
Cosmopolitanism and hierarchy. An attempt to a counterfactual analysis

Emanuela Koskimies

emanuela.koskimies(at)helsinki.fi

University of Helsinki

Cosmopolitanism and hierarchy.

An attempt to a counterfactual analysis

Idea-paper presented at the seminar “Counterfactual Histories and Possible Futures”, seminar organized by the

National Graduate School of Political Studies (POLITU) and held in Helsinki, 13-14 February 2014.

1



Cosmopolitanism and hierarchy. An attempt to a counterfactual analysis

Abstract

The  cosmopolitan  vision  of  a  just  global  order  is  surely  captivating.  Nevertheless,  while

cosmopolitan theorists dispute the ability of the old sovereignty dogma to provide a satisfactory

alternative to any hegemony, one cannot discard the concern about a normative project that – in

practice – may end lending itself to the political and military leaders of powerful states. Such a

concern is herein recast in ‘causal terms’ and employed as main claim in a ‘counterfactual thought

experiment’.  In  other  words,  cosmopolitanism is  considered  as  an  element  in  the  causal  geo-

historical complex responsible for the current hierarchical pattern in international relations. The

counterfactual question arising from the main claim is the following: removed cosmopolitanism

from its causal complex, would international hierarchy differ today, and how? Such a questions

calls in the critical-realist view of causation, which is applied as a means to disclose the casual

mechanisms capable of producing hierarchy. As a result, the social logics of hierarchy are brought

to light and, finally, the role played by cosmopolitan discourse in the legitimation of international

inequality.

Keywords: cosmopolitanism, hierarchy, counterfactual, critical realism, retroduction
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1. Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War many have suggested that we are witnessing a progressive transform-

ation of both domestic  and international  relations  toward a  new cosmopolitan political  order –

through the increase in the degree of institutionalization and thereby justice of international life. 

‘Cosmopolitanism' has, therefore, become the buzzword of our times, being employed in a variety

of forms and contexts (Delanty 2006). 

This  paper  focuses on a  strand of  cosmopolitan thought,  namely  institutional  cosmopolitanism.

'Cosmopolitanism' in general can be defined as “an umbrella of ideas” placing “the individual as the

central  unit  of moral concern”, and believing “in the political  community of humanity in some

form” (Çali 2006: 1150). 

Cosmopolitanism becomes institutional “when the ethical principles of human equality are recast as

the normative, regulative horizon of political action, and institutional implementation of these prin-

ciples is looked for at the supranational level” (Beardsworth 2008: 71-72). Institutional cosmopolit-

anism has its roots in the work of Kant (1795). Contemporary accounts of institutional cosmopoli-

tanism are found in the accounts of of Held (1995), Falk (1998), Habermas (2001), Kaldor (2002),

Archibugi (2003),  among others.

The vision of a just global order is definitely appealing: “nothing appears more required in our

world than a cosmopolitan order governed by rational and universal principles”, as Dallmayr ac-

knowledges (2003, p. 41). However, one cannot discard the impression of “a troubling remoteness

of theoretical construction from lived practice” (Dallmayr, 2003, p. 41), resulting – in turn - from an

uneven treatment of the tension between norms and facts  (Dallmayr, 2003). Especially, looking at

contemporary 'cosmopolitan' (institutional) developments – such as humanitarian interventions, 're-

sponsibility to protect' (R2P), and even international criminal law - concerns arise about a norma-

tive global design ending up supplying the aims of the most powerful countries.

2. The terms of my counterfactual thought experiment

Any counterfactual experiment entails two main elements: a claim about C being a cause for an

outcome X and “the counterfactual claim that without C, the existing geo-historical complex would

not have produced X” (Patomäki, 2007, p. 578).

The main claim of my counterfactual experiment is the following: while cosmopolitan theorists

dispute  the  ability  of  the  old  sovereignty  dogma  to  provide  a  satisfactory  alternative  to  any
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hegemony, cosmopolitanism may serve a hierarchical regulation of international relations (Cohen,

2004).  In other words, I argue that the trend toward the ‘cosmopolitanization’ of the international

sphere is an element in the causal geo-historical complex responsible for the current hierarchical

pattern in international relations.

Before laying down the correspondent counterfactual claim, some major premises are to be recalled.

