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Abstract 

Cosmopolitanism has recently become a topic on the global agenda of epistemic decolonisation. 
Cosmopolitanism, with its Greek etymology, is a term of art originating with Western moral and 
political philosophy. Yet, the term is now widely used across the humanities and social sciences, 
opening cosmopolitanism as theory and practice up to conceptual contestation and the revision 
of its political and intellectual history – both from within by internal critics and from without by 
Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical race theorists. 
This thesis contributes to the double task of decolonial deconstruction and reconstruction necessary for 
a viable cosmopolitanism in the context of the global transition to a post-Western, post-secular 
order. It intervenes in the humanities and social sciences where the “global”, “cosmopolitan”, 
“imperial”, “postcolonial”, and “decolonial” turns intersect. My focus is on contemporary debates 
in historical sociology, international relations/international political economy, and philosophy, and 
across the spectrum of approaches and methodologies called “critical theory”. In the first part of 
the thesis, I continue and intervene in the existing dialogue between decoloniality and critical social 
theory. In the second part of the thesis, I fill a significant gap in the literature by entering Anglo-
American analytic liberal cosmopolitanism into dialogue with decoloniality. 
 Eurocentrism is embedded in the core assumptions, categories, normative foundations, 
and analytical frameworks of Western cosmopolitanism – above all, in the disciplinary narrative of 
Western origins/cosmopolitan ends and its agent/patient binary. Cosmopolitanism will remain 
Eurocentric so long as non-Western thinkers and thought are marginalised; ideal-theoretical, 
ahistorical liberal presuppositions predominate debates about global justice; and approaches to 
cosmopolitanism as an historical, political-economic, or sociological category and as a set of 
embedded political and ethical practices exhibit colonial amnesia, and fail to theoretically integrate 
global coloniality and the competing memories of world history, order, and politics. Following the 
lead of, and having learnt from, diverse thinkers from across the globe and across the disciplines, 
my decolonial reconstruction of cosmopolitanism is historical (prospective and retrospective), 
transdisciplinary, critical, and normative. By overcoming the empirical and normative deficiencies 
of dominant Eurocentric paradigms, Decolonising Cosmopolitanism equips us with tools to explain, 
and to identify potentials to transform ourselves and our world. My main argument is that injustice 
in our world involves backward-looking and forward-looking problems of interactional, structural, 
and, primarily, epistemic injustice. My intervention highlights the pervasive relevance of 
colonialism for the diagnosis of social crises and problems of justice and the prescription of 
policies and practices of transformative justice in transitional contexts. I argue that decoloniality 
can sharpen the diagnostic and prescriptive functions of cosmopolitan critical social theory and of 
analytic cosmopolitan accounts of justice, truth, and reconciliation in world politics. 
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Preface 

Ki te kahore he whakakitenga ka ngaro te iwi.  
– Kingi Tawhiao Potatau te Wherowhero.1 

 

 

 

Decolonising Cosmopolitanism is a critique of the Western-dominated order and of Western traditions 

of empirical and normative thought about world history, order, and politics. On what ground does 

this Pākehā stand to theorise decolonisation? With what right does this Pākehā speak on the topic? 

What is his ethic? What is his tradition? What is his whakapapa? Who is he? What – who! – is he 

doing this for? Decolonisation is an obligation on me – and every Pākehā – as a partner to Te Tiriti. 

Kotahi te kohao o te ngira e kuhuna ai te miro ma, te miro pango me te miro whero:2 Pākehā and Māori identity 

and futurities are interwoven. Reconciling in relations of whanaungatanga (kinship) and transforming 

the unjust basic structure and constitutional order of Aotearoa New Zealand is an obligation on 

Pākehā because of our structural position. In the “post-settlement era”, colonialism has not ended. 

In our multicultural, multifaith society, Pākehā remain hegemonic. Tino rangatiratanga (sovereignty) 

is usurped. Colonial power structures endure. The global struggle for freedom and justice against 

five centuries of modern colonial domination continues. In 2020, we are now at the end of the 

Third International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism. Ka whawhai tonu mātou. Ake! Ake! Ake! 

Decolonisation – ecological, political, economic, social, legal, cultural, linguistic, religious, spiritual, 

imaginary, and epistemic – is a struggle without end.3 

 My introduction to questions of decolonisation and positionality was through my activism 

in the environmental movement in Aotearoa. I base my decolonial ethos on my experiences of 

                                                
 
1 A whakatauki or Māori proverb meaning ‘without foresight or vision the people will be lost’. 
2 Spoken by Kingi Tawhiao Potatau te Wherowhero at his coronation: ‘There is but one single eye of the needle 
through which the white, black and red threads must pass’, symbolising the necessity of uniting across differences. 
3 Ranginui Walker, Ka Whawhai Tonu Matou: Struggle Without End. (Auckland: Penguin, 2004). The title is taken from 
the proverb of Rewi Maniapoto who refused to surrender to colonial troops. 
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manaakitanga (hospitality) as a manuhiri (guest) welcomed by tangata whenua (the people of the land) 

for the kaupapa (collective project) of environmental protection and securing the survival of our 

people. My doctoral research and teaching at the University of Auckland have made me critically 

reflect on the ethics of doing political theory, here and now in Aotearoa. Linda Tuhiwai Smith 

reminds us that decolonisation is inherently political ‘because anything that requires a major change 

of worldview, that forces a society to confront its past and address it at a structural and institutional 

level that challenges the systems of power, is indeed political’.4 In our contemporary context, the 

political struggle between Māori and Pākehā practices, values, and knowledge in the formation of 

the basic structure and constitution of our state-society, and the rectification of historical wrongs, 

shape the discursive field of justice and the contemporary practice of kāwanatanga (governance). 

 We can identify objective socio-historical trends towards decolonisation, even if there is a 

contest over what it means and what the end is. These trends toward decolonisation coexist with 

counteracting trends toward neocolonialism and the enduring structural injustices of the white 

settler colonial state-society. The most significant of decolonising mechanisms and processes is 

the Waitangi Tribunal and the settling of historical grievances. As a nation, we are beginning to 

recognise the collective rights of iwi (tribes) and hapū (extended families) to tino rangatiratanga over 

their taonga (treasures) – people, land, water, resources, language, knowledge, and culture – and to 

self-defined sustainable development, survival, and flourishing. Some of the most significant 

developments and events in the history of decolonisation in Aotearoa New Zealand include: 

• The reversal of our diplomatic position on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples, and the repositioning of ourselves as a global leader on UNDRIP. 

• Recognising the legal personality of Te Uruwera, a forest, Te Awa Tupua, a river, and 

Taranaki, a mountain in legislation. 

                                                
 
4 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, “On Tricky Ground: Researching the Native in the Age of Uncertainty,” in The SAGE 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, Third Edition, eds. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks: 
SAGE, 2005), 91. 
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• Acknowledging the history of, and apologising for, past wrongs in legislation, including 

episodes such as Te Rā o te Pāhua, the crown invasion of Parihaka.  

• Statutory pardons for Mokomoko and Rua Kēnana in legislation that formally restores 

their ‘character, mana and reputation’.5 

• The success of language and cultural revitalisation programmes, including Māori media. 

• The establishment and evolution of Kohanga Reo, Kura Kaupapa Māori, and Wānanga. 

• Māori primary health organisations, Kaupapa Māori services providers, and Whānau Ora. 

• Building the capacity of, creating spaces for, and institutionalising Kuapapa Māori research.  

• The struggle over collective memory, including such achievements as legislation passed in 

2019 mandating that Aotearoa New Zealand history be taught in schools by 2022;6 the 

establishment in 2016 of the annual Rā Maumahara National Day of Commemoration of 

the New Zealand Land Wars on 28 October; and the national conversation ‘about the past, 

the present and how we navigate our shared future’ generated by Tuia 250 in 2019. 

• The ongoing restitution of Māori artefacts and kōiwi and koimi tangata (ancestral remains) 

from European and North American museums. 

• Government plans to revitalise Te Reo Māori as our national language by 2040. 

• Recent pushes, three decades since Pūao-te-ata-tū, to dismantle institutional racism across 

the basic structure of society, including the health, education, justice, and welfare systems.  

• The Waitangi Tribunal’s Kaupapa (thematic) inquiries. 

                                                
 
5 Like Mokomoko, Ngati Rangiwewehi chief Kereopa Te Rau was statutorily pardoned in relation to the Völkner 
incident that resulted in the Crown incursion into Opotiki and the confiscation of thousands of hectares of land. 
The Ngāti Rangiwewehi Claims Settlement Act 2014 does not, however, include the legal innovation restoring the 
“character, mana and reputation” of the unjustly convicted and hanged Rangatira. 
66 Topics include: The Arrival of Māori to Aotearoa New Zealand; First encounters and early colonial history of 
Aotearoa New Zealand; Te Tiriti o Waitangi / Treaty of Waitangi and its history; Colonisation of, and immigration 
to, Aotearoa New Zealand, including the New Zealand Wars; Evolving national identity of Aotearoa New Zealand 
in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries; Aotearoa New Zealand’s role in the Pacific; Aotearoa New Zealand in the 
late 20th century and evolution of a national identity with cultural plurality. 
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/nz-history-be-taught-all-schools  
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• Government moves toward decarceration, specifying strategies to lower the proportion of 

Māori in prison (52%) to match the Māori share of the general population (16.5%). 

• The continuation of the “long conversation” about Aotearoa New Zealand’s constitution. 

• Māori business growth, increased participation in global markets, and the development 

and diversification of the Māori economy, estimated in 2017 to be worth $50 billion. 

• Once labelled a “dying race”, the Māori population has surpassed pre-colonisation levels, 

recovering from population decline in the 19th Century, and has grown to 744,800 or 16.5% 

of the population, up from 15% in 2013. 

• Currently, every political party represented in Parliament has a Māori leader, co-leader, or 

deputy leader, and Māori Members comprise 23% of Parliament. 

One of the slowest areas to decolonise in Aotearoa New Zealand, however, is political philosophy. 

The academic discipline that theorises concepts of justice, freedom, wellbeing, etc., and teaches 

these concepts and theories to new generations of students, is largely silent on Māori struggles and 

our domestic settler-colonial context, and deaf to Māori theorising. This reflects a larger problem 

of the “whiteness” of Western philosophy, and its silence on, and silencing of, political and 

intellectual struggles against slavery, colonialism, imperialism, and white supremacy, and lack of 

engagement with the epistemic and normative issues and new topics in political thought raised by 

Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical race theorists. 

 The white supremacist terrorist attack on Christchurch’s Masjid An-Nur and Linwood 

Islamic Centre that took the lives of 51 Muslims during Salat al-Jumu’ah has reopened the question 

of our national identity and values, and whether our increasingly postcolonial, bicultural, pluralist 

national identity is a premature reconciliation. The attack and the soul searching that continues has 

been particularly painful as a Muslim. If ‘this is not us’, then who are we? Do we still believe our 

own national mythology of the ‘best race relations in the world’? Are we forgetting our history? 

The history of what Māori have always known and remembered, like the savage massacre by British 

imperial troops of Tainui women and children in their homes and place of worship in Rangiowhia 
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by burning and gunfire, in the rohe (region) where I was born and where I live and write. My work 

as the lead researcher and author of the submission to the Royal Commission of Inquiry into the 

Attack on Christchurch Mosques on behalf of Aotearoa New Zealand’s largest Muslim association, 

The Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand, has made the importance and urgency 

of the sorts of epistemic and normative issues that I investigate in this thesis crystal clear. It has 

secured for me the connection between knowledge and responsibility.7 

 Decolonising Cosmopolitanism takes the perspective of the world, not the national perspective 

of Aotearoa New Zealand’s security and wellbeing. Yet there are clear motivations for this project 

based on our national security and wellbeing, and implications for us. We are a cosmopolitan nation 

that strives to be a good global citizen. Anthony Smith argues that ‘New Zealand’s foreign policy 

needs to reflect the make-up of its society, one that was established as bicultural and is increasingly 

multicultural [in its] composition’.8 The demographic shift toward superdiversity and shifting 

geopolitics underlie a decolonising cultural shift from the dominant conception of ourselves as 

“Western” to “Pacific”. We are learning that this is who we are as a people, and this is where we 

are in the world: demography and geography are destiny, as Damon Salesa argues in Island Time.9   

 Our most significant foreign policy development in recent years is the “Pacific reset”.  

Historical context matters. The Pacific reset cannot be understood if we forget that New Zealand 

was both ‘a colony and a coloniser in the Pacific’.10 New Zealand’s colonial territories in the Pacific 

were the Cook Islands, Niue, Sāmoa and Tokelau. The Realm of New Zealand now includes four 

                                                
 
7 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Te Kahautu Maxwell, Haupi Puke, and Pou Temara, “Indigenous Knowledge, Methodology 
and Mayhem: What is the Role of Methodology in Producing Indigenous Insights? A Discussion from Mātauranga 
Māori”, Knowledge Cultures, 4:3 (2016): 138. See also David Fa‘avae, “Tatala ‘a e Koloa ‘o e To’utangata Tonga: A Way 
to Disrupt and Decolonise Doctoral Research”, MAI Journal: A New Zealand Journal of Indigenous Scholarship, 8:1 
(2019): 5. 
8 Anthony L. Smith “The Urgent Versus the Important: How Foreign and Security Policy Is Negotiated in New 
Zealand”, in Small States and the Changing Global Order: New Zealand Faces the Future, ed. Anne-Marie Brady (Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer, 2019), 34. 
9 Damon Salesa, Island Time: New Zealand’s Pacific Futures (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 2017), 22-27, 229-230. 
10 Steven Ratuva and Anne-Marie Brady, “Neighbours and Cousins: Aotearoa-New Zealand’s Relationship with the 
Pacific,” in Small States and the Changing Global Order: New Zealand Faces the Future, ed. Anne-Marie Brady (Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer, 2019), 147. 
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Pacific island states and the Ross Dependency in Antarctica. The Pacific states are the independent 

sovereign state of New Zealand, Tokelau, a dependent territory, and two freely associated states, 

the Cook Islands and Niue. The reset is not only one of Aotearoa New Zealand’s foreign policy 

priorities in a changing world order, but of resetting the relationship with Pacific peoples based on 

five principles: understanding, friendship, mutual benefit, collective ambition, and sustainability. 

These principles can only be interpreted and put into practice through the prism of decolonisation. 

 A decolonial analysis of New Zealand’s foreign policy also helps to illuminate the extent 

and significance of Māori transnational relations with other Indigenous peoples in the Asia-Pacific 

region and beyond, including the Ainu people of Japan and the Indigenous peoples of Taiwan, 

Australia, the Americas, and Northern Europe. For example, in February 2020, Minister for Māori 

Development and Associate Minister for Trade and Export Growth, Hon. Nanaia Mahuta, and 

Minister for Indigenous Australians, the Hon Ken Wyatt AM, MP, signed the world-first Indigenous 

Collaboration Arrangement between Aotearoa New Zealand and Australia. The bilateral arrangement 

aims to promote economic, social and cultural advancement between the Aboriginal, Torres Strait 

Islander, and Māori communities, businesses, and organisations, and ‘recognises the ancestral and 

spiritual connections of Indigenous peoples to traditional lands and waters and their unique 

contributions to our nations, cultures and economies’.11 

 A decolonial critique of Western traditions of empirical and normative thought about 

world history, order, and politics clearly has positive implications for our relations with China, 

Japan, ASEAN, and our “non-traditional” trade and security partners in the non-Western world. 

These relations matter more than ever as a small state with an open market economy tries to 

preserve and reform the rules-based international order from the destabilising geopolitical forces 

                                                
 
11 Te Puni Kokiri, accessed February 28 2020, “Indigenous Collaboration Arrangement between New Zealand and 
Australia”, https://www.tpk.govt.nz/en/a-matou-mohiotanga/culture/Indigenous-collaboration-arrangement 
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of America’s hegemonic decline, China’s rise, Russia’s revisionism, regional hegemonic rivalries 

and disorder, and complex disruptors.12 Anne-Marie Brady observes: 

Maintaining the integrity of the international rules-based order is essential for the security of the small 
states like New Zealand, as it grants all states an equal voice and equal rights. The return of great powers 
attempting to carve out spheres of influence puts pressure on the efforts by New Zealand and other 
small states to maintain an independent foreign policy.13 
 

In July 2018, the Foreign Minister, Winston Peters, stated that ‘New Zealand is at an inflection 

point in its history’, which ‘is not a time for intellectual timidity’ but for challenging the orthodoxies 

of small state foreign policy analysis.14 We, Aotearoa New Zealand, an independent Pacific power, 

are a waka (canoe) in the moana (ocean). How we navigate our changing, uncertain, and dangerous 

global environment to protect and advance the security and wellbeing of Aotearoa New Zealand 

is up to us as a collective. Will we act with foresight and vision? Wisdom? Patience? Justice? Piety? 

                                                
 
12 New Zealand Defence Force, “Strategic Defence Policy Statement”, accessed July 6 2018, 
http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/downloads/pdf/public-docs/2018/strategic-defence-policy-statement-2018.pdf 
13 Anne-Marie Brady “Small Can Be Huge: New Zealand Foreign Policy in an Era of Global Uncertainty”, in Small 
States and the Changing Global Order: New Zealand Faces the Future, ed. Anne-Marie Brady (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 
2019), 1. 
14 Winston Peters, “Next Steps”, accessed 29 June 2018, https://www.beehive.govt.nz/speech/next-steps  
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1 

1. Ka Hua te Marama* 

Decolonization, which sets out to change the order of the world, is, obviously, a programme of complete disorder. 
– Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth15 

 
What then has happened? Quite simply this: we were the subjects of history, and now we are the objects. The power 

struggle has been reversed, decolonization is in progress. All our mercenaries can try and do is delay its completion. 
- Jean Paul Sartre, “Preface” to The Wretched of the Earth16 

 

 

 

1.1 A programme of complete disorder 

In 2015, Black students at the University of Cape Town (UCT) demanded the removal of a statue 

of the British imperialist and Anglo-Saxon supremacist, Cecil Rhodes, using the Twitter hashtag 

#RhodesMustFall. Now, the decolonisation of the world’s universities is an ongoing student- and 

teacher-led transnational struggle.17 The genealogy of the struggle is plural, and dates back to the 

era of formal (geopolitical) decolonisation that began in the mid-20th Century.18 Dominant Western 

research methodologies, academic disciplines, institutions, paradigms, epistemes, and claims to the 

scientific objectivity and political neutrality of knowledge production and pedagogy continue to be 

contested and resisted by Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, 

critical race theorists, and internal (white, Western) critics. Epistemic decolonisation has occurred 

at varying rates of progress, against different degrees of institutional inertia and active resistance.  

                                                
 
* This whakatauki or Māori proverb translates as “the moon is full”, meaning for the cycle of something to have 
come to an end. Hirini Moko Mead rāua ko Neil Grove, Ngā Pēpeha a Ngā Tīpuna: The Sayings of the Ancestors, 
(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2001), 272. 
15 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press 2004 [1961]). 2. 
16 Jean Paul Sartre, “Preface”, in The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press 2004 
[1961]). lx. 
17 Gurminder K. Bhambra, Dalia Gebrial, and Kerem Nişancıoğlu, “Introduction: Decolonising the University?”, in 
Decolonising the University, eds. Gurminder K. Bhambra, Dalia Gebrial, and Kerem Nişancıoğlu (London: Pluto Press, 
2018), 1-10. 
18 See, for example, the collected essays from the “International Conference on Decolonising Our Universities” held 
in Penang, Malaysia from June 27-29 2011: Decolonising the University: The Emerging Quest for Non-Eurocentric Paradigms, 
eds. Claude Alvares and Faruqi Shad Saleem, (Pulau Pinang: Penerbit USM, 2011). 
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 Charles W. Mills writes how the ‘critical scrutiny of the origins and evolution of the 

discipline in question; the examination of its overarching narratives, key assumptions, hegemonic 

frameworks, defining texts; the seeking out of the oppositional voices of traditionally excluded 

others; and the felt imperative of revisioning and restructuring it in the light of its problematic 

past, have been a common feature in a range of subjects’.19 Achille Joseph Mbembe reminds us 

that, while the decolonising call is not new, the project is back on the agenda worldwide, with a 

negative moment that takes the form of embodied and embedded critiques of dominant Western 

epistemologies, and a positive moment of imagining alternatives, ‘where a lot remains to be done’.20 

Both positive and negative moments of decolonial epistemic critique are necessary, for without 

reconstruction, Gurminder K. Bhambra argues, deconstruction will ‘remain illusory’.21  

 Cosmopolitanism has now become a topic on the agenda for epistemic decolonisation.22 

Cosmopolitanism, with its Greek etymology, is a term of art originating with Western moral and 

political philosophy. Yet, the term is now widely used across the humanities and social sciences, 

opening cosmopolitanism as theory and practice up to conceptual contestation and the revision 

                                                
 
19 Charles W. Mills, “Decolonizing Western Political Philosophy”, New Political Science, 37:1 (2015): 1. 
20 Achille Joseph Mbembe “Decolonizing the University: New Directions”, Arts & Humanities in Higher Education 
15:1 (2016): 33, 36. 
21 Gurminder K. Bhambra, Connected Sociologies (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), 146. 
22 See for example: Sheldon Pollock, Homi K. Bhabha, Carol A. Breckenridge, and Dipesh Chakrabarty, 
“Cosmopolitanisms”, in Cosmopolitanism, eds. Carol A. Breckenridge, Sheldon Pollock, Homi K. Bhabha, and Dipesh 
Chakrabarty (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2002). Walter D. Mignolo “The Many Faces of 
Cosmo-polis: Border Thinking and Critical Cosmopolitanism”, in Cosmopolitanism, edited by Carol A. Breckenridge 
et. al. (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2002). Paul Gilroy, “A New Cosmopolitanism”, Interventions, 
7:3 (2005): 287-292. Eduardo Mendieta “From Imperial to Dialogical Cosmopolitanism”, Ethics & Global Politics, 2:3 
(2009): 241-258. Paul Gilroy “Planetarity and Cosmopolitics”, The British Journal of Sociology, 61:3 (2010): 620-626. 
Rahul Rao, Third World Protest: Between Home and the World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). Paul Gilroy 
“Postcolonialism and Cosmopolitanism: Towards a Worldly Understanding of Fascism and Europe’s Colonial 
Crimes”, in After Cosmopolitanism, eds. Rosi Braidotti, et al. (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2012), 226-264. Monique 
Deveaux and Kathryn Walker “Introduction: Critical Approaches to Global Justice: At the Frontier”, Journal of 
Global Ethics, 9:2 (2013): 111-114. Lea Ypi ‘What’s Wrong with Colonialism’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 41:2 (2013): 
158-191. Julian Go “Fanon’s Postcolonial Cosmopolitanism”, European Journal of Social Theory, 16:2 (2013): 208-225. 
José-Manuel Barreto ed. Human Rights from a Third World Perspective: Critique, History and International Law (Newcastle 
upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013). Steven L. B. Jensen The Making of International Human Rights: The 
1960s, Decolonization, and the Reconstruction of Global Values (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). Gurminder 
K. Bhambra “Whither Europe?: Postcolonial versus Neocolonial Cosmopolitanism, Interventions, 18:2 (2016): 187-
202. Gurminder K. Bhambra “The Current Crisis of Europe: Refugees, Colonialism, and the Limits of 
Cosmopolitanism”, European Law Journal, 23:5 (2017): 395-405. Duncan Bell ed. Empire, Race, and Global Justice, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
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of its political and intellectual history23 – from both within and without.24 Decolonising Cosmopolitanism 

contributes to the double task of decolonial deconstruction and reconstruction. It intervenes in 

the humanities and social sciences where the “global”, “cosmopolitan”, “imperial”, “postcolonial”, 

and “decolonial” turns intersect.25 My focus is on contemporary debates in historical sociology, 

international relations/international political economy (IR/IPE), and philosophy, and across the 

spectrum of approaches and methodologies called “critical theory”. Following the lead of, and 

having learnt from, diverse thinkers from across the globe and across disciplines, I argue that 

decolonial cosmopolitanism is historical (prospective and retrospective), transdisciplinary, critical, 

and normative – equipping us with the tools to explain, and to identify potentials to transform, 

ourselves and our world. This thesis synthesises and contributes originally to the extensive, diverse 

literatures in postcolonialism, decoloniality, historical sociology, IR/IPE, political philosophy, and 

critical social theory, and on topics of cosmopolitanism; decolonisation; transitional justice; 

historical, structural, and epistemic injustice; and non-ideal theory. 

 Decolonising Cosmopolitanism is a transdisciplinary work of non-ideal theory that combines 

interpretative, explanatory, and normative understandings of world history, order, and politics. 

The problem I take as my starting point is not that the existing world order falls short of perfect 

global justice, but that it is marked by interactional and enduring structural injustices and Western 

normative and epistemic hegemony. As Elizabeth Anderson argues, we do not need to first 

theorise principles and ideals for a perfectly just world.26 Our present challenge is to dialogically 

and cooperatively transform a problematic status quo into a friendlier, and less unjust, unsustainable, 

unstable, and insecure post-Western, post-secular world order. We do not need to have knowledge 

                                                
 
23 Gerard Delanty, “Introduction: The Emerging Field of Cosmopolitan Studies”, in Routledge International Handbook 
of Cosmopolitanism Studies, ed. Gerard Delanty (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2012), 1-5. 
24 Ernesto Rosen Velasquez, “Introduction,” in Decolonizing the Westernized University: Interventions in Philosophy of 
Education from Within and Without, eds. Ramon Grosfoguel, Roberto D. Hernandez, and Ernesto Rosen Velasquez 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2018), ix-xvi. 
25 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “Thinking through the Decolonial Turn: Post-continental Interventions in Theory, 
Philosophy, and Critique – An Introduction,” Transmodernity: Journal of Peripheral Cultural Production of the Luso-Hispanic 
World, 1 (2011): 1-15. 
26 C.f. Elizabeth Anderson, The Imperative of Integration (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2011), 3. 
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of universal ideals of perfect justice to navigate the current transition wisely and justly in the 

direction of the better rather than the worse – or worst. Pragmatically, this global challenge is made 

much less difficult by accepting the fact and value of pluralism in world politics, and the necessity 

of a greater degree, nevertheless, of solidarism.27 

 For part of the problem is that Western ideas and practices of global order and justice are 

epistemically and normatively hegemonic. This problem can only be identified as an epistemic 

injustice from within a non-ideal theoretical framework that takes as its starting point and ethical 

orientation the lived experiences, perspectives, traditions, and struggles of the oppressed. For it 

matters not only which norms we use to explain, interpret, and transform our world, but whose 

norms and from where in the world and how they emerge in history. Genealogy and validity are 

inextricably linked. Moreover, as will become clear in the chapters that follow, I am deeply sceptical 

not only that we should but that we can abstract context-transcendent principles of ideal justice 

either from (pure) practical reason or (impure) practices of reasoning, or interpret and apply the 

abstract principles of ideal justice universally across different contexts. 

 We do need empirical knowledge of the actual world and a normative approach to the 

diagnosis of its enduring injustices and their root causes, and to the prescription of transformative 

– not only problem-solving, or worse, misguided – solutions. Decolonising Cosmopolitanism makes the 

case for explicitly normative analyses of the deepest problems of global order grounded in the best 

empirical transdisciplinary social science available. Non-ideal theory and transdisciplinarity are not 

unfamiliar to cosmopolitans, and have powerful practitioners like Amartya Sen.28 What is new is 

the claim that the project of transdisciplinary cosmopolitan non-ideal theory can only be realised 

                                                
 
27 Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics (London: MacMillan, 1977). On the debate in 
the English School of International Relations, see William Bain, “The Pluralist–Solidarist Debate in the English 
School”, in The Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies, 2019. See also Andrew Hurrell, “Power Transitions, 
Global Justice, and the Virtues of Pluralism,” Ethics & International Affairs, 27:2 (2013): 189-205. 
28 Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice (London: Penguin Books, 2009), 7. Amartya Sen, “What Do We Want from a 
Theory of Justice?”, in Theorizing Justice: Critical Insights and Future Directions, eds. Krushil Watene and Jay Drydyk, 
(Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield International, 2016), 54-55. 



 
 

5 

through uncovering and correcting for – by decolonising – the epistemic and normative deficiencies 

of Western cosmopolitanism paradigms in the humanities and social sciences. 

 Decolonising Cosmopolitanism is thus a work of non-ideal theory in a second, related sense 

identified by Anderson and developed by Mills. Non-ideal theory takes as one of its objects the 

structural, group-based motivational and cognitive deficiencies of agents,29 including theorists of 

world history, order, and politics.30 My project builds on recent work in analytic epistemology on 

concepts of epistemic injustice and white ignorance. Insofar as Decolonising Cosmopolitanism theorises 

embodied, embedded, and entangled practices of reasoning, it is also a work of critical theory. 

Western cosmopolitanism is paradigmatically what John Hobson calls a subliminally Eurocentric 

conception of world politics.31 Eurocentrism is embedded in the core assumptions, categories, 

narratives, normative foundations, and analytical frameworks of Western cosmopolitan thought. 

This, I will explain, manifests in various ways in the literature.  

 The most general forms of Eurocentrism in cosmopolitanism are the agent/patient binary, 

the story of Western origins and the cosmopolitan ends of history, and Western modernity as the 

ideal-typical reference culture in normative institutionalist analysis. These forms crystallise vestigial 

biologically and culturally racist notions of teleology and hierarchy. The upshot is that Western 

cosmopolitan justice may, unintentionally, reproduce five centuries of interactional, structural, and 

epistemic injustice. My claim is obviously not an ad hominem attack on every scholar in the field. 

Western cosmopolitans are egalitarians who are deeply committed to the cause of global justice 

and are not apologists for, or rationalisers of, imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide, or 

the global structural racism that endures. 

                                                
 
29 Elizabeth Anderson, The Imperative of Integration, 3-4. Charles W. Mills, Black Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of 
Racial Liberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 49-72. 
30 Charles W. Mills, “Global White Ignorance”, in Routledge International Handbook of Ignorance Studies, eds. Matthias 
Gross and Linsey McGoey, (New York: Routledge, 2015), 221-225. 
31 John Hobson, The Eurocentric Conception of World Politics: Western International Theory, 1760-2010 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 1. 
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 Part of what makes the project of decolonising cosmopolitanism worth doing is that the 

prospect of mutual learning, dialogue, and transformative collective action is viable. The decolonial 

deconstruction and reconstruction of cosmopolitanism preserves some of the strongest insights 

and corrects the empirical and normative deficiencies of Western cosmopolitanism. I show that 

decolonial cosmopolitanism is less empirically and normatively deficient than both dominant 

methodologically nationalist and ascendant cosmopolitan paradigms in historical sociology, 

IR/IPE, and political philosophy. Specifically, I argue that it can sharpen the diagnostic and 

prescriptive functions of critical social theory and of cosmopolitan institutionalist analysis and 

accounts of structural injustices and their transformation. Finally, the project of decolonising 

cosmopolitanism has much to contribute to processes of mutual learning and dialogue by centring 

new questions and topics for global justice and reframing old questions and topics.  

 

1.2. Time of transitions 

Since the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC), popular, professional, and academic writings on 

American hegemonic decline and the crisis of the liberal international order have proliferated. 

Diagnoses, prognoses, and prescriptions differ among scholars and schools, experts, professionals, 

strategists, and pundits, yet there is broad consensus that the post-WWII Western-dominated 

liberal international order is in a state of crisis. As narrated by G. John Ikenberry, a pre-eminent 

American liberal internationalist strategic thinker: 

After the Second World War, the United States and its partners built a multifaceted and sprawling 
international order, organized around economic openness, multilateral institutions, security cooperation 
and democratic solidarity. Along the way, the United States became the ‘first citizen’ of this order, 
providing hegemonic leadership – anchoring the alliances, stabilizing the world economy, fostering 
cooperation and championing ‘free world’ values. Western Europe and Japan emerged as key partners, 
tying their security and economic fortunes to this extended liberal order. After the end of the Cold War, 
this order spread outwards. Countries in east Asia, eastern Europe and Latin America made democratic 
transitions and became integrated into the world economy. As the postwar order expanded, so too did 
its governance institutions. NATO expanded, the WTO was launched and the G20 took centre stage. 
Looking at the world at the end of the twentieth century, one could be excused for thinking that history 
was moving in a progressive and liberal internationalist direction.32  

                                                
 
32 G. John Ikenberry, “The End of Liberal International Order?”, International Affairs, 94:1 (2018): 7. My italics. 
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Liberal international order comprises a body of rules, norms, and institutions of global governance, 

encompasses the Western-centred economic/financial and security orders, and embodies a set of 

Western liberal values associated with Enlightenment modernity. Because American hard power 

underwrites and enforces the liberal order, it is said to be hegemonic. Liberal internationalism 

emerged in the context of the post-WWII translatio imperii from Pax Britannica to Pax Americana, 

the global struggle against Soviet imperialism, and decolonisation, as the organising principle of 

the Western world order situated within the Cold War bipolar system. 

 Liberal internationalism triumphed and attained global scope at the end of the 20th Century 

after the collapse its world communist rival.33 The Anglo-American imperialist wars in Afghanistan 

and Iraq, the illegal use of torture in the War on Terror, the GFC, the United States’ subsequent 

failure to provide global leadership during the post-GFC global financial order maintenance and 

reform process and global macroeconomic recovery, and the failed NATO intervention in Libya, 

have undermined America’s liberal hegemony.34 Meanwhile, the material rise of non-Western 

states is rebalancing the distribution of global power.35 The triumphal 20th Century metanarrative 

of liberal international progress passed its inflection point with the election of Donald Trump as 

the 45th President of the United States, and the subsequent degeneration of American liberal 

hegemony into a vulgar imperial economic nationalism inflected with white Christian cultural, 

religious, sexual, and racial ressentiment.36  

 President Trump issued an executive order in his first week in office to withdraw the 

United States from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) megaregional trade deal designed by the 

                                                
 
33 Beate Jahn, Liberal Internationalism: Theory, History, Practice (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).  
34 Christopher Layne, “The US–Chinese Power Shift and the End of the Pax Americana”, International Affairs, 94:1 
(2018): 95-99. 
35 In a dissenting view, Michael Cox, writing before the Presidential election in 2016, “challenges the now dominant 
view that we are in the midst of some larger power shift that will change our world forever”. Michael Cox, “Power 
Shift: Asia, China and the Decline of the West?” in Power Transition and International Order in Asia: Issues and Challenges, 
ed. Peter Shearman (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2014), 34. 
36 Carla Norrlof, “Hegemony and Inequality: Trump and the Liberal Playbook”, International Affairs, 94:1 (2018): 78.  
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United States and its allies to constrain and shape China’s rise by excluding China and writing rules 

that China must later follow as its economy advances.37 The United States has since withdrawn 

from other major agreements and institutions of multilateral diplomacy and global governance.38 

President Trump’s explicit rejection of the legitimacy and efficacy of the governing norms and 

structures of the liberal international order (what he refers to as “globalism”) reverses the trajectory 

of the United States’ post-WWII bipartisan national security consensus. His “America First” 

agenda and abdication of American hegemony are accelerating the power transition in world order. 

This is troubling for America’s allies, and for middle and small powers in world politics, who are 

threatened by the regional hegemonic ambitions of China, Russia, and Iran,39 and the collapse of 

the rules-based international order.40 

 There are two stories that can be told about the decline of liberal international order and 

America’s global leadership. The first one is written from an external observer perspective of the 

tectonic shifts in the distribution of material power in the international state system and the crisis 

tendencies of the capitalist world system.41 The second story is written from an internal participant 

perspective of the crisis of authority in the liberal international order and American hegemony. 

Differently situated counterhegemonic blocs have emerged, submerged, and re-emerged during 

the cycle of American hegemony.42 Throughout its history, liberal internationalism was challenged 

from without by its world communist rival, and from within in different ways by Western socialist 

                                                
 
37 Min Ye, “China and Competing Cooperation in Asia-Pacific: TPP, RCEP, and the New Silk Road”, Asian Security, 
11:3 (2015): 208. 
38 These include, prominently, the Paris Agreement within the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC), the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (“Iran nuclear deal”), the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) bilateral treaty with the Russian Federation, the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHCR), 
and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). 
39 Keisuke Iida, “What is the Point of the Ikenberry-Acharya Debate?”, Japanese Journal of Political Science 16:3 (2018), 
431-432. 
40 Munich Security Conference, “Post-Truth, Post-West, Post-Order? Munich Security Report 2017”, accessed 8 
February 2017,  https://www.securityconference.de/en/discussion/munich-security-report/munich-security-
report-2017  
41 G. John Ikenberry (2018) “The End of Liberal International Order?” 17. 
42 Amitav Acharya, The End of American World Order (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014), 39-41. 
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and nationalist forces, and in different ways also by isolationist and unilateralist tendencies in 

American politics.  

 Andrew Hurrell argues that a major plotline in the twentieth century story of global order, 

yet, one elided by the dominant liberal internationalist security narrative, ‘involved the struggle of 

the Third World, or later the Global South, against the ongoing legacy of the Western-dominated 

imperialist global order of the nineteenth century’ – a political economy that Hurrell describes as 

‘highly globalized, but deeply unequal in its core-periphery structure’.43 Echoing Frantz Fanon, 

Māori decolonial theorist, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, argues that ‘imperialism and colonialism brought 

complete disorder to colonized peoples’.44 The decline and fall of the liberal international order, 

as the successor to the old Western-dominated imperialist global order, is interpreted ambivalently 

from decolonial perspectives. The collapse of Soviet imperialism and world communism at the 

end of the 20th century was likewise an ambivalent world historical event for oppressed peoples. 

