forgotten meaning of 

Being, re-peat a heritage, re-tap some dormant reservoirs, to return to the roots and 

origins — that inheres in Heidegger’s early and late work lends itself to the idea that 

the modern world, and the mode of cognition by which it was constituted, namely, 

monological reason or calculative thinking, is a great mistake, a collective 

entanglement with entities in the world, and that we should therefore seek to regress 

to some sort of pre-modern, pre-rational form of society. While there are a plethora of 

passages in both SZ and in later works such as the DL which contradict this Romantic, 

mythological reading of Heidegger, it is necessary not to overlook this very real 

ambivalence in his thought. This ambivalence, I think, derives from Heidegger’s 

failure to differentiate the non-conceptual, the non-rational, the non-discursive, into 

its pre- and trans- modes. Michael Zimmerman, appropriating Ken Wilber’s “pre-

/trans- fallacy,” notes that one must first be an ordinary egoic subject before existing 

authentically as the transpersonal clearing, within which something like ‘personhood’ 

can manifest itself. In other words, before one can become ‘no one,’ one must first be 

‘some one.’ Recognizing the constructed nature of the egoic subject is possible only 

insofar as such a subject has been constructed in the first place (Zimmerman, 2000, 

140).  

Put differently: it is one thing to have mastered reason, experienced its inherent 

limitations and empty claims to totality and self-consistency, and transcended it, what 

Heidegger calls meditative thinking, or thinking from Being; quite another to have 

never bent oneself to its rule. The former is trans-conceptual thinking, the latter is pre-

conceptual.  The relevance of this strain in Heidegger’s thought to Zen is crucial. Zen 

readily admits the bankruptcy of reason’s attempts to calculate existence and treat 

entities as, in Kant’s terminology, transcendentally real, or in Heidegger’s parlance, 

as present-at-hand, yet this emptiness of phenomena is at once the emptiness of the 

ego. There is, for Zen, quite literally a world of difference between the pre-egoic — 

which is a jumble of drives, perceptions, and intentional comportments that have not 

yet congealed into a relatively stable self — and the trans-egoic — which, after 

attaining the sense of personal identity and assuming the notion of a soul substance 

persisting over time, confronts its own nothingness and transcends the illusion of a 

separate self. The space between is the very same rational-ego whose ignorance about 

its own being is deconstructed in SZ. However, Zen goes further than Heidegger in 
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denying what duality lingers in the subjectivist metaphysics of his early work and the 

ontological difference of the later works through the doctrine of an-atman (no-self).   

The key difference is that Zen has an attendant set of psychophysical practices 

that train the mind.
26

 This is a training regimen that has successfully been passed 

down for centuries. It has taken root and flourished in Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 

Vietnamese, and American cultures. The nature of mind — “no-mind” — is directly 

communicated from teacher to student. The sangha is the intersubjective space in 

which this exchange takes place. The key here is that the process does not consist in 

the dogmatic imposition of a set of allegedly eternal truths, i.e., facts about the world, 

which belong to the domain of the mythos and the logos, apprehended through faith 

or reason. The individual is not asked to uncritically swallow the assertions of “the 

They,” but is instead invited to perform the experiment, to test his findings in a 

community of the adequate, and to confirm/refute those findings based on his own 

empirical research. Heidegger resists signing off on any such set of practices, because 

they seem to suggest a calculative, scientific, and technological kind of thinking that 

does violence to and covers up the mystery of Being, that commercializes and thus 

de-sacralizes a secret:  “the program of mathematics and the experiment are grounded 

in the relation of man as ego to the thing as object” (Heidegger, 1966, 79). However, 

the truth of Zen is something to be experientially verified in the laboratory of one’s 

own awareness by performing the experiment called meditation. This is why Suzuki 

described Zen as a “radical empiricism” (Barrett, 1956, 140).
27

  

The overblown tendency to destabilize, unsettle, and disturb which permeates 

Heidegger’s work as a whole makes it all but impossible for any such healthy 

institutional incarnation or individual transformation to occur. This deconstructive 

tendency is so bent on the negative tasks of inverting stodgy hierarchies, delimiting 

conceptual binaries, liberating excluded middles and drilling holes through master 

narratives that it never constructs anything. It is hard enough handing “no-thingness” 

down, and harder still when one refuses to prescribe any methods by which to 

transmit it or to consider the legitimacy of “foreign” methods. Such is the world of 

difference between handing down no-thingness and passing on nothing.   
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Paul Hendrickson, Hemingway’s Boat: Everything He Loved in Life and Lost, 