First,  qualifying  institutional  cosmopolitanism  as  a  causal  element  means  opting  for  a  wider

conception of cause than the one defined “squarely through the metaphor of efficient cause” (Kurki,

2006, p. 204).  Indeed, such a  conception of cause “encapsulates not only human action, but also

ideas, rules and reasons”, which likewise “cause states of affairs,  although not necessarily in a

‘when A, then B’ manner” (Kurki, 2006, p. 204). The latter has its roots in the Aristotle's idea of

aition.  “An aition was anything that contributed in any way to the producing or maintaining of a

certain reality, or whatever one could cite as an answer to a why-question. Crucially, for Aristotle,

different causes – material, formal, efficient and final – ‘cause’ in different ways” (Kurki, 2006, p.

206). In the domain of “formal” causes are ideas, rules and reasons, which “describe the rules and

relations that define social positions and relationships, and hence can be seen as ‘that according to

which’  social  reality  works”  (Kurki,  2006,  p.  207).  In  other  terms,  what  allows  for  the

acknowledgement of cosmopolitanism as a causal element is the assertion that causal relations and

causal analysis entail also 'constitutive' relations and 'constitutive' analysis (Kurki, 2006).

Secondly, counterfactual claims in general “can be a mere hypothetical thought-experiment, for the

plausibility of the absence of C in a given geo-historical context is a separate issue”  (Patomäki,

2007, p. 578). 

Thirdly, “a number of components of the causal complex can be necessary for a complex to produce

the relevant outcome; and consequently a specific outcome may be contingent  on a number of

activity- and concept-dependent conditions and manifold actions” (Patomäki, 2007, p. 578). 

Fourthly, it is also essential to consider “the possibility that there could have been other sufficient

conditions capable of producing a similar result” (Patomäki, 2007, p. 578).

From the premises just listed, it follows that  there are good reasons to maintain that, even in the

absence  of  any  cosmopolitan  tendency,  hierarchy would  still  be  a  feature  of  the  international

system. 

Accordingly,  my counterfactual question is not 'would the structure of international relations be

(more)  horizontal,  cleared  any  sort  of  cosmopolitan  conditioning?'.  But  rather:  'removed

cosmopolitanism from its  causal  complex,  how contemporary international  hierarchy would  be

different?'.
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3. 'Hierarchy': from a first-sight definition to the lens of 'retroduction'

Hierarchy  is  commonly  assumed  as  “a  function  of  power  and,  in  turn,  material  or  economic

capabilities” (Lake, 2009, p. 122):

“Power Transition Theory posits global and regional hierarchies of power that produce struggles for

system leadership and periods of intense warfare [...]. Hegemonic Stability Theory predicts that a

single, dominant country will produce higher levels of international public goods and economic

openness [...]. Although focused on hegemony, a trait never formally or consensually defined, this

theory is  at  least  implicitly about hierarchy [...].  Dependency theory,  in its  various guises,  also

posits a hierarchy within the international economy defined by levels of development” (Lake, 2009,

p. 122).

Furthermore, as it has already been extensively noted in the literature, “hierarchy is not something

that is new in international politics” (Dunne, 2003, p.  307). Rather “the members of international

society have generally accepted that order has to be managed” and even “in a system of formal

equality, certain privileges are nevertheless accorded to great powers”, such as, for example in the

UN system, where the Security Council is dominated by the permanent members (Dunne, 2003, p.

307).

That being said, it is now tempting to conclude that - given the natural persistence of hierarchy in

the  history  of  international  relations,  and  its  material  dimension  –  the  'cosmopolitan  turn'  in

international relations ushered in at the beginning of the 1990s has not much to do with the current

pattern of international hierarchy. What is more, is counter-intuitive to link the latter to a project

about ultimate human equality and single humanity.

Though,  the counterfactual question whether international hierarchy would have a different form

today in  the  void  of  cosmopolitan  conditioning, demands  the  inference  of  all the  meaningful

mechanisms capable of producing international hierarchy. Such a mode of inference is typical of the

critical-realist  view of causation and  it is commonly referred to as ‘retroduction’ (Sayer,  1992).

Retroduction is about - not a relationship between discrete events (‘Cause and Effect’) - but about

the ‘mechanisms’ of objects or relations.  

Even a quick look at the causal mechanisms of hierarchy compels us to broaden the definition of

hierarchy given above as a set of material conditions in which one state is predominant. Hierarchy,

is, indeed, underpinned by logics other than material, namely social:

“It is not, in other words, primacy alone […]. Neither it is something that is unilaterally possessed

by the dominant states. Rather, it is a status bestowed by others, and rests on recognition by them.