 The scholarly consensus gives explanatory priority to the underlying redistribution of 

material power in the global system, even as the rising powers experience uneven economic 

development and a general slowdown in the pace of GDP growth, combined with political and 

social crises.45 Rising countries from the Global South, led by China, India, and Brazil, plus a 

materially declining post-Soviet Russia, have grown increasingly dissatisfied with their subordinate 

status as rule-takers, not rule-makers. The turning point was the GFC. In response to the crisis, the 

Group of 20 (G20) displaced the ultra-imperialist Group of 7 (G7) to become the premier global 

economic governance forum, based on a realistic assessment of the changing distribution of power within 

the state system.46 The voice and representation of rising countries in the South within the existing 

                                                
 
43 Andrew Hurrell, “Beyond the BRICS: Power, Pluralism, and the Future of Global Order”, Ethics & International 
Affairs, 32:1 (2018): 93. 
44 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, second edition, (London: Zed Books, 
2012), 28. 
45 Andrew Hurrell (2018) “Beyond the BRICS: Power, Pluralism, and the Future of Global Order”, 94-95. 
46 Christopher Layne (2018) “The US–Chinese Power Shift and the End of the Pax Americana”, International Affairs, 
94:1 (2018): 99-100. 
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liberal rules-based order was expanded to reflect their growing economic and geopolitical power.47 

The leaders of China, India, Brazil, and Russia, and the leaders of rising middle powers including 

Indonesia, Turkey, South Korea, and Mexico, now had a ‘seat at the table’ of global governance.48 

The elevation of the status of the G20 was an element in a larger Western liberal internationalist 

strategy to convince China, primarily, and other rising powers, to act as responsible stakeholders in the 

existing global order.49  

 The G20 global order maintenance process revealed China to be a reformist status quo power 

or a revisionist stakeholder, situated between the poles of conformist status quo power and revisionist power.50 

Beijing has been arguing, plausibly, that ‘the current international order is flawed’ and has several 

‘unjust and unreasonable components’.51 While the United States is in decline, China has not risen 

to the stage in its development where it is capable of radically revising the global order as a whole, 

even if it were in its perceived interests to do so. But, Chinese expansionism in the East China Sea 

and the South China Sea reveals China to be a revisionist regional power, with deep implications for 

American regional hegemony, the maritime order, and liberal internationalist norms delegitimising 

spheres of influence as an organising principle of world politics.52 Yet, China’s neighbouring states 

– with their complex internal power struggles, economic competition, and historical animosities – 

are also rising, and it does not serve China’s national interest to create tension with its neighbours, 

whose support or tolerance China needs to continue to rise: narrowing China’s strategic options.53 

President Xi has ‘sincerely’ expressed, accordingly, that China ‘will never seek hegemony or engage 

                                                
 
47 International Monetary Fund, “IMF Survey: IMF Board Approves Far-Reaching Governance Reforms”, accessed 
1 November 2016. http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/survey/so/2010/NEW110510B.htm  
48 Yoon Je Cho, “What do Asian Countries Want the Seat at the Table for? G20 as a New Global Economic 
Governance Forum,” Geopolitics, History, and International Relations, 3:2 (2011): 97. 
49 Andrew Fenton Cooper and Ramesh Chandra, The Group of Twenty (G20) (Abingdon: Oxon: Routledge, 2013), 71. 
50 Shiping Tang, “China and the Future International Order(s)”, Ethics & International Affairs, 32:1 (2018): 32-35. 
51 Ren Xiao, “A Reform-Minded Status Quo Power? China, the G20, and Reform of the International Financial 
System”, Third World Quarterly, 36:11 (2015): 2040. 
52 David Arase “The Question of Regional Order in East Asia” in China’s Rise and Changing Order in East Asia, ed. 
David Arase (New York: Palgrave, 2016), 11-12. 
53 Suisheng Zhao, “A Revisionist Stakeholder: China and the Post-World War II World Order”, Journal of 
Contemporary China, 27:113 (2018): 651-654. 
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in expansion’.54 Russia, on the other hand, is perceived by the West to be a revisionist power, 

regionally and globally, and dangerously destabilising.55 Russia self-identifies as ‘anti-hegemonic’.56 

 Supporting, accelerating, and leading the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) Asia-Pacific megaregional trade deal (which excludes the United States), formally led by 

and centred on the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN),57 is part of China’s grand 

strategy for restructuring the global economy. China launched the Asia Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB) in 2015 to compete with and complement the US-dominated World Bank and the 

Japan-dominated Asia Development Bank (ADB).58 China has led other regional and global 

financial initiatives under the banner of the emerging market economies grouping of Brazil, Russia, 

India, China, and South Africa (BRICS), namely, the New Development Bank (NDB) and the 

Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA).59 The AIIB is part of a network of Chinese development 

banks that will fund local projects in the (re)construction of the One Belt, One Road (OBOR) 

maritime and terrestrial trade corridor integrating East Asia, South East Asia, Central Asia, West 

Asia/Middle East, East Africa, and Europe.60  

 China’s construction of a Sino-centric Eurasian Community of Common Destiny differs 

from practices of liberal world ordering. Unlike trade liberalisation, which involves writing the rules 

of economic exchange through multilateral trade treaties, OBOR is based on trade facilitation, which 

                                                
 
54 Xi Jinping, Speech delivered by President Xi at the 2018 NPC closing meeting. China Daily, accessed 22 March 
2018, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/hkedition/2018-03/22/content_35894512.htm  
55 Munich Security Conference, “Munich Security Report 2019: The Great Puzzle: Who Will Pick Up the Pieces?”, 
9. Accessed 3 April 2019. 
https://securityconference.org/assets/02_Dokumente/01_Publikationen/MunichSecurityReport2019.pdf  
56 Richard Sakwa, “Stasis and Change: Russia and the Emergence of an Anti-hegemonic World Order”, in Russia in 
the Changing International System, eds. Emel Parlar Dal and Emre Ers ̧en (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2020), 17-38. 
57 Yoshifumi Fukunaga, “ASEAN’s Leadership in the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership”, Asia & the 
Pacific Policy Studies, 2:1 (2014): 103–115. 
58 Ming Wan, The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: The Construction of Power and the Struggle for the East Asian 
International Order (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 58-91. 
59 European Political Strategy Centre, “The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: A New Multilateral Financial 
Institution or a Vehicle for China’s Geostrategic Goals?”, Strategic Notes, Issue 1 (2015). 
https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/publications/strategic-notes/asian-infrastructure-investment-bank_en  
60 Mike Callaghan and Paul Hubbard, “The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: Multilateralism on the Silk 
Road”, China Economic Journal, 9:2 (2016): 117. 
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develops economies using infrastructure corridors and state development policy coordination.61 

The internationalisation of the Chinese Renminbi was accelerated by the inclusion of the Renminbi 

in the composition of the International Monetary Fund’s Special Drawing Rights (SDR) in 

October 2016, enhancing the roles of both the SDR and the Renminbi as international reserve 

assets by better reflecting the composition of world trade.62 In January 2017, China, led by 

President Xi Jinping, emerged as the self-styled champion of economic globalisation and defender 

of the G20-centred global economic governance regime against the Trump-led reactionary forces 

of economic nationalism at the assembly of global elites at the World Economic Forum, Davos.63  

 

1.3. Post-Western futures, non-Western thought 

The European Union, Japan, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the countries of the Association 

of South East Asian Nations ASEAN, are now cooperating to preserve and reform the rules-based 

multilateral trade system and create an interlocking system of bilateral and plurilateral trade and 

investment agreements. Their intention is to protect the rules-based character of the changing 

global order from perceived Chinese hegemonic ambition and American hegemonic decline, and 

from complex disruptors and other forces of disorder in the world system. Scholars and schools 

theorise different futurities for the liberal international order based on different analyses of the 

sources, nature, and extent of the crisis of authority, comparative analyses of different state-societies’ 

security perceptions and narratives of world order, and their position and prospects within it, and 

analyses of ‘which aspects of liberal ordering are at risk, how they are being modified, and whether 

there is capacity in the system to adapt and survive’.64  

                                                
 
61 David Arase “The Question of Regional Order in East Asia”, 17. 
62 International Monetary Fun, “IMF Adds Chinese Renminbi to Special Drawing Rights Basket”, accessed 1 
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63 Peter Goodman, “In Era of Trump, China’s President Champions Economic Globalization”, New York Times, 
January 17 2017,  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/17/business/dealbook/world-economic-forum-davos-
china-xi-globalization.html  
64 Constance Duncombe and Tim Dunne, “After Liberal World Order”, International Affairs 94:1 (2018): 31. 
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 Ikenberry observes that ‘[what] is striking is that despite this crisis of authority, there is a 

great deal of support for liberal international types of order’ – those that are rules-based.65 

Ikenberry’s argument that the rules-based international order could survive America’s hegemonic 

decline is based on decoupling and recombining power transition theory (the external observer 

perspective on the distribution of material power in the state system) and liberal internationalism 

(the internal participant perspective on the normative order of international society). According to 

power transition theory: 

Order is created by a powerful state, and when that state declines and power diffuses, international 
order weakens or breaks apart. Out of these dynamic circumstances, a rising state emerges as the new 
dominant state, and it seeks to reorganize the international system to suit its own purposes. In this view, 
world politics from ancient times to the modern era can be seen as a series of repeated cycles of rise 
and decline. War, protectionism, depression, political upheaval – various sorts of crises and disruptions 
may push the cycle forward.66 
 

Within the liberal internationalist framework, the ‘rules and institutions that make up international 

order have a more complex and contingent relationship with the rise and fall of state power’.67 

Liberal internationalism is the exception to the generality of power transition theory. Liberal international order 

could survive if it is the case that rising non-Western state-societies also have an interest in the 

preservation and reformation of the status quo ante. Ex hypothesi, rising non-Western states-societies, 

such as China and India, will see becoming responsible stakeholders in the existing order as their 

best strategic option. This is because a global order based on agreed upon rules, not merely power, 

is less prone to the arbitrary domination of powerful state-societies, offering non-Western powers 

an otherwise unobtainable measure of security, freedom, and equality – while economic openness 

has been central to rising powers’ strategies of developmental economic statecraft.68 Otherwise, 

‘the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must’. President Xi stated China’s 

commitment to maintaining the rules-based international order, continuing the dialogical process 

of global economic governance reform, and opposition to the principle that ‘might is right’ in 
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November 2018, at the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) CEO Summit, in line with 

Ikenberry’s theoretical predictions.69 Moreover, the possession of nuclear weapons by hegemonic 

rivals makes the option of hegemonic war unthinkable, unlike past transitions.70 

 Amitav Acharya takes aim at American liberal internationalist thinkers, like Ikenberry, who 

believe that rising powers will preserve and reform the existing order. Non-Western powers hold 

different values from the set of Western liberal values associated with Enlightenment modernity 

embodied in the existing order, and will therefore eventually act as revisionist powers in world 

politics rather than defenders of the status quo ante.71 Ikenberry’s response is that Acharya’s analysis 

‘confuses non-Western discomfort with American dominance in governance institutions with their 

more sympathetic views of the underlying principles of open, rule-based international order’. 

Indeed, Acharya seems to admit this when he observes that the existing governance system is not just 
an ‘American order’ but one that has been built over the decades by the push and pull of many states, 
ideologies, and agendas. The future will not be a multiplex but something more like the Hagia Sophia in 
Istanbul, which is one large complex but bears the architectural markings of various cultures and 
religions.72 
 

Shiping Tang agrees with Ikenberry’s assessment that the future post-American and post-Western 

world order is likely to be rules-based, and shares his vision of the future of world ordering as an 

‘enterprise contested by multiple actors and ideas, with overlapping regional, subregional, and 

global governance’.73 Hurrell argues that the current crisis of authority is unique because of the 

multiplicity of state and non-state actors with the capability of being active subjects and agents in 

global politics and different forms of ordering at different governance levels.74  

 Despite the current convergence of systemic crisis and legitimation crisis, no viable and 

attractive alternatives to liberal international order have been articulated that propose friendlier, 
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less unjust, and less unsustainable, unstable, and insecure ways of ordering our connected world. 

Non-Western state-societies disagree within and among themselves about what a post-Western, 

post-secular order should look like, despite general dissatisfaction with the status quo ante and 

resentment of the special privileges that the United States retains as hegemon. Hurrell argues that, 

nevertheless, ‘we have to recognize that large parts of the world have sought to reject or revise the 

Western-dominated order because it was built around their marginalization and around structured 

patterns of hierarchy and inequality, and it saw them suffering consistently at the hands of U.S. 

and Western intervention’.75 Furthermore, is now within this same situation of subordination to 

Western order that state-societies in the Global South and Indigenous peoples are ‘faced by 

powerful Western political forces proclaiming new versions of the very old ideologies of racist, 

religious, and civilizational superiority’.76 Whatever shape the future takes, the majority of the 

world’s peoples are non-Western, and have diverse cultures, religions, languages, scholarly 

traditions, and histories that inform state and non-state actors’ conceptions of domestic, regional, 

and world order. For Hurrell, pluralism is both factual and normative. From his perspective, 

pluralism ‘is the sort of conception of global order that has purchase in the policies, traditions, and 

practices of many countries in the Global South’, and that ‘emerging powers have long stressed 

the need for pluralism and for recognition of difference and diversity’.77  

 Acharya and Buzan argue that while the discipline of international relations ‘has 

pretensions to be about all times and all places, in fact it is a rather parochial expression of the 

short period in world history when the West was dominant… [The] discipline would look very 

different if it had been invented in China, India or the Islamic world’.78 The Western discipline of 

international relations was formed in the context of modern European capitalist expansion, 
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colonialism, and imperialism, and this ‘relation between content and context was not contingent 

but central to the shaping of disciplinary knowledge’, Branwen Gruffydd-Jones argues.79 Robert 

Vitalis likewise describes how the discipline formed at a time when ‘international relations meant 

race relations’ within a word system characterised by ‘the world hegemony of whites’.80 As a 

consequence of the redistribution of material power away from the West, Western theorists and 

practitioners of world politics accustomed to our epistemic and normative hegemony must now 

consider issues from a variety of non-Western perspectives.81 

 Global scholars in subaltern positions relative to Western epistemic and normative 

hegemony are raising their voices and including themselves in current debates on world order, 

while Western scholars are critically examining the parochialism and exclusions of our traditions.82 

Questions are being raised within the Western academy and beyond of the generality and 

explanatory adequacy of theories, paradigms, perspectives, frameworks, and approaches that were 

developed by and for the white, male-dominated, liberal, secularised Christian, Western world.83 

Our collective challenge now, as a transnational community of scholars, is to practice an open, 

inclusive, decentred, dialogical study of world history, order, and politics by recognising the 

irreducible and incommensurable diversity of foundations.84  

 On the converse side of the problem of the exclusiveness of the normative and empirical 

study of world history, order, and politics, Acharya and Buzan argue that future studies ‘cannot be 

a conversation among the likeminded’, and the project of inclusion is ‘more likely to fail if it does 

not draw in the broadest group of scholars, including those in the Western mainstream’. 
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In this context, the idea of a ‘post-Western IR’, with a more radical agenda to disavow and displace the 
existing knowledge of Western IR, is highly problematic. The problem is how to both invent a Global 
IR and still engage with those schooled in the existing IR traditions in a meaningful two-way dialogue?85 
 

Rather than autonomously developing non-Western Indigenous knowledge to displace dominant 

Eurocentric theories of world politics, Yong-Soo Eun argues that scholars need to promote 

dialogue between Western and non-Western thinkers and thought to enable mutual learning, with 

the aim of ‘creating complementary understandings of our complex world’.86 The “global” or 

“cosmopolitan” revolutions in the humanities and social sciences promise greater openness and 

inclusion, and the potential to transcend the epistemic limits of parochial understandings of world 

history, order, and politics. Yet, Western cosmopolitanism is entangled with Western imperialism 

and problematically Eurocentric.87 I argue, therefore – entering the debate – that cosmopolitanism 

must be decolonised if it is to be a viable approach to the study of world history, order, and politics 

in our critical and dangerous times. Beyond openness and inclusion, we must grapple with the 

difficult questions of the colonial normative and epistemic foundations of our theory and practice. 

 

1.4. The Western cosmopolitan project 

The revival of cosmopolitanism in Western political philosophy in the 1990s and 2000s tracked a 

conscious shift in subjectivity that transformed scholarship across disciplines. Topics of politics – 

competition; cooperation; conflict; contestation; governance; statecraft; legislation; trade; finance; 

development; (dis)order; (in)justice; (in)security; identity; culture; solidarity; activism; and struggle 

– became global to a greater extent than in any previous historical era.88 Western academic scholarship 

has focussed on contemporary topics of: global governance; global security; American  hegemony; 
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liberal international order; liberal interventionism and state-building; global financial capitalism; 

multinational corporations; global supply chains; human rights; human security; international law; 

global identities, cultures, and solidarities; transnational capitalist and working class formations; 

transnational non-state actors and activity; transnational advocacy networks and movements; 

global civil society; global aid and development; and deterritorialised non-traditional security 

threats or global risks: viz., transnational crime; terrorism; illicit global trade in drugs and weapons; 

environmental degradation; climate change; resource depletion; global financial instability; 

communicable diseases; corruption; tax evasion and avoidance; extreme inequality; poverty; 

irregular migration; people smuggling; modern-day slavery; human trafficking; and global injustice. 

The revival of Western cosmopolitanism occurred in the context of this global turn. 

 This revival was accelerated by the collapse of world communism; the end of apartheid; 

the second era of capitalist globalisation; the expansion of the liberal international order and the 

practice of liberal interventionism under American hegemony; and the resurgence of nationalisms 

and other particularisms in world politics.89 The New Cosmopolitanism was transdisciplinary from 

the start, engaged with contemporaneous academic developments in law and the social sciences, 

and connected to political projects, global transformations, and social movements.90 Proposals for 

democratising global governance;91 reversing climate change;92 sustainable economic, social, and 

human development;93 ending absolute poverty;94 satisfying basic needs;95 reducing wealth and 
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power inequalities;96 protecting human security;97 enforcing human rights;98 fighting transnational 

tax minimisation and corruption;99 and reforming global migration;100 were theorised as correctives 

to the deficiencies, dysfunctions, and injustices of neoliberal globalisation, Western imperialism, 

and post-colonial and post-Soviet nationalisms and authoritarianisms.101  

 Debates between cosmopolitans and their nationalist critics are primarily intra-liberal. 

Contemporary Anglo-American liberal cosmopolitan political philosophy emerged from the 

evolution of thought about the scope, principles, and elements of liberal theories of distributive justice 

by way of critical and constructive philosophical argument.102 Rawls’s 1971 magnum opus, A Theory 

of Justice inspired a generation of liberal political philosophers who extended the scope of its 

distributive justice framework globally.103 Despite the initial enthusiastic extension of the scope of 

Rawls’s influential account of justice as fairness to the stark inequalities of opportunities and 

primary goods in the real world, Rawls’s treatise on world politics, The Law of Peoples, first published 

in 1993, and later expanded and republished in 1999, was even less utopian than it was realistic. 

Rawls limits the scope of his theory of justice as fairness to liberal democratic state-societies, and 

his minimal account of justice and order in world politics, while inspired by Kant’s Perpetual Peace, 
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is self-described by Rawls as anti-cosmopolitan (although if draw an analytic distinction between 

moderate and extreme cosmopolitanism, we can view it as a kind of moderate cosmopolitanism). 

 While normatively theorising a realistic utopia in world politics against the amoral, positivist 

realism of Cold War foreign policy, Rawls argued for a minimal world order necessary for peace 

and stability instead of maximal justice. To these ends, Rawls prescribed to liberal democracies 

foreign policies for their mutual interaction and their interactions with illiberal but decent hierarchical 

societies, as well as outlaw regimes, burdened societies, and benevolent absolutisms. Claiming that the poverty 

or prosperity of a political community and its internal distribution are causally explained primarily 

by endogenous factors like institutions and political culture, Rawls argued against liberal 

cosmopolitan proposals for global redistribution.104 He did, however, argue that a liberal foreign 

policy should include financial support for burdened societies to become decent societies, which 

would be fairly demanding on the rich world.105 Rawls therefore defended ‘an account of what 

justice in the international domain consists in which appears to be quite at odds with the account 

of domestic justice he famously endorses’, and to cosmopolitans, ‘this has seemed puzzling’.106 

Some liberal interventionists argued that Rawls was too tolerant of illiberalism, bargaining with 

oppressor states for the sake of global stability – which they argued is self-defeating logic.107   

 Cosmopolitan arguments often began by critiquing or extending Rawlsian liberalism, and 

by rejecting many of Rawls’s moderate positions for (apparently) more progressive positions.108 

Post-Rawlsian debates in Western political philosophy between liberal cosmopolitans and their 

critics were centred on the validity of extending the scope of distributive justice beyond the borders 

of Western liberal nation-states.109 Western liberal cosmopolitans have debated internally the 
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appropriate principles of global distributive justice and whether opportunities and primary goods, 

human rights, or some other metric of interpersonal comparison, such as needs or capabilities, 

best answers the questions: equality of what? and what’s the point of equality? or why does equality matter?.110 

But the central question is that of scope: is justice necessarily or contingently universal? and are Western 

liberal conceptions of justice universal or particular?.  

 Cosmopolitan is taken to imply theses about (1) identity, culture, and self-constitution, and 

(2) the scope and content of justice. Samuel Scheffler argues that the extreme cosmopolitan thesis about 

identity, culture, and the constitution of the self is opposed to the extreme contextualist antithesis that 

subjectivity and agency normally depends on their membership in a community of practice with 

reasonably clear boundaries and reasonable stability and cohesion.111 Cosmopolitans see the 

extreme contextualist antithesis proposed by nationalists and fundamentalists a misunderstanding 

of identity, culture, and the constitution of the self.112 Cosmopolitans maintain that cultures are 

always in a state of flux, for change is the normal modality for living cultures. Peoples will almost 

always, except in the limiting case of remote uncontacted tribes, have multiple forms of contact 

with other peoples and their ways of life, ideas, languages, practices and institutions, religions, 

commodities, and technologies. Further, the peoples in whom traditional ways of life are inherent 

and upon whom structures and institutions supervene are intergenerational, which creates the 

conditions for historical change – whether this change is judged to be progressive or regressive. 

Further, the responses of a people to the external conditions of life – war and peace, migration, 

disease, climate change, environmental change, natural disasters, etc. – and to technological change, 

‘are then absorbed into, and thus serve to modify, the culture’s history and self-understanding’.113 

The extreme cosmopolitan thesis about justice totally negates particularism about the source of value 
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and salience of associations, and considers the source of value to be the universal moral equality 

of human beings. This is the foundational normative premise of all forms of rational justification, 

including the justification of particular normative orders: justice is therefore necessarily universal. 

Moderate cosmopolitans are pluralists about the source of value: there is, contingently, scope for 

particular conceptions of justice. 

 Liberal cosmopolitans characteristically hold that every individual human being has equal 

global stature as the ultimate (but not the exclusive) unit of moral concern, irrespective of their 

citizenship, nationality, identity, or affiliations.114 Moral cosmopolitans or humanists argue, based on 

this premise affirming universal moral equality, the impartialist conclusion that local obligations 

do not ‘crowd out’ our obligations to distant strangers.115 The scope of justice is necessarily universal. 

However, liberal non-cosmopolitans typically argue that the logical connection between affirming 

universal moral equality among human beings and the strong impartialist conclusions drawn by 

liberal cosmopolitans about the content and demandingness of our duties to non-compatriots or 

non-nationals is weak. While liberal non-cosmopolitans agree that we may have some duties of 

justice to non-compatriots or non-nationals, these are differentiated in principle from the duties 

that we owe to our compatriots or conationals, less of a priority, and less demanding. They claim 

that the prioritisation and demandingness of duties is generated and justified by our participation 

in associations, and the features of those associations are taken to be salient to justice, whether 

these features are theorised as solidarity, identity, coercion, cooperation, or involuntariness.116 

These varieties of liberal positions are categorised as statist or nationalist non-cosmopolitanisms.  

 Institutionalist and associativist cosmopolitans argue alongside liberal statist and nationalist 

non-cosmopolitans against the humanist or moral cosmopolitan claim that impartial cosmopolitan 
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principles of distributive justice follow from the affirmation of universal moral equality without 

‘consideration of the nature of the association in which people are related’.117 However, they argue 

in different ways against statist and nationalist non-cosmopolitans that a global institutional 

structure or association exists, is organised in the relevant ways, causally and morally relates us in 

relevant ways, or impacts upon our first order interests to a sufficient degree to generate 

demanding redistributive obligations of cosmopolitan justice.118 For institutionalist and 

associativist liberal cosmopolitans, irrespective of their internal differences, the scope of justice is 

contingently universal, insofar as justice is understood as a property or prime virtue of political 

institutions and associations.119  

 Western nationalism is linked to the morally noxious ideologies and sentimentalities of 

racism, sexism, fascism, and xenophobia, and practices of imperialism, colonialism, mercantilism, 

slavery, terrorism, and genocide. Yet, some Western philosophers have defended nationalism as 

an important source of meaning and identity in the lives of individuals, and as a necessary source 

of shared meaning and solidarity that grounds and limits liberal democracy.120 Most contemporary 

cosmopolitans recognise that for most people in the world, national, political, religious, or cultural 

affiliations and identities are highly valued, and so theorise the legitimate scope for such partiality. 

A moderate cosmopolitan thesis about identity, culture, and self-constitution has as an implication 

a moderate cosmopolitan thesis about justice. Intra-liberal debates between cosmopolitans and 

their nationalist and statist rivals over the basic premises of liberal political thought and their 

implications, tensions, and contradictions have endured and flourished. Arguments on both sides 
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have become more nuanced through dialogue.121 While attempts at reconciliation have been made 

by both sides, the range and depth of disagreements on a variety of topics continues to increase.122  

 Liberal cosmopolitans have argued against liberal statist and nationalist positions on 

different grounds. Cosmopolitans typically hold the view that the modern state is merely one 

institution in the global order (the state system) and that its boundaries are as much up for critique 

and vindication as any other institution, as these may constitute unjust and arbitrary institutions 

that maintain inequalities and undeserved privileges. Furthermore, theoretical and empirical 

attention to global history and to other powerful actors and governance and distributive institutions 

that comprise the global order would reveal that ‘not all important institutions are, or need to be, 

territorially bounded’.123 For cosmopolitans, the deterritorialisation of the domain of politics and 

the emergence and evolution of global governance make liberal statist and nationalist conceptions 

of justice anachronistic. Anti-statist cosmopolitans, like Simon Caney, go further in denaturalising, 

conventionalising, and historicising the modern state as a political form. The state: 

has not been a permanent feature of the world. For long periods of time, and, in many parts of the 
world, the state—or at least the state as we now know it—has not existed. Many states date their rise 
to the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. As numerous scholars have brought out, political power has 
historically taken many different forms. We should not then simply assume that a system of states is 
the only option; and we have reason to consider others to see whether they are better or worse.124 
 

Other cosmopolitans see the modern state as a relatively fixed political form that is likely to be an 

enduring feature of the global order in foreseeable future, and theorise the cosmopolitan project 

in a way that is feasible, viz., in which the state continues to perform core political functions and 

remains central to political life.   

 Functional, just states have a significant role in ‘promoting or retarding human beings’ 

prospects for flourishing lives’, and have a ‘very large share’ of the responsibilities ‘for ensuring 
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core ingredients necessary for a good life are devolved to states’, Gillian Brock claims.125 She argues 

that cosmopolitan principles are appropriate to governing our global institutions, in order that the 

global basic structure recognises and treats individuals as moral equals irrespective of their 

citizenship, nationality, other identities, arbitrary attributes, or associations. Once nation-states 

have fulfilled their external duties of cosmopolitan justice by creating and maintaining the 

background justice of the global order, in theory it is possible that cosmopolitan justice need not 

clash with individual duties to their compatriots, conationals, coreligionists, or whoever.126 On 

Brock’s theoretical account, cosmopolitanism need not therefore interfere illegitimately with the 

defensible scope of nationalism or undermine goods of national importance, like authentic 

democracy or national self-determination.127  

 Creating more ‘meaningful space for self-determination’, and attempting to minimise the 

impact of the neocolonial global forces that ‘currently threaten it’, is a core commitment of at least 

some contemporary varieties Western cosmopolitanism.128 There is a real concern, however, that 

the idea of self-determination can be abused as a ‘front to allow repressive but powerful regimes 

to terrorize their citizens or enable others to do so’.129 Thomas Pogge claims that individualism is 

universally affirmed by Western cosmopolitans.130 Representative agents in Darrel Moellendorf’s 

single cosmopolitan construction procedure are more ‘concerned with the freedom and ability of 

persons to pursue their own conceptions of the good life within a fair system of cooperation’ than 

they are with the collective interests of peoples, for example.131 In typical cosmopolitan views, 

human rights set the limits of state sovereignty and national self-determination. The adequacy of 

protection for individuals to live decent lives is the limit of national self-determination for Brock, 
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beyond which ‘considerable discretion can be allowed to communities about how they are to lead 

their group lives as they most desire’.132 Brock’s cosmopolitan account of global justice closes the 

gap between the dialectical positions of cosmopolitans and non-cosmopolitan critics considerably. 

However, she argues strongly against the nationalist view that obligation diminishes with distance 

– that is, beyond the inner core of our intimate social relations with others such as family, friends, 

and local communities – and destabilises the moral significance of the distinction between the 

nation’s insiders and outsiders.133 

 What all liberal cosmopolitans agree on, whatever their family disputes, is that the scope 

of justice is universal – whether necessarily or contingently, and whatever its appropriate principles 

and metrics. The scope of justice extends beyond borders, and may question the justice of the 

nation-state as a political form. Liberal cosmopolitans believe that state borders and other putative 

boundaries on the scope of justice, are, if not unjust, historically contingent institutions which 

ought to be reformed or abolished, barriers to recognising and fulfilling our impartial obligations 

to all in the global community. Today, most Western political philosophers hold cosmopolitan 

views about the equality of human beings, and the existence of at least some demanding obligations 

that transcend national borders. Brock observes that in the ongoing debates between Western 

cosmopolitans and their critics, ‘contemporary non-cosmopolitans also claim to agree’ with ‘core 

positions that were once identified as distinctively cosmopolitan’.134 David Held and Pietro 

Maffettone claim that Western political philosophy has reached a cosmopolitan plateau.135 This is 

something to be celebrated, yet there are two problems with Western cosmopolitanism that must 

urgently resolved: the entanglement of cosmopolitanism with imperialism and Eurocentrism. 
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1.5. Imperialism and cosmopolitanism 

A leitmotif in the history of Western cosmopolitan thought, from Marcus and the ancients, to Kant 

and the moderns, to the New Cosmopolitans of the 1990s and 2000s, writing as imperial subjects 

of the metropolitan core countries of the neocolonial capitalist world system, is the contradiction 

between the universalism of the perspective of imperiality, and the injustices, inequalities, and 

indignities of imperial projects. Western cosmopolitanism has as its condition of possibility the 

imperial location of its subjects of knowledge.136 As it was in Kant’s times, wherein the different 

‘peoples of the earth’ had ‘entered in varying degrees into a universal community’, which through 

commerce and colonisation had developed to the stage where ‘a violation of rights in one part of 

the world is felt everywhere’,137 contemporary Western cosmopolitanism is entangled with empire 

and globalisation – the “keywords of our times”.138 

 Western thought has historically legitimated the imperial project and rationalised the white, 

Western-dominated world order.139 The liberal tradition of normative political philosophy and 

political-economic theory and practice has a complex relationship with Western imperialism, 

advancing powerful arguments both for and against the imperial project. Duncan Bell argues that 

while ‘individuals from all points on the political spectrum offered arguments in favour of empire, 

the most rigorous theoretical accounts, as well as the most ambitious visions, tended to emanate 

from self-described liberal writers’.140 It is this entanglement with imperial power that raises the 

concern that Western cosmopolitanism is just the latest version of liberal imperialism.141  
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 Held insists that it would be a mistake to reject cosmopolitanism ‘because of its contingent 

association with the historical configurations of Western power’. 

The bottom line is that we can no longer ignore our common problems. We need a framework of moral 
and political interaction in order to coexist and cooperate in the resolution of our shared (and pressing) 
problems: from ecological disasters to financial meltdowns, there is no other solution but to find a way 
forward in common. If this is correct, then a cosmopolitan approach is not, as is sometimes argued by 
non-Western critics, a form of Western yearning for a form of ideological dominance or imperial 
control. Rather, it is a framework of ideas and principles that can guide us towards the governance of 
the challenges we face, however difficult.142 
 

The fear that cosmopolitanism is just ‘another way to justify the relentless spread of capitalism 

throughout the globe’ and that the ‘liberal discourse associated with cosmopolitan values is nothing 

more than global capitalism’s useful handmaiden’ is misplaced, Brock protests, and fails to 

understand the diversity of cosmopolitan thought and practice.143 On the contrary, ‘the critical 

mass of scholars actively working on the topic [of cosmopolitanism] today endorse forms of 

egalitarianism that would be quite antithetical to the neo-liberal agenda’.144 Brock argues that the 

moral force of cosmopolitanism can be best appreciated when we understand what it rules out, 

viz. ‘positions that attach no moral value to some people, or that weight the moral value some 

people have differentially according to their race, ethnicity, or nationality’.145 Eduardo Mendieta 

argues that the Western cosmopolitan project cannot be read as providing ‘fodder for the canons 

of neo-liberal globalism and Western neo-imperialism’ and comprises ‘absolutely indispensable’ 

works that we must critique, extend, and supplement.146 The main problem is that it is Eurocentric. 

 

1.6. Eurocentrism and cosmopolitanism 

Eurocentrism is subliminally embedded in the core assumptions, narratives, normative and 

analytical frameworks, and categories of Western cosmopolitanism. Eurocentric conceptions of 
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world history, order, and politics are typically combinations of the themes of rationality, progress, 

enlightenment, emancipation, evolution, development, advancement, modernisation, capitalism, 

liberalism, socialism, democracy, civilisation, and cosmopolitanism. Gruffydd Jones argues that 

Eurocentric paradigms in IR/IPE typically include ‘the construction of a hierarchy that places the 

European above the non-European; the construction of an evolutionary historical teleology that 

places the European ahead of (and therefore a suitable guide for) the non-European; and, 

underpinning both hierarchy and teleology, selected criteria of difference upon which to 

distinguish between European and non-European peoples, social forms, relations and practices’.147 

These criteria of difference are variable across time, across Western societies, across different 

Western theorists of world history, order, and politics, and across disciplines.  

 The normative criteria for differentiating civilised societies from barbarianism may have 

been modern Western imperialist perceptions of a society’s religious orthodoxy and orthopraxy; levels of 

scientific and technological advancement; economic dynamism; legal and political institutions; 

gender and sexual norms; individual moral, intellectual, and rational capability; or their manners, 

dress, and customs. Racial hierarchy and teleology may have been explained as either biologically 

determined or cultural. Criteria of colonial difference typically included combinations of factors. 

The hierarchical binary opposition between the civilised and the barbarian permitted gradations 

within each category. As Bell argues, these criteria allowed for the classification and hierarchical 

ordering of the ‘civilised’ states. China, Japan, Russia, the declining Ottoman Empire, the 

independent republics of Latin America, and the countries of Southern Europe were thought of 

in the nineteenth century as civilised, but not to the same extent as Western European societies 

and their white settler colonial progeny in North America, Southern Africa, and Australasia.148  
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 Eurocentrism is a hegemonic story about origins and ends. Bhambra defines Eurocentrism 

as ‘the belief, implicit or otherwise, in the world historical significance of events believed to have 

developed endogenously within the cultural-geographical sphere of Europe’.149 Narratives of 

global modernity centred on the French and American revolutions and the industrial revolution in 

Britain exclude the connections across societies that generate and constitute these processes and events, 

and epistemically disavow the world historical significance of the Haitian revolution, she argues.150 

The dominant disciplinary narrative of the origins and evolution of cosmopolitanism as both idea 

and reality – Greece/Rome/Enlightenment/1945/now151 – is explicitly Eurocentric. Greek and 

Roman philosophers are said to have originated cosmopolitanism. Kant then revived the Stoic 

cosmopolitan legacy during the European Enlightenment through his abstract universal morality 

and quasi-empirical universal history. The post-WWII liberal international order began to realise 

Kant’s cosmopolitan vision by embedding human rights norms. Now, global progress originating 

in Europe and North America has generated our nascent cosmopolitan condition – along with 

antagonistic social forces and complex social crises. The Western cosmopolitan project emerges 

in this context. This dominant Eurocentric disciplinary narrative reifies and privileges Western 

civilisation as a location of knowledge production; excludes the non-Western origins and geneses 

of cosmopolitan thought and practices; and precludes global connections, including those of 

Western imperialism, slavery, colonialism, and mercantilism, as generative or constitutive of 

actually existing forms of cosmopolitanism, and relevant to the central topic of global justice.  

 Eurocentrism is also a story about agents and patients. The pioneering works in the Western 

cosmopolitan canon misrepresent the “global poor” or the “developing world” as “objects” or 

“beneficiaries” of global justice, while simultaneously marginalising non-Western and Indigenous 
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agency, thinkers, and thought.152 The “agents” of global justice are Western subjects and states, 

and global governance institutions, empowered to intervene, sometimes militarily, in the South.153 

Western cosmopolitanism rarely refers to the self-understandings and struggles of the “patients” 

of global justice in the non-Western world.154  

 From India, Neera Chandhoke argues that the limitation of contemporary debates on 

global justice to Western intellectuals is explained by the concentration of these theories on the 

duties of justice that the rich North owes to the poor South, which excludes others from the debate 

as if by ‘definitional fiat’.155 The main problem is that Western conceptions of cosmopolitanism 

misrepresent the global poor ‘as if they do not possess moral agency or the capacity to make their 

own histories, or as if they are mere recipients both of processes as well as obligations that emanate 

from elsewhere’.156 Moreover, I add, while Western cosmopolitans have extended the scope of 

justice beyond the borders of our state-societies, we are yet to learn what it might mean to theorise 

in the reverse direction from the global to the domestic context, particularly in relation to the 

causal and constitutive functions of imperialism, mercantilism, slavery, and (neo)colonialism in the 

production and reproduction of Western state-societies. Western thought is always unidirectional. 