1934-1961. New York: Knopf, 2011. 544 pp.
1
  

 

FOR BOTH HIS mastery of elliptical English prose and his flamboyant persona, 

Ernest Hemingway may well be the most influential American author of the 20th 

century. “I almost wouldn’t trust a young novelist — I won’t speak for the women 

here, but for a male novelist — who doesn’t imitate Hemingway in his youth,” 

declared the 84-year-old Norman Mailer in the Paris Review. Mailer’s great friend 

William Kennedy gives us one such imitator in his latest novel, Changó’s Beads and 

Two-Tone Shoes. After reading The Sun Also Rises, Daniel Quinn quits his job as a 

reporter for the Miami Herald and, intent on following Hemingway’s trajectory from 

journalism to fiction, heads for Cuba. In Havana’s Floridita bar, he is befriended by 

Papa himself, a brawling boozer at war with the world and his own prodigious talents. 

Challenged to a duel, Kennedy’s Hemingway responds portentously: “Tell him if I 

wanted to die I wouldn’t let him do it, I’d do it myself.” And when Quinn tracks Fidel 

down for an interview in the wooded Oriente mountains, El Comandante embellishes 

the Yankee writer’s legend. “I like the way he writes, how he has conversations with 

himself,” the Cuban guerrilla says about Hemingway. “His novel on the Spanish civil 

war can teach you about battle.” The outsized life of Hemingway — furloughed from 

World War I for an enigmatic wound; expatriate in literary Paris; author of In Our 

Time, The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell to Arms, For Whom the Bell Tolls, and much 

else, boxer, bullfight aficionado, big-game hunter, deep-sea fisherman, marriage 

recidivist, Nobel laureate, suicide — provides one of the most enduring narratives of 

American literary history. Like his countrymen Mailer, Walt Whitman, and Jack 

London, Hemingway was a master at creating his own myth, and that myth has been 

catnip to chroniclers of all sorts. By now, anyone who presumes to biographize 

Hemingway must contend with Carlos Baker, A. E. Hotchner, Kenneth S. Lynn, 

James Mellow, Jeffrey Meyers, and Michael S. Reynolds, among others who have 

already staked out some part of the territory. 

Sailing into what he calls “the vast, roily, envy-ridden sea of Hemingway 

studies,” Paul Hendrickson weighs in with Hemingway’s Boat: Everything He Loved 

in Life and Lost, 1934-1961. He adopts as his principle of navigation a concept 

borrowed from astronomy: averted vision.  “The idea,” he explains, “is that 

sometimes you can see the essence of a thing more clearly if you’re not looking at it 

directly.” Looking at the Pilar, the custom-built, 38-foot fishing vessel that 

Hemingway owned from 1934 until his death in 1961, Hendrickson is able to see 

things about its skipper not readily apparent to those left on shore. Similarly, in Julian 

Barnes’s 1984 novel Flaubert’s Parrot, the narrator’s quest to find the stuffed bird 

that inspired a famous short story results in revelations about Gustave Flaubert, the 

                                                           
1
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narrator, and, one assumes, the reader. And in Driving Mr. Albert: A Trip Across 

America with Einstein’s Brain (2000), Michael Paterniti ponders Einstein’s life and 

work while transporting the scientific genius’s brain from New Jersey to California. 

Not every writer adores this technique: Skeptical of synecdoche, Vladimir Nabokov, 

for one, warned, “The breaking of a wave cannot explain the whole sea.” 

Nevertheless, faith in the microcosm as quintessence of the macrocosm is surely 

what led a bidder to pay $3,000 at a recent auction for John Lennon’s molar. A belief 

that a man’s home is his fossil draws curious hordes to Monticello, Giverny, and 

Yasnaya Polyana. Hendrickson, too, seeks the universe in a grain of sand, finding 

direction through indirection. Hemingway’s Boat: Everything He Loved in Life and 

Lost, 1934-1961 is a triumph of biography as metonymy. 