This recognition is given in return for the bearing of special responsibilities.” (Clark, 2009, p. 24).
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In other words, as fully acknowledged by the English School of International Relations,1 to be a

great power is ultimately to be located in a social relationship. Accordingly, the international society

results  from  the  “accommodation  between  systems  of  power  relations  and  shared  normative

frameworks” (Dunne, 2003, p.  307), such as international law, diplomacy, war, balance of power,

role of great powers

To sum up, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, it has become common to refer to the hegemony

of the West as the defining feature of the international order; nevertheless, it would be mistaken, if

such a claim rested exclusively with the (in some cases even only alleged) West's preponderance of

material resources.

4. Institutional cosmopolitanism: between human equality and international inequality

The appraisal of the causal mechanisms of hierarchy called in by the counterfactual question has

recast hierarchy in its social and consensual form - as issuing from a relational authority. 

Hence, it remains to establish whether and how the 'cosmopolitan turn' has been playing a role in

shaping the social dimension of contemporary international hierarchy.

The starting point of my argument here is that the cosmopolitan project has always borne, since its

earliest thinkers, a positive discrimination in favour of ’the good’. 

For example, the Stoics’ cosmpopolitan vision of a single human community

“was based upon an assumption that the cosmos is permeated and guided by a logos – a purpose –

which is implanted in each human soul or mind as the principle of reason. But this logos is not

shared by all persons to an equal degree […]. The Stoics, indeed, far from embracing all peoples,

seem to have looked only upon those they held to be wise as worthy of consideration. “In the

Republic [Zeno’s lost work on politics],” Diogenes Laertius tells us, “he declares the good alone to

be true citizens or friends or kindred or free men.”2 (Pagden, 2000, p. 5).

A similar discrimination is also incorporated in the Kantian project of ‘perpetual peace’:

“A powerful and enlightened people can make itself a republic, which by its nature must be inclined

to perpetual peace, this gives a fulcrum to the federation with other states so that they may adhere to

1   The central tenet of the English School “a society of states (or international society) exists when a group of states,
conscious  of  certain  common  interests  and  common  values,  form  a  society  in  the  sense  that  they  conceive
themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations with one another, and share in the working of
common institutions” (Bull, 1997, p. 13). These are the instititutions of international society, and the role of great
powers in one of the them, such as balance of power, international law, diplomacy, and even war.

2   (Diogenes & Hicks, 1972).

6



Cosmopolitanism and hierarchy. An attempt to a counterfactual analysis

it and thus secure freedom under the idea of the law of nations”. (Kant, 1795).

Also  according  to  a  contemporary  leading  cosmopolitan  thinker the  institutionalization  of

ccosmopolitan order ought to entail the same discrimination:

“The cultural, legal, moral borderlessness of responsibility favours the emergence of a cosmopolitan

monopoly of morality, law and legitimate use of force in the West.” (Beck, 2005, p. 15).

What is more, in some (American) academic circles, a linkage is overtly made between the future of

the cosmopolitan project and the foreign policy of the United States  (Gilmore & Dexter, 2006, p.

13). For example, Prins, among others

“refers to US involvement in Kosovo, it’s initial recourse to the United Nations over Iraq and the

overall  desire,  derived  from the  Enlightenment  ‘rights  of  man’ basis  of  US  society,  to  spread

‘freedom’ and democracy globally,  as  examples  of  a  ‘cosmopolitan’ turn in  US foreign  policy

objectives (Prins, 2004: 45). From this perspective the invasion of Afghanistan as a response to

international  terrorism, and the subsequent  ‘liberation’ of the oppressed Afghan people,  was an

armed cosmopolitan  intervention.  Similarly,  the  later  invasion  of  Iraq ostensibly to  remove the

threat posed by the regime’s weapons of mass destruction, and latterly to ‘liberate’ the Iraqi people,

also falls within this ‘narrower’ conception of a cosmopolitan military action.” (Gilmore & Dexter,

2006, p. 13).

Accordingly, it is not hazardous to claim that the ultimate cosmopolitan end of human equality is

controversially tied to a cosmopolitan order predicated on inequality. 

Indeed, the 'Manichean' world-view presented above does not function merely on the level of ideas,

performing the role of a civic religion, but it has also a twofold institutional output. 

First  of  all,  considering  the  intrinsically  under-determined  and  non  self-executing  nature  of

cosmopolitanism (like any other normative ideal), the  discrimination in favor of 'the good' surely

serves the practical purpose of political agency. 

Secondly, and more importantly for the purpose of this paper, it may serve the re-conceptualization

of sovereignty and military force in favour of the dominant states. 