 The Eurocentric agent/patient binary in Anglo-American cosmopolitanism is written into 

the subliminal metanarrative of white saviours, civilising missions, and cosmopolitan crusades. 

Makau Matua intervenes decolonially in contemporary human rights discourse, which he argues 

rests on a three dimensional Eurocentric savages-victims-saviours construct. The story of human 
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rights is one of an ‘epochal contest pitting savages, on the one hand, against victims and saviors, 

on the other’.157 Western agents are cast as the saviour who redeems, protects, vindicates, civilises, 

and liberates, victims from savages.158 The white, Western saviour figure is crystallised from the 

residue of European Enlightenment universalism and Christianity’s missionary zeal.159 An early 

internal critic of Western liberal feminist global justice discourse, Alison Jaggar, focuses our 

attention on the images of Amina Lawal, ‘a beautiful African woman, holding a beautiful baby, 

looking at first sight like an African Madonna’, that were circulated online in the West in the 2000s. 

[Amina’s] head is covered, her eyes downcast, she looks submissive, sad and scared. Portrayed in bare 
feet and described as illiterate, she epitomizes the image of the oppressed Third World woman 
described by Chandra Mohanty. Her image has also been widely regarded as epitomizing the barbarity 
of Islamic fundamentalism. Such images encourage Western feminists to take up the supposed white 
man’s burden of “saving brown women from brown men” (Spivak 1988: 296).160 
 

Kohn argues that images and metaphors of saving the world in Western cosmopolitanism strip 

non-Western subjects of their agency and dignity, and reproduce modern/colonial racist tropes of 

non-Western passivity, neediness, helplessness, backwardness, ignorance, poverty, victimisation, 

savagery, and barbarianism.161 Furthermore, Jaggar and Hobson independently warn, the opposite 

extreme of suggesting that Western ‘hyper-imperial agency’ and ‘neocolonial domination’ are the 

cause of all the problems in poor countries is problematically Eurocentric insofar as it portrays 

subjects and rulers of these countries as passive victims, denying their agency and responsibility.162 

For its all its virtues, the Eurocentric limitations of the Western cosmopolitan project thus become 

apparent when it is understood in the global historical context of colonial modernity.163  
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1.7. Conclusion 

The Western – predominantly intra-liberal – cosmopolitan debate has excluded or marginalised 

Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical race theorists, 

and non-Western struggles, experiences, traditions, theories, and practices. The critical questions 

asked by Ian James Kidd, José Medina, and Gaile Pohlhaus, Jr. in their introduction to The Routledge 

Handbook of Epistemic Injustice are pertinent to the project of decolonising cosmopolitanism. 

Who has voice and who doesn’t? Are voices interacting with equal agency and power? In whose terms 
are they communicating? Who is being understood and who isn’t (and at what cost)? Who is being 
believed? And who is even being acknowledged and engaged with?164 
 

Cosmopolitanism in the humanities and social sciences is Eurocentric, and will remain so as long 

as non-Western thinkers and thought and ethics and practices of cosmopolitanism are excluded 

or marginalised,165 the ideal theoretical presuppositions of ahistorical liberalism are predominant 

in debates about global justice,166 and the epistemically and normatively hegemonic conception of 

cosmopolitanism is framed by the metanarrative of European Enlightenment modernity while 

eliding global coloniality.167 As Mills argues, global justice thus has as a necessary prerequisite the 

ending of epistemic injustice, in particular the structural, group-based motivational and cognitive 

deficiency he terms ‘global white ignorance’.168 Decolonising Cosmopolitanism begins with this insight. 

Eurocentric cosmopolitanism is no longer an option: we need new ways of thinking.169 
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1.8. An overview of the thesis structure 

The remainder of my thesis is structured as follows. §1. Kia Whakatōmuri te Haere Whakamua, 

continues and intervenes in the existing dialogue between decoloniality and critical social theory.170 

The global third generation of the Frankfurt School is marked off from the second generation by 

its participation in dialogue with postcolonialism and decoloniality. However, there is little dialogue 

between Anglo-American political philosophy, postcolonialism, and decoloniality, conversely. 

Kohn argues that while earlier debates in Anglo-American cosmopolitanism invoked problematic 

analogies and lacked empirical analysis, contemporary debates have focused on global order and 

governance, political-economic structures, and the legacies of colonialism.171 This amounts to a 

partial decolonisation of cosmopolitanism from within, but what is needed now is a more radical 

decolonisation of cosmopolitanism from without – an epistemic intervention. So, to fill this gap, in 

§2. Kia Tūhono te Pono me te Tika, I enter dialogue between cosmopolitanism in the Anglo-American 

analytic tradition of liberal political philosophy and decoloniality. 

 My thesis structure invites two kinds of objection from Western theorists. The first is that 

Anglo-American cosmopolitanism emerged in the 1990s and has since developed in relative 

isolation from the research topics and methods of continental philosophy and critical theoretical 

approaches to cosmopolitanism. From the perspective of at least some of these “mainstream” 

analytic liberal cosmopolitans, the weight I give to the first section may seem disproportionate or 

even irrelevant to their research interests. Secondly, a quite different objection is that this diptych 

structure may seem odd at a time when the divisions between Anglo-American and continental 

traditions are increasingly outmoded, and when the third generation of the Frankfurt School of 

critical social theory is polycentric – now as likely to be practiced in Anglophone countries as it is 

in Germany – and analytic philosophy is flourishing in continental Europe. Further, one of the 
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theses that I defend is that traditions are open and connected. Clearly there is a large and increasing 

degree of interconnection between Anglo-American and continental traditions, and a degree of 

conceptual and methodological convergence has occurred.  

 The degree of convergence, I think, is made more apparent by the structure of my thesis, 

which illuminates the increasing methodological rapprochement between critical social theory and 

transdisciplinary non-ideal theoretical analytic political philosophy and social, feminist, and virtue 

approaches in analytic epistemology. Another reason in defence of my structure is that because 

decolonising cosmopolitanism is already a process underway, I want to intervene in the ongoing 

dialogue between decoloniality and critical social theory, which necessitates reconstructing these 

debates felicitously. Thirdly, I want to make decolonial critique accessible to Anglo-American 

cosmopolitan political philosophy – my “own” tradition – by intervening in contemporary debates. 

Finally, my primary reason is to decolonise modern Western political philosophy root and branch. 

 My intervention targets Habermas and his followers on the one side, and Rawls and his 

followers on the other. The modern Western political philosophical themes on which the two sides 

are variations are explicitly traced back from Habermas and Rawls and their followers to Kant, 

Hegel, and Marx. Habermas and his followers are influenced by the Nietzschean, Freudian, 

Weberian, and Heideggerian legacies. Rawls and his followers are influenced by the classical 

liberalism of Locke and Smith, the utilitarianism of Bentham and Mill, the legal positivism of 

Austin and Hart, and the analytic philosophy of Wittgenstein and Quine. Additionally, Rawls draws 

on the resources of liberal contractarianism. Both Habermas and Rawls take up the legacy of 

Rousseau and Kant in attempting to synthesise the liberties of the ancients emphasised by the classical 

republican tradition and the liberties of the moderns emphasised by the classical liberal tradition by 

deriving both elements from the ideal of autonomy and working out the dialectical relation 

between private and public autonomy.172 While I do not decolonise modern Western political 
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philosophy completely, or work through every problem that the tradition has failed to resolve by 

its own lights, I make a strong start. 

 By naming §1. Kia Whakatōmuri te Haere Whakamua after a well-known whakatauki in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (often abbreviated to ka mua, ka muri), I focus postcolonial and decolonial 

critiques of progress and Eurocentrism on the metanarrative I call Western origins/cosmopolitan ends. 

The whakatauki translates as ‘I walk backwards into the future with my eyes fixed on the past’, 

signifying the presence of the past within a Māori ontology, epistemology, and phenomenology. 

This Māori conception of history expresses the same orientation to historicism as first generation 

Frankfurt School critical theorist, Walter Benjamin, a Jew writing in the context of Nazism, in 

Theses on the Philosophy of History. He illustrates his ninth thesis by interpreting Klee’s Angelus Novus.  

An angel is depicted there who looks as though he were about to distance himself from something 
which he is staring at. His eyes are opened wide, his mouth stands open and his wings are outstretched. 
The Angel of History must look just so. His face is turned towards the past. Where we see the appearance 
of a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly piles rubble on top of rubble and 
hurls it before his feet. He would like to pause for a moment so fair to awaken the dead and to piece 
together what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise, it has caught itself up in his 
wings and is so strong that the Angel can no longer close them. The storm drives him irresistibly into 
the future, to which his back is turned, while the rubble-heap before him grows sky-high. That which 
we call progress, is this storm.173 
 

Contemporary Frankfurt School critical theory has revisited the historicity of thought and the 

entanglements of universal history, progress, development, modernity, imperialism, colonialism, 

racism, slavery, emancipation, enlightenment, and Eurocentrism.174  

 What is missing from these postcolonial, decolonial, and contemporary critical theoretical 

genealogical critiques of historicism is that cosmopolitanism is the telos that gives universal history 

its hypostatised progressive form: the end of history. Cosmopolitanism is the final act in the 

Eurocentric metanarrative of modernity, whether the form that the cosmopolis takes is Kant’s 
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liberal idealist conception of the Foedus Pacificum, or Marx’s historical materialist conception of 

stateless communism. This metanarrative, in which Western civilisation is the origin of the idea 

and the agent of the realisation of cosmopolitanism, is explicit or implicit in cosmopolitan 

paradigms in IR/IPE, historical sociology, and critical social theory. These paradigms theorise 

cosmopolitanism not as an abstract ideal, but as an historical, political-economic, or sociological 

category and as a set of embedded political and ethical practices.  

 2. Encountering the Other intervenes in the contemporary debates within the global third 

generation of the Frankfurt School and with their postcolonial and decolonial interlocutors. I begin 

with the performative contradiction Amy Allen reads in Jürgen Habermas’s advocacy of open and 

inclusive dialogue about the post-Western, post-secular future of world order, and his grounding 

of his strong context-transcendent conception of rationality in a progressive reading of Western 

modernity. Allen argues that to enter dialogue with the other, we must first attain metacritical 

distance from “our” post-Enlightenment normative order by reflecting our late modern norms of 

openness, inclusion, and, above all, autonomy, onto their metanormative status through the 

performance of problematising genealogical critique. I argue that Allen’s condition of possibility 

for cosmopolitan dialogue is insufficient, but (as Allen herself claims) it is not unnecessary. 

Cosmopolitan dialogue necessarily involves shifting the geography of reasoning at the West’s 

epistemic frontiers, I argue, following the lead of decolonial theorists. 

 3. Western Origins/Cosmopolitan Ends shifts the geography of reasoning to deconstruct and 

reconstruct cosmopolitan paradigms critical social theory. I illustrate the various ways in which 

Frankfurt School critical theorists problematically rationally reconstruct our nascent cosmopolitan 

condition as the outcome of progressive social and institutional learning processes simultaneous 

with global systemic transformations. By decentering the West, we remember that non-Western, 

pre-modern forms of life were always already interconnected, and that Western imperial political 

formations were generative spaces of cosmopolitan thought and practice. This worldly perspective 
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illuminates the ruinous and catastrophic aspects of global modernity/coloniality, and empowering 

transformative practical possibilities for rupturing with the past here and now. 

 Intervening decolonially in Anglo-American cosmopolitanism, I take up the same topics 

of cosmopolitan dialogue, the existing world order, transforming our world, and the unity of the 

normative and the empirical in §2 Kia Tūhono te Pono me te Tika. This whakatauki means ‘let truth 

and justice be joined’. The unity of truth and justice is a recurring theme in this section. My point 

of departure is the critique and extension of Rawls’s fundamental idea of the basic structure as the 

subject of justice. But why Rawls? How can Rawls be of any use to decolonising cosmopolitanism? 

This choice may seem odd given that Rawls claims to not be a cosmopolitan, and his arguments 

are ahistorical and Eurocentric.175 As Jacob Levy and Iris Marion Young, in their introduction to 

Colonialism and Its Legacies, point out, Rawls’s framing of international political theory, which 

projects backwards into the past a methodological nationalism completely untrue to global history, 

is part of a larger pattern of mystification in contemporary Western political thought that serves 

to reproduce deeply entrenched injustices.176  

 My first reason for this choice is to be true to intellectual history of Anglo-American 

cosmopolitanism, which I have already explained emerges from the critique and extension of the 

Rawlsian paradigm. There is also a strategic decolonial intention. Institutional cosmopolitans in 

the Rawlsian liberal tradition take institutions and structures to be the primary ‘subject of justice’. 

Decoloniality critiques the Western-dominated global institutional order, conceived decolonially 

as modernity/coloniality, intervenes in institutionalist analysis in IR/IPE, and aims to deconstruct 

five centuries of enduring global structural racism. Secondly, Rawls sees reconciliation as a primary 

function of political philosophy, and this is a major, recurring theme in the context of imperialism, 

colonialism, slavery, and genocide. While Rawls’s method of realistic utopianism is adopted and 
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adapted by analytic liberal cosmopolitans, its connection with reconciliation is not theorised. 

However, we must conceive the Hegelian theme of reconciliation differently to Rawls, I argue. 

 4. Global Order as Subject decolonises Thomas Pogge’s cosmopolitan critique of Rawls’s 

methodologically nationalist institutionalist analysis. I draw on the methods and results of recent 

decolonial scholarship in IR/IPE to deconstruct and reconstruct cosmopolitan institutionalist 

analysis along lines of argument suggested by Mills. Decolonising cosmopolitan institutionalist 

analysis corrects the empirical and normative deficiencies of Anglo-American cosmopolitanism. 

Next, I critique and extend Iris Marion Young’s non-ideal reformulation of Rawls’s account of the 

basic structure as the subject of justice to theorise structural injustice, to equip us with a decolonial 

analysis of enduring global structural racism. Finally, in 5. Reconciliation, I take as my point of 

departure Mills’ claim that cosmopolitanism is a ‘premature reconciliation’ in the historical context 

of five centuries of global white supremacy.177 Following Fanon’s decolonial expropriation of 

Hegel’s master/slave dialectic, I reframe reconciliation as the subjective and objective disalienation 

of subjects subordinated to the white, Western world order. My main aim is to reconstruct a 

cosmopolitanism that constitutes, conversely, a mature reconciliation. I first clarify the concept of 

transitional justice and its relation to global justice. I then connect Miranda Fricker’s account of 

epistemic injustice and Young’s account of structural and interactional injustice to theorise justice, 

truth, and reconciliation in the global transitional context. 
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§1. Kia Whakatōmuri te Haere Whakamua 
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2. Encountering the Other 

For [human community] consists of reason and speech, which reconcile men to one another, through teaching, learning, 
communicating, debating and making judgements, and unite them in a kind of natural fellowship. 

– Cicero, On Duties.178 
 

Frontiers mark the limits of civilization. Beyond that there is barbarism, of all kinds… However, when 
the barbarians on the other side of the frontier begin to talk, and talk the language of civilizations, but from 

the experience and knowledge and memories that civilization despises, that is the moment in 
which borderlands and border thinking emerges. Border thinking is thinking of and by the barbarian. 

– Walter Mignolo, in Critical Epistemologies of Global Politics.179 
 

The great challenge of this century, both for politics and social science, is that of understanding the other as such. 
The days are long gone when European and other Westerners could consider their experience and culture as 

the norm toward which the whole of humanity was headed, so that the other could be understood as an earlier 
stage on the same road that they had trodden. 

– Charles Taylor, “Understanding the Other”.180 
 

 

2.1. The barbarians at the gates 

As I argued in the previous chapter, there is an emerging scholarly consensus that open and 

inclusive cosmopolitan dialogue is the most utopian way out of the current crisis and only realistic 

response to ‘the radical call for the rediscussion and renegotiation of the core Western-centric and 

liberal assumptions upon which the normative structure of international society is today based’.181 

The Frankfurt School critical theorist, Jürgen Habermas, has proposed that in the context of the 

‘continuing vitality of world religions’, cosmopolitan dialogue ‘about the foundations of a more 

just international order can no longer be conducted one-sidedly’.182 Habermas claims that the 

pragmatic presuppositions of cosmopolitan dialogue and mutual learning are that these processes 
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are open and inclusive, with “the West” as ‘one participant among others’, and that all participants 

must be ‘willing to be enlightened by others about their respective blind spots’.183  

 In this chapter, I intervene in the debates within the global third generation of the 

Frankfurt School and with their postcolonial and decolonial interlocutors over the impurity of 

practical reason and cosmopolitan dialogue about global modernity/coloniality. These debates are 

the latest iteration of the detranscendalisation of the Kantian critique of reason. Thomas McCarthy 

explains that reason must be ‘understood as embodied, culturally mediated, and interwoven with 

social practices’ and therefore ‘the critique of reason has to be carried out in conjunction with 

social, cultural and historical analysis’.184 The critique of the conditions of possibility and limits of 

reason necessitates modes of ‘sociohistorical inquiry… that go beyond the traditional bounds of 

philosophical analysis’.185 Amy Allen stresses that if reason is ‘embodied and embedded in history, 

culture, society, and language, and so on’, then it is problematically entangled with power relations, 

with serious implications for the emancipatory potential of critical reason.186  

 Thomas McCarthy writes in general of contemporary Frankfurt School critical theory that 

it contains elements of immanent, transcendent, and genealogical critique. Critique is: 

“immanent” in that it starts from values, ideas, and principles embedded in the cultures and societies it 
analyzes; (context-) “transcendent” in that it reconstructs these values, ideals, and principles in terms 
of a general, discourse-ethical account of practical reasoning; and “genealogical” in that it is self-
reflectively metacritical of the historical and contemporary forms of existing reason that it seeks to 
reconstruct as critical resources.187 
 

Critique must ‘draw on the normative resources of modernity’, Allen argues188 (or later, that these 

resources are at least maybe useful for decolonial struggles), even as it is metacritical of their status. 

The ideas of reason, our conception of rationality, our normative ideal of autonomy: these are all ideals 
that we must posit from within the horizon of modernity, ideals that are constitutive of our form of 
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life, and yet, as McCarthy acknowledges, they harbor pernicious illusions of the eradication of power 
relations and the fantasy of selftransparency that we must continually expose and subject to critique.189 
 

The contemporary debates among the third generation students of the Frankfurt School focus on 

Eurocentrism, imperialism, colonialism, and racism, and work through the complex relations 

between reason, progress, context, and power. These theorists are attempting, in different ways, 

to deconstruct and reconstruct Frankfurt School critical theory.  

 “Reconstruction” is used by Habermas and his successors in two distinct senses. The first 

sense is that of Habermas’s methodology of rational reconstruction and relatedly of what he calls 

the reconstructive sciences. The second sense of reconstruction is one also used by Habermas 

when he speaks of the reconstruction of Marx’s historical materialism or the postmetaphysical 

reconstruction of Kant’s transcendental idealism: ‘taking a theory apart and putting it back together 

again in a new form in order to attain more fully the goal it has set for itself’.190 In this latter sense, 

Allen tries to reconstruct critical theory by deconstructing its strategy for grounding normativity, 

arguing that ‘the demand for a decolonization of critical theory follows quite straightforwardly from the 

very definition of critical theory’.191 If the Frankfurt School is to be ‘truly critical’, then the contemporary 

practice of critical theory must reframe its research program and conceptual framework to centre 

‘decolonial and anti-imperialist struggles and concerns’, Allen argues.192 McCarthy describes his 

project in Race, Empire, and the Idea of Human Development, as a dual one of the deconstruction of the 

metanarrative of modern progress as problematically entangled with ideologies of racism and 

imperialism, and the reconstruction of development as disaggregated and decentred.193  
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 Decoloniality is a particular kind of critical social theory.194 Mignolo cautions, however, 

that the Frankfurt School of critical theory is not ‘the norm or the master paradigm against which 

all other projects should be compared, measured, evaluated and judged’.195 Decolonial thinkers 

reiterate the post-Kantian detranscendentalisation of the critique of reason, from without, from 

beyond the West’s epistemic frontiers. Reason, ex hypothesi, is impure not only insofar as it is 

immanent in specific power-laden sociohistorical contexts, but insofar as it is ‘geographical in its 

historicity’.196 Decolonising cosmopolitanism, I argue, involves moments of deconstruction and 

reconstruction. Yet, the approaches to immanent critique modelled by the third generation of the 

Frankfurt School fall short of the demands of decolonisation, I conclude. Dialogical openness and 

inclusion are insufficient conditions of possibility for cosmopolitan dialogue and mutual learning, 

and may, grammatically and pragmatically, reproduce a Eurocentric geography of reasoning. 

 The principal concern of this chapter is the encounter with the other in the contemporary 

situation of dialogue over the post-Western, post-secular future of world order. The colonial 

encounter is a key trope of postcolonial theory.197 It is highly problematic, euphemising the actual 

historical processes of imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide that were involved in the 

making of the connections that condition and constitute global modernity.198 In 2019, Aotearoa 

New Zealand marked the 250th anniversary of Captain James Cook’s violent arrival to these lands, 

initiating the process of European colonisation. Official celebrations of the anniversary were given 

the name Tuia – Encounters 250. They centred Aotearoa New Zealand’s Pacific voyaging heritage, 

and acknowledged the first onshore encounters between Māori and Pākehā. Tuia 250 was intended 

by Government and Māori and Pākehā civil society leaders to be an ‘opportunity to hold honest 
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conversations about the past, the present and how we navigate our shared future’.199 Consider the 

opposition to the “encounters” frame articulated by Anahera Herbert-Graves (Ngāti Kahu). 

[Cook] was a barbarian. Wherever he went, like most people of the time of imperial expansion, there 
were murders, there were abductions, there were rapes, and just a lot of bad outcomes for the 
Indigenous people. He didn’t discover anything down here, and we object to Tuia 250 using 
euphemisms like “encounters” and “meetings” to disguise what were actually invasions.200 
 

What this teaches us is that if power pervades contexts of reasoning, then cosmopolitan dialogue 

across contexts over the past, present, and future of world order is even more fraught with danger. 

I intervene in these debates within the global third generation of the Frankfurt School and with 

their postcolonial and decolonial interlocutors with this lesson in mind. 

 

2.2. The nexus of history and normativity 

Allen’s oeuvre explores the possibilities and limits of the Frankfurt School of critical theory for 

theorising sexism, imperialism, colonialism, and racism.201 The End of Progress is the most important 

and comprehensive intervention into the current debates between critical theory, postcolonialism, 

and decoloniality. Her radical point of departure is the performative contradiction she reads in 

Jürgen Habermas’s advocacy of open and inclusive cosmopolitan dialogue about the foundations 

of a post-Western, post-secular world order and his rational reconstructivist strategy for grounding 

the normativity of his strong context-transcendent conception of practical reason immanently in 

the modern European normative order. This strategy is common to the second generation of the 

Frankfurt School of critical theory, of which Habermas is the leading proponent, as a cognitivist 

solution the dilemma of foundationalism and relativism about normativity. 

 Allen targets Habermas’s conception of reason, which he claims is context-transcendent 

both across different societies and different ages within the same society. Habermas reforms 
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Kant’s transcendental philosophy as the postmetaphysical procedure of reconstructing the tacit or 

pre-theoretical knowledge – know-how – of competently speaking, acting, and judging subjects. 

Habermas argues that communication oriented toward mutual understanding pragmatically 

presupposes context-transcendent validity criteria for propositions. Anyone who participates in 

rational argumentation has already accepted certain substantive normative conditions, to which, 

Habermas claims, there are no alternatives. Ex hypothesi, engaging in argumentation forces these 

substantive normative conditions on subjects on pain of performative contradiction.202 As soon as 

one enters dialogical relations with the other, aimed toward mutual understanding, communicative 

reasoning presupposes implicit transcendental rational standards of validity, which Habermas 

identifies as the universality requirement (U) in the case of normative rightness.203 

(U): For a norm to be valid, the consequences and side effects that its general observance can be 
expected to have for the satisfaction of the particular interests of each person affected must be such 
that all affected can accept them freely. 
 

The structure imposed on argumentation by (U) necessitates that each participant adopts the 

perspectives of all affected others in determining the validity of proposed or criticised norms, as it 

is the bearing of the proposed or criticised norm upon the needs and interests of those affected 

that is decisive for normative validity. The universality requirement contrasts with the kinds of 

inegalitarian social relations reproduced by strategic reasoning, which aims not at rational consent 

and consensus, but irrational coercion and domination.204 

  (U) is a context-immanent standard of practical reasoning, embedded in everyday life and 

communicative action, but it is opposed to contextualism about practical reason. Insofar as it is a 

pragmatically presupposed universal and necessary standard of reasoning, it is transcendental. 

Habermas’s discourse ethics, by justifying (U), rejects the relativist proposition that the validity of 

moral judgments is determined by the standards particular to a form of life.205 Yet, empirically, 
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practices of reasoning are intelligible – i.e. not performatively contradictory – even if they do not 

meet the discourse ethical criteria of reciprocity and generality packaged in (U).  

 Allen charges that Habermas’s ‘claims for the context transcendence of validity claims are 

themselves not only rooted in but also limited to a particular context, the context of late modernity’.206 

Habermas anticipates the charge of metatheoretical closure. 

The contextualists insist that behind the allegedly general and neutral explanations of the moral point 
of view and the perspective of justice there are always concealed particular world interpretations 
informed by specific evaluative languages and traditions. This context dependency contradicts the 
asserted independence of the general from the particular and the consequent priority of the right over 
the good.207 
 

Can the hermeneutical circle be escaped? Habermas’s argument for the possibility of critical theory 

– that is, a practical theory of the socio-historically situated capacity for transcending the prevailing 

normative order (and therefore a recursive theory of its own limits and conditions of possibility) 

– depends on his reconstructivist accounts of the formation of the modern subject and the process 

of social evolution by which modern societies came into being. Habermas claims to explicate how 

“traditional” or “pre-modern” socially embedded practices of reasoning are developmentally 

inferior to modern practical reasoning. 

 The account that Habermas gives of subject formation has common premises with the 

communitarian critique of the atomistic liberal individual, arguing that ‘my development unfolds 

against a background of traditions that I share with other persons; moreover, my identity is shaped 

by collective identities, and my life history is embedded in encompassing historical forms of life’.208 

Practical reason is embedded in the lifeworld, which is largely inaccessible to reason and very 

difficult to problematise. Where Habermas departs from communitarianism and hermeneutics is 

in his characterisation of the lifeworld as inherited from the past, but nevertheless transformable.209 
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The lifeworld, then, exists as both a cache of normative resources for the successful coordination 

and completion of our projects, and as the collective product of our rational activity and learning.  

 The critical distance from our lifeworld necessary for discourse ethics has as its historical 

condition of possibility the differentiation of contexts of justice and so the autonomisation of 

morality (the right) from ethics (the good).210 Habermas argues that the context-transcending moral 

point of view embodying (U) can only emerge from within the context of a post-conventional 

socio-historical stage of social evolution that facilitates practical discourses in which norms, laws, 

institutions, and policies, etc., are justified to all participants as being in the general interest – viz. 

modernity.211 The moral point of view is acquired intersubjectively, Habermas theorises, by being 

socialised within a modern discursive community that has developed through learning processes 

involving role taking and perspective sharing, and through collective problem solving.212  

 The problem, Allen explains, is that Habermas’s argument ‘threatens to be self-sealing’.213 

There is no a priori or context-transcendent reason why “our” modern, post-conventional moral 

point of view and our rationalised lifeworld is the reference point for human development, and 

not mastery of a tradition, the virtues of that form of life, and submission to God, for example.214 

Habermas counters that reservations about the circular character of this verification process are 

unfounded, and argues, metatheoretically, for coherentism in the reconstructive sciences, and the 

relatively weak validity criterion of empirical corroboration rather than falsification.215 He argues 
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that ‘any universalistic morality is dependent on a form of life that meets it halfway’ for there has to 

be ‘a modicum of congruence between morality and the practices of socialization and education’.216 

Therefore, at the metatheoretical level, reconstructivist programmes in moral philosophy and 

moral psychology are ‘implicated in a hermeneutic circle in which they must complement each 

other’.217 But it is this internal coherence that threatens, at the second-order, the universality of the 

first-order principles that Habermas supposes ‘break through the hermeneutic circle in which the 

Geisteswissenschaften, as well as the interpretive social sciences, are trapped’.218 

 The post- or decolonial version of the charge of hermeneutical circularity against 

Habermas’s progressivist reconstruction of modernity is that the idea of progress is inextricably 

linked to the violent colonial encounter. Allen explains, reading Gurminder K. Bhambra, that at 

its core the developmental reading of history is based on a normative decisionism: non-Western 

societies were ‘first judged to be inferior to – more primitive, less civilized, less developed – 

Europeans and then, in a second step, that inferiority was explained by means of a developmental 

or stadial theory of history’.219 Enlightenment theorists, in the imperial context, decided that they 

were more civilised, developed, human, and then embedded this false assumption into the social 

and natural sciences of the day. The major classical sociologists, Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, all 

assumed that a civilisational divide between the active, masculine, dynamic, progressive, modern, 

cosmopolitan, Enlightened Occident and the passive, feminine, static, backward, traditional, 

inward, despotic, Orient was at the foundation of world history.220 Material and cultural 

contributions to the making of the world order from beyond the West, and international or 

transnational relations between other peoples are ‘repressed, marginalized, or simply overlooked’, 
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Julian Go argues.221 The formation of sociology reproduced the colonial difference between the 

dynamic, active West, and the static, passive East – the “object” of anthropology.222 This process 

of discipline formation informed sociological theories of modernisation, to which contemporary 

critical theorists now appeal to corroborate their claims about historical progress.223  

 The method of rational reconstruction thereby leaves Habermas open to the argument 

that the validity criteria of discourse ethics are intractably Eurocentric and informally imperialist, 

insofar as the late modern Western post-traditional form of life and the moral point of view are 

posited as the outcome of social evolution, and so an advance over non-modern forms of life.224 

Allen sees that any rational reconstruction of “our” form of life as the outcome of social evolution, 

which supports Habermas’s claim to the context-transcending emancipatory potential of reason, 

necessarily represents the West’s others as cognitively and normatively inferior to “us”.225  

 As Kimberly Hutchings reflects on Habermas’s recent statement that ‘other cultures do 

not initially confront us as alien societies, since their structures remind us of previous phases of 

our own social development’,226 the image of the encounter with the non-Western other is one of 

non-simultaneity – an image ‘deeply ingrained in much of Western thought’.227 The metanormative 

belief in the developmental superiority of late Western modernity therefore ‘places insuperable 

cognitive obstacles on Western participants in intercultural dialogue’, Allen argues, for viewing the 

other in this way ‘is not conducive to adopting a stance of dialogical openness and inclusion’.228 

Allen states that her primary positive aim is limited to decolonising Frankfurt School critical theory 
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by deconstructing and reconstructing its strategy for grounding normativity, in such a way as to 

open up this tradition to the aims and concerns of post- and decolonial thinkers and thought.229 

This involves radically reconceptualising the nexus of history and normativity, in particular the 

internally related ideas of modernity, progress, and development, by coming to see history as 

complex story of simultaneous progress and regress.230 

 Allen argues that ‘any theory that purports to be critical should be extremely wary of such 

robust claims to progress as a historical “fact,” that is, to backward-looking conceptions of 

progress that understand history as a learning process that has led up to “us”’.231 The global third 

generation of Frankfurt School critical theorists remains committed to ‘historically informed 

diagnoses of the present with an eye to practically possible futures’ for transforming global order.232 

The question for the Frankfurt School is, if such ‘ideas of progress and development have served 

ideological uses in the past and may well continue to do so, does that mean that they are merely 

ideological and thus should be rejected?’.233 Allen argues not.  

 Quoting Adorno, Allen maintains that ‘progress occurs where it ends’ – as an imperative 

guiding our action toward future, not as an historical “fact”.234 Allen argues that jettisoning the 

backward-looking story about historical progress does not imply abandoning hope for progress in 

the future, but it does force “us” to be radically open to revising what future progress consists 

in.235 For Allen, progress, at the highest level of generality, refers to ‘improvements within a specific 

domain and measures those improvements by appealing to standards that are themselves 

historically and contextually grounded’.236 For Axel Honneth, historical progress is irreducible.237 
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McCarthy insists that progressivism is an ‘irrepressible and irreplaceable mode of thought’, and 

concludes that the ‘trenchant criticisms of universal-historical thinking’ produced by Western and 

non-Western thinkers that have ‘accumulated over the past century’ point toward ‘chastened and 

decentered ways of going about it: modest hopes for troubled times’.238 Rainer Forst argues that 

postmodern, poststructuralist, post- and decolonial critiques of progress, viewed dialectically, are 

‘sustained by thinking in terms of progress that seeks clarity about itself’.239 Compared to McCarthy 

and Forst, Allen is the most critical inheritor of the Habermasian project among third generation 

theorists of the Frankfurt School. Allen excavates an alternative way of thinking through the 

history-normativity nexus to the reconstructivist approach to immanent critique – one that Allen 

promises offers “us” a ‘more radically reflexive and historicized critical methodology’ that 

‘understands critique as the wholly immanent and fragmentary practice of opening up lines of 

fragility and fracture within the social world’.240  

 

2.3. Post-traditional, hyper-reflexive discourse 

Critical of the coloniality of discourses of development and modernisation, and thereby sceptical 

of the second generation’s rational reconstructivist strategy for grounding the standards of critique, 

McCarthy argues that the basic features of post-traditional forms of life are ‘practically unavoidable 

presuppositions of contemporary discourse’.241 Moreover, interacting with the global infrastructure 

of modernity and responding to its ‘macrohistorical challenges’, whether through resistance or 

adaptation, is inevitable.242 Critics of modernity pragmatically presume the context-transcendence 

of practical reasoning that makes possible critical reflection and thus a stance of critical distance 

from inherited practices, institutions, beliefs, values, norms, and roles, and ascribed individual and 
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group identities, McCarthy argues.243 Occupying this stance, “we” must, ‘on pain of incoherence’, 

judge non-modern and traditional worldviews to be cognitively and normatively inferior insofar as 

these have not attained “our” degree of reflexively about their status as worldviews.244  

 I agree that interacting with the globalised infrastructure of modernity and solving the 

governance problems of increasingly complex and functionally differentiated state-societies and 

advanced technologies are practical necessities. More so when the ways in which state-societies 

have been integrated into the capitalist world system are violent and unequal. As McCarthy argues, 

‘the choices a society faces are quite different if it is situated (today) in a nexus of neoliberal 

globalization dominated by neoimperial powers or, as some hope (one day), in a more law-

governed, cosmopolitan world order’.245 But not all the practical problems that McCarthy claims 

are unique to global modernity are new from non-Western perspectives. Non-Western traditions 

have had centuries of experience and learning with practical problems like accommodating ethnic, 

cultural, and religious diversity in a single, coherent set of social institutions and maintaining the 

political unity and legitimacy of pluralistic state-societies. These have been enduring features of 

non-modern forms of life in many parts of the world. They are not necessarily modern problems 

requiring modern solutions. Perhaps there are, on the contrary, solutions to practical problems that 

revitalise once forgotten, subalternised, and devalued pre-modern knowledges, such as the Islamic 

tradition of economics and finance which prohibits destabilising and exploitative financial 

practices (interest and speculation), and embeds markets in law-governed social relations – or 

Indigenous practices of environmental protection, agriculture, and resource management. 

 McCarthy’s strongest argument begins with the fact of global discourse about modernity 

‘carried on at a critical-reflective level’ which ‘simultaneously opens up an inexhaustible, ever-shifting 

horizon of possibilities for reasonable disagreement… about what is progressive and what is regressive in 
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capitalist modernization’.246 This reflexivity about notions of progress and development follows 

from the presuppositions of post-traditional practical discourses, insofar as it is not only claims to 

universal validity that ‘have to stand up to transcultural scrutiny’ but ‘claims to progress as well’, 

for they imply improvement over traditional and non-modern forms of life.247 If post-traditional 

practical discourses are Eurocentric, they also contain within themselves, dialectically as it were, 

the modern solution to their modern problem, viz. making the discourse of global modernity more 

open and inclusive of non-Western voices.248 Learning how ‘best to be modern in a world in which 

“we are now all moderns” will require going beyond Eurocentric modernity by going forward, that 

is, by superseding it both in theory and in practice’, McCarthy argues.249 We witness this openness 

and inclusivity already in discourses about global modernity, and already the effect of this contest 

occurring can be felt in contemporary debates – e.g. among third generation Frankfurt School 

critical theorists. McCarthy observes that in our world, ‘representatives of historically oppressed 

and excluded groups are quite often more adept with the weapons of critique than their opposite 

numbers: the virtuosos of reflexivity in our time come disproportionately from such groups’.250  

 Allen reads in McCarthy an ‘all roads lead to the same end logic’ to his argument, even if 

he grants that ‘societies take different paths along the way and instantiate capitalist economic and 

democratic legal and political institutions in very different cultural forms of life’.251 Allen takes 

issue with McCarthy’s assumption that ‘openness to postcolonial difference requires mainly that 

the normative universals that were developed in European modernity must now be opened up to 

contestation by those who were previously excluded from them – but always, to be sure, on terms 

set by the demands of posttraditional, hyperreflexive, modern discourse’.252 For the first item on 
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the agenda, as it were, of postcolonial, decolonial, Indigenous, Islamic, non-Western, and subaltern 

voices in global dialogues about modernity and world order is to reframe modernity as coloniality.  