Soon after returning from safari in East Africa in 1934, Hemingway coaxed an 

advance from Arnold Gingrich, his editor at Esquire, and made his way to Howard E. 

Wheeler’s shipbuilding operation on Cropsey Avenue in Brooklyn. There he bought a 

sleek, mahogany twin-cabin cruiser for $7,495 and, after having it transported down 

the Atlantic coast, docked it near his home in Key West and his finca in Cuba. 

Borrowing a private nickname for his second wife, Pauline Pfeiffer, he dubbed the 

boat Pilar. Hemingway praised the Pilar as “a wonderful fishing machine” and 

delighted in piloting it through the Caribbean in quest of marlin, the majestic species 

whose population he became adept at depleting. Hendrickson provides detailed 

information about seaworthy craft and the craft of catching aquatic creatures. He 

evokes Key West as raffish, not yet glamorous, and pre-Castro Cuba as a Yankee 

playground. But the book’s true strength lies in the way it weaves in multiple stories 

— not only of the boat’s famous owner but also of many of the estimated 500 guests 

who visited the Pilar during the 27 turbulent years in which Hemingway was its 

skipper. Though he could be boorish and abusive, Hemingway was mostly a 

gregarious fellow who chafed at the seclusion necessary to compose his sentences. 

Hendrickson describes him as “a man in a solitary profession … [who] could barely 

stand to be alone, no matter how he’d curse at the world for not leaving him alone.” 

Guests aboard the Pilar included eminences such as John Dos Passos and Archibald 

MacLeish, but also others whom Hendrickson, drawing on letters, interviews, and a 

ship’s log, retrieves from obscurity. Particularly memorable are three mini-

biographies embedded in the book’s overall account of a troubled, ailing literary 

heavyweight struggling to stay afloat. 

The subject of one biography-within-the-biography, Arnold Samuelson, was a 

22-year-old aspiring writer who hopped a freight from Minnesota and made his way 

to Key West, to knock on the Maestro’s door. Hemingway took an immediate liking 

to him, nicknamed him “Mice,” and employed him for a year as factotum on and off 

the boat. Drawing on his published writings, his diary, and conversations with 

Samuelson’s daughter, Hendrickson follows the man through an unconventional life 

haunted by a fatalism similar to his mentor’s. Early publications in Esquire and 

elsewhere manifest genuine literary talent, but when Samuelson died naked and alone 

in 1981, he was the unfulfilled curmudgeon of a small West Texas town. Also taking 

a solo turn is Gregory “Gigi” Hemingway, the third of the writer’s three sons, who 

became a physician but continued to disappoint his legendary father. A transvestite 
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who underwent an incomplete sex change operation at 63, he shared his father’s 

discomfort with gender identity, but to more tragic result. Arrested for indecent 

exposure in 2001, he died in the Miami-Dade County Women’s Detention Center. 

Hendrickson summarizes the relationship between a famous writer known to 

everyone as “Papa” and his resentful, wayward son thus: “Gigi did little but 

disappoint and often disgust his father. The reverse could also be said.” 

The book’s most endearing character is Walter Houk, whom Hendrickson 

befriended in California as the octogenarian was experiencing the onset of 

Alzheimer’s. Despite his fading memory, Houk vividly recalls how in 1950, serving 

in the American embassy in Havana, he met Nita Jensen, Hemingway’s secretary. 

They married in the novelist’s house, and Houk developed a close friendship with the 

writer. Hendrickson traces Houk’s later career as a diplomat, travel writer, and painter, 

though, for all his adventures and accomplishments, the two years in which he and his 

wife were regulars on the Pilar remain freshest in Houk’s failing mind. Sounding 

again the theme of biography as metonymy, Hendrickson sees in this wistful old man 

— who, despite numerous freelance bylines, inhabits the margins of literary history 

— “the story of all the rest of us.”  Hemingway was a bigot and a bully, particularly 

cruel toward those closest to him. Hendrickson, however, recognizes that “kindness 

and gentleness and understanding and probity seem never far from his most appalling 

behavior.” At one time or another, Hemingway behaved appallingly toward each of 

his four wives and three sons. Behind their backs, his friends became the object of 

scathing derision. But, as an example of Hemingway’s extraordinary generosity, 

Hendrickson recounts the way he encouraged an indigent young writer named Ned 

Calmer who was struggling to support an ailing wife and an infant daughter. In 

addition to other favors, Hemingway, unsolicited, slipped Calmer $350 to enable him 

to take his family back to the States. In later years, Calmer tried to reimburse his 

benefactor but discovered after Hemingway’s death that the famous novelist had 

never cashed his check.  