Indeed the the current discourse of cosmopolitan military (Eliot & Cheesman, 2004), and practices

of humanitarian intervention and R2P seem all to confirm such a 'hegemonic' drift. So does even  a

disenchanted look at the first decade of the International Criminal Court (ICC). In fact, the Court's

alleged universalism “provides a vocabulary to label opponents as enemies of mankind” (Nouwen,

2010, p. 962). In other words, “the more successfully it portrays itself as neutral, universal, and

above politics, the more attractive it will become as an instrument for the labeling and neutralization

of enemies of a particular political group” (Nouwen, 2010, p. 962). Even the Court Prosecutor “has
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in several ways actively used the friend–enemy dichotomy” (Nouwen, 2010, p. 962), for example in

the Uganda case, by presenting the Ugandan government as its friend and the LRA as an enemy of

mankind and, consequently by taking only the LRA, and not the Ugandan government as subject of

investigations. What is more, to date such a dichotomy has by no means challenged the asymmetric

distribution  of  power  in  the  international  arena,  and,  as  a  result,  the  Court  has  only  opened

investigations where it does not hurt (Cryer, 2005; Peskin, 2010) or, in other words, against citizens

of  (African) states that are weak actors in the international arena or fail to enjoy the support of

powerful nations (Damaska, 2008). 

In this sense, the current developments in the field of humanitarian interventions and international

criminal law (closely linked in the case of Libya)3 give credit to Rao's argument that “many liberal

cosmopolitans are keen to minimize the importance of state sovereignty precisely because they see

the post-colonial state as the primary locus of threat to human rights and the ‘international’ as the

source of remedies”  (Rao, 2012, 170).  Yet, the resulting outcome at the level of the nature and

organization of the cosmopolitan political community is not a horizontal erosion of sovereignty, but

a dangerously “asymmetrical pattern of change”: a marked tendency towards its erosion in the bulk

of  states,  accompanied  by an  accumulation  of  exceptional  prerogatives  on  the  part  of  already

powrful states (Gowan, 2001, p. 85). 

To sum up, both humanitarian interventions, R2P and international criminal law were intended, at

their core, to renegotiate the very meaning of sovereignty along more equitable lines; yet in practice

they all share a tendency to gravitate towards what they are supposed to constrain, “a tendency to

reinforce that which they claim to transcend”: power and sovereignty (Megret, 2010, p. 16). 

5. Conclusions: Institutional cosmopolitanism and legitimate hierarchy

My counterfactual question has called in a more thorough appraisal of the casual mechanisms of

hierarchy,  and  eventually  brought  to  light  its  social  logics,  according  to  which  a  legitimate,

institutionalised, legalised form of hegemony “is much more effective, on the whole, than other

forms of dominance” (Clark, 2009, p. 30). 

3 Resolution 1970 (2011) by which the UN Security Council referred the situation in Libya to the ICC also invoked
the R2P doctrine, oulining a relationship of  “strong mutual complementarity and even dependency between R2P
and the ICC” (Megret, 2010, p. 15),  with the former  providing the Court with the needed space and security to
carry out its investigations and enforce arrest warrants (Megret, 2010; Kersten, 2014). By calling upon the justice of
the ICC or the humanitarianism of R2P, the Security Council  has framed its  intervention in Libya  within the
persuasive rhetoric  associated with the cosmopolitan project,  obfuscating less altruistic  motives  as  well  as  the
power asymmetries underpinning the inteventions and eventually being even increased (Kersten, 2014).
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Furthermore, I have argued that  the institutionalization of cosmopolitanism endorses a paradoxical

combination  between  democracy  and  hierarchy,  on  whose  basis  some  states  -  namely  liberal

democratic states – are entitled to  define and  enforce the boundaries and content of the political

community, and, therefore, to  act as the custodians of the order (Chandler, 2003a). 

As a result,  the popularity of  cosmopolitanism as a political project has served the purpose of

providing  with  legitimacy a  reconfiguration  of  the  international  carried  out  “through  situated

practices  and decisions  made  by sovereign  entities  in  possession  of  the  human,  monetary  and

military resources necessary for the realization of a global liberal order”  (Jabri, 2012, p. 631). A

case in point is the frequent “employment of an internationalist discourse in place of an explicitly

national [or regional] interest-based rationale for action”, for example, by widening the military

missions objectives.  In conclusion,  the removal of cosmopolitanism from the causal complex of

international hierarchy would result in a hierarchy deprived from a relevant share of its social basis,

and, hence, more difficult to manage and sustain, and, maybe, even 'less hierarchical' - at least until

the roll-out of an alternative social justification.
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