 The spread of Western universals through centuries of imperialism and colonialism has 

been traumatic and culturally and epistemically genocidal. Postcolonial, decolonial, Indigenous, 

Islamic, non-Western, and subaltern voices in global dialogues about modernity and world order 

contest the claim that modern Western practices of knowledge production and standards of reason 

are objective or superior. The struggle without end is for cultural and epistemic survival and revival in 

the context of coloniality: if decolonial and postcolonial discourses are hyper-reflexive, it is because 

they are made acutely self-aware by the epistemological crisis of coloniality.253 If the ‘energy, 

vibrancy and creative cultural dynamics that emerge from such demanding circumstances’ are 

positive,254 they are not thereby conceived as developmental advances over pre-colonial forms of life. 

Ancestors and their traditional practices may be coherently thought of as normative in different 

dimensions that are salient to judgments of social progress and regress – whatever matters to “us” 

and “our” survival and flourishing, to our success in this world and the next. 

 When we decentre Western civilisation and remember that non-Western civilisations have, 

for the most part, their own local histories of encountering other non-Western civilisations prior 

to and independently of the violent encounter with modern Western empires, naval explorers, 

colonial administrators, and settlers, and sometimes profound revaluations and reconstructions of 

normative orders caused by cultural exchange, technological innovation, disaster, conflict, peace, 

learning, voyages, migrations, and religious conversion,255 we cannot read the encounter with 

global modernity as a story of backward, static peoples becoming modern, mature, or civilised. 
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This ‘collusion of reason with historicism’ still implicit in McCarthy’s account of posttraditional, 

hyperreflexive discourse frames contemporary traditional subjects as the ‘human embodiments of 

the principle of anachronism’, as Dipesh Chakrabarty says.256 Rather, the encounter with modernity 

is a survival story – one of struggle. The terms postcolonialism and decolonisation signify that there is 

no going back, as it were, to a time before the epistemic fractures of colonialism and modernisation. 

Yet, they clearly do not signify resignation to the modern world, but resistance. 

 McCarthy never quite gets beyond the imperial ideology he critiques. His subtle argument 

that, yes, granted the violent mechanism of its diffusion, and the abuses of developmental thinking 

to justify the violent practices of modern/colonial capitalist empires, the discourse of modernity 

is nevertheless a developmental advance over traditional societies, has a but what about the railways? 

quality typical of imperial apologism.257 It is symptomatic of the persistence of myth of colonial 

“gift-giving” in which the critics are, through interpretive trickery, forced into acknowledging the 

“mixed” blessings of colonialism.258 It is a sublimated version of the imperial justification narrative 

of the pedagogical, civilising role performed by colonial powers in emancipating the natives from 

their childlike immaturity. Reasonable disagreement over conceptions of progress and regress might 

decouple normativity from modernisation, or global modernity could be theorised as a regressive 

threat to centuries of accumulated social learning and forms of practical reason immanent in 

traditional forms of life. If debates about the post-Western, post-secular future of world order are 

always already on non-negotiable modern terms, then this is a pre-discursive power move that 

prevents open and open-ended dialogue about global modernity, and silences dissent. Who has 

the power to open the conversation and include others, and enforce the rules of debate? 
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2.4. Immanence/transcendence 

Power is complex and multiple. Different uses of the concept of power bear a family resemblance, 

and power cannot be given an essential definition or its varieties reduced to one essential species. 

Contemporary critical theory has advanced beyond the postmodern and poststructuralist impasses 

of the twentieth century insofar as power is theorised as normatively neutral, not one-sidedly as 

domination or empowerment.259 Power has both positive and negative aspects. To understand the 

differences between domination and empowerment we need a critical theory of the exercises of 

power-over, power-to, and power-with.260 Power can be exercised over others in ways that create relations 

of domination and subordination, and yet, even subordinated subjects have the power to creatively 

resist, including through options that are made available only through subordination, and have the 

power to exercise power in solidarity with others and build coalitions and social movements.261  

 Power-over, whether structural or relational, is a more general concept than domination. 

Domination is thus distinguished by an appropriate normative criterion. For Allen, the appropriate 

normative criterion is that power-over is used to nontrivially constrain the choices of an agent to 

their disadvantage. For Forst, contra Allen, the appropriate normative criterion is that power-over 

is used without proper justification. Forst does not (explicitly) ground the context-transcending 

validity criteria of discursive justification in any historical reconstruction of Western modernity as 

a story of progress, but in a cosmopolitan variety of Kantian constructivism. As I will explain, 

Forst’s account of the nexus of reason and power is untenable because it fails to fully account for 

the different manifestations of power, particularly its direct effects on embodied subjects, and thus 

the pervasiveness of power in contexts of practical reasoning. Allen argues successfully against 

Forst that practical reason is too impure to do the work Forst thinks it can do to make power fully 

transparent and justification free from the effects of power. 
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 Forst conceives power as noumenal insofar as it operates in the space of reasons, in contrast 

to force, violence, and forms of hard power (economic, diplomatic, financial, military), because it 

rests on recognition and acceptance of reasons.262 This definition of power lets Forst speak of the 

power of justifications.263 When B accepts a reason given by A for action or belief that causes B to act 

or believe otherwise than he otherwise would, this is a purely descriptive matter. Whether the 

reason is accepted because it is in a normative sense a sufficient reason is no matter to the 

normatively neutral definition of power. When we study how power works, we must count equally 

as exercises of power what from our normative perspective we consider “good” reasons and the 

uncritical acceptance of ideological justifications or subjection to strategic manipulation – “bad” 

reasons. Forst claims that conceptual clarity and analytical rigour about power enables us to bracket 

and normatively analyse the criteria that then, as a next move, enable us to judge between good 

and bad justifications, and thus justifiable and unjustifiable forms of power.264 

 Forst argues that his normatively neutral account of noumenal power provides the 

conceptual clarity and analytical rigour to distinguish different forms of power, including rule, 

coercion, and domination.265 While all forms of power have a cognitive character, Forst argues, 

‘there is a spectrum of kinds of acceptance’ of justifications, with the normative variety being that 

of ‘explicit acceptance based on critical reflection and evaluation’.266 Forst uses the example of 

kidnapping to clarify what he means by defective forms of justificatory power. The threat of 

violence is used to coerce the kidnapped person into behaving otherwise that she otherwise would. 

Yet, the kidnapper’s power over the kidnapped person disappears once a threat is no longer seen 
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as serious, Forst claims. The kidnapper ‘can still use brute force and kill the kidnapped person, but 

that is rather a sign of having lost power’.267  

 The phenomenon of noumenal power can take the form of an isolated event as in the case 

of kidnapping, but for the purpose of elaborating his critical social theory, Forst focusses on the 

‘general social situation or structure in which certain social relations are regarded as justified, 

whether reflexively or not’, which he characterises as a normative order of justification.268 Ex hypothesi, 

noumenal power manifests in orders of justification, where socially effective justifications are 

integrated into justification narratives.269 Forst’s distinction between socially effective justifications 

and “good” justifications preserves an immanent connection between social theory and 

normativity.270 Forst maintains that any socially embedded practices of reasoning involving 

historically crystallised sets of reasons and conceptions of what counts as reasonable, can be 

‘expressions of hegemonic forms of thought and possibly of an ideology, masking the unjustifiable 

as justified’.271  

 In the post-metaphysical absence of a transcendental categorical-imperative test for the 

universal validity of substantive moral norms, Forst charts a constructivist course between 

foundationalism and relativism by locating normative justification in an open and open-ended 

process of reciprocal rational argumentation.272 Forst’s Kantian constructivist reconstruction of 

the Frankfurt School of critical theory is explicitly a cosmopolitan or moral universalist 

reconstruction of Rawls’s political constructivism. Reasoning beings socialised into practices have 

practical knowledge of orders of justification.273 However, Forst theorises the context-

transcending moment of justification differently to Rawls, for whom, in a crucial way, justification 
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remains contextual. Forst extends Rawls’s logical distinction between justification within and of a 

practice by arguing that justification occurs in differentiated (partly nested, partly overlapping) 

contexts of justice – ethical, legal-political, and moral.  

 This argumentative move – differentiating nested contexts of practical reasoning – enables 

Forst to reconstruct Rawlsian constructivism along Kantian moral universalist lines, without 

sacrificing Rawls’s sensitivity to context. Whereas Rawls’s political liberalism concerns the 

justification of the legal-political context of the basic structure of liberal democratic state-societies 

from within, Forst holds that the moral context, where justification is directed to the unlimited 

community of all moral persons, is ultimate.274 Forst’s contextualised Kantian moral universalism 

imposes the negative discipline on communities that their legitimacy hangs on the justification of 

their normative order to the members of the community, and that they cannot violate the universal 

norms of the moral context that recognise the status of all human beings as persons.275 

 Forst’s critical cosmopolitanism takes as its point of departure the ‘existing forms of 

subjugation and exploitation, of structural asymmetries and arbitrary rule’.276 Contexts of justice 

exist wherever there are social relations.277 Addressing contemporary neocolonial power relations, 

Forst argues that whereas justification in moral contexts conforms to the ‘all affected principle’, 

justification in contexts of justice conforms to the ‘all subjected principle’. Forst explains that 

subjection includes formal (legal and political) relations of subjection, as well as informal 

(economic, social) relations of subjection. Moreover, power relations can be positive or negative, 

in the sense that they are uncooperative or asymmetrical.278 Forst sees the primary task of 

cosmopolitan justice as the creation of corresponding transnational and supranational structures 
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of justification that can transform complex relations of domination into egalitarian relations of 

reciprocal justification.279  

 Forst claims to identify a single root that forms the normative core of talk of justice in and 

across all contexts: the right to justification.280 Corresponding to the right to justification is the 

normative status of the person.281 The principle of justification holds that in moral contexts, persons 

have an equal right to justification of all norms to which she is subject.282 The dignity of the person 

consists in her recognition as an end in herself insofar as she is represented as an equal justificatory 

authority of moral norms.283 Forst claims that the form of constructivism implied by this is not 

political but discourse-theoretical: ‘constructivism because here norms are constructed in accordance 

with a principle of reasonable justification, discourse-theoretical constructivism because the emphasis 

is on the voice of every single moral person as a free and equal justificatory authority’.284  

 As with any constructivist account of justice, whether political or discourse-theoretical, the 

weight of normativity is carried by the conception of the person and the internally related 

conception of practical reason upon which grounding the account is constructed.  Forst tries to 

navigate between relativism and foundationalism by constructing a thin account of practical reason 

that works recursively and discursively within actual contexts, building upon Onora O’Neill’s 

Kantian constructivist account of practical reason.285 Forst claims that his account of nested 

contexts of practical reasoning overcomes the problem of empty formalism that troubles O’Neill’s 

constructivist account of practical reason by connecting formal universalism and substantive 

contextualism through the idea that universal principles are reiterated in different ways in the local 

contexts of different communities, ‘in their self-understandings, practices, and institutions’.286  
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 Participants in discursive practices of reasoning are pragmatically committed to providing 

others justifications for our actions and norms, which are constrained by the context-transcendent 

validity criteria of reciprocity and generality, ex hypothesi.287 Good justifications are general and 

reciprocal in contrast to bad justifications. If justifications are reciprocal, then this means two things. 

Firstly, no one may raise claims that she refuses to grant to others (reciprocity of contents). 

Secondly, no one may assume that others share their conception of the good or their interests, and 

reason thus (reciprocity of reasons).288 If justifications are general, then this means that no one can 

be excluded from the ‘community of justification’.289 Practical reasoning fails to justify unless it is 

reciprocal and general, Forst argues. The validity criteria of reciprocity and generality are taken to 

be context-transcendent insofar as validity claims can be used within, between, and beyond orders of 

justification to radically critique social norms, practices, institutions, and justification narratives.290 

 Forst has made his reconstructive project the defence of the possibility of radical critique 

since Contexts of Justice, where he intervened in the debate between liberals and communitarians.  

‘Settled ethical life is the object of criticism, not its ground or limit…’, he argues, so critical theory 

cannot jettison the context-transcendent emancipatory power of reason, by limiting reason to the 

contextual boundaries of what is thinkable.291 Forst’s defence of the possibility of critical theory 

continues Habermas’s critique of hermeneutics by affirming the context-transcendent power of 

practical reason.292 Forst claims, echoing Habermas’s account of socialisation, that only someone 

who can question ‘the reified forms of normativity of established ethical life in a well-founded way 

was properly socialized into the space of reasons’.293 He adds the third nature of the reflected ethical 

life to the second nature of conventional ethical life, thereby completing, he thinks, the account of 
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the practice of normativity.294 Forst’s Kantian constructivist account of reason, he claims, 

overcomes the dialectic of “contextualist” vs. “transcendental” or “historical” vs. “ahistorical”.295  

 Allen responds that once we acknowledge that we are socialised into ethical and political 

communities as subjects occupying positions of dominance or subordination, we are forced to 

reckon with the question our socialisation. Are we being socialised into a practice of reasoning that 

enables us to attain a universal, context-transcendent, critical perspective on any sociohistorical 

form of life, including our own? Or, insofar as we think of ourselves as having such a perspective, 

are we in fact internalising the biases of a particularly modern, Western, post-Enlightenment form 

of life (one that is marked by deeply embedded norms of sexual, racial, and civilisational hierarchy)? 

Allen argues that if the latter is the case, then Forst’s constructivist account of practical reason 

implicitly assumes the superiority of the post-Enlightenment Western form of life in which it is 

contextually grounded, and so on the kind of reconstructivism that Forst claims not to practice.296  

 I argue that Forst idealises the modern Western conception of practical reason rather than 

abstracting what is common to all practices of reasoning insofar as his constructivist account is 

internally related to the idea of the autonomy of morality. Forst first clarifies that by morality he 

means a formal system of categorically binding norms, and corresponding rights and duties, which 

hold reciprocally and generally among humans ‘in our capacity as moral persons’, and which do 

not presuppose belonging to any thicker context of interpersonal or communal relations, such as 

family, friendships, or political community.297 He then explains that by the autonomy of morality he 

means that he is working with a conception of morality that is free from traditional content and 

grounds of validity, insofar as participants in this practice of reasoning take a hypothetical attitude 

toward them. On this account, the content and categorical nature of moral obligations is not based 
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the supreme will of God, the authority of a secular sovereign, or an established form of life.298 

Forst then claims that the autonomy of morality, viewed historically, is the ‘result of a complex 

and conflict-laden history’.299 Forst explains further that ‘it was Kant who invested the idea of an 

autonomous morality with the meaning not only that it must be independent regarding the 

substantive justification of norms, but also that it requires a motive of its own, free from religious 

or secular notions of happiness or the promise thereof’.300 Forst’s Kantian constructivism therefore 

does not abstract from practices of reasoning in general, but idealises the secularised reasoning 

practices of post-Enlightenment, late-modern Western subjects. Viewed historically, as Forst 

encourages, the autonomy of morality is a result of the provincial history of Western Christianity. 

 We can agree with much of Forst’s detranscendentalised account of reason in terms of 

contingent, social practices of reasoning without agreeing to the proposition that across contexts, 

all practices of reasoning have the right to justification as their deep grammar. Seyla Benhabib 

argues that his Kantian rigourism ‘places a burden on his theory that it cannot bear’.301 The practice 

of reasoning is a feature of any human society insofar as we are a language-using, reasoning species. 

Yet, Forst’s formal-pragmatic argument that by participating in practices of reasoning we are 

committed to neo-Kantian conceptions of moral autonomy and the autonomy of morality fails. 

Forst’s argument fails because, while the generality condition is ‘clear and uncontroversial’, the 

reciprocity of content and reasons criteria import too much substantive content into what were 

supposed to be formal criteria.302 Allen asks wryly: doesn’t Forst’s constructivist move just shift the 

problem of how to ground normativity back to the level of the conception of practical reason?303  
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 My addendum, returning the focus to the encounter with the other, is that this substantive 

content is imported from post-Enlightenment Western practices of reasoning. If the moral context 

is based on ‘the moral autonomy of reasonable persons who bring forth a realm of normativity’, 

then this conception of reason is culturally imperialist and intolerable to Muslim subjects and other 

monotheistic subjects who submit to the will of God. To the West’s others, it is potentially 

culturally and epistemically genocidal. An unanalysed part of this conflict-laden history is the 

imperial and colonial violence through which secular modern subjectivity and liberal personhood 

have been enforced through imperialism and interventionism beyond the European core.304 

 Forst turns around the charge of Eurocentrism and argues that the core of social struggles 

against oppression is the demand for justification. Therefore, the ‘language of emancipation and 

of no longer wanting to be denied one’s right to be a participatory equal is a universal language 

spoken in many tongues’ – it is not bound to the historical-geographical context of the 

contemporary West.305 Allen responds that while the language of justification may be an important 

weapon in the struggle against oppression, acknowledging this insight does not commit us to 

accepting Forst’s neo-Kantian constructivist account of practical reason. 

[We] can acknowledge that practices and languages of justification are used in a variety of different 
historical, cultural, and social contexts, and that although these practices are embedded in particular 
social and cultural forms of life and in the webs of value that suffuse such forms of life with substantive 
normative content, these forms of life are also open and porous and entangled with one another.306 
 

There is no overarching – informally imperialist – moral context of justification, only intersecting 

orders of justification each with their own practices of reasoning, entangled with power relations. 

Allen argues against Forst that if reasoning is a practice, and if, as Forst argues, ‘our social practices 

and institutions are structured by relations of power, domination, and oppression’, then practical 

reasoning will ‘necessarily be entangled with power’.307 Allen argues that this insight is why ‘any 
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and all claims’ – particularly by normatively and epistemically hegemonic theorists308 – ‘to have 

accessed a categorical normative point of view unsullied by and unentangled with power relations 

and reflective of a genuinely universal conception of practical reason can so easily seem like a 

power play’.309  

 The problem with Forst’s attempted resolution of the dialectic of reason and power 

becomes more acute when we study examples of real world contexts of injustice. Allen adds further 

details, examples, and qualifications to our theorising of power relations. She reminds us that 

power acts directly on the body or is internalised in the form of affective investments and desires 

that reproduce hierarchical social relations, in ways that bypass reason, and that reason is 

embedded in power structures that persist independently of whether collectives subject to them 

view them as unjustified and their justification narratives as incoherent or baseless. By complicating 

the contextualist picture of traditions as both enabling and constraining of our agency (power-to) 

through analyses of the ways that processes of subject formation are entangled with power, Allen 

shows us that power and tradition are co-constitutive of subjectivity.310 Our problem: ‘If reason 

serves both to stabilize hegemonic structures of domination and to critique such structures of 

power, then how can an appeal to reason enable us to distinguish between benign and 

objectionable forms of power?’.311 

   

2.5. Embodied subjects 

Habermas primarily theorises power in terms of his colonisation of the lifeworld thesis, which he 

uses to diagnose both the pathologies of reason in modern Western societies and the potentials 

for emancipation latent in our everyday communicative practices. Defenders of the Habermasian 
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communicative rationality paradigm argue that Habermas’s theory of systematically distorted 

communication accounts for ‘the repressive and exclusionary effects of unequally distributed social 

power’ and of ‘structural violence’.312 Habermas maintains that modernisation as the progressive 

rationalisation of the lifeworld involves overcoming systematically distorted communication.313 

Habermas’s view is that, while practices of reasoning are always embedded in contexts and 

entangled with relations of power, good and bad, context-transcending validity criteria are not, and 

can provide the criterion for distinguishing between good and bad justifications of power.314  

 Strategic and communicative rationalities can be mixed in real world contexts of practical 

reasoning (moreover, in actual colonial contexts). In a paradigm example, Nelson Mandela accused 

F. W. de Klerk and the National Party-led Apartheid Government of having a ‘double agenda’ in 

dialogue: ‘They are talking peace to us. They are at the same time conducting a war’.315 In another, 

Tuvaluan Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga called Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s attitude 

during regional dialogue over the Tuvalu Declaration at the Pacific Islands Forum ‘neocolonial’.316 

‘You are concerned about saving your economy in Australia. I am concerned about saving my 

people in Tuvalu’.317 Mark Haugard reminds us that, for Habermas, ‘the most effective form of 

instrumental manipulation takes place when instrumental action appears as communicative interaction. 

Thus, the success of this kind of manipulative instrumental action is parasitic upon, and presupposes, 

genuine communicative action’.318 Cheating requires that people generally play by the rules. 
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 For Habermas, ‘the task of justification, or, in other words, the critique of validity claims 

carried out from the perspective of a participant, cannot ultimately be separated from a genetic 

consideration that issues in an ideology critique’ – a metacritque of our critical-hermeneutic 

resources carried out from a thirdperson perspective on the system, of the ‘mixing of power 

claims and validity claims’.319 Matheson Russell argues that the kind of polemical speech delivered 

by Mandela against de Klerk and Sopoaga against Morrison, although it breaks with the ‘spirit of 

mutual respect and cooperation’ that is characteristic of the deliberative stance, ‘is the appropriate 

discursive means’ at the disposal of truthful and just participants in dialogue to ‘oppose the social 

forces of falsehood and injustice’.320  

 For Allen, the problem of systematically distorted communication is deeper than anything 

that the courage of truth might overcome. Although with his colonisation of the lifeworld thesis, 

Habermas ‘admits that systems of power and the lifeworld can and do interpenetrate, this does 

not amount to a recognition of the ways in which core domains of the lifeworld are themselves 

structured by power relations’.321 Allen’s argument, briefly, is that communication is systematically 

distorted by racialised, colonised, and gendered subjectivities.322 Behind the unforced force of the 

better argument are the ‘smouldering conflicts’ that arise from racialised, colonised, and gendered 

power asymmetries.323 Such inegalitarian relations are pervasive in modern Western societies, with 

our long durational structural injustices born of violent histories of slavery, colonialism, racism, 

and women’s subjugation – and so the systematic distortion of communication is the norm, not 
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an aberration. The situation is even more acute in our contemporary neocolonial context: ‘let us 

return to that atmosphere of violence, that violence which is just under the skin’, Fanon enjoins.324 

Allen argues that, because, for Habermas, linguistically mediated intersubjectivity is the possibility 

and limit of our capacity for critical self-reflection, which in turn makes possible and limits our 

‘capacity to reflect critically on relations of power’, he must appeal to the notion of communicative 

action to ‘distinguish between interactions that are genuinely communicative and those that are 

merely apparently so (when in fact latently strategic)’.325 However, this raises an insurmountable 

problem for Habermas. If reason is entangled with power, then how can we ever trust practical 

discourses to be self-correcting?326 

 Consequently, norm-testing practical discourses are not reliable procedures for reaching 

valid conclusions. Any consensus produced may well reinforce an unjust and unworthy status quo. 

However, Allen does not take this to imply that a reasoned critique of power is impossible or 

strategically ineffectual. Her reconstruction of the Frankfurt School draws on the resources of 

French poststructuralist thought, decentering the Cartesian transcendental-phenomenological 

subject occupying a ‘foundational and constitutive role visàvis knowledge and meaning’ through 

a Foucauldian genealogical investigation into the ways in which the subject has been constituted.327 

To understand how power operates pervasively in the lifeworld, we must turn to Foucault, for 

whom the social is entangled with power relations, Allen proposes, whereas for Habermas, it is 

‘structured in terms of mutual, reciprocal recognition’.328 This basic disagreement brings us back 

to Habermas’s theoretical distinction between system and lifeworld, and his conception of power 

as operative at the systemic level.329 Foucault, rather than studying the ways that power functions 

in the state or the economy, i.e. the domains of systems theory, uncovers through his genealogical 
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method how power permeates the lifeworld, our everyday practices, habits, dispositions, 

behaviours, actions, beliefs, perceptions, desires, fantasies, tastes, projects, identities, and so on, 

and the socialisation processes by which humans are constituted as individual subjects.330 

 Habermas’s account of individualisation through socialisation, Allen explains, ‘overlaps, at 

a purely descriptive level, with Foucault’s Nietzschean account of the role that the internalization 

of disciplinary power plays in the constitution of the subject’.331  Except, Habermas regards this 

process as the normal socialisation of autonomous critical subjects, not as the conditioning of 

subjectivity in ways that for differently socialised subjects within prevailing hierarchical power 

relations may limit their critical powers.332 Habermas, Allen claims, ‘is overly sanguine about the 

implications of this’.333 Allen agrees with Judith Butler that negatively socialised subjects in 

hierarchical social formations become attached to dominant and subaltern subject positions, and 

may possibly come to understand their social identities as empowering, even though these may be 

objectively alienating and oppressive. A child typically cannot understand the normative difference 

between subordinating and non-subordinating modes of attachment. A child is inclined to attach 

to painful and subordinating identities rather than not attach because some kind of attachment is 

‘necessary for psychic survival and social existence’.334 Therefore, a subject’s psychic attachment 

to subordination through her socialisation may be prior to and formative of the development of 

her capacity for reasoning.335 The motivation of subjects formed in social contexts of domination 

to maintain stable identities, secure attachments, and self-realisation becomes a mechanism for the 

reproduction hierarchical social relations. Critiquing hierarchical power relations thereby takes the 

form of an ontological threat to the integrity of the subject. Allen regards this hypothesis as an 
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important extension of Foucault,336 and explains that it is this dimension of subject formation and 

the psychic costs of subordination and liberation on which Habermas’s account of individuation 

through socialisation is silent.337 

 The critical powers of subjects in subordinate positions are limited by pervasive resistance 

to taking on a hypothetical attitude toward norms integral to our identities. To explain, sometimes 

power imprints directly on the bodies of subaltern subjects and becomes, moreover, internalised 

in the forms of our affective investments in subordinating identities and relationships and our 

unconscious desires. Allen’s examples in The Politics of Ourselves centre women’s subjectification. 

She switches to examples of racialised embodiment in The End of Progress. Allen draws on Fanon’s 

psychoanalysis of the ‘intertwined dynamics of recognition, subjection, and subordination’ that 

develop the ‘inferiority complex’ of the ‘black man’ in the colonies.338 Fanon’s diagnosis: the black 

soul is a white man’s artefact.339 We see this generally in the socialisation of individuals into the subject 

positions of master/slave, settler/native, coloniser/colonised, white/non-white under structural 

conditions of a global capitalism that is racialised, gendered, and (neo)colonial. For Fanon, 

decolonisation is a struggle waged ‘on both levels’: objective and subjective.340  

The analysis that I am undertaking is psychological. In spite of this it is apparent to me that the effective 
disalienation of the black man entails an immediate recognition of social and economic realities. If there 
is an inferiority complex, it is the outcome of a double process:  
primarily, economic; 
subsequently, the internalization – or, better, the epidermalization – of this inferiority.341 
 

Fanon diagnoses the syndrome of the subjective alienation that arises through the internalisation 

or epidermalisation of the inferior status conferred upon them through their political identities, 

and prescribes therapeutic interventions for becoming effectively disalienated: firstly, to become 
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conscious of the unconsciously internalised inferiority complex and to work through it subjectively, 

‘but also to act in the direction of a change in the social structure’ to achieve objective disalienation.342 

 So how does subjectification systematically distort communication, limiting the potential 

for subordinated subjects to achieve subjective and objective disalienation? Brendan Hokowhitu 

recounts first personally how in ‘my hometown of Ōpōtiki, physical conquests, especially in sport, 

gave me confidence and allowed me to strive for success without facing ridicule. In contrast, 

academic achievement was at best acknowledged but usually derided’.  

Males had to be extremely confident in their physicality or face social ostracism. So embroiled in this 
masculine culture was I, that I believed it defined all New Zealand men, both Māori and Pākehā [whites]. 
Looking back, however, I realize that while physicality was a common definer of New Zealand males, 
Māori boys often faced barriers to the nonphysical realm that Pākehā boys did not… my self-limitation 
to a vocation in physical education points to the social constraints on which many young tāne [men] 
base their life decisions. Being a lawyer, a doctor, or an academic were not options I considered even 
plausible. I had the desire to succeed but ultimately only within the physical realm.343 
 

Hokowhitu describes how ‘understandably, many tāne resist higher education because they see it 

as tantamount to assimilation into Pākehā values and attitudes’. 

The monocultural nature of mainstream education in New Zealand means that Māori who succeed 
educationally are often viewed by other Māori as inauthentic or “plastic.” Thus, I have found it almost 
impossible to discuss with other Māori men the theory and critical notions that underpin my work, 
because the language I speak is viewed as a Pākehā language, and the higher level of theoretical thought 
involved contrasts with the silent, tough, and practical Māori masculinity that is distortedly common. 
In many Māori contexts, to talk of theory is perceived as whakahīhī (conceited).344 
 

His genealogy of the historical construction of Māori male physicality deconstructs one of the 

dominant (neo)colonial discourses surrounding Māori men - ‘a discourse that was constructed to 

limit, homogenize, and reproduce an acceptable and imagined Māori masculinity, and that has also 

gained hegemonic consent from many tāne’.345 

 Hokowhitu problematises the (neo)colonial construction of Māori masculine physicality 

which has crystallised in the contemporary image of “the natural Māori sportsman” by analysing 

‘the racially based traits, such as physicality, imposed on tāne in the precolonial and early colonial 
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periods, and the role New Zealand State education has played in perpetuating this construction’.346 

The Māori body is the Pākehā’s artefact. As Hokowhitu argues, although the (neo)colonial construction 

of Māori masculinity limits the critical powers of tāne, it does so through ‘hegemonic consent’. 

His personal narrative reveals how he was socialised in his school and home environments to 

internalise this (neo)colonial representation at the level of desire, bypassing reason: despite being 

naturally intellectually gifted as an academic, it was his natural physical gifts as a sportsman that he 

identified with in his ‘desire to succeed’, because that is what is normal for tāne. Intellectual pursuits 

are abnormal, and so socially sanctioned: ‘ridiculed’, ‘derided’. Moreover, in his capacity as an 

Indigenous Māori critical theorist, he has experienced how other tāne who have had the same 

negative socialisation resist using their critical powers to decolonise themselves and our society. 

Colonial power has been ‘written upon’ the bodies of Māori men, psychically internalised, and 

given sub-rational hegemonic consent. Systematically distorted discourse is the consequence.347 

 Allen theorises that it is ‘because they bypass the reasoned consent of subordinated 

subjects, such forms of power are even more subtle, stable and effective than power that rests on 

reasoned acceptance’.348 Therefore, if our collective struggle is to ‘dismantle and transform those 

relations of dominance and subordination, we will need to be armed with something more than 

the force of good reasons; we will also need some account of how it is possible to transform our 

embodied dispositions and practices and affective investments and desires’.349 This focus on 

transformation through technologies of the self threatens the autonomy of morality. 

 Hokowhitu, for example, argues that it is through Māori men’s ‘own culture that they will 

find what it truly means to be a Māori man, freed of the dominant construct, and permeated instead 
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with humility, intelligence, creativity, love, and compassion’.350 The focal points of transformation 

are the Indigenous body, practices of childrearing and schooling, countering negative media 

representations and narratives, ‘living beyond’ Māori identities constructed by Pākehā,351 and 

healing from the ‘genealogical scarring inflicted by colonization’.352 The ‘complexity of the 

historical and contemporary Indigenous condition’ should be ‘critically’ and ‘strategically’ analysed 

through the ‘genealogical inscription upon the everyday material reality of the Indigenous body’.353 

Indigenous cultural practices like haka, instead of being temporally ‘constructed as a “traditional” 

performance to be viewed by an audience, its impassioned bodily properties in conjunction with 

its often politically verbalized cultural elements [ihi, wehi, and wana] should be recognized’ and its 

experience felt now.354 The power of reframing Indigenous practices ‘beyond the categorization of 

Indigenous cultures within the premodern, “traditional,” and/or “to be preserved” frames’, is to 

actualise the ‘temporal decolonization of the Indigenous body’.355 Hokowhitu analyses haka as an 

enactment of sovereignty, in which ‘Indigenous bodies exude a political presence that moves 

Indigenous liberation beyond rational thought’.356 The Indigenous body is decolonised in its 

‘immediate materiality’.357  

 

2.6. The possibility of a reasoned critique of power 

The oppressed exhibit different psychic responses to their objective and subjective alienation, 

ranging from internalisation, to violent rage, revenge fantasies, or successfully working through 

and healing from the trauma, and collectively resisting racial and colonial oppression to achieve 
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objective disalienation through decolonisation.358 As Fanon observes, ‘the settler can only achieve 

a pseudo petrification’.359 The argument that the reasoned critique of power is insufficient for 

dismantling inegalitarian social relations does not imply that such a reasoned critique of power is 

unnecessary or impossible. Because there is no outside to power, resistance must take the form of 

transforming existing relations of power and subjection in a transformative way.360 Fanon, Allen, 

and Hokowhitu all practice critical theory, with varying degrees of scepticism about the 

emancipatory potential of reason. Fanon ultimately determined political struggle to be necessary 

for objective and subjective disalienation, for decolonising the colonial world order.361 Hokowhitu 

takes up Māori male physicality, and thus existing relations of power and subjection, in a radically 

transformative way, prioritising subjective over objective disalienation, contra Fanon. 

 Instead of purifying reason of its entanglements with power relations, Allen’s strategy is to 

take up the impurity of reason. Allen’s strategy does not entail reducing all forms of knowledge or 

reason to power and counter-power. Allen remains committed to, but realistic about, the 

emancipatory potential of practical reasoning. She claims that reason can both rationalise our 

naturalised thought and practice to both the oppressor and the oppressed alike, and empower 

subordinated subjects to resist, individually and collectively.362 Moreover, genuine, non-strategic, 

communicative rationality and the critical-hermeneutical resources generated by subordinated 

subjects are needed for collective struggles to explain and transform ourselves and our world.363  

 What can no longer be maintained if we accept Allen’s normatively neutral account of 

power-over, power-to, and power-with, is Habermas’s ‘commitment to the context transcendence of 
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validity claims and his staunch moralpolitical universalism’.364 What Allen’s metacritique of our 

critical-hermeneutical resources rules out is the informally imperialist assumption that that our 

modern secular Western conception of practical reason is context-transcendent.365 Allen concludes 

that critical theory must be reconstructed on the basis of a form of contextualism that ‘emphasizes 

our need both to posit contexttranscending ideals and to continually unmask their status as 

illusions rooted in interest and powerladen contexts’.366 

 Forst’s parting shot against Allen is that ‘if we are “immanent” critics today and want to 

argue for social change, what are the criteria by which we choose which norms of “our” tradition 

we should appeal to’ given that it is ‘heavily marked by norms’ of, e.g., imperialism, nationalism, 

racism, and coloniality?367 Why choose norms of openness and inclusion over white supremacy? 