And when Gerald and Sara Murphy, the glamorous Americans who were the life 

of the expatriate party in Paris, lost their 15-year-old son to meningitis, Hemingway 

offered heartfelt consolation, using a convenient nautical metaphor: It seems as 

though we were all on a boat now together, a good boat still, that we have made but 

that we know now will never reach port. There will be all kinds of weather, good and 

bad; and especially because we know now that there will be no landfall we must keep 

the boat up very well and be very good to each other. We are fortunate we have good 

people on the boat. 

Hemingway began his Pilar period in a state of elation. In a letter to Clifton 

Fadiman sent on November 26 1933, five months before buying his boat, he surveyed 

his life with satisfaction:  

 
Look, I’m 35, I’ve had a damned fine life, have had every woman I ever wanted, 

have bred good kids, have seen everything I believe in royally f——d to hell (for 

Scribner’s sake amen), have been wounded many times, decorated many times, got 

over all wish for glory or a career before I was 20, have always made a living in all 

times, staked my friends, written 3 books of stories, 2 novels, a comic book and one 
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fairly exhaustive treatise and every chickenshit prick who writes about my stuff 

writes with a premature delight and hope that I may be slipping. It’s beautiful. But I 

will stick around and write until I have ruined every one of them, and not go until 

my time comes. 

 

True to his word, on July 2, 1961, in Ketchum, Idaho, far from the sea, Hemingway 

determined that his time had indeed come and pulled the trigger on a 12-gauge 

shotgun inserted into his mouth. Despite transcendent moments, the Pilar years were 

a time of artistic and emotional decline. Hemingway never fully recovered from two 

plane crashes in East Africa in 1954 that left him a physical wreck.  

Hemingway was a sedulous slacker who loafed and invited his soul and, by doing 

so, was able to compose consummately concentrated prose. Hendrickson likens his 

style of writing to the way he caught marlin: The art of slacking, of holding back 

before you try to set the hook, is counterintuitive, counterreflexive, which is probably 

why Hemingway was so damn good at it — in both fishing and literature. This 

immense thing is coming at you, his back projecting out of the water like a submarine, 

a submarine with wings, and then he hits it, smashes at the bait, explodes and boils 

the sea around him, and all you can think to do — against every instruction and 

mental reminder — is to jerk back on the rod. The most natural impulse in the world. 

But if you do this, if you sock without first trying to slack, almost certainly you’ll lose 

the fish — and maybe your line as well. You’ll horse the bait right out of his mouth, 

or worse, you’ll snap your line like a matchstick.  

Through its diversions and digressions, Hemingway’s Boat follows a similar 

method of slacking. Begun in 1977, the annual International Hemingway Imitation 

Contest calls for submissions that constitute “one really good page of really bad 

Hemingway.” Parody is homage, implicit recognition of the authority of its target. By 

writing “bad Hemingway,” his imitators concede that Papa still comes out best. Apart 

from parody, anyone writing about Hemingway risks embarrassment by the example 

of the Master’s own trenchant prose. Nevertheless, without trying to mimic 

Hemingway, Hendrickson offers more than a few true sentences of his own. His 

account of a fishing trip with Patrick Hemingway might stand, synecdochically, for 

the brilliance of the writing throughout his book: In the gathering dark of that mid-

June 1987 evening, the water seemed to lie around us like glass. We stood about 

fifteen yards apart. Fat, pulpy rainbows began rising to our casts. You couldn’t quite 

see them but you could hear them sipping and slurping and breaking the water. 

Patrick worked his rod like a wand, sending his line in great noiseless loops far out 

onto the stream. We fished for about an hour and barely spoke. But at one point, after 

he’d reeled in a particularly beautiful rainbow and held it at the surface of the water in 

one hand and had expertly removed the hook with his other hand and had then studied 

his prize for an instant more before delivering it back to the inkiness from which it 

had come, Patrick called over in the softest voice, “I love fishing after dusk. It’s 

called fishing off the mirror.” 

