The alt is a “cosmopolitanism from below” – a form of anti-colonial cosmopolitanism constituted by openness towards others beyond the bounds of nationality
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The notion of cosmopolitanism has many interpretations and genealogies. However, its many inflections from history, political theory, cultural studies and philosophy must be rethought from a postcolonial perspective (Appiah 2006; Balakrishnan 2017). Cosmopolitanism takes on various meanings, including, as a political project, a condition, an attitude, a practice and a worldview (Vertovec and Cohen 2002; Anderson 2004; Delanty 2009, 2012). The etymology of cosmopolitanism can be traced back to ancient Grecian philosophy, with cosmos denoting ‘world’ and polites denoting ‘citizen’. It refers to an individual who is a ‘world citizen’, who identifies in one way or another with ‘boundarylessness,’ and who has ‘an everyday, historically alert, reflexive awareness of ambivalences in localities of muddling differentiations’ (Beck 2006, 3, cited in Tzaninis 2020).
While we have moved into a ‘world risk society’ (Beck 1998), cosmopolitanism seeks to translate the ideals of singular global human community into the formation of a world-wide political and legal order. In this sense, cosmopolitanism can be viewed as a political project with its ability to position ‘globality at the heart of political organisation, action and imagination’ (Beck 1998, 29). Therefore, as Homi Bhabha argues, we need to arrive at an understanding of cosmopolitanism no longer as a universalistic, Western and egalitarian notion, but as cosmopolitanism ‘from below’, thus making space for subjects excluded by dominant historiographies. Bhabha (1996) coined the term vernacular cosmopolitanism to describe such a phenomenon. Cosmopolitanism ‘from below’ strives to reconcile egalitarian universalism with a respect for the right to cultural specificities and differences beyond the confines of class consciousness (Kusarawa 2004). For Werbner (2006), cosmopolitanism ‘from below’ is a refashioned project of active citizenship, what Hall (2008) conceptualises as the everyday experiences of encounters with diverse cultural lifestyles. However, Hall warns against a perception of culture as a single, coherent, clear cut, organic and integrated set of rule and traditions: ‘The world is not demarcated neatly into particular distinct cultures wedded to every community … ’. Later, the concept was also signally used by James Ingram, arguing that if what predictably corrupts cosmopolitanism is its structural affinity with seeing and acting on the world from above, the remedy is to tie it to seeing and acting in the world from below (Ingram 2016). Here, Ingram (2016, 72) reimagines cosmopolitanism ‘from below’ not as a model of a ‘project or design’ but a ‘practice and process of contestation, a politics waged against the very forms of false universals and domination that seek to co-opt it’.
Like a prism, cosmopolitanism ‘from below’ renders visible the intricacies, complexities and limitations in the inherently bounded concepts of transnationalism and nationalism (Vertovec and Cohen 2002; Landau and Freemantle 2010). It is grounded in practices that forge a new ‘we’ mentality as opposed to an ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality (Agustin and Jorgensen 2019). Its aim is to harness ‘moments of openness’ which arise from new connections between the self, the ‘Other’ and the world (Harvey 2009). Unlike transnationalism which is often about belonging to multiple localities, cosmopolitanism ‘from below’ practices are more ‘decentred’ tactics that emphasise universality, generality and individualism (Roudometof 2005). They emerge strongly in conjunctures or moments, generative of collective identities and political subjectivities, situated in space and time, inventive of new imaginaries and organised in multi-scalar relations (Lejeune et al. 2021).
Cosmopolitanism ‘from below’ entails the political move of building a contentious consciousness and a subaltern politics of emancipation as a ‘political and cultural form of counter-hegemonic globalisation’ (Santos 2007, 13). The primary agents of such cosmopolitanism are seen as those individuals, groups or movements from the Global South, that aim to transform and challenge the global structures from the bottom up (Leinius 2014). In Africa, for example, at the forefront of these decolonial approaches to cosmopolitanism is Pan-Africanism, a philosophy which seeks to unite Africans and diaspora around their intrinsic diversity, not racial unanimism (Ferim 2017). In an epistemological sense, Pan-Africanism is a worldview evolving from a subaltern world inhabited by the ‘wretched of the earth’ (Fanon 1968). For Fanon, the ‘wretched of the earth’ includes those who experienced exclusion and discrimination during colonialism, slave trade and apartheid. By deliberately refiguring African identity outside racial autochthony, PanAfricanism challenges the ties that have cohered the diaspora ethically, politically and historically (Balakrishnan 2017). Therefore, Pan-Africanism challenges Eurocentric bias that continues to permeate debates on cosmopolitanism and which do not resonate well with African interests and experiences.
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