Why choose norms of cosmopolitanism over nationalism? Why choose norms of decolonisation 

over neocolonialism? To make the choice of immanent normative resources we must ‘appeal to 

certain standards of justification that transcend that very context’ even as we criticise our own 

critique if it ‘reproduces new forms of one-sided and false justifications (as it possibly would)’.368 

 For example, when New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern presented the image of 

our country as peaceful, open, inclusive, and tolerant after the white supremacist terrorist attack 

that took the lives of 51 Muslims during Salat al-Jumu’ah on 8 Rajab 1440, she drew on our highest 

ideals by proclaiming “this is not us”. Yet, as Māori public intellectual Moana Jackson observed, 

“we” are a white settler colony, and claiming that “this is not us” involves ‘a deliberate 

misremembering of history that has obscured the reality of what colonisation really was and is’.369 

There is a dangerous kind of arbitrariness involved in identifying with our nation’s highest ideals 

                                                
 
364 Ibid, 125. 
365 Amy Allen, Rainer Forst, and Mark Haugaard “Power and Reason, Justice and Domination”, 10. 
366 Amy Allen, The Politics of Our Selves, 148. 
367 Amy Allen, Rainer Forst, and Mark Haugaard “Power and Reason, Justice and Domination”, 21. 
368 Ibid, 11. 
369 Moana Jackson, “The connection between white supremacy and colonisation”, E-Tangata. March 24 2019, 
https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/the-connection-between-white-supremacy  



 
 

77 

of peace, openness, inclusion, and tolerance, that can serve the ideological function of forgetting 

or misremembering the fact that ‘racism and white supremacy are the seminal papa, or foundation, 

of colonisation’, and endure in our ‘current constitutional, political and economic structures’.370 

 The sincere belief and sentiment that “this is not us” expresses ‘the “us” that ought to be, 

rather than the reality that the legacy of colonisation has left’.371 While we are surely right to identify 

with the ideals of peace, openness, inclusion, and tolerance, immanent in Aotearoa/New Zealand’s 

contemporary form of life, and to reject white supremacy, the choice of normative resources must 

be vindicated. We must have grounds for judging between opposing ontological-normative claims 

to who we are in the sense who we are struggling to become, and opposing ontological-historical claims 

over who we are in the sense how we came to be. Both ontological moments must be integrated into a 

coherent narrative identity that enables “us” to explain and transform ourselves.372  

 Forst argues that “immanence” is ‘not a sufficient criterion for normative social criticism’, 

for without valid criteria for determining which of the norms of “our” tradition we can rationally 

appeal to, immanent critique may take on dangerous forms.373 Yet, ‘otherworldly transcendence or 

pure reason is not available either’ given the fact of reasonable pluralism and the need to reason 

across contexts, and so, Forst concludes, it is only the reflexive function of a fallible reason, 

embedded in concrete contexts, that has the power to critique justifications that is available to us 

as finite beings.374 For Allen, the issue is not whether we need rational standards of critique to 

struggle against unjust forms of power, but the metanormative status of those standards. Allen doesn’t 

‘abandon the ideal of practical reason’ and its emancipatory power, however limited in reality, but 

argues that we must ‘conceptualize it differently, in a more humble, contingent, and modest or 
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self-effacing way’.375 Any context-transcending standards of reasoning we appeal to in ‘making our 

critical analysis will themselves be socially and historically situated, and thus bound up with 

relations of power’.376 

 

2.7. Haere ki tua o te Paewai o te Rangi377 

Allen argues that critical theorists must ‘understand the normative status of the resources handed 

down by our tradition in a more modest and contextualist way than, for example, Habermas tends 

to do, with his stronger notion of context-transcendence’.378 So, how do we begin? For Allen, this 

task of unlearning falls on modern Western participants in global dialogues. This task involves a 

metacritique of our inherited Enlightenment philosophical conception of history as History – that 

is, as ‘continuous, dialectical, and, above all, progressive’,379 by philosophising the nexus of history 

and normativity – containing within it ideas of modernisation, development, historical progress, 

and sociocultural learning processes – with a hammer, fracturing lines of fragility.380 Allen proposes 

that to perform this task of unlearning, ‘critical theory will need normative and conceptual 

resources other than those afforded by the left-Hegelian theory of historical progress and 

sociocultural development as a “fact”’.381 The Frankfurt School of critical theory must draw on the 

immanent critical resources of its tradition, particularly its first generation, and from adjacent 

traditions, particularly genealogical analysis. By returning to Adorno and Foucault, Allen 
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demonstrates that there are ‘resources immanent to the project of the Enlightenment that, when 

inherited in a radically transformative way, can be useful for this kind of learning to unlearn’.382  

 Allen clarifies that the aim of Foucault’s genealogical analytical method is not merely to 

subvert or vindicate – although it contains both subversive and vindicatory moments – but to 

problematise our historical a priori.383 Genealogy problematises by demythologising the historical 

process of emergence, denaturalising the present, and understanding the contingent formation of 

our historical a priori as the product of both continuous and disruptive changes occurring along multiple 

interrelated vectors. This mode of analysis contrasts with the (progressive) generation or the 

(regressive) corruption of an original, essential, timeless, ahistorical, universal, unchanging form.384 

Thus retelling the story of the emergence of late Western modernity without presupposing its 

victory is to ‘de-naturalize it by revealing its rootedness in so many contingent events, to analyze 

the historical conditions of possibility for thinking, being and doing, thereby opening up the space 

for thinking, being, and doing otherwise’, making us estranged from our socio-historical context.385  

 The real import of genealogy for decolonising the normative foundations of critical theory 

consists in its unmasking of the epistemic violence contained within modern Western values and 

conceptions of practical reason.386 Foucault’s method of problematising genealogy performs a 

metacritical function in decolonising critical theory by ‘revealing to us the contingency of our 

beliefs and normative commitments and showing us the ways that those beliefs and commitments 

have been contingently made up of complex relations of power, domination, and violence’.387 

Fanon polemicises:  

The violence with which the supremacy of white values is affirmed and the aggressiveness which has 
permeated the victory of these values over the ways of life and of thought of the native mean that, in 
revenge, the native laughs in mockery when Western values are mentioned in front of him. In the 
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colonial context the settler only ends his work of breaking in the native when the latter admits loudly 
and intelligibly the supremacy of the white man’s values. In the period of decolonization, the colonized 
masses mock at these very values, insult them, and vomit them up.388 
 

Allen’s reconstruction of the method of immanent critique through her reading of Adorno and 

Foucault is meant to make possible the sort of cosmopolitan dialogue about the post-Western and 

post-secular future of world order envisaged by Habermas, by helping us to attain a stance of 

epistemic or metanormative humility that enables openness and inclusiveness toward the other. 

Only by becoming alienated from our historical a priori by recognising our knowledge, thought, 

imagination, rationality, subjectivity, and agency as limited to the possibilities inherent in our 

contemporary form of life, and the violence through which our present time was constituted, is it 

possible for “us” to open up to and include others in global dialogue.389 

 Allen’s approach to grounding the normativity of critique delinks our first-order normative 

commitments from any claim about whether our post-traditional, hyper-reflexive form of life in 

which our norms are embedded is developmentally superior to traditional and non-modern forms 

of life.390 Allen’s metanormative contextualism is internally related to the corrective epistemic virtues 

of humility and modesty, insofar as it is the reflection of “our” post-Enlightenment first-order 

normative principles – openness, inclusion, hyper-reflexivity, equality, autonomy, etc. – on to the 

metanormative order.391 These values demand of us, Allen claims, an awareness of the violence 

inherent in them and so an attitude of modesty or humility regarding their status and authority.392 

Allen claims that this stance does not imply rejecting the ‘reflexivity afforded to us by the epistemic 

and normative resources of modernity’, but is the ‘further elaboration of it’.393 The relentless 

immanent auto-critique of late Western modernity by the performance of genealogical 
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problematisation, Allen concludes, is the ‘fuller realization’ of the ideal of autonomy inherited from 

the European Enlightenment.394  Because traditions or forms of life are open and interconnected, 

we don’t have to think of ourselves as limited to these particular critical-hermeneutical resources, 

nor should we think of the Enlightenment inheritance as uniquely “ours”.395 

 Allen comes perilously close to making the ‘tacit assumption that the Western archive is 

sufficient alone for the task’ of problematising the self/other relation, which Robbie Shilliam sees 

as typical of postmodernism and poststructuralism: ‘one does not need to leave home to know the 

world; the world comes into view once we have already constructed a (European) worldview’.396 

Enlightenment ideas of History, civilisation, progress, modernisation, and development have long 

been the targets of postmodern and poststructuralist auto-critique,397 and the entanglements of 

postmodernism and post-/structuralism with the colonial context and with postcolonial thought 

are well studied.398 Western thought, its periodic critical turns against itself, and its divisions and 

reunifications, is a local history. Modernity qua coloniality poses a different set of strategic, ethical, 

political, and philosophical problems for the West’s others or geo-cultural outsiders.  

 Decolonial thinkers respond to local and planetary struggles, needs, and hopes that are not 

necessarily those that ‘prompted the thoughts of modern, postmodern, and poststructuralist 

European thinkers’.399 Decoloniality is not limited to the critical deconstruction and reconstruction 

of historicist/modern Western thought, or history as History, from within its limits. We must set 

out from the other side of History, in Ranajit Guha’s formulation.400 George Ciccariello-Maher, 

for example, draws this same conceptual distinction between decolonisation from within and from 
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without, arguing that this spatial formulation points toward the unity of content and method of 

decolonial critique: ‘the question of geographic and epistemic “exteriority” is itself a central 

foothold for building a truly decolonial critical theory’. 

Whereas the first, more internal approach centers on “Critical Theory” (a proper noun), the second 
brings critical theories (a plural, common noun) of race and colonialism to bear both on the European 
canon and beyond it. Whereas the first pulls us back toward an immanent critique that builds on 
fractures and potentialities internal to the Frankfurt School, I argue that to put weight on the second leg 
is to open up that far more ambitious horizon that Nelson Maldonado-Torres calls – in a decolonial 
détournement of Habermas – the “unfinished project of decolonization”.401 
 

Mignolo explains that the metaphor of exteriority does not mean ‘lying untouched beyond 

capitalism and modernity, but the outside that is needed by the inside… the borderland seen from 

the perspective of those “to be included”, as they have no other option’.402  

 Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutical concept of horizon registers thought in the 

temporality of past (tradition, history), present (culture, society), and future (expectations, projects).403 

Decolonial theorists conceptualise the limits of thought spatially as frontier or border rather than 

as horizon. Whereas horizons are “fused” and “transcended”, in the (neo)colonial encounter with 

the other, the West’s frontiers are “bordered”, “policed”, “surveilled”, “militarised”, “securitised”, 

“crossed” (legally or illegally). Frontiers are sites of conflict and war. Frontiers are the advancing 

borders of the expansion of white settlers in to Indigenous territories.404 Frontiers are sites of 

imperial conquest and transferrals of sovereignty claims over Indigenous populations and their 

lands, water, and resources.405 Borders are political technologies of self-constitution by exclusion. 

Mignolo argues that border thinking, thinking on the borders of the modern/colonial world is the 

necessary condition to think decolonially. These are not the borders of nation-states or the 

European Union, but ‘epistemic and ontological borders’.406 As Fred Dallmayr argues, 
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reconceiving the image of the horizon as border or frontier enables Western thinkers as equal 

participants in cosmopolitan dialogue to avoid relapsing into the ‘particularly Western temptation’ 

to leap into meta-theory (as Allen does), ‘encouraging the pretense of a “superior” standpoint’.407 

If “we”, are to enter into dialogue with non-Western subjects about the post-Western, post-secular 

future of world order, then we must shift our geography of reasoning from imperiality to decoloniality.408   

 

2.8. Immanent, all too immanent? 

Allen set out to overcome the performative contradiction she read in Habermas’s advocacy of 

open and inclusive dialogue about the post-Western, post-secular future of world order, and his 

grounding of his strong context-transcendent conception of rationality in a progressive reading of 

Western modernity. Yet, her immanent critique through the fuller realisation of the normative 

content of Enlightenment modernity is insufficient to undermine security of the epistemic 

frontiers of Western thought reinforced by Habermas’s subjective certainty of the orientation that 

‘overcoming Eurocentrism demands that the West make proper use of its own cognitive resources’ 

– Westernising Western thought, as it were.409 Allen pre-empts the criticism that her deconstruction 

and reconstruction of the Frankfurt School of critical theory is ‘just another Eurocentric critique 

of Eurocentrism’, insofar as she is too committed to ‘a kind of decolonization from within… when 

what is needed is a more radical decolonization from without’.410 Allen responds to her critics that 

her modest ambition was to decolonise the normative foundations of the Frankfurt School. Allen 

claims that she does not ‘pretend to develop either a critical theory of imperialism or of 

decolonization, nor… a fully decolonized critical theory, much less a decolonial critical theory’.411  
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 To be sure, Allen does recognise the need for decolonisation from without, and is only 

arguing that decolonisation from within is a condition of possibility for Western subjects to enter 

open and inclusive cosmopolitan dialogue with others. Allen’s careful response is that the kind of 

Eurocentric internal decolonial critique that she performs is ‘insufficient for the project of fully 

decolonizing critical theory’, yet, ‘not unnecessary’.412 The proposition that auto-critique is not 

unnecessary is plausible given Allen’s claim that the metanormative commitment of critical theory 

to progress as a “fact” is an insuperable obstacle to open and inclusive cosmopolitan dialogue. 

Allen rightly argues that those who epistemic injustice privileges are responsible for performing 

the ethical task of unlearning and cultivating the virtues that make us open to it. By restricting her 

primary positive aim to decolonising the normative foundations of the Frankfurt School’s critique 

of global modernity, Allen practices the epistemic humility and modesty she preaches.  

 Performatively, Allen’s enlightenment about the blind spots of the Frankfurt School has 

come from beyond the Western canon, modelling the unlearning made possible by a stance of 

openness ‘from within to the kind of post- and decolonial theorizing that it needs to take on board 

if it is to be truly critical’.413 The image of the fracture on the front cover of The End of Progress is 

taken from Gayatri Spivak’s postcolonial challenge ‘to reopen the epistemic fracture of imperialism 

without succumbing to a nostalgia for lost origins’,414 and Dipesh Chakrabarty’s postcolonial 

insight that ‘the subaltern fractures from within’.415 Allen draws extensively on the critiques of 

History, Orientalism, Eurocentric knowledge production, and Third World nationalism performed 

by the Subaltern Studies Group and its literary cousin, postcolonialism, with their insider/outsider 

status in relation to Western thought.416  
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 The text opens with Edward Said’s postcolonial critique of the Frankfurt School for its 

false universalism and stunning silence, given its explicitly stated ethical and political solidarity with 

the struggles of the suffering and oppressed, ‘on racist theory, anti-imperialist resistance, and 

oppositional practice in the empire’ – a silence motivated by the idea of empire, nourished by a 

‘philosophical and cultural imaginary that justifies the subjection of distant territories and their 

native populations through claims that such people are less advanced, cognitively inferior, and 

therefore naturally subordinate’.417 Allen draws on Spivak’s postcolonial feminist analysis of the 

complexities of discourse between hegemon and subaltern. On Allen’s reading, Spivak reveals how 

‘narratives of progress and development… have typically served to make some voices audible 

while silencing or drowning out others’, which ‘allows us to see how the issues of practical reason, 

discursive justification, and narratives of progress are deeply intertwined’.418 Spivak’s analysis of 

the ‘vast differences of power and privilege across the (post)colonial divide, but also to the vast 

differences of power and privilege within the category of postcolonial subjects’ forces us to 

‘critically interrogate the power investments and normative exclusions of our own practices and 

languages of justification’, on Allen’s reading.419  

 Allen’s engagement with postcolonialism, and the prior engagement of postcolonialism 

with the European canon, remind us that traditions are connected, not autonomously constituted, 

and changing. The antithesis of internal and external critique is a false and misleading one, on my 

reading of Allen. The frontier, border, or limit of sociohistorically contingent traditions in which 

practices of reasoning are embedded, is an opening.420 However, Shilliam cautions that the solution 

to the impasses of postmodern and poststructuralist critiques of colonial modernity is not to 

appropriate ‘non-Western thought into the expanding archive of the Western Academy, for that 
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is a continuation in the intellectual sphere of imperial expansion and colonial rule’.421 The metaphor 

of the epistemic frontier highlights the perils of the norm of inclusion. Does the inclusion of the 

other continue the colonial enterprise? Is the cost of openness and inclusion intellectual 

appropriation and the annexation of Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and 

decolonial scholarship, and critical race theory to a hegemonic agenda?422 The ethical corrective to 

problematic scholarly exclusions, Shilliam argues, is rather to ‘undermine the security of an 

epistemological cartography that quarantines legitimate knowledge production of modernity to 

one (idealized) geo-cultural site’.423 On this count, the ambitions of Allen’s project are too modest. 

By intervening in the debates between the global third generation of the Frankfurt School over the 

complex relations between reason, progress, context, and power, and the implications for 

cosmopolitan dialogue, I have argued that decolonisation from within is insufficient for the tasks of 

deconstruction and reconstruction. How, then, should we decolonise cosmopolitanism? 

 

2.9. Deconstruction and reconstruction 

Western cosmopolitanism is clearly entangled in an ironic relationship with global coloniality, and 

has moments of closure and exclusion that straightforwardly contradict “our” post-Enlightenment 

modern ideals and liberal discourse.424 The dominant paradigms, narratives, frames, and canonical 

texts in international relations scholarship silence non-Western voices and ignore the archives of 

non-Western histories, values, traditions, practices, struggles, and thought.425 Yet, even the 

boundary policing between Western and non-Western thought ‘raises the question of how we are 

defining our terms’ when understood in global historical context. Mills reminds us: 
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From modernity up to the mid-twentieth century what we know as the “West” was a series of empires 
that, by the beginnings of the twentieth century, jointly occupied most of the planet. So from the 
modern period onwards to the second half of the twentieth century, Western political rule gradually 
extends over, and is contested by, people who, at least in this juridical sense, are part of the West, if 
rarely given substantively (and often not even nominally) equal rights within it. The oppositional 
political texts they produce are to that extent “Western” also, and can be excluded only at the cost of 
admitting that the canon is constructed primarily of the rationalizers of the existing order, not its 
opponents… Marcus Garvey and Mahatma Gandhi, by virtue of being Jamaican and Indian, were 
subjects of the British Empire; Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon, by virtue of being Martinican, were 
citizens of overseas France. In that sense, these are “Western” political theorists, engaged in debate 
with the Western polity imposed on them, even if one-sidedly so, and getting no or little response’.426 
 

Postcolonialism deconstructs binary oppositions of identity and alterity, interiority and exteriority, 

inclusion and exclusion, openness and closure. These binary oppositions are replaced by concepts 

of connection, relationality, and contrapuntality, in recognition of the mutual constitution and 

interdependence of master and slave, oppressor and oppressed, coloniser and colonised, 

civilisation and barbarism, modernity and tradition, metropole and colony.427 Thus, one option, 

suggested by the general tendency of postcolonialism is toward notions of hybridity, métissage, 

and créolité,428 is that cosmopolitanism could be reconstructed to be more open and inclusive in order 

to attain more fully the goals it has set for itself. Openness and inclusion are needed for our theory 

and practice to be “truly cosmopolitan” – and this task could be seen to follow straightforwardly 

from the very definition of cosmopolitanism, as if decolonising cosmopolitanism were merely the fuller 

realisation of Western cosmopolitanism: cosmopolitanising cosmopolitanism.429  

 One compelling argument for globalising global justice, is that despite the moral commitment 

of cosmopolitans to powerful visions and theorisations of global justice, the sustained engagement 

with the epistemic and normative issues raised variously by Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, 

postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical race theorists that is necessary for global justice, 

has not occurred.430 As Krushil Watene argues, it follows from a serious ethical commitment to 

‘pursuing and realising justice in our world today’, that scholars ‘must accept that much more 
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cross-cultural and intercultural conversations about justice are urgently required’.431 Brock argues 

that global justice debates need to cross disciplinary boundaries, and become more inclusive of a 

wider range of different perspectives, for example.432 Yet, Western thinkers have been resistant to 

reading the texts of Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and 

critical race theorists and listening to and learning from subaltern others. Margaret Kohn and 

Keally McBride remark that this is ‘particularly remarkable considering how many of the more 

vibrant issues in contemporary political thought – such as global justice, multicultural citizenship, 

and human rights – would be enriched’ by the inclusion of the other.433 While this argument is 

compelling, we can conclude from my intervention into the debates between the third generation 

of the Frankfurt School and their decolonial interlocutors, that it is insufficient for Western 

cosmopolitanism to open up and include non-Western thinkers and thought. 

 The image of “two-way” dialogue between Western and non-Western thinkers and 

thought, in contrast to the “one-sided” monologue on world order, reproduces Eurocentrism. 

Mignolo excavates the complex and planetary genealogy of the norm of inclusion. The emergence 

of the norm of inclusion is a story with Christianising (Spanish and Portuguese), civilising (French 

and English), and modernising (American and European) moments corresponding to phases in the 

development and expansion the capitalist world system, and the location of its hegemonic states.434 

The inclusion of the other is co-original with the modern/colonial world order emergent from the 

Atlantic commercial circuit built on the African slave trade, centred on orbis universalis christianus.435 
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Habermas’s vision of cosmopolitan dialogue is a variation on this theme.436 While Allen argues 

that Habermas’s reconstructivist strategy for grounding the normativity of critique is an 

insurmountable obstacle to realising this vision, she preserves and radicalises the idea that the West 

needs to open up from within, and include the other. The issue is that norms of openness and 

inclusion pragmatically and grammatically presuppose that the one who is open and inclusive is 

already within the centre from which it is possible to think and practice openness and inclusion.437 

 Extending this line of thought, Bhambra argues that discourses of openness, inclusion, 

pluralism, and multiculturalism in global or cosmopolitan sociology naturalise closures and 

exclusions as ‘issues of identity, not methodology or disciplinary construction’.438 This ‘ahistorical, 

or perhaps even wrongly historical’ framing limits the potential for dialogue and mutual learning.439 

The hopeful picture of open and inclusive cosmopolitan dialogue and mutual learning is thus 

deeply problematic – ahistoricising and depoliticising reason in ways that are fundamentally 

contested by epistemic decolonisation. Decoloniality is not the opening of closed Western systems 

of thought and the inclusion of the excluded other from within Western thought, but the external 

critique of Western discursive practices of knowledge production.440  

 Transformation must come from without, by silenced and marginalised voices bringing 

themselves into decentred cosmopolitan dialogues. These thinkers are not waiting to be included 

by the hegemonic West.441 The West’s epistemic frontiers must be questioned, rethought, and 

opened up from without by geographically-situated scholarly traditions and embodied knowers.442 

We must act on Fanon’s imperative for imperial subjects and white settlers to ‘change sides’ at the 

frontiers between the ‘two zones’ reproduced by the Western-dominated world order:443 zones of 
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being and non-being divided by what W.E.B. Du Bois called the ‘global color line’.444 This shift in 

our geography of reasoning is a different approach to cultivating the corrective epistemic virtues 

to approaches that open and include others in the zone of being, rather than rezoning the world. 

 Decolonising Cosmopolitanism therefore adapts Mills’s project in The Racial Contract. It abolishes 

the borders between the mainstream, white, Western cosmopolitan tradition, and the ‘world of 

Native American, African American, and Third and Fourth World political thought, historically 

focused on issues of conquest, imperialism, colonialism, white settlement, land rights, race and 

racism, slavery, jim crow, reparations, apartheid, cultural authenticity, national identity, 

indigenismo, Afrocentrism, etc.’.445 Paul Gilroy describes the reconstruction of cosmopolitanism 

as an act of ‘conceptual and political salvage’, and as ‘a delicate operation with several elements’.446 

This is not a ‘different interpretation of the same ideas, but the bringing into being of new 

understandings’, Bhambra elaborates, new understandings of cosmopolitanism ‘reconfigure our 

existing perceptions of the world, as well as inform the ways in which we live in the world’.447 

Decolonial cosmopolitanism is not just a matter of recognising value pluralism, appropriating non-

Western perspectives into the Western canon, or fully realising latent Western ideals of openness 

and inclusion. It involves questioning the legitimacy and validity of the previously accepted 

parameters of scholarship,448 primarily, the frontiers of Western thought.  

 

2.10. Conclusion 

My decolonial intervention into the contemporary debates within the global third generation of 

the Frankfurt School and with their subaltern interlocutors has revealed what it means for practices 
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of reasoning to be embodied, embedded in sociohistorical and geographical context, and entangled 

in power relations. Allen’s modest conclusion that there are immanent resources within the 

horizon of Western modernity that are useful, particularly to Western participants in dialogue and 

mutual learning processes, for decolonising critical theory, has merits. But openness and inclusion 

are insufficient tools for decolonising cosmopolitanism. Allen’s fuller realisation of the unfinished 

project of modernity is problematic. We must deconstruct the West’s epistemic frontiers, and 

reconstruct a decolonised cosmopolitanism. Who we are and how we are positioned determines 

the work that we must do. Cosmopolitans must identify our positionality within the modern 

colonial global power structure, shift our geography of reasoning, and question, rethink, and open 

the frontiers of Western thought from within and without.  

 Cosmopolitanism must be reframed, reimagined, reinterpreted, and reinscribed in the light 

of the negative decolonial critique of the Eurocentric frames, narratives, limits, and exclusions of 

Western cosmopolitanism. As Monique Deveaux and Kathryn Walker, a ‘truly critical approach to 

issues of global inequality and injustice’ must be conscious of the historical legacy of Western 

imperialism and colonialism as scholars endeavour to reimagine and reconceive justice from new 

perspectives and by asking different questions.449 This task of deconstruction and reconstruction 

means including new voices in existing debates and revising old topics from new perspectives and 

on new terms, and examining new topics proposed by Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, 

postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical race theorists – such as land and water rights.450 

In the remainder of §1. Kia Whakatōmuri te Haere Whakamua I grapple with the transdisciplinary 

and historical critical social theoretical questions of decolonisation that Allen leaves unanswered, 

and continue, as Jakeet Singh puts it, the ‘actual work of deep engagement, dialogue and learning 

across subaltern difference’, gestured toward by the third generation of the Frankfurt School.451 
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3. Western Origins/Cosmopolitan Ends 

I hear the storm.  
They talk to me about progress, about ‘achievements’, diseases cured, improved standards of living. I am 

talking about societies drained of their essence, cultures trampled underfoot, institutions undermined, lands 
confiscated, religions smashed, magnificent artistic creations destroyed, extraordinary possibilities wiped out… 

Europe is responsible before the human community for the highest heap of corpses in human history. 
– Amelé Cesare, Discourse on Colonialism.452 

 
If you stick a knife in my back nine inches and pull it out six inches, there’s no progress. If you pull it all the 

way out that’s not progress. Progress is healing the wound that the blow made. And they haven’t even pulled 
the knife out, much less healed the wound. They won’t even admit the knife is there! 

– Malcolm X, March 1964. 
 

A construction of history that looks backwards, rather than forward, at the destruction of material nature as it 
has already taken place, provides dialectical contrast to the futurist myth of historical progress  

(which can only be sustained by forgetting what has happened).  
– Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing.453 

 
In its original formulation, philosophy presupposes not merely belief in progress but the conviction that the 

march of time is never detached from European tutelage. What happens when the barbarians at the gates 
either wish to reject pedagogical dependence or elect to construct alternative spatio-temporal horizons? 

Liberated from colonial entrapment, both as physical confinement and mental incarceration, received rules 
may not appear so attractive. 

– Kamal Mustapha Pasha, “Decolonizing the Anarchical Society”.454 
 

 

 

3.1. A renewed critical social theory with decolonial cosmopolitan intent 

In this chapter, my main aim is to deconstruct and reconstruct cosmopolitan critical social theory. 

The Frankfurt School of critical social theory is methodologically distinct from analytic political 

philosophy insofar as its method of rational reconstruction of prevailing normative orders is one 

side of an analytical lens that has as its converse side an explanatory-diagnostic function through 

which the findings and methods of the social sciences are appropriated to analyse the crisis 
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tendencies of the present.455 Critical social theory must be responsive not only to the struggles and 

wishes of the age, but also to the contemporary developments across the academic disciplines.456 

Normativity cannot be freestanding. Critical theory, Benhabib explains, without an empirical 

explanatory-diagnostic dimension, would dissolve into mere normative political philosophy.457 

Conversely, without the anticipatory-utopian dimension, critical theory would be indistinguishable 

from traditional social theory.458 Traditional theory, including mid-range theory, is marked by what 

Robert Cox termed a problem-solving approach that serves powerful interests in the reproduction 

of existing social and world orders. Critical theory, by contrast, ‘allows for a normative choice in 

favour of a social and political order different from the prevailing order, but it limits the range of 

choice to alternative orders which are feasible transformations of the existing world’.459 Theory, 

indeed, ‘is always for someone and for some purpose’.460  

 Allen’s immanent decolonial critique was limited to the normative foundations of the 

Frankfurt School. She did not deconstruct and reconstruct the explanatory-diagnostic dimension 

of critical social theory, which has led some anti-imperialist critics to charge her with advancing a 

‘dematerialized and culturalist conception of colonialism’461 or a ‘problematically idealist portrait 

of imperialism… as pertaining to a specific epistemic stance, especially one associated with making 

“universal claims” that are false, self-congratulatory, or both’.462 Robert Nichols argues that Allen’s 

decolonial critique of the left-Hegelian strategy for grounding the normativity of critique is not a 
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‘very convincing picture of anything that might actually conform to imperialism as a form of social 

and political domination’.463 He argues that to explain and transform our world, we need to 

reconstruct ‘an alternative social theory, one that has better explanatory power over [global social] 

processes, their tendencies and contradictions’.464 Allen’s focus on normative foundations leads 

her to adopt her own kind of ‘political philosophy as applied ethics’ method that sacrifices the 

methodological distinctiveness of the Frankfurt School of critical theory.465 While, unlike Forst, 

Allen does not split the constructive and the critical tasks of theory, her oeuvre is part of the same 

shift away from critical theory as an historical and transdisciplinary research agenda and theoretical 

paradigm in social theory. Forst’s neo-Kantian constructivism and Allen’s poststructuralist critique 

of normativity are the two fronts that threaten to weaken the link between analysis and normative 

critique integral to the left-Hegelian project.466 

 In McCarthy’s formulation, the rational reconstructivist diagnosis of contemporary social 

pathologies has the form of a ‘prospective retrospective from vantage points opened up by a 

practical interest in the future’.467 The agenda of the Frankfurt School changes with the times. 

Allen’s hyper-reflexivity about the normative foundations of the Frankfurt School responds to 

some of the contemporary challenges of our neocolonial reality, and to the struggles, voices, 

perspectives, and thought of the oppressed, more adequately than many of her contemporaries. 

As Allen argues, a central target of postcolonial and decolonial critiques is the developmental, 

evolutionary, or progressive (mis)reading of universal history to which the left-Hegelian 

reconstructivist research programme remains committed.468 This is the central historiographical 
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struggle of our time.469 Yet, as a result of Allen’s decolonial intervention, the internal connection 

between the explanatory-diagnostic and the anticipatory-utopian dimensions of critical theory are 

considerably weakened against the standard set by the second generation of the Frankfurt School 

and upheld by her contemporaries, notably Nancy Fraser and Rahel Jaeggi. Must the rejection of 

the idea of progress as fact underwriting the left-Hegelian reconstructivist research programme 

necessarily weaken the unity of actuality and normativity? Of analysis and critique? Taking the end 

of progress as a new beginning for critical social theory, I argue not. Decolonial and postcolonial 

interventions into, and expropriations of, contemporary humanities and social sciences, have not 

had this consequence for the struggle to explain and transform ourselves and our world. 

 Contemporary social theory must be critical, historical, transdisciplinary, and cosmopolitan 

if it is to be responsive to the major social trends and crises of our times.470 For methodological 

nationalism lacks explanatory power over global and transnational ‘interdependences, processes, 

power relations, and causalities’.471 The nation-state itself is a not a natural, static, autarkic, 

independent object but ‘entity-in-motion that is embedded within, and formed by, wider flows, 

circuits, and networks’ that can only be understood at global and macrohistorical levels and scales 

of analysis.472 But, once we move beyond the national frame to global historical sociology, we are 

‘inevitably forced to rethink Eurocentric epistemological assumptions about temporal linearity’ 

and progress.473 Yet, even cosmopolitan critical social theory paradigms are marked by a retrograde 

and insidious methodological Eurocentrism that can no longer serve as a viable framework for 

scholarship on empirical and normative grounds. There is therefore a need for a second, decolonial 

moment of critique to overcome the Eurocentric limitations of cosmopolitan critical social theory. 
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As Gilroy argues, a reconstructed cosmopolitanism may enable social theory to transcend its 

Eurocentric limits and contribute a new worldly reflexivity to a cosmopolitanised public sphere.474 

 If it can be done, then decolonising cosmopolitanism shows one viable way forward for 

an historical and transdisciplinary cosmopolitan critical social theory that preserves the unity of 

actuality and normativity after the collapse of the left-Hegelian project under the weight of 

postcolonial and decolonial critiques of modern progress and Eurocentrism. The central issue is 

that the unity of actuality and normativity in cosmopolitan critical social theory paradigms is 

sustained by a story that I call Western origins/cosmopolitan ends. Salvaging a decolonial cosmopolitan 

critical social theory necessitates rethinking the unity of actuality and normativity integral to the 

methodology of critical social theory. This involves intervening in five topics concerning the critical 

status of decolonial cosmopolitanism that are central to the actual critical and dialogical encounters 

between critical, decolonial, and postcolonial theorists. These interventions are necessary but I do 

not claim that they are sufficient, or that my (inevitably) summary treatment of these topics is all 

that can or must be said. My aim is to inform future work in the field of cosmopolitan studies.  

 The first is the critical theoretical reconstruction of our cosmopolitan condition. The problem 

is that these stories of the emergence of a cosmopolitan normative order emanating from the West, 

simultaneous with global economic, technological, and scientific transformations, are untenable. 

Rational reconstructions of twentieth century moral progress are sustained by a colonial amnesia 

that performs the ideological function of deepening global white ignorance, which in turn obscures 

the ineluctable contingency of the present and the accumulation and intensification of the coloniality of power. 

The next topic is the significance of the idea of cosmopolitan Europe. This idea is integral to the 

self-understanding of European critical social theorists, such as Jürgen Habermas, Ulrich Beck, 

and Gerard Delanty. Of course, any interest in Europe is, in a trivial sense, Eurocentric, but 

decolonial cosmopolitans, notably Gilroy, Bhambra, and Shilliam, have argued that our practical 
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interest in Europe’s cosmopolitan heritage must theoretically integrate Europe’s past and present 

connections with the rest of the world if cosmopolitan Europe is not to be neocolonial.  

 What is the normative content of decoloniality, and what is its relation to actual history? 

For the normativity of decolonial cosmopolitanism cannot be freestanding, or else our approach 

will be one of ‘political philosophy as applied ethics’, and not distinctively critical social theoretical. 

The normative content of decolonial cosmopolitanism does not consist in abstract principles that 

are divorced from social reality that they critique. Rather, they are articulated by social actors in 

specific socio-historical-geographical contexts.475 The third topic is provincialising cosmopolitanisms. 

Decentering cosmopolitan Europe and the Western tradition of universal history to which 

contemporary cosmopolitan critical social theory is heir is intended by decolonial cosmopolitans 

to perform the hermeneutical task of transforming our perceptions of the world and our ways of 

being in the world and relating to the world and to each other. Yet, provincial cosmopolitanisms 

are insufficiently firm grounding for the normative perspective of decoloniality. As Delanty argues, 

any cosmopolitanism without a common ethical-political orientation that ‘a shared world is possible’, 

loses normative force. The fourth and fifth chapters concern the reconstruction of this orientation. 

The fourth topic is colonial empires as generative contexts of cosmopolitan thought and practice 

that reach their zenith in the planetary decolonisation struggle. The fifth closely related topic is the 

decolonisation of human rights discourse and the consequent normative reordering of the world.  

 

3.2. The nexus of history and normativity, again 

The dominant disciplinary narrative of the origins and evolution of cosmopolitanism as both idea 

and reality – Greece/Rome/Enlightenment/1945/now – is explicitly Eurocentric.476 According to 

the dominant disciplinary narrative, the idea of cosmopolitanism originates with the Cynics and 
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Stoics in ancient Greece and Rome, is then revived by Kant, becomes institutionalised in the post-

WWII international order, and has, since 1989, become embedded.477 Cosmopolitan sociologist, 

David Inglis, attributes the disciplinary dominance of a corrupted version of the ancient Greek 

and Roman origin story of cosmopolitanism that centres on the history of ideas to Analytic 

political philosophers like Martha Nussbaum bringing ancient Western cosmopolitanism into 

contemporary debates.478 Ancient cosmopolitanism is made to seem to involve ‘the abstract and 

utopian schemes of a tiny group of philosophers, either socially marginal as in the Greek case, or 

occupying positions of power but mouthing empty platitudes about universal brotherly love, as in 

the Roman context’.479 Inglis argues on the contrary that cosmopolitan ideas ‘were rooted in, and 

helped to develop, broader visions of the world as a complex, increasingly interconnected whole 

that were common in Hellenistic Greece and the Roman empire, not just among the philosophical 

minority but among varied social strata’.480  

 The dominant disciplinary narrative omits a second stream of Western cosmopolitan 

thought with origins in ancient Greece and Rome: the emerging discipline of universal history, 

which ‘adapted cosmopolitical philosophy for historiographical purposes’.481 

Universal history took as its subject matter not particular political entities such as city-states or empires, 
as previous historiography had, but rather the whole ‘inhabited world’ (oikoumene), endeavouring to 
narrate the intermeshed affairs of the whole world, not just parts of it… 
 
As Stoic political philosophy is transformed into – and through – historiography, the focus radically 
shifts from potentials to actualities. It is wrong to regard ancient Stoicism as a purely abstract, non-empirical 
affair, as the standard narration alleges, for when we broaden the horizon to include Stoic-influenced 
historiography as well as political theory, we see that the normative and empirical could be fused together and 
were not always wholly separated.482 
 

Inglis reads Kant’s cosmopolitanism in the alternative Western tradition that unites political theory 

and universal history and argues that ‘Kant is both cosmopolitan philosopher and early theorist of 
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globalisation’.483 Further, according to Inglis, classical economics and sociology had cosmopolitan 

dimensions before the Western imaginary was finally limited by the characteristic methodological 

nationalism of twentieth-century thought.484 Inglis’s genealogical act of unearthing alternative 

histories of cosmopolitanism buried by orthodoxy is meant to contribute critically to forming the 

self-consciousness of the emerging transdisciplinary field of cosmopolitan studies, to open up 

‘opportunities for developing fresh foci and forms of thinking’.485 His epistemic intervention is a 

welcome corrective to the unproductive disciplinary division between cosmopolitan political philosophy 

and sociological cosmopolitanism.486 However, the alternative history of the Western origins and 

evolution of cosmopolitan thought and practice that he writes is problematic. Inglis’s alternative, 

more accurate history of ancient and modern Western cosmopolitanism does not overcome the 

Eurocentric limitations of the traditional canon, of which he is aware, or regard this as essential to 

the double task of the deconstruction and reconstruction of cosmopolitan critical social theory.487  

 Cosmopolitanism is the final act in the Eurocentric metanarrative of modernity, whether 

in the form of Kant’s liberal idealist conception of the Kingdom of Ends or Marx’s historical 

materialist conception of stateless communism. Kant’s cosmopolitanism is inextricably linked to his 

teleological philosophy of history. The end of the international, intergenerational, antagonistic 

process of human development, understood as the actualisation of the faculty of reason through 

humanity’s emancipation from self-imposed immaturity, is a future cosmopolitan world order.488 

Kant advocates for the establishment of a global federation of republican states in his 1784 essay 

“Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose”. The cosmopolitan condition generated 

by the global federation is hypothetically imperative for the security and stability of its constituents, 
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which is in turn categorically imperative to make possible the full development and exercise of the 

human faculty of reason and our talents. For Marx, the withering away of the state is a function of the 

inner dialectic of historical materialism, marking the transition from socialism to communism. 

While like many Enlightenment thinkers, Kant and Marx were critical of the injustices of European 

imperialism and colonialism, they both saw Europe as the vanguard of historical progress, 

globalisation, and human development, and thought modern civilisation diffused from Europe to 

the world unidirectionally through the practices of imperialism and colonialism.489  

 The unity of actuality and normativity in ancient and modern Western cosmopolitanism is 

preserved in contemporary varieties of Western cosmopolitanism. As in ancient and modern times, 

contemporary Western cosmopolitanism is not exclusive to philosophers and the global elite, but 

is thought and practiced by varied social strata and across the humanities and social sciences. 