With its narrative economy, its attention to detail, and its respect for the rhythm 

of the sentence, Hendrickson’s prose poetry is worthy of its subject. In a sense, all 

biography is metonymy. Somewhere between 60 billion and 120 billion human beings 
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have lived on this planet, and an account of any one of them succeeds when it says 

something true about us all. Since at least the age of Plato, some writers have focused 

on the One, others on the many. Hemingway’s Boat does both. 

 

Dr. STEVEN G. KELLMAN, Professor, The University of Texas at San Antonio 
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Jurgen Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory. 

Cambridge, Mass::MIT Press, 1998. 300Pp+ paperback. ISBN 9-780262581868. 

 

HABERMAS’ The Inclusion of the other is a collection of essays on a wide range of 

topics, including the cognitive dimension of morality, discourse ethics, truth, justice 

relation, the normative requirement of law, democracy, the rule of law, nation-state, 

cultural inclusion, human rights, cosmopolitanism, and so on.  For this reason, rich in 

content as the book is, it is very difficult for readers to pin down one central theme 

that goes through the whole book. One may also have difficulty in picturing the book 

in whole as a deep, mysterious forest as each chapter is an outstanding tree sparkling 

with insights and illuminations. Surely, essays of various parts are importantly related. 

Yet, their interrelations are not easy to see. For example, in what way is the relation 

between a reasonable political concept of justice internally related to the concept of 

cosmopolitanism? In what way is the concept of the cognitive content of morality 

internally related to the concept of a procedurals concept of democracy? Even with 

regard to methodology, various chapters are diverse in style. For example, there is a 

genealogical account of the cognitive dimension of morality.  

There is analytical analysis of the relation between truth and reasonable political 

conception of justice. There is historical account of the origin of human rights, as well. 

Surely, genealogical account, analytical analysis and historical narrative do not 

belong to the same category of methodology. In spite of all these, the volume at hand 

offers a titillating glimpse of Habermas’ most recent thoughts. Of all topics that are 

discussed in the book, cosmopolitanism, or Habermas’ reconstruction of the Kantian 

cosmopolitan project, remains the most intricate one for me.  

A full account of Habermas’ view requires another paper. But The Inclusion of 

the other offers us some glimpse. Here is how Habermas reads Kant. In his “Perpetual 

Peace”, Kant puts forth his cosmopolitan project, envisioning a world order that 

safeguards perpetual world peace and persons’ basic cosmopolitan rights. Moreover, 

Kantian cosmopolitan order is a juridical one, defined by a kind of cosmopolitan law 

based on the principle of human rights.  As Habermas reads it, the concept of 

cosmopolitan law is a creative one with insights and illusions. The concept indicates a 

new category of law, which is crucial and significant to humanity. Meanwhile, 

unfortunately, Kant’s concept of cosmopolitan law does not indicate a path to such a 

kind of law. Also revolutionary is that Kantian cosmopolitan order is one in which an 

individual person would be not only a citizen of his/her own country, but also a 

citizen of the world or a world citizen, enjoying what Kant would call “cosmopolitan 

rights”. As Habermas reads it, the concept of cosmopolitan rights is the key in Kant’s 

cosmopolitan vision. A cosmopolitan order is geared to promote and protect such a 

category of rights.  
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In The Inclusion of the Other, Habermas draws three distinctive ideas from Kant: 

(1) the concept of a global order wherein all human beings live as equal, free citizens; 

(2) the concept of world law or cosmopolitan law; the concept of a global order 

defined by cosmopolitan laws; and (3) the concept of cosmopolitan rights; each 

person’s status as a cosmopolitan citizen is legal, not merely moral; correspondingly, 

each person as a world citizen enjoys certain basic rights or cosmopolitan rights. That 

being said, Habermas also finds Kant’s vision to have significant shortcomings.  

Kant feels comfortable with staying in the assumption that a cosmopolitan legal 

order can be deduced from a cosmopolitan moral order. In comparison, Habermas 

does not see law to be subordinate to morality. Thus, he resists the idea that a 

cosmopolitan legal order can be deduced from a cosmopolitan moral order. Moreover, 

for Habermas, legitimate global laws must be democratically established. Sticking at 

his view in Between Facts and Norms that law does not allow organizational deficit, 

Habermas proposes that the world state is replaced with a world order administrated 

by a system of world organizations on the top of which is a super-national 

organization, the U.N.  