Cosmopolitanism in IR/IPE, historical sociology, and the Frankfurt School of critical theory is 

theorised not merely as an abstract ideal, but as a methodology, and as a detranscendentalised or 

postmetaphysical historical, political-economic, or sociological category, and as a set of embedded 

political and ethical practices.490 As the inheritors of Kant, Hegel, and Marx, critical social theorists 

analyse the crises, contradictions, and injustices of globalisation by retrospectively rationally 

reconstructing the progressive social and institutional learning processes simultaneous with global 

systemic transformations, through which the world order has evolved, ex hypothesi, up to our 
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prospective cosmopolitan condition.491 This Western origins/cosmopolitan ends metanarrative, I argue, is 

intrinsically and irredeemably Eurocentric, and it must be jettisoned by critical social theorists. 

 

3.3. Reconstructing our cosmopolitan condition 

Critical social theorists reconstruct the history of the juridification of international relations and 

the constitutionalisation of international law; the institutionalisation of cosmopolitan norms of 

justice in the post-WWII liberal international order; the subordination of international law to the 

evolving discursive practice of human rights; the technologically accelerated globalisation of 

economic flows and communications; the enlargement of liberal democracy after the Cold War; 

and the post-national transformation of the Westphalian international state system, exemplified by 

European integration. The emerging global normative order, as the inheritor of the project of 

European Enlightenment that has a particular conception of rational autonomy or social freedom 

at its core is defended on the grounds of progress, or the historical reality of social evolution or 

sociocultural learning processes having occurred.492 Critical social theories of cosmopolitanism 

explain our world and analyse the immanent possibilities for transforming the global political and 

economic order in our critical times, anticipating the cosmopolitanism to come. 

 For critical historical sociologist, Ulrich Beck, against cosmopolitanism as an abstract 

philosophical idea or idealisation of the experiences of a global elite, cosmopolitanisation, as a process, 

‘is not about ethics but about facts’.493 Contemporary human rights practice defines, for Beck, the 

‘second age of modernity’. He argues that the ‘principle that international law precedes human 

rights which held during the (nation-state) first age of modernity is being replaced by the principle 
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of the (world society) second age of modernity, that human rights precedes international law’.494 

Benhabib likewise believes that since the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948), framed 

in the aftermath of the European Holocaust, international norms of justice, which arise through 

agreements among sovereign nation-states that govern international relations, have given way to 

cosmopolitan norms of justice, which arise through legal structures that invest individuals with 

rights vis-à-vis states.495  

 For Habermas, cosmopolitanism is both a technical necessity of the functionalist logic of 

systems opened and transformed by expanding economic and technological forces originating in 

the advanced capitalist West, and a political necessity for the lifeworld to be reorganised and enclosed 

at a higher level of rationality and universality than the nation-state.496 Habermas differentiates the 

system from the lifeworld insofar as the former is viewed from an external observer’s perspective, 

and the latter an internal participant’s perspective, and recombines both perspectives on the social 

formation or totality.497 Habermas’s unique contribution to social theory is the hypothesis that 

modernisation consists not only in the rationalisation and differentiation of the lifeworld into three 

value spheres – art and literature, morality and law, science and technology – and the increasing functional 

complexity and internal differentiation of systems causing the genesis and growth of subsystems. 

Modernisation, theorised as a process of social evolution, also consists in an uncoupling of the system 

from the lifeworld: the system becomes more complex, and the lifeworld becomes more rational.498 

This dialectical uncoupling enables the colonisation of the lifeworld by disembedded subsystems,499 

resulting in the functionalist rationalities of subsystems and the strategic rationalities of interested 
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social actors, mediated by money and power, turning back destructively upon the lifeworld.500 

Habermas’s historicised practical philosophy, which developed in the movement of German 

Enlightenment thought from Kant through Marx, is summed up by McCarthy in English as an 

‘empirical philosophy of history with a practical (political) intent’.501   

 The Habermasian post-metaphysical conception of progress is therefore contingent rather 

than necessary – regression is possible – and disaggregated rather than total – progress in one area 

can occur simultaneously with regress in another.502 The Eurocentric world-historical process of 

Enlightenment exhibits a double movement: ‘the rationalization of the lifeworld makes possible a 

heightening of systemic complexity, which becomes so hypertrophied that it unleashes system 

imperatives that burst the capacity of the lifeworld they instrumentalize’.503 Only by reconstituting 

politics at a supranational level can the dynamics of socio-economic evolution be stabilised, and 

the legitimation crises of increasingly ineffectual democratic nation-states be resolved, given the 

tendencies of the advanced capitalist system toward greater global economic integration and 

technological innovation.504  

 Benhabib observes that post-national politics do not signal clearly that human history is 

progressing in a cosmopolitan direction, however. Whether cosmopolitans aim to transform or 

transcend the nation-state, in actuality, the devolution of the state’s capabilities is occurring largely 

because of the imperatives of global capitalism.505 Often this structural transformation is led by 

nation-states limiting their legitimate powers in the interests of the transnational capitalist class.506 

These regressive historical trends are contemporary with progressive trends that Benhabib refers 

to as democratic iterations. These are forms of popular empowerment and political struggle through 
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which she hopes that peoples would ‘appropriate the universalist promise of cosmopolitan norms 

in order to bind forms of political and economic power that seek to escape democratic control, 

accountability and transparency’.507 This echoes Habermas’s postmetaphysical dialectic of 

openness and closure, but emphasises the potentially transformative agency of civil society.  

 Habermas’s interest is in the legitimation problems and stabilisation of dysfunctioning and 

disintegrating social formations through their transformation. Habermas normatively theorises the 

legitimacy conditions of a cosmopolitan constitution and of a functionally differentiated multilevel 

world society governed by autonomous democratic states; of a world domestic politics; and of 

supranational policing institutions mandated with the global enforcement of human rights.508 

Individuals, irrespective of their nationality, citizenship, ethnicity, religion, or other identities and 

affiliations, qua world citizens, would be recognised as subjects of the cosmopolitan constitution, 

as would states. Habermas’s normative theory of cosmopolitanism is then rationally reconstructed 

as the outcome of moral-practical learning processes: twentieth century global transformations 

meet the Kantian project of the constitutionalisation of international law halfway.509 Directly facing 

up to the charge of Eurocentrism, Habermas remains committed to a progressive reading of 

modern history and the rational reconstructivist research programme.510  

 

3.4. Colonial amnesia 

The selection of which archival materials are included or remembered in the Eurocentric metanarrative 

of Western origins/cosmopolitan ends, and which are excluded, misremembered, or forgotten, is predetermined 

by the theoretical assumption that present being reconstructed is the actualisation of rationality. 

The parts of the history of the present that were excluded, misremembered, or forgotten through 

Eurocentric metanarratives about origins and ends and agents and patients have come under 
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increasing scrutiny.511 These include the ‘epistemic disavowal’ of world-historical events in the 

making of global modernity, typical of Western scholarship, such as the Haitian revolution,512 and 

of world-constituting connections and circuits prior to and independent of European hegemony.513 

Go argues that much more is at stake than simply cataloguing the omissions from dominant 

disciplinary narratives, for ‘these elisions render inadequate the theoretical categories by which 

social thinkers seek to apprehend modernity’.514 

 Such progressivist readings of history to ‘the retrospective whiting-out, the whitewashing, 

of the racial past in order to construct an alternative narrative that severs the present from any 

legacy of racial domination’, according to Mills.515 

Racism as idea and ideology, racism as national and global system, racial atrocity and racial exploitation, 
are collectively denied or at least causally minimized. Not merely in terms of factual account, but 
conceptual framework, a fanciful history is constructed whose upshot is the denial or downplaying of 
the extent of the violence and subordination of the previous epoch of formal Euro-domination, its 
structural and long-term shaping of systemic white advantage, and an accompanying white “innocence” 
about the role of racial exploitation in making the world what it is today, particularly its transcontinental 
distribution of “Northern” wealth and “Southern” poverty, but also its national racial patterns of white-
over-nonwhite privileging. If the past few hundred years have been marked by the hegemony of white 
racist ideology and by global white domination with enduring effects, then the shape of the world needs 
reconsideration and remaking.516 
 

As Mills makes clear, the problem is not simply one of leaving out parts of the story of the present, 

but the narrative structure of the story itself. This progressive narrative performs the ideological 

function of concealing the darker side or coloniality of global modernity, and thereby reinforcing 

global white ignorance. In Against Race, Gilroy frames the challenge to dominant narratives as one 

firstly of centering the duality of modernity as progress and catastrophe, civilisation and barbarism 

in our thought, and, secondly, of transforming our command of those dualities by understanding 
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how racisms are integral to them.517 What does this alternative history of the present mean for us? 

Habermas acknowledges the ‘barbaric reverse side’ of the Enlightenment, but remains normatively 

committed to completing the unfinished project of modernity.518 I now show that the belief in the global 

diffusion of moral progress from the West cannot be sustained when imperialism, colonialism, 

slavery, and non-Western ideas, practices, experiences, and agency are theoretically integrated.519  

 My focus is on the twentieth century part of the story of Western origins/cosmopolitan ends, 

centred on the two major liberal international order-building moments that occurred after the end 

of WWII and the Cold War, the major two hegemonic wars of the twentieth century. Hedley Bull 

and Adam Watson, of the English School of International Relations, argue that the existing world 

order was the product of Europe, and that ‘because it was in fact Europe and not America, Asia, 

or Africa that first dominated and, in so doing, unified the world, it is not our perspective but the 

historical record itself that can be called Eurocentric’.520 To their credit, Bull and Watson 

characterise the Eurocentric diffusion of modernity and emergence of liberal international order 

as one of domination enacted by Western imperialism. Prior to WWII, liberal internationalism was 

indisputably built on civilisational, racial, and cultural hierarchies: it was a ‘creature of the western 

white man’s world’, Ikenberry claims.521 While Wilson-era liberal internationalism did not challenge 

Western imperialism and racial hierarchies, the subsequent post-WWII phase of liberal world 

ordering, he continues, saw a transformation of racialised, hierarchical conceptions of world order 

into progressive discourses of human rights, modernisation, and development.522 

 This disciplinary history sanitises the origins and evolution of the post-WWII international 

order of the struggles over imperialism, colonialism, and race that were generative and constitutive 
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of the present. Narratives of international moral progress diffusing from the Western core fail to 

make sense of enduring practices of colonial subjugation and racial oppression by the white, 

Western powers, and imperial campaigns of counter-revolutionary terror.523 For the post-WWII 

era of post-fascist liberal democratic enlargement was also the era geopolitical decolonisation. 

Declining and disintegrating European colonial empires and a rising American liberal empire 

fought against anticolonial nationalist forces in Central and South America, Asia, and Africa to 

preserve colonial rule where possible, or to preserve neocolonial geographical patterns of political-

economic dependence to secure world capitalism. The Western ultra-imperial capitalist powers 

and the Soviet empire, both cloaked in the rhetoric of modernity, would overtly or covertly 

intervene in postcolonial state-societies throughout the 20th Century. This practice continues to be 

central to the statecraft of the West and of post-Soviet Russia in the 21st Century. 

 Habermas, for example, briefly describes how the ‘broad inclusion of the [United Nations] 

member states, which was a result of the post-1945 process of decolonization, finally shattered the 

framework of European international law and ended the West’s monopoly on interpretation’.524 

Progressive developments to the global normative order such as the United Nations Declaration on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1963) are explained as ‘a result of increased 

sensitivity to racial, ethnic, and religious differences’, which has ‘extended mutual perspective-

taking’ into new domains.525 But this critical interpretation of these historical events is not integral 

to his account; it is an addendum. Nor does it challenge his rational reconstructivist conceptual 

framework; framed thus, it corroborates his rational reconstruction. Yet it was African Americans 

and colonised peoples, not white, Western state and non-state actors, who were the agents whose 

discursive practices of norm entrepreneurship and counter-hegemonic world ordering extended, 
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strengthened, and broadened the formulation and institutionalisation of human rights.526 White, 

Western state and non-state actors – ex hypothesi, Enlightened subjects engaged in the unfinished 

project of modernity – often performed the historical role of antagonist, opposing, weakening, or 

abstaining on the counter-ordering efforts of the peoples who they had subjugated and oppressed 

to institutionalise cosmopolitan norms of justice. For example, the nine countries that abstained 

from the United Nations Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples (1960) 

included the major Western colonial powers, Belgium, France, Portugal, Spain, United Kingdom, 

and three white settler colonies Union of South Africa, Australia, United States (the United States 

was and remains a colonial power, and South Africa and Australia were Mandatory powers after 

the post-WWI divestiture of Imperial Germany’s overseas colonies). 

 It is equally unclear that the post-Cold War expansion of the liberal hegemonic world order 

could be understood as marking the beginning of a new millennial progressive humanitarian era 

that ruptured with the imperialist and racist values of the nineteenth century.527 This historical 

narrative of rupture rather than continuity can only be sustained if the imperial difference between 

West and East is remembered, but the colonial difference between North and South is misremembered 

or forgotten. The archives of international knowledge must include ‘competing memories and 

understandings of international events’, Siba Govogui proposes, for the ‘East–West standoff was 

by no means exhaustive of the violence of modernity’.528 

Specifically, the architecture of the cold war did not mediate the relationships between the proverbial 
West and the Rest. Long before the Reagan doctrine, for instance, the Monroe and Jules Ferry doctrines 
had adopted historical forms of violence as political rationality toward African, Asian, and Latin American 
entities. These doctrines and others preceded the cold war and were likely to survive it.529 
 

Grovogui argues that the end of the Cold War marked the beginning of a ‘unipolar era in which a 

single hegemonic power had near absolute control in political, economic, and military matters’.530 
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The post-Cold War unipolar world order was more interventionist, securitised, and pre-emptive 

than any time in history.  

 What is to be made of the American-led West’s renewed hegemonic leadership during the 

era of unipolarity? For Habermas, that the post-Cold War expansion of liberal order is a product 

American hegemony is read as ‘a highly ambivalent constellation’.531 Habermas argues that the 

Western cosmopolitan project of the universalisation and enforcement of human rights norms and 

the constitutionalisation of international law is ‘doomed to failure without American support, 

indeed American leadership’.532 The question he puts to the United States is whether it should 

abide by the rules-based order, acting as a historical pacesetter for the constitutionalisation of 

international law, or whether it should act unilaterally as a liberal hegemon, and marginalise or take 

an instrumental approach to international law.533 Habermas takes a normatively neutral stance 

toward American political, economic, and military power that can only be sustained by forgetting 

the violence by which the United States came to be, and the structural and direct violence against 

non-white, non-Western peoples and bodies that American power enacts. From the other side of 

the colonial difference, the post-Cold War expansion of the liberal international order marked the 

continuation of Western rule and unruliness, and of the subordinate status of non-Western peoples 

as rule-takers excluded from or marginalised in the discursive practice of rule-making in the 

economic/financial, military/security, and culture/knowledge spheres of structural power. 

 What is to be made of the technological transformations that meet moral progress halfway? 

Hutchings argues that for critical theorists of cosmopolitanism, neoliberal globalisation signifies 

an epochal change in world history because capitalism has transnationalised, challenging the public 

autonomy of the nation-state from all directions. 

But from whose perspective is such a change epochal? In order for it to be so, there needs to have been a 
Westphalian sovereignty phase as norm, which is then threatened by globalization. But this does not 
correspond to the experience of most states or civil societies. For most states, global neoliberalism is 
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simply the latest in long line of ways in which the terms of debate about justice and democracy are set 
elsewhere. This is not to say that Fraser’s historical analysis is necessarily inapplicable beyond what used 
to be called the ‘First World’, but it is to suggest that her account of globalization, the current 
‘postnational constellation’, predominantly reflects First World experience.534 
 

The opening and closing of borders is never complete, for borders are porous filters. Borders – 

physical, biometric, and electronic – are biopolitical governance technologies for surveilling and 

regulating flows of goods, services, resources, data, ideas, and capital into and out of the territory 

and for managing the population. Undesirable or illicit flows are prohibited and disabled while 

desirable or legal flows are permitted and enabled. Globalising processes and neoliberal policies 

have curtailed or limited the powers of sovereign states to unilaterally regulate cross border flows 

of goods, services, resources, data, ideas, and capital. But regulating migration remains within the 

power of nation-states as ‘aspects of state sovereignty are being dismantled chip by chip’ and 

nation-state jurisdiction and territoriality are being disaggregated.535  

 The post-Cold War era of neoliberal globalisation had resulted in the most intensive and 

extensive bordering processes in global history. Wendy Brown, in Walled States, Waning Sovereignty, 

theorises the (re)construction of physical walls and barriers as the ‘theatricalized and 

spectacularized performance of sovereign power’.536 Borders are increasingly theorised not as a 

fixed line, but as mobile, and bordering as processual.537 The (re)construction of physical walls and 

barriers is only one of several related long term trends in the practice of bordering, alongside the 

development and deployment of advanced security and military technologies, including 

surveillance drones and sensors, attack helicopters, and armoured vehicles.538 Our present time is 

symbolised by the violent reinforcement of walls and borders that police and securitise the 
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differences between the nation’s insiders and outsiders, and between the transnational categories 

of white/non-white and Western/non-Western.539 

 Recall that the Habermasian post-metaphysical conception of progress is contingent rather 

than necessary, in the sense that regression is possible, and disaggregated rather than total, in the 

sense that progress in one area can occur simultaneously with regress in another. Does adducing 

these pathological historical phenomena and events and non-Western histories and experiences, 

constituting the barbaric reverse side of modernity, upset this conception? One possibility is to 

interpret these as regressions within a decentred and disaggregated narrative of historical progress. 

But, as Hutchings argues, this would be to ‘reduce the significance of such phenomena for the 

purposes of diagnosis and prediction by subsuming them under a master narrative of time, so that 

the idea of an alternative temporal perspective on world politics becomes literally unintelligible’.540 

The hegemony of the temporality signified by Western origins/cosmopolitan ends renders impossible 

comprehension of and dialogue about the significance of historical developments and events. 

 Partha Chatterjee argues that we can no longer assume that nationalism, internationalism, 

and cosmopolitanism comprise the normative temporal sequence that structured the hegemonic 

narrative of world politics during the post-Cold War era of liberal triumphalism, and so we must 

now ‘engage in the critique of each or all of those conceptual terms against the background of that 

normative sequence’.541 

Suddenly, we now have a powerful wind of change blowing across Europe and North America, and 
threatening to sweep the rest of the world along with it, that is not only turning cosmopolitanism into 
an object of laughter and derision but also questioning the relevance and utility of long-standing 
international institutions. The nation-state, and that too with the exclusion of recent migrants, is 
becoming the exclusive object of political life.542  
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Chatterjee draws from this experience of illiberal nationalist reaction in West, the lesson of the 

‘ineluctable contingency of any history of the present’.543 There is no directionality in the present 

toward the cosmopolitan – to be sure, post-metaphysical – end of history. The sense to be made 

of our critical and dangerous time of transitions is not fixed by the Eurocentric metanarrative of 

Western origins/cosmopolitan ends. By reflecting on the ineluctable contingency of the present and the 

darker side of modernity, the history of the present cannot be reconstructed as progress toward our 

cosmopolitan condition, but as the accumulation and intensification of global modernity/coloniality.544  

 

3.5. Cosmopolitan Europe 

Habermas continues to represent Europe as the vanguard of universal history and normative 

reference culture for human and social development. While European colonial empires may no 

longer ‘legislate for the whole world’,545 the European Union is the model of post-national politics, 

and is the vanguard of the world-historical development and democratisation of transnational and 

global governance ‘without government’, heralding a more expansive cosmopolitanism to come.546 

Completing the process of European integration as economic globalisation and technological 

innovation open and transform obsolete social formations takes ‘the civilisation of the exercise of 

power one step further’.547 While a practical interest in the European project is obviously 

Eurocentric in a trivial sense, there are problematic senses in which the rational reconstruction of 

European integration with a cosmopolitan intent can be Eurocentric. Bhambra identifies two 

principle ways in which European cosmopolitanism can be problematically Eurocentric. 

First, there is a refusal to acknowledge that there have been cosmopolitan practices and the 
development of cosmopolitan ideas in other parts of the world outside of European contact, in relation 
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to European contact, and not subordinate to it… Second, there is no engagement with the problematic 
tension brought to the fore when we (if, we) address contemporaneous European domination over much 
of the world as the very real negation of the idea and ideals of cosmopolitanism otherwise put forward.548 
 

Non-Western forms of cosmopolitanism predate European integration, as I discuss further in 3.6. 

Other regions are now practicing post-national forms of politics differently to Europe with no 

grounds for assuming convergence with the European model, or judging their performance against 

the standards set by the European Union.549  

 The dominant conception of cosmopolitan Europe is made possible by ignoring non-

Western forms of cosmopolitanism, misremembering or forgetting Europe’s connections to the 

rest of the world through histories of imperialism, colonialism, and slavery.550 This wider global 

historical context is made marginal to dominant social scientific accounts of European integration, 

and yet these connections are significant to Europe’s cosmopolitan heritage. Delanty reminds us: 

It is often forgotten in the narrative of European integration as one of peace and cooperation that in 
this period the major European powers were desperately hanging onto their colonial possessions and 
that Europe was in fact not quite so European. With the exception of Germany, most of the founding 
countries were still running overseas colonial empires. In the case of France, Algeria was an integral 
part of the French state. While achieving peace in Europe, Europe was at war with many other parts of 
the world… the Western European nations that set out on the path of peace in Europe were anything but peaceful when 
it came to holding onto their empires and resorted to war where that was necessary.551  
 

Against such a view that in embarking on the project of European integration, Western European 

imperial nation-states ‘sought to separate their relations with other European powers from their 

colonial relations’,552 Peo Hansen and Stefan Jonsson explain that colonialism was not simply the 

enterprise of individual states, but, in relation to Africa, integral to the imagination, justification, 

and constitution of the European integration project.553  

 Europe constitutes itself spatially as a continental political formation – as Habermas says, 

the “old European biotope” – on the condition of possibility that colonial amnesia ‘has allowed – 

                                                
 
548 Gurminder K. Bhambra (2011) “Cosmopolitanism and Postcolonial Critique”, 315. 
549 Amitav Acharya, “Global International Relations (IR) and Regional Worlds”, 654-655. 
550 Gurminder K. Bhambra, “Whither Europe? Postcolonial versus Neocolonial Cosmopolitanism”, 193. 
551 Gerard Delanty, The European Heritage, 163-164. 
552 Ibid, 164. 
553 Peo Hansen and Stefan Jonsson, Eurafrica: The Untold History of European Integration and Colonialism (New York: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2014). 



 
 

114 

and continues to allow – the majority of European commentators and policymakers to conceive 

of the European project as… post-fascist democratic enlargement segregated from struggles over 

Europe’s colonial empires’.554 The framing of the European integration project as cosmopolitan 

rather than as imperial requires misremembering and forgetting the decolonial cultural, political, 

and philosophical projects and struggles of the same era, Shilliam argues.555 

 Europe cannot be understood separately from the world, because of the entanglements of 

European imperial and colonial projects.556 Cosmopolitan Europe must be reframed within larger 

spatial and temporal scales of global historical sociology, analysing larger units than the European 

continent, such as the Atlantic biotope connecting the continents of Europe, Africa, and the 

Americas,557 or Western colonial empires. There are two reasons. The first is that only then can 

cosmopolitan Europe theoretically integrate the complex and volatile imperial, colonial, 

postcolonial, and neocolonial dynamics of its relationship to the rest of the world.558 Yet, as 

Delanty cautions, the global contextualisation of the legacy of cosmopolitan Europe with 

‘colonialism at its core’ must not be ‘overgeneralised’ so to account for the diversity of colonialisms 

and not to overemphasise the external dimension to the neglect of the endogenous dimension, 

‘since not everything can be accounted for by colonialism, as for instance internal divisions and 

precolonial histories’.559  

 The second is that the larger spatial and temporal scales and units of analysis necessary for 

analysing imperial processes, structures, and connections are also necessary for understanding the 

contemporary multicultural constitution of European societies.560 Forgetting the colonial empire 

reframes human mobilities within post-imperial spaces within the discourse of hospitality, suffused 
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with hostility, whereupon ‘in the domain of the juridico-political, limits are set, boundaries are 

established and protected with violence; asylees are turned away; refugees are denied entry and aid; 

citizens are denaturalized’.561 The denial of Europe’s connections to the former colonial world  

leads to fortifying the European frontier beyond which live and die the former colonial subjects 

that the European Union pretends to legitimately exclude as Other.562 Bhambra hopes that by 

theoretically integrating the histories of imperialism, colonialism, and slavery that constitute the 

wider context for the project of European integration, and reconceiving associated concepts of 

European citizenship and rights, could enable the articulation of less exclusive and unjust 

postcolonial cosmopolitan Europe that fulfilled and extended its human rights commitments to 

asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants.563 

 Europe is many projects, and is the product of many legacies. Cosmopolitan Europe 

coexists with imperialist Europe, monarchical Europe, republican Europe, democratic Europe, 

liberal Europe, capitalist Europe, fascist Europe, communist Europe, and the Europe of nations. 

As Delanty argues, the European heritage is a conflict of interpretations. 

This perspective is a necessary corrective to the emphasis on the ‘dark side’ of European history and to 
approaches that see in the European past only the legacy of colonialism (for example Mignolo 2011). 
While no approach to the European past can neglect these dimensions, it is important that an 
interpretation of the European heritage is sufficiently broad to be able to grasp the different and 
frequently contrary currents within it.564 
 

From a decolonial perspective, this creates a difficult problem: cosmopolitan Europe must be 

defended against resurgent fascism from within at the same time as it must be attacked for its 

Eurocentrism from without. While the most promising option for European self-understanding is 

the cosmopolitan legacy, in the historical context of resurgent fascism, no single narrative identity 

has dominance.565 How can Europe’s cosmopolitan legacy be vindicated without a transcendental 
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guarantee or a postmetaphysical rational reconstruction of the cosmopolitan directionality of 

European integration?  

 There are nevertheless better and worse accounts and a variety of metrics against which to 

test rival accounts’ respective explanatory and normative merits.566 Rival traditions produce rival 

explanatory accounts of phenomena that will be more or less parochial, ethnocentric, superficial, 

accurate, parsimonious, methodological, and comprehensive.567 The cosmopolitan framework of 

analysis has advantages over its rivals insofar as it is comprehensive of plural European heritages 

and, methodologically, integrates the connections and entanglements of global history, including 

those of colonialism and pre-colonial encounters.568 As a consequence, cosmopolitan Europe is 

less parochial, ethnocentric, and superficial, and more accurate than its nationalist rival. Further, it 

is less Eurocentric insofar as the ‘entanglement of different traditions, histories, and cultures 

produces common reference points and a space for dialogue’ that produce ‘counter-memories and 

the possibility that societies can learn from such encounters’.569  

 Beck argues that the conception of ‘cosmopolitan Europe is the European tradition’s 

institutionalized internal critique’.570  

It is at this point that cosmopolitan Europe generates a genuinely European inner contradiction, legally, 
morally, and politically. The traditions from which colonial, nationalist and genocidal horror originated 
were clearly European. But so were the new legal standards against which these acts were condemned 
as crimes against humanity and tried in the spotlight of world publicity.571 
 

But we have learnt that such a Europeanising Europe move will be insufficient. As Bhambra argues, 

external decolonial and postcolonial critique of social theory is necessary for deconstructing and 

reconstructing the legacy of cosmopolitan Europe to avoid perpetuating ‘at best, a parochial form 
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of cosmopolitanism and, at worst, a form of neocolonial cosmopolitanism’.572 As Gilroy argues, 

any viable cosmopolitanism must be sensitive to ‘the wrongs, shortcomings and ambiguities of the 

bloody colonial past’.573 Reckoning with this global history is vital if Europe is to renegotiate its 

‘conflicted relationship’ with a world that it unjustly dominated, ‘the world which may now be 

leaving [Europe] behind’.574 

 

3.6. Alternative spatio-temporal horizons 

So far, in 3. Western Origins/Cosmopolitan Ends, I have intervened in contemporary social theoretical 

scholarship on cosmopolitanism as an historical concept and activity that, for the most part, limits 

our understanding to Western intellectual and political traditions.575 I now switch sides at the 

frontier, and shift the geography of reasoning to open cosmopolitanism from its closure by the 

definitions of the Western tradition.576 By ‘adducing new empirical data on the variety of 

cosmopolitanisms and the new problematics that accompany them, decentering the conventional 

locus, and investigating from a wide range of scholarly perspectives’, Pollock et. al. argue, ‘new and 

post-universalist cosmopolitanisms’, have the potential to emerge.577 Pluriversality, Mignolo hopes, 

‘shall replace and displace the abstract universal cosmopolitan ideals (Christian, liberal, socialist, 

neoliberal) that had helped (and continue to help) to hold together the modern/colonial world 

system and to preserve the managerial role of the North Atlantic’.578 Mignolo sees the Ummah or 

the transnational community of Muslims as a paradigm example of actually existing 

cosmopolitanism that emerges from beyond the Western context and prior to global modernity.579 

Muslim cosmopolitanism reminds us that cosmopolitanism is always plural, and that unmodified 

                                                
 
572 Gurminder K. Bhambra, “Whither Europe? Postcolonial versus Neocolonial Cosmopolitanism”, 199. 
573 Paul Gilroy, “Postcolonialism and Cosmopolitanism”, 228. 
574 Ibid, 255-256. My italics. 
575 Sheldon Pollock et. al., “Cosmopolitanisms”, 8. Italics added. 
576 Ibid, 1-2. 
577 Ibid, 9-10. 
578 Walter D. Mignolo, “The Many Faces of Cosmo-polis”, 182. 
579 Walter D. Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, 292-293.  



 
 

118 

references to cosmopolitanism really denote post-Kantian (liberal, Marxist, or post-modern) forms 

of Western cosmopolitanism. 

 Following the lead of Mignolo and Pollock et. al., Bhambra argues that our task now is to 

archive a ‘provincialized cosmopolitanism that can learn from others where we recognize that what 

they contribute is not a confirmation of what we already know, but the bringing into being of new 

understandings relevant to the worlds we inhabit together’.580 Provincialising cosmopolitanism 

involves excavating actually existing cosmopolitanisms made peripheral to the ‘otherwise canonical 

frame of reference’ that originate in non-Western contexts.581 Provincialising cosmopolitanism 

enables us to move global dialogue beyond the ‘stultifying preoccupations of Western philosophy’ 

and for the ‘possibility of capturing the wider range of cosmopolitan practices that have actually 

existed in history’.582 This pluriversal history with a cosmopolitan purpose makes possible a more complete 

deconstruction and reconstruction of cosmopolitanism as an historical, transdisciplinary, critical, 

and normative approach to the humanities and social sciences gestured towards by Inglis – one 

that overcomes the Eurocentric limitations of the story of Western origins/cosmopolitan ends. 

 The power of provincial cosmopolitanisms to reconfigure our existing perceptions of the 

world and inform the ways in which we live in the world and relate to the world and to each other 

lies in the repressed memory that peoples and cultures were never in stasis, and never were alone.583 

So nor must we be held captive by a Eurocentric conception of the traditional past as pure, static, 

uncontacted, and unconnected. Theories of culture are always entangled power laden contexts that 

they try to explain.584 Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes how in settler colonial state-societies: 

The identity of “the native” is regarded as complicated, ambiguous, and therefore troubling even for 
those who live the realities and contradictions of being native and of being a member of a colonized 
and minority community that still remembers other ways of being, of knowing, and of relating to the world. 
What is troubling to the dominant cultural group about the definition of “native” is not what necessarily 
troubles the “native” community. The desires for “pure,” uncontaminated, and simple definitions of 
the native by the settler is often a desire to continue to know and define the Other, whereas the desires 
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by the native to be self-defining and self-naming can be read as a desire to be free, to escape definition, 
to be complicated, to develop and change, and to be regarded as fully human. In between such desires 
are multiple and shifting identities and hybridities with much more nuanced positions about what 
constitutes native identities, native communities, and native knowledge in anti/postcolonial times.585 
 

The authoritarian desire to define the pure identity of the native is not exclusive to white settlers, 

but exists among some anti-colonial nationalists, too, in the name of “authenticity”.586 Modernity, 

Pollock et. al. argue, ‘is just this contradictory, even duplicitous, attempt to separate and purify 

realms… that have never been separate and pure, and still are not’.587 

What the new archives, geographies, and practices of different historical cosmopolitanisms might reveal 
is precisely a cultural illogic for modernity that makes perfectly good non-modern sense. They might help us see that 
cosmopolitanism is not a circle created by culture diffused from a center, but instead, that centres are everywhere and 
circumferences nowhere… This ultimately suggests that we already are and always have been cosmopolitan, 
though we may not have always known it. Cosmopolitanism is not just – or perhaps not at all – an idea. 
Cosmopolitanism is infinite ways of being. To understand that we are already cosmopolitan, however 
much and often this mode of being has been threatened by the work of purification, means to 
understand these ways in their full breadth through a disciplinary cosmopolitanism.588 
 

Decoloniality remembers and reinterprets the connections that generated and constituted worlds 

prior to European hegemony that existed in their own time independent of the chronology of the 

modern/colonial world system.589 

 Smith writes how under ‘European imperialism Indigenous peoples were positioned within 

new political formations which ruptured previous relations, strategic alliances, trade routes and 

ways of communicating with other Indigenous nations’ which ‘effectively shifted the focus of 

Indigenous international relations to a colonizer/colonized relationship’.590 On the analytical scale 

of world systems theory, prior to European hegemony during the Atlantic cycle of accumulation 

beginning in 1492, Afro-Eurasian regionalisation emerged from patterns of transnational and 

transcontinental trade, migration, communication, scholarship, and technological transfer, centred 

on flourishing Chinese and Islamic civilisations.591 Creative historical activities, like mathematics, 
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logic, philosophy, and the natural sciences, crossed the frontiers of Afro-Eurasian civilisations.592 

The ancient Silk Road ‘mixed peoples, languages, cultures, and religions for fifteen centuries’, and 

so the Afro-Eurasian zone has always been ‘dynamic, fluid, and multiple’.593 The transcontinental 

spread of the great world religions dates back even further in history. Fanon and Smith share the 

view of colonialism as the closure of forms of life that were previously dynamic, reflexive, open, 

and connected to the world; and yet, he argues, a colonised people is not alone, for their epistemic 

and geopolitical ‘frontiers remain open to new ideas and echoes from the world outside’.594  

 Provincialising cosmopolitanism opens up our understanding to plural, non-Western 

conceptions of cosmopolitanism as perspective, practice, and ethic. There is, recall, no overarching 

meta-context or foundational conception of pure practical reason on which to base a context-

transcendent or universal conception of global justice. So, there is no transcendental ground, or 

(so far) any constructivist procedure disentangled from power relations that can justify the 

assumption that the content of global justice is universal. We are not left with incommensurable, 

incommunicable, and irreconcilable particularisms, but with plural ways of being in the world and relating 

to the world and to each other. There are many borders – times and spaces between plural worlds – 

that can be opened and crossed in different directions to create and sustain connections, relations, 

and entanglements, and from which to live and dwell and think and act in a cosmopolitan mode. 

 So then how far does provincialising cosmopolitanism advance us toward the decolonial 

deconstruction and reconstruction of a common ethical-political orientation and set of common rules, 

norms, and meanings for solving our common problems and living together on our common planet? 

Decoloniality today, as a critical social theory of global modernity/coloniality, is concerned with 

explaining and transforming racialised and gendered global inequalities and economic injustices.595 
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Does decolonial critique not thus presuppose the context-transcending norms of truth and justice? 

Taking seriously pluriversality about the perspectives, worldviews, ontologies, epistemologies, and 

methodologies of scholarly enquiry and political praxis596 would seem to put decoloniality as a 

cosmopolitan critical social theory of global modernity/coloniality in an impossible position.597 

Provincialised cosmopolitanisms perform the hermeneutical task of transforming our perceptions 

of the world and our ethical ways of being in the world and relating to the world and to each other. 

However, these excavated hermeneutical resources are of limited use for the reconstruction of the 

normative content of decolonial cosmopolitanism – if it is not performatively self-contradictory. 

Next, in 3.7., I argue that Western imperialism is a generative and constitutive context of decolonial 

cosmopolitan thought and practice that can supply the context-transcending normative content of 

decolonial cosmopolitanism.  

 

3.7. The normative content of decoloniality 

Decoloniality ‘pulls us inexorably back into the whirlpool of discourse’598 – the reciprocal exchange 

of meanings and reasons and processes of mutual learning and teaching across ‘philosophical, 

disciplinary, institutional, inter-generational, territorial and community’ boundaries of reasoning.599 

There is also a question of auto-critique: Hokowhitu reminds us that epistemic challenges ‘do not 

merely migrate West’.600 So, there is a need for reconstructive moment to return to the ‘matrix of 

rational dialogue and reasoned agreement and disagreement’ and normative judgement after the 

deconstructive moment.601 We must go beyond deconstruction, or problematising genealogy, 

which may forget or render invisible the (often partial, incomplete, and reversed) victories, and the 
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lessons in the losses, of the planetary anti-imperial, anti-colonial, and anti-racist struggles to which 

we are the inheritors. Decoloniality derives its normative content from forms of practical reasoning 

that emerge from the global context of decolonisation and which are embedded in practices of 

transnational solidarity, global and transnational institutions, and the emergent discursive practice 

of human rights that constitutes the core of the normative order. This pluriversal cosmopolitan 

ethic and conception of justice is the continually revisable and contestable product of ongoing 

practical engagement and dialogue between worlds. 