Noteworthy, in Habermas’ reconstruction, the sole role of the United Nations 

consists of two parts: to protect human rights and to promote world peace. In other 

words, Habermas is more or less with Kant on the thought of what a cosmopolitan 

order is about. That being said, Habermas’ most significant move in his proposal of a 

cosmopolitan project is his reconceptualization of Kant’s concept of cosmopolitan 

law. In his proposal, cosmopolitan law would have a binding force not only on 

individual citizens, but also on individual governments. He points out that only 

through binding on individual governments by cosmopolitan law will “the unstable 

system of states… assert their sovereignty… be transformed into a federation with 

common institutions” (179). In his vision of a constitutionalized world order, a 

nations-state’s sovereignty is no longer absolutely inviolable.  For example, a nation-

state’s sovereignty can be transgressed when human rights are seriously violated, or 

worse yet, serious crimes against humanity occur in that nation-state.  

Meanwhile, Habermas stubbornly insists that global human rights politics must 

be mediated by law and strongly warns against what he calls “human rights 

fundamentalism.” He points out that the way to avoid human rights fundamentalism is 

not by “renouncing the politics of human rights”, but “through a cosmopolitan 

transformation of the state of nature among states into a legal order” (201). That is, 

human rights fundamentalism is avoided through the rule of law. 

Thus far, thus good. Nonetheless, some serious questions remain. What are 

cosmopolitan laws? How can legitimate cosmopolitan laws be established? How can 

they be authoritative without a world state? What are the enacting conditions of 

cosmopolitan laws? To list just a few. For the sake of focus, let us set aside the issues 
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of how can cosmopolitan laws be authoritative without a world state and focus only 

on issues of how legitimate cosmopolitan laws can be established here. A key point to 

consider with Habermas’ cosmopolitan law is his view that unlike moral rule, law 

must be formally established; equally crucial, the formal democratic process of 

legislature through which law is legitimately established is the only source of the 

legitimacy of law.  By this token, cosmopolitan law must be established through 

formal process of global democracy — that is, cosmopolitan law must be established 

formally through the means of formal discussion, voting, and so on. The concept of 

formal process of global democracy should be intimidating to some of us. At least I 

find myself feel unsettled with its possibility. I cannot help asking this question: Can 

cosmopolitan law be established in the same way or similar fashion in which 

American laws are established? More exactly, can there be a kind of formal global 

democracy that will legitimately establish cosmopolitan law which Habermas 

proposes?  

For the sake of argument, we can imagine follows: in order for cosmopo-litan 

law to be established democratically, similar to how American laws are established,  

several conditions must be met: 1) a legitimate world congress consisting of 

legitimate representatives of different peoples or all citizens in the world; 2) formal 

democratic discussion in the globe;  3) formal democratic voting procedure; 4) fair, 

and formal democratic vote in the globe through formal democratic procedure 

organized by laws; 5) full democratic participations in the global scale, either by 

citizens themselves or by their legitimate representatives.  Can these conditions be 

met? My misgiving grows if taken into consideration the fact that we are talking 

about democracy of a global scale. We cannot take for granted that what can be done 

in a national scale can also be done in a global scale.  Meanwhile, if there can be no 

formal global democracy that will legitimately establish cosmopolitan law which 

Habermas proposes, how can such a cosmopolitan law be legitimately established? 

We can no longer appeal to God or any divine powers.  

We cannot conceive cosmopolitan law which Habermas proposes as any natural 

given either. Where is our path? One may think that perhaps, cosmopolitan law can be 

established democratically in the same way international laws are democratically 

established today. That being said, one cannot take for granted that this is necessarily 

the case. Cosmopolitan law is not supposed to be the same as international law. In 

addition, whether or not current international laws are truly democratically 

established remains an open question. In spite of all these, a cosmopolitan project as 

Habermas conceives is a worthy one.  

In sum, Habermas’ The Inclusion of the other is invested with rich thoughts and 

overall illuminating. The fact that it has provoked some heated debates on issues 

which are dealt in the book speaks for the book itself. Cosmopolitanism is and has 
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been a heatedly debated topic. This book brings to light crucial issues of our time and 

future time.  
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