 I take as my point of departure Go’s overcoming of the analytic bifurcations of sociology 

to study modern Western colonialism as a ‘sociopolitical structure of interaction between the West 

and the Rest, between Europe and its subjugated others’ and the postcolonial cosmopolitanisms 

that emerge from within modern/colonial contexts.602 If we are constituted through connections, 

then the connections made through imperialism, colonialism, and slavery would seem to be key 

sites for the production of cosmopolitan thought and practice. Go explains that empire and 

colony, not the nation-state, are the dominant political formations of modern history, and reminds 

us that it was not until the era of decolonisation beginning in the 1960s when empire and colony 

gave way to the nation state as the dominant political formation in the world system.603 Yet, 

contemporary historical sociologies of actually existing forms of cosmopolitanism focus not on 

colonialism, but primarily on post-WWII liberal international ordering and neoliberal globalisation, 

as generative and constitutive of cosmopolitanism.604 

 If we are to take seriously the nexus of dwelling and thinking, then colonial empires might 

be the relevant geopolitical formations within which subjects and forms of historical consciousness 

are formed, and the appropriate form and scale relevant for understanding a form of thought.605 
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Colonialism is not a temporary deviation in an otherwise linear progressive narrative towards our 

cosmopolitan condition, or a purely negative force contradicting cosmopolitanism. Go argues that 

although colonialism contradicts cosmopolitan ideals, cosmopolitan scholars should also rethink 

how the ‘historical and institutional dynamics, contradictions, or fissures’ of Western colonialism 

have generated cosmopolitan thinking in colonial subjects ‘rather than only acting as a fetter’.606 

Go reads Fanon’s postcolonial cosmopolitanism based on solidarity among the oppressed and 

excluded archetypally as ‘a form of cosmopolitanism that aimed to negate colonialism’s 

contradictions and thus realize the ideals which Europe had pronounced but failed to realize’.607 

For Go, Fanon’s postcolonial cosmopolitanism occupies the space of connectedness between the 

West and the non-West, and ‘always keeps the West, and its history of imperialism, in full view’.608 

Following Go’s postcolonial critique of analytic bifurcation in social theory, my understanding is 

that decolonisation was not a process that occurred in spaces exterior to the European continent 

– the territories of the Americas, Africa, and Asia, and in the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific oceans 

– but in transcontinental spaces generated and constituted by imperialism, colonialism, and slavery. 

Decolonisation was a planetary struggle that transcended local contexts and histories. 

 If actually existing forms of cosmopolitanism are conceived as socio-historical changes in 

which the epistemic and normative horizons of societies are opened, expanded, and fused, then 

decolonisation is a paradigm case.609  Just as the revival of Western cosmopolitanism at the end of 

the twentieth century tracked a conscious shift in subjectivity, decoloniality tracked other forms 

of context-transcending historical consciousness earlier in the same century. Decolonial scholars 

have written extensively in recent years on planetary humanism and the spirit of Bandung that animate 
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the anti-imperialist, anti-colonial, and anti-racist struggles of the twentieth century.610 The era of 

formal decolonisation opened up counter-hegemonic cosmopolitan public spheres.611 Foremost was 

the 1955 Conference on Afro-Asian Solidarity in Bandung, during which the political and epistemic 

foundations of decoloniality were constructed.612 Oppressed nations forged a common language with 

which to deconstruct the Western-dominated world order and reconstruct an alternative order.613 

 Nelson Maldonado-Torres explains that the significance of the Bandung conference is that 

it was the moment that the world became self-conscious of the unfinished project of decolonisation. 

Anti-colonial and decolonial political, intellectual, and artistic expressions existed before, but not 
necessarily in the same amount, or with the same degree of self-awareness and regional and global exchanges 
as in the twentieth-century, when one can refer to an increasingly self-conscious and coalitional effort to 
understanding decolonization, and not simply modernity, as an unfinished project.614 
 

The principal decolonial cosmopolitan ethical, intellectual, diplomatic, and institutional legacies of 

Bandung include the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM); the 1966 Tricontinental Conference of 

Solidarity of the Peoples of Africa, Asia, and Latin America in Havana;615 the Group of 77 (G77); 

the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD); the New International 

Economic Order (NIEO); the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and the 

North-South Dialogue.616 This constellation constitutes a form of actually existing cosmopolitanism. 
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 Decolonial cosmopolitanism is not the only interpretation of the ambivalent twentieth 

century anti-imperial, anti-colonial and anti-racist struggles. Chatterjee argues plausibly for the 

orthodox interpretation that anti-colonial nationalism, not decolonial cosmopolitanism, emerged 

in the twentieth century by ‘owning the virtues of universal modernity but asserting that imperial 

rule is universally the principal obstacle to attaining those virtues. This is what was announced at 

international conferences such as the one at Bandung in 1955’.617 Gary Wilder counters that to 

recognise the cosmopolitan world counter-ordering dimension of anti-imperial, anti-colonial, and 

anti-racist struggles forces scholars of world history, order, and politics to abandon the ‘dubious 

but entrenched assumption that during decolonization many in the West thought globally while 

colonized peoples thought nationally, locally, concretely, or ethnically – and those that didn’t were 

somehow inauthentic’.618 The leaders of the liberation struggles of the twentieth century did not 

intend only to secure a stronger position for their nations within the existing Western-dominated 

world order of sovereign nation states and white supremacy, but envisioned its ultimate 

transcendence through which humanity could realise itself more fully.619 

 Gruffydd Jones discloses the cosmopolitan dimension of decolonisation by closely reading 

anti-colonial poetry and art and the speeches of revolutionaries and statesmen in the great debates 

over the nature of the enemy and the form of state and society to be constructed once the colonial 

state-society complex was to be defeated. She argues that the deliberate framing of the struggles 

of the age in universalist terms demonstrate that these ‘do not simply counter but seek to transcend 

the logics of imperialism, racism, exclusion, and domination’, bringing to life through their 

revolutionary practice a ‘far broader inclusive vison, a vision of solidarity and human unity’.620 

Gilroy records how the planetary humanism articulated in Léopold Sédar Senghor’s poem, Tyaroye, 
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was ‘used later by other leaders of the Bandung generation’ of intellectuals, revolutionaries, artists, 

and statesmen ‘to indict the ruthless logic of capitalist economic development and the failures of 

complacent and stubbornly color-coded liberal traditions of understanding politics’.621 This concept 

of planetary humanism evolved through Negritude movement, in cosmopolitan public fora such as 

the Congress of Negro Writers and Artists (Congrès des Écrivains et Artistes Noirs) in 1956 (Paris);622 the 

All-African Peoples’ Conferences of 1958 (Accra), 1960 (Tunis), and 1961 (Cairo); and the First 

World Festival of Negro Arts, 1966 (Dakar), and the subsequent pan-African festivals of 1969 

(Algiers) and 1977 (Lagos).623 The 1966 Dakar festival was described at the time by – now President 

of Senegal – Senghor, as ‘the elaboration of a new humanism which this time will include all of 

humanity on the whole of our planet Earth’, and was a world-historical moment at the intersection 

of the global anti-colonial and anti-racist struggles.624 

 Western colonialism was generative and constitutive of actually existing cosmopolitanisms 

embedded in networks and practices of transnational solidarity and the connected struggles to 

irreversibly transform the Western, white supremacist, colonial world order. Planetary humanism 

and the spirit of Bandung are paradigmatically expressed today in acts of transnational solidarity 

with the continued struggles of the oppressed – for example, the Palestinian cause.625 The history 

of the decolonisation struggle is one of short-term victories – formal geopolitical decolonisation – 

and long-term disappointments and defeats – of the NIEO, the Doha development round of 

World Trade Organisation trade negotiations, and visions of socioeconomic transformation, 

cultural renaissance, and religious revival. These have left behind a cache of normative resources 

with which to critically analyse the crises of the present and transform ourselves and our world. 
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These include, principally, in addition to the ethical, intellectual, diplomatic, and institutional 

legacies of Bandung, the collective-developmental human rights fought for and won by the South. 

 

3.8. The struggle for, and over, human rights 

I now argue that the decolonial cosmopolitanism that emerged from Bandung was institutionalised 

through the critical-hermeneutical struggle to reconceive and realise universal human rights and 

thereby challenge the normative order of the world. This struggle was waged in the theatres of 

international civil society and the United Nations. I advance a “political” conception of human 

rights as the evolving, contested norms of an historically contingent discursive practice at the core 

of the global normative order rather than a reflection of an independently existing moral reality. 

Charles Beitz argues the global discourse of human rights constitutes a practice in the sense that it 

consists of a set of norms and rules that regulate the behaviour of a class of agents, a generally shared 

belief that these rules and norms are valid, and a set of institutions, mechanisms, and informal 

processes for their propagation and implementation.626 Understanding the purposes of the discursive 

practice of human rights in the global normative order and the modes of action it mediates is essential 

to understanding what human rights are.627 For the purposes of my argument, I assume and do not 

defend a practice-based conception of human rights against naturalistic and other rival conceptions, 

although what I say here about the practice adds to the weight of arguments in its favour. 

 The discursive practice of human rights is the most structured, most formal element of the 

emerging global normative order. We must draw a distinction between normative and legal force to 

understand how the global normative order functions. Viewed as the core element of the global 

normative order, human rights have a normative force that precedes and exceeds their enforceability. 

As Beitz explains, ‘the nature and weight of our reasons to comply with any particular norm are not 
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settled by determining whether it is properly considered to be a rule of law’.628 Although the UDHR 

was adopted as a mere declaration, without “binding” legal force, it is a normative standard of 

evaluation of State conduct and, as the preamble reads, ‘a common standard of achievement for all 

peoples and all nations’. Human rights are, for the most part, claim-rights that impose correlative 

duties on other agents. The primary addressee of human rights is the State. Many of the provisions 

of the UDHR have acquired the status of customary international law. The States that have ratified 

the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) – the International Bill of Human Rights – are legally “bound” by 

them, but there is no enforcement mechanism or world police force to coerce compliance.  

 International human rights law creates legally binding duties on States to respect, protect, 

and fulfil human rights. Respecting human rights means that States must refrain from any actions 

that would violate or lead to a violation of human rights. Protecting human rights means States have 

a responsibility to protect individuals and groups against human rights abuses. Fulfilling human 

rights means that States must take actions that progressively enable the full enjoyment of human 

rights. In the absence of a world police authority, States that ratify human rights treaties establish 

domestic legislation and policy measures compatible with their treaty obligations. The domestic 

legal system provides the principal legal protection and enforcement of international human rights 

law. If domestic mechanisms and procedures fail to address human rights abuses, mechanisms and 

procedures for individual and group complaints are available at the regional and international levels 

to help ensure that human rights are respected, protected, and fulfilled.  

 Gilroy observes that the dominant story of the progressive development and entrenchment 

of human rights in the global normative order is ‘often told ritualistically as a kind of ethno-history’ 

that forms part of a larger story of the ascendancy of Western civilisation.629 In this narrative, human 
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rights discourse reaches its apotheosis with the ICCPR and the ICESCR becoming international law 

in 1976. Anti-imperialist, anti-colonial, and anti-racist struggles are erased from the history of the 

universalisation and institutionalisation of human rights, which limits our imagination of the global 

transformations that the struggle to realise human rights could accomplish.630 On the “political” 

conception of human rights that I advance, the discursive practice of human right is emergent, not the 

progressive realisation of an original Enlightenment ideal of autonomy. The remaining task is now 

to reconstruct the global normative order, emphasising the contributions of non-Western agency in 

a more adequate account of the emergence and content of the discursive practice of human rights. 

 Recent revisionist scholarship on the intellectual and political history of the emergence of 

the discursive practice of human rights has begun to decolonise the archives.631 This genealogy of 

cosmopolitanism draws on constructivism in international relations theory with its emphasis on the 

normative power rather than the relative material powerlessness of the nations that emerged from 

decolonisation. Past paradigms in IR/IPE have privileged Western norm entrepreneurship and 

discursive practices of global ordering and rule-making, and represented non-Western societies 

and actors as passive subjects of Western hegemony and rule. The global turn in IR/IPE has 

enabled understanding of the roles of non-Western state and non-state actors at different levels in 

the normative ordering of the world, their active interpretation, adaptation, and iteration of global 

norms into a hybrid normative matrix, according to their own beliefs, values, and aspirations, and 

their defence of global norms against the ‘the hypocrisy of the major powers or the incompetence 
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of global institutions’.632 Furthermore, anti-imperialist, anti-colonial, and anti-racist movements and 

leaders attempted to reorder the world through global norm entrepreneurship.633  

 This revisionist history more adequately accounts for the normative power exercised by state 

and non-state actors at global, regional, national, and sub-state levels. The new approach contrasts 

with earlier constructivist approaches, which privileged Western practices of world ordering and the 

unidirectional diffusion of norms and socialisation processes in world society.634 This corrective does 

not deny that the existing world order is unjustly Western-dominated. Yet, while constructivism has 

begun to decentre Western norms and norm protagonists, it continues to elide or downplay issues 

of global structural racism and marginalise pre-Westphalian, non-Western civilisations and 

conceptions of order and justice that could bring new perspectives and challenging ideas into the 

study of world history, order, and politics.635  

 Some of this revisionist scholarship on the intellectual and political history of the genesis of 

human rights contests the origin story of the UDHR by accounting for the role of small powers and 

non-Western states as norm entrepreneurs in the framing of draft versions, proposed amendments, 

and the final document. Other recent work has revised the prehistory of the UDHR, for example 

the anti-colonial resistance to the conquest of the Americas in the 16th and 17th centuries and later 

waves of national independence won by colonies throughout the Americas, and the transcontinental 

struggles to abolish African slavery, and their climax in the Haitian revolution. Another focus is the 

subsequent evolution of the human rights paradigm during and after the global era of decolonisation. 

In this narrative, the decolonisation struggles in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and the Middle East in 

the twentieth century are human rights struggles.636 Historical work on the intersection of the Cold 
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War politics of decolonisation with Black civil rights and liberation struggles in the United States and 

the anti-Apartheid movement in South Africa has unearthed the archives of anti-racist thinkers and 

movements in the making of the contemporary discourse of human rights.637 A related focus is on 

the late twentieth century struggles against fascist and communist dictatorships and totalitarianisms 

in Latin America and the former Communist bloc.  

 My interest here is not in the historical details, for which I redirect the reader to this growing 

body of specialist literature, but in the critical-hermeneutical implications of this genealogy of the 

emergent discursive practice of human rights for deconstructing and reconstructing cosmopolitan 

critical social theory. As a discursive practice of counter-ordering, the planetary decolonisation 

struggle caused the most significant global transformation to the global normative order of the 

twentieth century. Major victories in the transformation of the global order include the Declaration 

on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples (1960), the Declaration on the Elimination 

of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1963) followed by the International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965), the Declaration on Establishment of a New International Economic 

Order (1974), the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States (1974), and the Declaration on the Right 

to Development (1986). These together constitute the collective-developmental turn in human rights, 

which function to transition from an unjustly Western-dominated world order to an alternative order. 

 The Western practice of colonialism and the standard of civilisation in international law 

were officially delegitimised by the anti-colonial norm entrepreneurship of decolonising states at 

the 947th plenary meeting of the United Nations General Assembly. The 1960 Declaration on the 
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Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples reinterpreted and reinscribed human rights 

norms by equating the ‘subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation’, 

with the denial of fundamental human rights.638 The Declaration proclaimed the ‘necessity of bringing 

to a speedy and unconditional end colonialism in all its forms and manifestations’. Critically, the 

Eurocentric standard of civilisation was to no longer serve as a justification for colonial rule and 

the denial of self-determination. The Declaration stated that the ‘inadequacy of political, economic, 

social or educational preparedness should never serve as a pretext for delaying independence’, and 

called for immediate steps to grant independence to colonised peoples ‘without any conditions or 

reservations, in accordance with their freely expressed will and desire, without any distinction as 

to race, creed or colour, in order to enable them to enjoy complete independence and freedom’.639  

 The subsequent Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination proclaimed 

that racial discrimination was ‘scientifically false, morally condemnable and socially unjust’ and could 

not be justified ‘in theory or in practice’. It proclaimed that State policies of racial discrimination, 

superiority, and hatred are not only denials of the principles of the Charter of the United Nations 

and violations of the UDHR, but obstacles to friendly and peaceful relations among nations that 

threaten global peace and security. The Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic 

Order, the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States, and the Declaration on the Right to Development 

together constitute a rights-based approach to establishing and maintaining a ‘just and equitable 

economic and social order’ based on the general principles of: 

a. Sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independence of States; 

b. Sovereign equality of all States;  

c. Non-aggression;  
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d. Non-intervention;  

e. Mutual and equitable benefit;  

f. Peaceful coexistence;  

g. Equal rights and self-determination of peoples;  

h. Peaceful settlement of disputes;  

i. Remedying of injustices which have been brought about by force and which deprive a 

nation of the natural means necessary for its normal development;  

j. Fulfillment in good faith of international obligations;  

k. Respect for human rights and international obligations;  

l. No attempt to seek hegemony and spheres of influence;  

m. Promotion of international social justice;  

n. International co-operation for development;  

o. Free access to and from the sea by land-locked countries within the framework of the 

above principles. 

In the twenty first century, the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) was adopted 

by the United Nations General Assembly on September 13 2007, after two decades of deliberation 

by Member States and Indigenous groups. UNDRIP was the product of the centuries of struggle 

by Indigenous peoples over land, water, culture, and autonomy, and contemporary social movements 

against the social and environmental destruction wrought by global capitalism and its State, 

corporate, and financial agents.640 The decolonisation struggle for and over the emergent discursive 

practice of human rights is the concrete resolution of the dialectical relation between private and 

public autonomy through processes of dialogue and mutual learning in the power-laden global 

context of colonial modernity. These “third-generation rights” challenge not only the prevailing 
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norms of the Western-dominated, white-supremacist world order, but the Eurocentric nexus of 

temporality and normativity articulated as the unidirectional global diffusion of moral progress from 

the West as history’s vanguard (of which the chronology of generations of rights is an expression).  

 By reconstructing the normative content of decoloniality, we learn that cosmopolitanism is 

not a future end state, originating in the West and realised by Western agency, but a normative and 

critical perspective, practice, and ethic present in the tradition of the oppressed. It is witnessed in the 

moments of successful and failed rupture with the progressive conception of history articulated by 

the metanarrative of Western origins/cosmopolitan ends. The history of the decolonisation struggle is itself 

a cache of critical-hermeneutical resources with which to think and act together here and now. 

Revising the intellectual and political history of the emergent discursive practice of human rights by 

recentering non-Western agency and thought, and the continued post-Western and post-secular 

contestation and iteration of human rights,641 could reconceive what it means to be a cosmopolitan 

citizen of the world as both a thesis about identity and justice.642 

 

3.9. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have deconstructed the metanarrative that I call Western origins/cosmopolitan ends. 

The rational reconstruction of the history of the West’s post-WWII liberal international ordering 

and the technological and practical global transformations of the second age of modernity is 

explanatorily and normatively deficient insofar as it whitewashes modern history and sustains 

colonial amnesia and global white ignorance. I argued that by shifting our geography of reasoning 

beyond the West’s epistemic frontiers to unearth the archives of provincial cosmopolitanisms, and, 

                                                
 
641 ‘Just as religions such as Islam must adopt a posture of restraint with respect to the political enforcement of their 
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moreover, by studying Western colonial empires and commercial circuits as generative and 

constitutive geographies of cosmopolitan thought and practice, we can disrupt progressive history, 

and reveal the contingencies and indeterminacies of the present.  

 The unfinished project of decolonisation was the most significant global transformation of the 

twentieth century.643 The decolonisation struggle generated a new global historical consciousness: 

planetary humanism or the spirit of Bandung. Decolonisation was not only a national struggle to 

overthrow imperial and colonial masters, but a planetary struggle involving the entrepreneurship 

and institutionalisation of anti-colonial and anti-racist norms and counter-hegemonic discursive 

practices of cosmopolitan world ordering.644 Gilroy writes that we can no longer ‘skip over the 

historical impact of the impure, vernacular and sometimes anti-European cosmopolitanism that 

once graced the radical salons of Bandung and Paris as well as the sizzling pages of tricontinentalist 

initiatives like the African diaspora journal Présence Africaine’.645 Unearthing this archive of 

‘cosmopolitan mentalities nurtured by the tri-continental network of anti-colonial struggle that 

culminated in the overthrow of apartheid’, can generate an ‘alternative sense of what our 

networked world might be and become, a new cosmopolitanism centred on the global south’.646 

The anticolonial battles in Indo-China, South Asia, and Africa that ended the French and British 
empires were world-historic, global events that specified a different global citizenship from the one that 
Kant had dreamed about. They saw our world becoming a different kind of object. Think, for example, 
of Nelson Mandela’s travel to Algeria for military training. What network of solidarity and cross-cultural 
connectedness made that association possible?647 
 

The critical-hermeneutical resources of the anti-imperial, anti-colonial, and anti-racist legacies of 

the past, both victories and losses, enable moments of rupture with imperial time.  

 The proliferation of works like David Scott’s Omens of Adversity, register a demand for a 

‘new sensibility of time, politics, and justice’ for our present as ‘ruined time’, marked by futures 
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past and pasts present.648 The end of liberal triumphalism and communist determinism force a 

rethinking for cosmopolitans about the nexus of history and normativity. Our catastrophic now, 

conceived as ruined time, does not anticipate a cosmopolitanism to come.649 Walking backwards into the 

future, we witness the historical accumulation of catastrophe and ruin and the intensification of 

neocolonial oppression, environmental destruction, climate change, land and water dispossession, 

vice, impiety, injustice, and violence.650 Gruffydd Jones argues that a tragic reading of twentieth 

century history is compelling when we account for ‘the disappointments and defeats suffered by 

anticolonial visions’, and yet there are also other ways in which these histories of unfinished 

struggles and partial or reversed victories can ‘resonate with our times’.651 

 The historical legacies of decolonisation inform present-day decolonial struggles ‘to make 

history and at the same time to be free from it, to be historical subjects without being subjected to 

its determinist logic’, in which the colonised appears as the European pre-modern past and modern 

Europe represents to the colonised its own future.652 In the intellectual and political decolonial 

struggles for and over human rights we can see the possibility of transforming ourselves and our 

world into citizens of a ‘pluricentric world built on the ruins of ancient, non-Western cultures and 

civilizations with the debris of Western civilization’.653 These normative resources, I conclude, are 

the materials for renewing critical social theory with a decolonial cosmopolitan intent after the end 

of progress. 
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§2. Kia Tūhono te Pono me te Tika 
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4. Global Order as Subject 

If you begin by conceiving of society as a cooperative venture, which rules out structural oppression and 
systemic exploitation; if you continue by assuming the recognized moral equality of all humans, which rules 

out the actual normative subordination of the majority of the population; if you postulate autarkical nations, 
which rules out the history of imperialism; if you take ideal theory to legitimate ignoring both gender and race, 

whose very existence shows that they are constitutive of the basic structure you are supposed to be prescribing for; 
then how after all that can you possibly afford to pay any attention to the real world, when every assumption 

you have made is so flagrantly contradicted by it? 
– Charles W. Mills, “Realizing (Through Racializing) Pogge”.654 

 
[Once the racialised] pattern of global uneven distribution of power had been established, racial discourse was no 
longer necessary… [The] massive impoverishment of the majority of African peoples today, as well as millions in 

Asia and Latin America – normalised as a question of development – is not simply a humanitarian tragedy, but, 
in part, the product of a racialised international order, a form of global structural racism. 
– Branwen Gruffydd Jones, “Race in the Ontology of International Order”.655 

 
The greatest and most significant achievement during the last decades has been the independence from 

colonial and alien domination of a large number of peoples and nations which has enabled them to become 
members of the community of free peoples… However, the remaining vestiges of alien and colonial 

domination, foreign occupation, racial discrimination, apartheid and neo-colonialism in all its forms continue 
to be among the greatest obstacles to the full emancipation and progress of the developing countries and all 

the peoples involved… It has proved impossible to achieve an even and balanced development of the 
international community under the existing international economic order. The gap between the developed and 

the developing countries continues to widen in a system which was established at a time when most of the 
developing countries did not even exist as independent States and which perpetuates inequality. 

– United Nations Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic Order656 
 

 

 

4.1. Analytic liberal institutional cosmopolitanism 

In §2. Kia Tūhono te Pono me te Tika, I intervene in the contemporary debates in the analytic liberal 

tradition of cosmopolitanism, dominant in Anglo-American political philosophy. By joining truth 

and justice, I focus on the same major topics of cosmopolitan dialogue, the existing world order, 

transforming our world, and the unity of normativity and actuality that I previously focused on in 

§1. Kia Whakatōmuri te Haere Whakamua. I previously intervened in the contemporary debates 
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between decoloniality and the Frankfurt School of critical theory to elucidate the epistemic 

dimensions of coloniality and the critical epistemology of decoloniality. My intention in this section 

is to make epistemic decolonisation accessible to analytic liberal cosmopolitans, and to make 

progress on the non-ideal theoretical issues of white ignorance, colonial amnesia, and epistemic 

injustice that must be resolved to make possible consensual and conciliatory dialogue and thus 

justice, truth, and reconciliation in world politics.  

 Institutions are central topics for both analytic liberal cosmopolitan political philosophy 

and decoloniality. Institutions feature in these two bodies of thought in complex ways that make 

for fruitful dialogue. Given the lack of actual dialogue between analytic liberal cosmopolitans and 

decolonial theorists, in contrast to the more extensive dialogue networks of critical social theorists 

and decolonial theorists, identifying such a significant area of common interest has the potential 

to open constructive future dialogues for sharing perspectives, experiences, and knowledge, and 

coproducing new insights. My original contribution is to help decolonise the tools of normative 

cosmopolitan institutionalist analysis and the analytic liberal institutional cosmopolitan understanding 

of the global order as the subject of justice. I do this by following and extending lines of argument 

initiated but not fully developed by Mills, drawing on the methods and results of recent decolonial 

scholarship in IR/IPE.  

 The mode of access for my decolonial intervention into analytic liberal cosmopolitanism 

in §2. Kia Tūhono te Pono me te Tika is the critique and extension of John Rawls’s fundamental idea 

of the basic structure as the primary subject of justice.657 Rawls is not a cosmopolitan. For Rawls, 

the basic structure of society is the primary subject of justice, and not the global institutional order, 

because of his: 

1. politically liberal contextualist account of practical reasoning; 

2. institutionalist account of the poverty and prosperity of different state-societies. 
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The basic structure of society comprises the interlocking institutions that form the background of 

common rules, norms, and meanings within which individual and collective agents act and interact. 

It includes political and legal structures including the constitution, law, state, market, civil society, 

family, and so on. It is the subject of justice insofar as its effects on the lives of individuals are 

pervasive and immediate.658 The basic structure is pervasive insofar as it sets rules that subjects 

must follow in the setting and pursuing of their ends, creates and assigns different social positions 

and rights and duties, and shapes the division of advantages and disadvantages of social 

cooperation.659 This is most clear in the case of the state institutions of law and order and the 

modern state’s characteristic powers of enforcement by the use of violence.660  

 Sociohistorically contingent positive forms of constitution, crime, injury, right, property, 

contract, corporation, firm, market, labour, family, state, office, citizenship, and social position 

create the possibilities and limits of rational agency. Peoples’ interests, talents, capabilities, 

characters, ambitions, final ends, and prospects are informed by the basic structure.661 Part of what 

Rawls means by political liberalism is that the rational choices of lives, actions, and interactions made 

possible within these limits are not directly governed by the principles of justice. Within the sphere 

of right, once background justice is preserved, individuals are free to form, revise, and pursue their 

conceptions of the good. 

 Institutions matter in various ways to analytic liberal cosmopolitan political philosophers. 

Recall the distinction made earlier between moral cosmopolitans or humanists, who argue that the scope 

of justice is necessarily universal, and institutionalist or associativist cosmopolitans, who argue that scope of 

justice is contingently universal because a global institutional structure or association exists, is 

organised in the relevant ways, causally and morally relates us in relevant ways, or impacts upon 
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our first order interests to a sufficient degree to generate demanding redistributive obligations of 

cosmopolitan justice. Institutionalist and associativist cosmopolitans follow Rawls in conceiving 

justice a property or prime virtue of political institutions.662 

 Moral cosmopolitanism, for which justice is also a property of social relations, not only, or 

even primarily, of institutions,663 may yet have institutionalist implications. Brock, for example, 

describes her moral cosmopolitan view, articulated in Global Justice, as at least ‘quasi-institutional’.664 

Agnostic about the extent of global political-economic integration demanded by her cosmopolitan 

account of global justice, Brock asks about the existing global institutional order: 

Do current arrangements associated with [productive activity, trade, and other matters related to the global 
economic order] promote global justice? Do they enable all to meet their basic needs? Do they protect 
our basic liberties? Do they reflect fair terms of cooperation in economic endeavours? Is the global 
economic order currently helping us make progress in the right direction?665 
 

Luis Cabrera, in his introduction to the 2018 edited volume, Institutional Cosmopolitanism, thus takes 

the term institutional cosmopolitanism to encompass the full range of analytic liberal cosmopolitan 

interests in institutions. These range from quasi-institutionalist moral cosmopolitan arguments, 

like Brock’s, which are ‘focused on assessing global institutional practices, and on reforming states 

and other collective institutional agents’, to integrative institutional cosmopolitan arguments 

advocating full global political integration, up to the limit of the world state.666 I take institutional 

cosmopolitanism to mean any approach that takes institutional orders or basic structures at all levels 

as subjects of justice (not necessarily primarily), and which justifies global political-economic 

integration, coordination, and cooperation to any extent, moderate or extreme.  
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 Distributive justice has been the main strand of institutional cosmopolitan theorising about 

global justice.667 Rival liberal theories of justice as the first virtue of institutions are mostly 

variations on the theme of distributing kinds of goods to classes of individuals in accordance with 

some principle of justice. An exclusive focus on redistribution, Rainer Forst argues, diverts our 

attention from the crux of the matter, viz. deep structural injustices and unjust power relations.668 

Brock draws a distinction between relational and distributive varieties of cosmopolitanism, and takes 

her own view to be relational.669 What matters to relational conceptions of justice is that individuals 

stand in relations of equality with one another. On her account, this involves a focus on abolishing 

oppression in trying to realise an egalitarian social order.670 The focus of cosmopolitan theorising 

about global justice should be on inequalities of power that diminish crucial aspects of the lives of 

human beings subjected to exploitation, domination, and other specific forms of oppression, 

Brock argues.671 So, cosmopolitans should be concerned primarily with eliminating inequalities of 

respect, recognition, and, power, not with redistributing resources per se.672 Distributional justice 

matters only insofar as distribution has implications for ending inegalitarian social relations and 

creating and sustaining egalitarian social relations.  

 In Forst’s view, any cosmopolitan theory of global justice that fails to theoretically integrate 

the structural and relational injustices that mark our neocolonial global capitalist era are especially 

deserving of criticism. For any such ideal theory would either be based on a mischaracterisation 

of international and transnational relations as positively cooperative, or would aim to equalise the 

distribution of resources and human capabilities for flourishing lives, or to satisfy basic needs, 

when the real struggle of global justice is to bring enduring structural and relational injustices to 
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an end and transform our world.673 The vast inequalities between people living in the Global North 

and those living in the Global South, between whites and non-whites, the global rich and poor, 

and capitalists and workers, are both distributional and relational. A more equitable distribution of 

the Earth’s opportunities and resources is therefore necessary if we are to transition to a friendlier, 

and less unjust, unsustainable, unstable, and insecure post-Western, post-secular world order.674 

 The most dynamic developments in institutional cosmopolitanism have been non-ideal 

theoretical approaches that take subnational, national, international, transnational, and global 

structures and relations of negative cooperation, including legal, political, economic, or cultural 

forms of domination, oppression, or exploitation as contexts of justice.675 Global structural 

injustices and relational inequalities within and between societies have been emphasised more in 

the contemporary literature. Analytic liberal cosmopolitans have developed greater capacity for 

normatively analysing the global institutional order and its history, agents, parts, characteristics, 

and consequences – informed by, and informing, empirical work in the social sciences. 

Programmes of critique and reform of the global order and practices of global governance are the 

most promising and the most important research trajectory in analytic liberal cosmopolitanism.676 

This space opens up topics of dialogue between analytic liberal cosmopolitanism and decoloniality.  

 As a first move, decolonising analytic liberal institutional cosmopolitanism necessitates 

reiterating, from a decolonial perspective and with a decolonial practical intent, Thomas Pogge’s 

cosmopolitan critique of the methodological nationalism of Rawls’s institutionalist account of the 

poverty and prosperity of different state-societies. As Mills argues, because of his colonial amnesia 

about the ‘past and present relations of colonialism and neocolonialism, which have created both, 

Rawls offers us a vision of autarkical polities whose respective levels of development are the result 
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not of a transnational and intranational (for the United States) system of extraction and exploitation, 

not of empire, but of different national cultures and traditions’.677 Rawls’s methodologically 

nationalist explanation of the prosperity and poverty of state-societies elides the historical 

connections between the material and institutional development of the modern West and its 

histories of imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide, and obscures the inequalities produced 

and reproduced by the neocolonial capitalist world system.678 

 Pogge’s powerful critique of the methodological nationalism of institutionalist analysis, 

including Rawls’s explanation of levels of development by local factors, is incomplete. If we are to 

reconstruct institutional cosmopolitanism then we need a decolonial epistemic critique of the 

methodological Eurocentrism of institutionalist analysis. Simply adding global factors to the 

explanatory account of social problems and crises in some countries in the Global South without 

rethinking residual Eurocentric conceptions of hierarchy and teleology in international relations and 

international political economy (IR/IPE) is insufficient for the tasks of explaining and 

transforming our world. Recent decolonial interventions in IR/IPE show us a viable way forward 

for deconstructing and reconstructing cosmopolitan institutionalist analysis. 

 As a second move, I turn to current non-ideal theoretical approaches to analytic liberal 

institutional cosmopolitanism that take structures and relations of negative cooperation as the 

starting point for theorising interactional wrongs and global structural injustice. I take a different 

approach to Mills’s racial contractarianism for analysing white supremacy as the core institution 

constituting the global basic structure of colonial modernity. There is an alternative way to 

reconstruct the dominant Rawlsian paradigm. I critique and extend Iris Marion Young’s account 

of structural injustice, and reconceive what it is for the basic structure to be the subject of justice 

when the basic structure is non-ideal and the racialised (and gendered) subjects that it constitutes 
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are not free and equal. The problems of justice that decolonial cosmopolitanism must respond to 

are both backward-looking and forward-looking. This chapter opens new and challenging 

problems of the nexus of justice, truth, and reconciliation that I address in 5. Reconciliation, when I 

take the global order as a transitional context of justice. 

 

4.2. Rawls’s inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of nations 

For Rawls, the scope of justice as fairness as the principle governing the distribution of 

opportunities and basic goods is limited to the boundaries of liberal democratic state-societies, 

theorised ideal-typically as closed, self-sufficient intergenerational systems of cooperation that 

persons enter only by birth and leave only by death.679 Rawls restricts the scope of justice based 

on causal claims he makes about the prosperity and poverty of peoples, and the pervasive effects 

of the basic structure on the lives of individuals.680 Arguing against early cosmopolitan proposals 

for expanding the scope of distributive justice to all individuals in the world, Rawls provides an 

endogenous explanation of the prosperity and poverty of political communities. That is, an 

explanation in terms of local factors, rather than global factors. 

I believe that the causes of the wealth of a people and the forms it takes lie in their political culture and 
in the religious, philosophical, and moral traditions that support the basic structure of their political and 
social institutions, as well as in the industriousness and cooperative talents of its members… The crucial 
elements that make the difference are the political culture, the political virtues and civic society of the country.681 
 

Rawls’s position is not implausible, and has many virtues. In many ways, Rawls’s position on the 

explanation of the development paths of state-societies pre-empted the ascendant institutionalist 

approach to good governance, state failure, and development in economics and political science.  

 In recent decades, development discourse has embraced issues of good governance.682 

Global development agencies such as the World Bank have shifted from a pro-market stance 
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informed by methodologically individualistic neoclassical economics, to one recognising the 

critical functions performed by governance at all levels. The World Bank’s 2002 edition of its 

annual flagship World Development Report on Building Institutions for Markets marked a paradigm shift 

in global developmentality more firmly into the realm of institutional economics through an 

understanding that markets could not function optimally for inclusive development without strong 

institutional underpinnings. As the report explained, institutions perform three functions pertinent 

to the actual functioning of markets: channelling information, defining property rights and 

contracts, and increasing or decreasing market competition. Optimally functioning markets 

necessitate a strong and capable state, while corrupt states could impede market development.683 

 Neoclassical economic analysis assumes that economic behaviour can be mathematically 

modelled as maximising or minimising solutions to constrained optimisation problems faced by 

ideal-typical economically rational, utility-maximising agents.684 In “History versus Equilibrium”, 

Joan Robinson argues that equilibrium modelling in neoclassical economics lacks application, 

because the abstract models exist in logical time, not historical time, and the special features of 

human history are pervasively relevant to the analysis of economic behaviour under conditions of 

fundamental uncertainty.685 This is what Keynes means by generality and actuality, in contrast to the 

special case that occurs in logical time.686 Robinson contrasts the approach of comparing equilibrium 

positions in logical time with the analysis of different historical processes of capital accumulation. 

Economic analysis in historical time requires an investigation into the basic structure of society – 

‘the rules of the game in the type of economy under discussion’.687  
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 Contemporary institutional economics is the reconstruction of classical political economy, 

which was the holistic, historical, and empirical study of the economic life of society through the 

manifest image of human beings. Institutions, governance, customs, laws, traditions, virtues, vices, 

sentiments, and so on, were not alien to the ontologically rich social reality studied by the classical 

political economists. Adam Smith was a brilliant virtue ethicist, and his terribly misquoted and 

misinterpreted Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, far being from the canonical 

text of laissez-faire free-market fundamentalism, pictures a commercial society embedded in civil society. 

Rawls’s focus on the political culture, the political virtues and civic society of the country in the 

explanation of economic prosperity is firmly embedded in this tradition. 

 Emphasis is placed in institutionalist approaches to development economics on those 

elements of good governance that comprise the rule of law. Critical aspects of the rule of law 

include the protection of private property rights, law and order, social and political stability, 

anticorruption, and effective regulation. Where the rule of law is an embedded governance norm, 

investment in innovation, entrepreneurship, education, healthcare, and infrastructure flows, and 

the impacts of these investments are widely shared by the people. Conversely, corruption, weak 

property rights, lawlessness and disorder, instability, and weak states are drivers of poverty. 

Corruption undermines developments that matter to people, which prevents people from meet 

their basic needs and sustains high levels of poverty. 

 Sustainable development discourse therefore emphasises the functions played by efficient, 

accountable, transparent, and inclusive institutions, anti-corruption, and good governance, in view 

of the interconnections and interdependencies between the economic, social, and environmental 

dimensions of the sustainable development. Goal 16 of the United Nations 2030 Sustainable 

Development Agenda (SGD16) is to ‘promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 

development, promote access to justice for all, and build effective, accountable, and inclusive 
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institutions at all levels’.688 Key indicators of SGD16 include: the promotion of the rule of law; 

ensuring responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision making at all levels; and 

reducing all forms of corruption and bribery. Cosmopolitans – concerned with ending poverty, 

protecting human rights, and achieving sustainable development – may thus be interested in the 

justice, integrity, and functionality of the interlocking institutions constituting the basic structure 

of state-societies, not only the justice, integrity, and functionality of the global institutional order.689 

Moreover, decolonial cosmopolitans, who, like Rawls, are pluralists about forms of life, and who are 

relatively culturalist compared to the materialist or economistic tendencies of world systems theory and 

dependency theory, have strong reasons to be interested in practices, institutions, and virtues at 

these lower, more local levels, in a variety of ways. These include cultural survival and flourishing. 

 Rawls’s institutionalist analysis of the nature and causes of the wealth of a people in terms 

of local factors such as their political culture, work ethic, human capital, and technology, and the 

religious, philosophical, and moral traditions that support the basic structure of their political and 

social institutions, was intended to be anti-cosmopolitan. Yet, institutional cosmopolitans have 

critiqued and extended Rawls’s theoretical framework in different ways to defend cosmopolitan 

conclusions about the scope and content of justice. As I explained earlier in 1. Ka Hua te Marama, 

contemporary Anglo-American analytic liberal cosmopolitan political philosophy emerged 

primarily from the evolution of thought about the scope, principles, and elements of Rawls’s theory of 

distributive justice. Some influential arguments for the validity of extending the scope of 

distributive justice beyond the borders of Western liberal nation-states took the line that Rawls’s 

institutionalist analysis of the nature and causes of the wealth of a people is flawed. The ideal 

theoretical assumptions Rawls made about the closure and self-sufficiency of state-societies cannot 

be sustained if our normative theorising begins with the stylised facts of real world history, order, 
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and politics, and is to be practical in intent. The most prominent of these views is Thomas Pogge’s. 

Yet, I will argue, the unexamined Eurocentric theoretical assumptions of Pogge’s cosmopolitan 

reconstruction of institutionalist analysis also threaten its claim to theoretical and practical truth. 

 

4.3. Pogge’s explanatory cosmopolitanism 

While institutionalist analysis is superior to the methodologically individualistic neoclassical paradigm, 

it remains, for the most part, methodologically nationalistic. Pogge’s cosmopolitan critique and 

extension of institutionalist analysis corrects for the explanatory and normative deficiencies of 

methodological nationalism.690 Pogge argues against Rawls’s unrealistic view of a world of relatively 

closed, independent political communities, and claim that economic development and prosperity 

can be explained by endogenous factors.691 Pogge claims that the contemporary situations of the 

global poor and the affluent were caused by a ‘dramatic period of conquest and colonization’, 

which as a ‘single historical process… pervaded by massive, grievous wrongs’, and is today 

reproduced by the Western-dominated global order.692  

 This historical account of global structural injustice is not Pogge’s main line of argument. 

Rather than historicising global structural injustice, Pogge’s point of departure is the epistemic and 

normative critique of the methodologically nationalist presumptions of institutional development 

economists and the analysis of global poverty as ‘a set of national phenomena explainable mainly 

by bad domestic policies and institutions that stifle, or fail to stimulate, national economic growth 

and engender national economic injustice’.693 Pogge states that ‘this dominant view is quite true on 

the whole’.694 Yet, the dominant institutionalist view is explanatorily and normatively deficient 
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insofar as it ‘holds fixed, and thereby entirely ignores, the economic and geopolitical context in 

which the national economies and governments of the poorer countries are placed’.695  

 Endogenous explanations ‘leave open why national factors (institutions, officials, policies, 

culture, climate, natural environment, level of technical and economic development)’ are the cause 

of actual outcomes and not others that are possible under different a global institutional order.696 

Critically, endogenous explanations fail to account for ‘why national factors are the way they are 

in the first place’.697 This is not to absolve anyone or any state of responsibility for wrongdoing. 

Now it is for purposes not only of explanation, but also of moral analysis, that these two levels should 
be kept distinct: Faulting institutional factors for a high murder rate need not at all exonerate the 
criminals, nor is denouncing all murderers tantamount to endorsing laxity of gun control. It is fully 
consistent both to hold each and every murderer fully accountable for his act, and to criticize a legal 
order that lacks effective handgun legislation on account of the additional homicides it engenders.698 
 

Pogge argues that the primary concern of Rawls’s theory of distributive justice is not redistribution, 

but to make right an unjust basic structure and the institutions that constitute it and generate unjust 

distributions over time.699 As Rawls states, the main problem that a theory of distributive justice 

tries to solve is the choice of a social system.700 The solution is not the amelioration of suffering 

and poverty, or the division and allocation of some antecedently produced bundle of goods, 

income, wealth, or opportunity, but the structural transformation of the interlocking institutions 

constituting the basic structure.701 Extending this Rawlsian vision of distributive justice, rather than 

arguing for global redistribution of primary goods to realise egalitarian principles of global justice, 

Pogge morally and causally implicates liberal democratic capitalist Western state-societies in the 

reproduction of poverty through the institutional design of the global order.702 Moreover, these 

global institutions incentivise corrupt rule and unjust seizures of state power, and help to explain 
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weak or failed governance institutions, corruption, instability, and tyranny in some postcolonial 

(and, we should add, post-Soviet) state-societies.703  

 From the imperial perspective of the West, Pogge argues that Western citizens are not 

merely capable of alleviating the poverty and suffering of the global poor, but that we are causally 

implicated in their situation insofar as we are ‘supporters of, and beneficiaries from, a global 

institutional order that substantially contributes to their destitution’.704 Pogge’s core argument is 

that absolute poverty is a systematic and catastrophic human rights violation caused by the global 

institutional order coercively imposed upon weaker states by powerful states and corporations, 

and we, Western citizens, are causally and morally responsible.705 Pogge’s argument is based on the 

negative duty to not enact foreseeable and avoidable harm. The systematic violation of human rights 

could be avoided if the global order ‘had been, or were to be, designed differently’.706 Pogge argues 

counterfactually that the possibility of feasible alternatives to the actual global institutional order 

demonstrates that it is unjust, and that, therefore, ‘by imposing it, we are harming the global poor 

by foreseeably subjecting them to avoidable severe poverty’.707 The solution is to reform the global 

order that reproduces inequalities, not merely to redistribute primary goods to the global poor. 

Pogge claims that minor reforms to the global economic and political order ‘would suffice to 

eradicate most present human rights deficits’.708 The details of Pogge’s institutional reforms, such 

as a redistributive global resources tax of approximately one percent of global GDP to fund 

poverty alleviation and development programmes for the world’s poorest are well known, so I will 

not repeat them here. 

                                                
 
703 Ibid. Sections 4.9, 6.3, 6.4. 
704 Ibid, 117 
705 Ibid. 148. 
706 Thomas Pogge, “Severe Poverty as a Violation of Negative Duties”, Ethics & International Affairs, 19:1 (2005): 55. 
707 Ibid. Emphasis added. 
708 Thomas Pogge, “Responses to the Critics,” in Thomas Pogge and His Critics, ed. Alison M. Jaggar (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2010), 208. 



 
 

152 

 The methodological cosmopolitan critique of institutionalist analysis, Pogge argues, can 

push social scientists, and development economists especially, beyond analysing social problems 

including acute issues of poverty and hunger exclusively in terms of endogenous causal factors. 

Pogge argues that we must retain the core methodological insights of Rawls’s institutionalism, but 

abandon the ideal-theoretical assumptions of closure and self-sufficiency. This modification of the 

Rawlsian theoretical framework turns theoretical attention to the unjust global institutional order. 

Pogge’s institutional cosmopolitanism that takes the global basic structure as the subject of justice 

shows us a different set of problems and solutions from a normative institutionalist perspective. 

Does this go far enough? Mills has argued, forcefully, that while Pogge recognises the fundamental 

tensions in Rawls’s ideal-theoretical framework, ‘he does so without drawing the appropriate 

conclusion, viz., that this whole approach needs to be jettisoned’.709 

 

4.4. The racial contract as method? 

According to Mills, analytic liberal political philosophy must self-consciously undergo a paradigm 

shift from ideal to non-ideal theory. Mills’s approach involves a genealogy of the liberal tradition 

that reveals the racialisation of historical liberalism behind the raceless ideal-theoretical 

representation of the person as free and equal. From his socio-historical-geographical situation 

and embodiment in the context of Black Atlantic modernity,710 Mills reveals the racialisation of 

liberalism from its origins throughout its historical evolution into its contemporary ‘colour-blind’, 

‘post-racial’ forms, and its liberal cosmopolitan ‘global conceptual equivalent’.711 Mills’s critique of 

liberalism is genealogical in Thomas McCarthy’s sense.712 It is meta-critical of the historical and 

contemporary forms of existing reason that it reconstructs as critical-hermeneutical resources, and 
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aims at an ideological critique of the pernicious illusions of the eradication of power relations.713 

Mills’s radical liberalism does not, however, reconstruct a general, discourse-ethical account of 

practical reasoning from the critical-hermeneutical resources of Anglo-American liberalism. 

Rather, his normative perspective is reconstructed from the liberal contractarian tradition. 

 Mills’s argument is based on three basic claims: existential, conceptual, and 

methodological. The existential claim is that white supremacy, local and global, exists and has 

existed for centuries. The conceptual claim is that white supremacy should be understood as a 

political system that operates at local and global levels – not just an ideology. The methodological 

claim is that white supremacy can be enlighteningly theorised through the idea of a racial contract 

between whites.714 White supremacy can be modelled as a collective and individual contract between 

whites to recognise each other as free and equal moral persons, rational agents, or subjects, and to 

recognise non-whites as unequal subpersons, ‘collectively and appropriately known as “subject 

races”’, who can be legitimately exploited or expropriated for the collective or individual benefit 

of whites.715 The non-ideal racial contact performs its critical work not through the values of racial 

hierarchy, ‘which are detestable’, but through the actual histories of Western liberal imperial 

nation-states and settler colonies and ‘how these values and concepts have functioned to 

rationalize oppression, so as to reform them’.716 

 Unlike Rawls’s ideal-theoretical social contract, Mills’s non-ideal racial contract is not a 

device of representation, but an explanatory-diagnostic tool that reveals the existing injustices of 

an ill-ordered society and points toward their transcendence in an anticipatory-utopian way.717 

Racial contractarianism is a theoretical method for understanding the inner logic of transnational 

white racial domination and how white supremacy structures the polities of Western state-societies 
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and the world order. The state and other institutions (like the market or the family) are properly 

analysed and critiqued in the long durée of global white supremacy. 

For political philosophy, the central political unit of the modern period is the nation-state, which, in 
the Anglo-American field over the past forty years, has primarily been conceptualized, following Rawls, 
as the contractarian nation-state. So whether one is located in the former colonizing polities, or the 
Euro-settler states created by European expansionism, this concept is supposed to constitute the 
common political framework within which debates about political philosophy are supposed to take 
place. But such a concept cannot capture the crucial difference between those polities which were the 
rulers and those which were the ruled, nor the distinct histories of colonizers and colonized, settlers 
and Indigenous, free and enslaved, in the colonial world. To ignore this history and this set of central 
political divisions in the name of an abstraction ostensibly innocent only serves to guarantee that the 
experience of the white political subject, whether Europeans at home or Europeans abroad, will be 
made the standard-bearer of political modernity itself. It is to erase a history of domination which needs 
to be formally recognized as itself political and leaving a political legacy that can only be properly 
addressed through being acknowledged at the abstract conceptual level at which philosophy operates.718 
 

Mills argues that the white supremacist state ideal type – a category not restricted to the recognised 

rassenstaats of Apartheid South Africa, Nazi Germany, and the Jim Crow American South – is as 

‘real and important historically’ as other ideal types ‘formally acknowledged in the Western political 

canon (aristocracy, absolutism, democracy, fascism, socialism, etc.)’.719 If the critical-hermeneutical 

resources of actually existing state-societies are to be reconstructed, then it makes all the difference 

at the meta-critical genealogical level whether these state-societies are conceived in advance as 

liberal democratic or white supremacist, and who counts fully as a free and equal person or a liberal 

democratic citizen, and who does not. 

 Anglo-American cosmopolitan philosophers might argue that their contracts – particularly 

their cosmopolitan constructions – are hypothetical, subjunctive exercises in ideal theory that can 

be used in real world contexts of injustice to diagnose their normative deficiencies and prescribe 

structural reforms. Liberal ideals can be used against white supremacist realities. Rawls states that 

the goal of his ideal theory of justice is to ‘eliminate injustice and to guide change towards a fair 

basic structure’.720 Mills counters that if our political philosophy is practical, oriented to change, 

then it will depend in part on empirical claims and generalisations about the past and present, and 
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theoretical reflections on power.721 Rawlsian idealisations of free and equal persons and society as 

a cooperative venture exclude and marginalise racism, and sanitises, whitewashes, and forgets 

European imperialism, colonialism, genocide, and slavery, and the transnational connections 

between societies they created, violating the theoretical assumption that the basic structure of 

closed, self-sufficient state-societies is the subject of justice.722 The ideal theoretical method in 

analytic liberal political philosophy is deeply flawed and misleading – ideal theory is ideological in 

Marx’s pejorative sense.  

 The problem is that this not only idealises rather than abstracts from the ethical form of 

life of liberal democratic state-societies, limiting the scope of liberal practical reason, but that it 

‘obfuscates rather than illuminates’.723 By contrast, imperialism, colonialism, genocide, slavery, and 

white supremacy are abstractions, but while they enlighten, they do not idealise. Rather, these 

abstractions accurately map the ‘crucial realities that differentiate the statuses of the human beings 

within the systems they describe’.724 Anticipating the wave of white supremacist reaction currently 

engulfing the Western world after decades of liberal racial progress, Mills argues that a non-ideal 

approach to liberalism is also superior to ideal theory in being better able to realise liberal ideals of 

freedom and equality, ‘by virtue of realistically recognizing the obstacles to their acceptance and 

implementation’, including ‘how people’s social location may both blind them to important 

realities and give them a vested interest in maintaining things’.725 Finally, we need a non-ideal theory 

of ill-ordered – because white supremacist – state-society to distinguish forward-looking from 

backward-looking justice. Transitioning from white supremacist to well-ordered state-societies and 

global society requires the identification and analysis of the injustices that need to be corrected.726 
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 Mills constructs a valid pro tanto argument for the viability of the racial contract as method. 

‘Insofar as contractarianism is thought of as a useful way to do political philosophy…’ – well, it is certainly one 

useful way to do Anglo-American political philosophy and to engage with that restricted audience. 

However, for present purposes, we must ask whether liberal contractarianism is the best paradigm 

available to us for decolonising cosmopolitanism. Mills’s methodological claim about the racial 

contract is plausible, and his argument is enlightening. By reconstructing the critical-hermeneutical 

resources immanent to the Anglo-American liberal tradition – connected with Marxism, the Black 

Radical Tradition, and critical race theory – Mills’s liberalising liberalism move fails for analogical 

reasons as Amy Allen’s criticalising critical theory and McCarthy’s modernising modernity reconstructions 

of the Frankfurt School of critical theory, which set out to attain more fully the goals that the 

school has set for itself. Mills’s racial contractarianism may provide useful critical-hermeneutical 

resources in lived struggles to transform racialised Western liberal state-societies,727 but it is 

empirically and normatively inadequate for the deconstructive and reconstructive tasks of 

decolonising cosmopolitanism. Mills’s radical reconstruction of the liberal tradition is the 

conceptual equivalent of cosmopolitanising cosmopolitanism. To decolonise cosmopolitanism, we can, 

however, set out to attain more fully the goals Mills has set for himself. While I propose an 

alternative to Mills’s methodological claim about racial contractarianism, I maintain and defend 

Mills’s existential and conceptual claims about the existence of white supremacy as the global basic 

structure ‘that has made the modern world what it is today’.728 

 There is an alternative way to take up Rawls’s institutionalism to critically and normatively 

theorise the white supremacist global basic structure and the transition from an ill-ordered state 

and global society which abandons the liberal contractarian tradition. There are decolonial 

analytical tools in IR/IPE that provide stronger explanatory power and normative force than 
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Mills’s racial contract methodology for deconstructing and reconstructing an institutional 

cosmopolitanism up to the task of explaining and transforming the white supremacist global basic 

structure. Mills himself has remarked biographically on his transdisciplinary research interests and 

the location of ‘fruitful resources’ beyond the disciplinary limits of Western academic philosophy, 

particularly in critical international relations theory and international political theory.729  

 I now critically engage with recent decolonial literature in IR/IPE in order to demonstrate 

an alternative approach, in the spirit of Mills’s project, to realising (through decolonising) Pogge – 

that is, critiquing and extending the Rawlsian legacy in liberal cosmopolitan political philosophy 

from a decolonial perspective. My point of departure is Mills’s conceptual claim that white 

supremacy is a global political system.730 The categories of white and non-white became 

transnationalised through European imperialism, colonialism, and slavery, and are today 

reproduced by institutionalist analysis.731 While racism has been – or was – officially discredited, 

‘milder culturalist versions’ of white supremacy survive, ‘whose ultimate point is the same: the 

uniqueness of the West and the denial of the role of exploitation and structural constraint in 

accounting for the fate of the Rest’.732 As Mills argues: 

The point is, then, that there is nothing at all new about such claims [of deficient national cultures], 
which merely repeat in more abstract and nominally de-raced form assumptions of European 
specialness that go back for centuries. Pogge’s critique of contemporary versions could be sharpened by greater 
advertence to their long history and originally overtly racist incarnation.733 
 

I now take up the latest developments and methods of IR/IPE to decolonially reiterate Pogge’s 

cosmopolitan critique of institutionalist analysis in two related ways. The first is intervene in the 

Western imperialist discursive practice of world ordering in order to deconstruct and reconstruct 
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the epistemic and normative foundations of institutionalist analysis, and the second is to focus the 

attention of institutional cosmopolitanism on long durational structural injustices. 

 

4.5. The Western imperialist discursive practice of world ordering 

Global white supremacy is itself a global institutional order, and the racist imagination of the 

Western discursive practice of global ordering lives on in contemporary institutionalist analysis. 

The pre-WWII Western imperialist world order was overtly white supremacist. Mills identifies the 

vetoing of Japan’s proposal at the 1919 post-WWI Versailles conference that a racial equality clause 

be inserted in the League of Nations’ Covenant by the Anglo-Saxon nations (Britain, United States, 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa), as the episode in world history that definitively 

summarises the racialisation of the approximately 400-year-old, at that time, Western imperialist 

world order.734 Mills remarks that in the aftermath of a world war in the name of liberal democracy, 

hundreds of years deep into Enlightenment modernity, ‘racial equality – not socialism, not even 

decolonization – is so controversial, so threatening to the planetary order, that it must be vetoed’.735  

 Overt white supremacy was the norm as late as the 1940s, when most of the planet and its 

people were formally controlled by the European empires. Peoples racialised as white ruled over 

peoples racialised as non-white, globally, while whites were dominant politically, economically, and 

culturally in the independent settler-colonies. Racial domination was the explicit principle of the 

basic structure in the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Rhodesia, 

and more implicit in the mestizo Latin American republics after achieving their independence from 

Spain and Portugal in the nineteenth century.736 Mills argues that after centuries of apparent white 

success and non-white failure, from hegemonic positionalities, explanations for why things are the 

way they are will inevitably reproduce, albeit in a sublimated form, ideas of Western supremacy 
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and non-Western inferiority.737 Post-1945 IR/IPE is marked by what John Hobson refers to as 

Eurocentric-institutionalism rather than the scientific racism of the previous Western imperial era.738 

 When Pogge argues that methodologically nationalist institutionalist explanations for 

social phenomena, however ‘valid and useful’, must be ‘complemented by substantial inquiries into 

the comparative effects of global institutional factors’, he misses the point.739 The cosmopolitan 

critique of institutionalist analysis is limited on this view to the addition of a new level of analysis, 

or a change in analytical scale, not the critique of the normative and epistemic foundations of 

institutionalist analysis. From a decolonial perspective, the point is not that nationalist explanations 

must be complemented by cosmopolitan explanations in terms of global institutional factors, but that 

institutionalist analysis is methodologically Eurocentric. This produces normatively and empirically 

deficient diagnoses and prescriptions, and reproduces the Western racialised ordering of the world. 

While normative and empirical institutionalist analysis at all levels and scales is necessary, the 

theoretical framework must be epistemically decolonised. 

 Recent IR/IPE decolonial literature has targeted contemporary discourses of state failure, 

good governance, and development. These discourses do not carve the world up at the joints, but 

socially construct and reproduce a Western-dominated world order in which Western civilisation 

and its institutions, political culture, political virtues, and civic society, are assumed in advance to 

be the normative reference culture.740 For example, although Rawls admits decent societies as full 

members of the Society of Peoples, he is clear that the normative reference culture is the liberal 

democratic West and that decent societies fall short of the ideal.741 This is a highly sublimated 

iteration of the general tendency in Western IR/IPE scholarship to represent non-Western 

societies in negative terms of lack, deficiency, failure, deviance, noncompliance, corruption, or 
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underdevelopment against the Western norm. Decolonial critics agree with mainstream liberal 

institutionalist analysts in different disciplines that social problems exist, and that our world is 

marked by deep and enduring injustices, but both their diagnoses of the problems and their 

prescribed solutions differ from mainstream institutional analysts. As Gruffydd Jones summarises, 

the problem of institutionalist analyses of state failure and good governance is not with the attempt 

to empirically identify social, economic, and political crises, but with how these are analysed and 

explained, and therefore the solutions that are proposed.742  

 No just person can sensibly stand for tyranny, bad governance, violence, or corruption, or 

against the rule of law or just and functional institutions – to defend what Rawls calls outlaw states. 

The interlocutors in the debate are good people with an interest in just and functional institutions, 

and who agree with the core institutionalist insight that (good and bad) institutions have (positive 

and negative) effects on individual and collective fates. They disagree with mainstream liberal 

scholars and practitioners over the epistemic and normative foundations of institutionalist analysis. 

As Pogge argues, if some state-societies are badly governed, it is made possible because of global 

rules that the West imposes and from which the West benefits greatly, the security and military 

technology provided to outlaw states by Western states and corporations, and the trade revenues 

they earn from the sale of natural resources.743 Like Pogge, decolonial critics of institutionalist 

analysis do not absolve corrupt or inept agents or national institutions of moral and causal 

responsibility for injustice, insecurity, and suffering. Beyond Pogge, they analyse the crises and 

contradictions of postcolonial state-societies in the longue durée of global coloniality and in the 

wider context of the structural injustices of the neocolonial capitalist world system, and account 

for the lingering effects of Western imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide – including in 

the formation of disciplinary knowledge in IR/IPE and global historical sociology. 
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 Siba Govogui argues in parallel to Pogge’s institutional cosmopolitanism that the mode of 

institutionalist analysis involved in discourses of state failure, good governance, and development 

brackets the effects of the international order on African and other postcolonial state-societies, 

and ‘treats the problems that arise in them as internally created’.744 The issue facing normative 

institutionalist analysis is a dual one of diagnosis and prescription, ‘because the underlying model 

through which analysts simplify the complexity of the world exerts a significant effect on where 

injustice is identified, how responsibility is assessed, and what types of remedy are proposed’.745 

Zubairu Wai argues that the methodological nationalism of institutionalist analysis rests on colonial 

amnesia of ‘imperial relations of power, past systems of exploitation, in essence past colonial 

regimes of violence and domination, appropriation and exploitation’.746 The contemporary 

discourses of state failure, good governance, and development thus become a ‘discursive ploy, a 

legitimating trope, and political strategy that is deployed in the service of the hegemonic global 

systems of control, power, violence, and domination’.747 When problems in non-Western countries 

are diagnosed in terms of state failure, poor governance, or underdevelopment, powerful Western 

neo-imperial states and international institutions intervene.748  

 Grufydd Jones argues that discourses of state failure, good governance, and development 

are ‘situated specifically in the post-Cold War era when the prospect of a revolutionary alternative 

to liberal capitalism is no longer plausible’, functioning to normalise and legitimise the spectrum 

of Western interventions in African and other non-Western societies.749 Practices of liberal 

interventionism include, in addition to overt and covert intervention by military or security forces, 
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non-military hard power and soft power mechanisms of coercing or enticing state-societies to 

adopt neoliberal governmentalities, make progress toward secular modernity, replace traditional 

social relations with capitalist relations, democratise the nation-state, and grow capitalist markets.750 

Antony Anghie argues that across the spectrum of forms of liberal intervention, ‘the basic task is 

that of reproducing in the non-European world a set of principles and institutions, which are seen 

as having been perfected in the European world and which the non-European world must adopt 

if it is to make progress and achieve stability’.751  

 As Mills argued, Pogge’s critique of methodologically nationalist intuitionalist analysis 

could be sharpened by a genealogical meta-critique of this mode of thought and its originally 

explicitly racist formulation. For as Gruffydd Jones argues, the ‘present contains and is structured 

by the past; the present exhibits an accumulation and intensification of the past’.752 IR/IPE is the 

inheritor to the assumptions, imaginations, and epistemologies of classical political economy, 

which shared and developed the European enlightenment narrative of progress through successive 

stages of development from the savage to the civilised. Liberal, humanitarian, and developmental 

rhetoric was integral to the civilising mission invoked to justify the territorial expansion of modern 

colonial national capitalist formal empires, secularising the earlier Christian salvationist rhetoric of 

Western settler colonialism in the Americas.753  

 Hobson argues that IR/IPE has ‘long moved on from the vocabulary of civilization, 

primitivism and savagery’. Nevertheless, the ‘essential imagination’ of world history as a singular 

linear progressive trajectory ‘along which different countries travel at different speeds (advanced, 

developing, less developed) remains an implicit, sometimes explicit assumption of much 
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contemporary social science’.754 Explicit talk in IR/IPE of ‘civilizations versus barbarians’, or of 

‘whites versus non-whites’ has become impolitic, yet post-1945 Western theoretical conceptions 

of formal and informal hierarchy and gradated sovereignty encode a ‘subliminal Eurocentrism’.755 

Underlying Eurocentric notions of hierarchy and historical teleology in contemporary IR/IPE are 

‘criteria of difference’ between European and non-European peoples, social forms, social relations, 

practices, and institutions.756 The criteria of difference in the Eurocentric epistemology and 

ontology are now based on governance capacity. Good governance has replaced earlier, explicitly 

racialised, global hierarchies which connected the capacity to rule over oneself and others with 

race, class, and gender. The historical teleology of modernisation has replaced social Darwinism 

and pseudo-scientific ideas of human cultural and biological evolution, improvement, competition, 

and eugenics, sustaining the false and dangerous belief in Anglo-Saxon or Aryan cultural and 

biological superiority and national destiny. 

 White supremacy is inextricably linked to the institution of sovereignty. The Western 

imaginary of sovereignty that ordered civilisations and human faculties was based on the ideal-type 

of European modernity.757 The assumption of the cultural and biological superiority of Western 

imperial nation-states was codified in the nineteenth century international legal doctrine of the 

standard of civilisation, which bestowed on European powers the right to colonise other societies, 

govern their development, and Westernise their institutions. Critically, the standard of civilisation 

maintained that European powers had the right to determine when non-European societies had 

matured sufficiently to be recognised as sovereign and admitted to the European society of states, 

thus subject to the ground norm of non-intervention, whether over a period of decades or 
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centuries depending on their perceived level of social, political, and economic development, 

measured against the normative referent culture of Western modernity.758 Hobson argues that:  

[This] normative formal hierarchical conception of gradated sovereignty rewards European states with 
hyper-sovereignty and the privilege of non-intervention on the grounds that they are deemed to be 
civilized. By contrast, because Eastern polities are deemed to be either ‘barbaric’ (the second world of 
Oriental despotisms), or ‘savage’ (the third world of anarchic societies residing within a domestic state 
of nature), so they are deemed to be unworthy of, and hence denied, sovereignty.759 
 

Amitav Acharya reminds us that this ‘self-serving, ahistorical, and brazenly racist formulation by 

the European colonial powers ignored the fact that even the most sophisticated forms of statecraft 

already existed in many early non-Western civilizations’.760  

 Eurocentric conceptions of governance continued to transform through the normalisation 

of the nation-state and realisation of ideals of self-determination during the abortive post-WWI 

phase of liberal international ordering. Critical to this genealogy was the creation of the mandated 

territories in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire and the former colonial possessions 

surrendered by Germany.761 The mandate system was established under Article 22 of the Covenant 

of the League of Nations, which entered into force on 28 June 1919, and which was replaced after 

WWII by the United Nations trusteeship system. The rationale for the mandate system was that 

the colonies and territories which, because of the war, had ‘ceased to be under the sovereignty of 

the States which formerly governed them’, were ‘inhabited by peoples not yet able to stand by 

themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world’, and thus ‘there should be applied 

the principle that the well-being and development of such peoples form a sacred trust of civilisation’.762  

 The ‘tutelage’ of such ‘backward’ non-Western peoples was to be ‘entrusted to advanced 

nations who by reason of their resources, their experience or their geographical position can best 
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undertake this responsibility’.763 The mandatory powers were tasked with creating the conditions 

of sovereignty that would then normalise the status of the mandated territories as nation-states 

and equal sovereign members of world society. The mandated territories were graded into A, B, 

and C types according to ‘the stage of the development of the people, the geographical situation 

of the territory, its economic conditions, and other similar circumstances’.764 The mandate system 

reproduced the Eurocentric ideas of Enlightenment progress normatively underpinning the 

civilising mission and the related paternalistic trusteeship conception of imperialism articulated at 

the 1884 Berlin Conference, which created the European colonial division of Africa.765 

 The connection between the mandate system and institutionalist analysis was created by 

the major effort of the Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations to construct 

a science of political administration, using comparative empirical methods, to assist the design of 

governmental policies suited to a people’s level of development. Partha Chatterjee argues that the 

organised production of knowledge based on massive sets of standardised information on the 

social, economic, and political institutions of the mandated populations brought into being ‘a single 

comprehensive conceptual scheme’ in which vastly different state-societies could be measured up 

to an ideal-type of the modern European nation-state. Institutions and policies could then be 

designed in accordance with the unique abilities and needs of a given people, in order to bring it 

closer to the ideal-type of the modern European nation-state.766  

  Institutionalist analysis – and comparative methods based on ideal-types – manifest a 

racialised imagination deeply entrenched in Western thought,767 despite the official repudiation of 

the practice of colonialism and the standard of civilisation by the Declaration on the Granting of 

Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples in 1960. Western knowledge production techniques of 
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categorising, ordering, and comparing different societies are deeply Eurocentric. Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith argues that imperialism ‘provided the means through which concepts of what counts as 

human could be applied systematically as forms of classification, for example, through hierarchies 

of race and typologies of different societies’, which in conjunction with imperial power and social 

science, came to shape coloniser/colonised international relations.768 These techniques of 

categorising, ordering, and comparing different societies live on in contemporary discourses of 

weak and failed states, good governance, and development. Gruffydd Jones links contemporary 

institutionalist analysis in IR/IPE with global governance technologies of ranking, quantification, 

calculation, indexing and ‘visualization using numbers, tables, colour and other increasingly 

complex graphic forms’ common to financial capitalist management practices.769  

 What are the implications of this genealogical meta-critique of institutionalist analysis for 

institutional cosmopolitanism? The conclusion is not that institutionalist analysis is hopeless and 

should therefore be abandoned. The deconstruction and reconstruction of institutionalist analysis, 

Grovogui concludes, ‘requires an appreciation of the domestic institutions that corrupt public life 

but also of their broader context – the complex instantiations of power relations that manifest 

themselves temporally and spatially as international regimes’.770 The cosmopolitan reconstruction 

of institutionalist analysis, which refocuses analysis on larger spatial and temporal levels and scales, 

is incomplete if it does not transform our understandings of the abstract categories of social 

scientific analysis by situating these, meta-critically, in the same long durational global history as 

the object of analysis. The problems and social crises in the Western and non-Western worlds, and the abstract 

categories through which they are diagnosed and solutions are prescribed, are both the products of the same history of 

global white supremacy. The cosmopolitan critique of methodological nationalism must also be a 

decolonial critique of methodological Eurocentrism. A decolonised cosmopolitan institutionalist 
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analysis could thereby sharpen the tools of diagnosis, policy prescription.771 This could greatly 

improve future transdisciplinary cosmopolitan work on existing issues of sustainable development, 

poverty, intervention, corruption, and the reform of the global institutional order, and so on, and 

on new issues raised by Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, 

and critical race theorists across the globe and across the disciplines. 

 

4.6. Global structural injustice 

My critique has so far been focused primarily on the Western discursive practice of world ordering. 

Gruffydd Jones argues that a genealogical critique of the contemporary discourses of state failure, 

good governance, and development ‘provides a vital but incomplete exposure of the centrality of 

race to the modern international order, and is insufficient for explaining the stubborn endurance 

of racialised power, racial inequality and oppression’.772 For the latter, we must reconstruct a 

cosmopolitan institutionalist analysis up to the task of explaining and transforming long durational 

structural injustices. For the vast inequalities of resources, opportunity, and power in the world 

are produced and reproduced by global structural racism. De facto global white supremacy persisted 

through the economic/financial, military/security, and culture/knowledge spheres of structural 

power after the defeat of the Nazis in World War II, and after the global decolonisation struggle 

caused the dissolution of the Western colonial empires and end of de jure global white supremacy 

in international law.773  

 Analytic liberal institutional cosmopolitanism must be decolonised not only by critiquing 

the normative and epistemic foundations of institutionalist analysis, but by normatively analysing 

the white supremacist global basic structure as the subject of justice. Global white supremacy is an 

apt context of justice insofar as this form of domination is constituted by structures and relations 
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of negative cooperation. White supremacy is a racialised power structure of formal and informal 

rule, of racialised subjectivities, socioeconomic positionalities and privileges, and naturalised 

norms and socially effective ideological justification narratives for the differential distribution of 

resources and opportunities, the benefits and burdens of negative social cooperation, and rights 

and duties. The inequalities of wealth, income, and power between the Global North and South 

that are the focus of cosmopolitan proposals for distributive justice are, in fact, racialised, for they 

map differentials directly descended from the global institutional order constructed by five 

centuries of Western imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide. Michael Waltzer argues that 

if analytic liberal political philosophers were to theoretically integrate the history of imperial wars, 

conquests, occupations, and interventions, the West’s informal imperial and colonial political 

control of trade, and so on, ‘then we are likely at the end not only to be morally troubled but 

concerned specifically about the injustice of the resulting inequalities’.774  

 Pogge knows this. He argues that international inequalities were for the most part built up 

in the colonial era, ‘when today’s affluent countries ruled today’s poor regions of the world: trading 

their people like cattle, destroying their political institutions and cultures, taking their lands and 

natural resources, and forcing products and customs upon them’.775 He maintains the Rawlsian 

ideal/non-ideal distinction between distributive and rectificatory justice. Pogge explicitly states that 

his institutional cosmopolitan argument for global distributive justice is not that ‘we’, the North, 

‘must make good for colonial plunder, slavery, and exploitation’.776 We can decolonise institutional 

cosmopolitanism without racial contractarian methodology if we base it on a non-ideal theory of 

rectificatory justice, and draw the accurate Rawlsian conceptual distinction between structural and 

interactional injustice within the category of backward-looking justice to clarify what ‘making good’ 

means in relation to structural and interactional injustices. Armed with analytic conceptual clarity 
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about the concepts of structure, agency, institutions, relations, and interactions, we can reconstruct 

a decolonial institutional cosmopolitanism that is up to the tasks of explaining and transforming 

long durational global structural injustices. 

 To attain this analytic conceptual clarity, I follow Iris Marion Young in arguing that a 

conception of justice needs to revise the Rawlsian understanding of the (global) basic structure as 

the subject of justice. Young maintains that normative judgments that take structures as subject 

are different in principle from normative judgments that take individual interactions as subject.777 

Structural and interactional injustices differ in relation to the attribution of moral and causal agency 

and responsibility, and in the kind of responsibility attributed and the salient problems of agency. 

Some harms arise not from the isolatable actions of individual or institutional agents, but rather from the 
normal, ongoing structural processes of the society… Those who contribute to structural processes with 
some unjust outcomes should not be blamed for these injustices, nor do they owe damages because they 
have been at fault or must assume a strict liability. Instead, our shared responsibility is a more forward-
looking one of organizing ourselves to change the structures so their outcomes will not be so harmful.778 
 

Young’s ‘social connection’ model of moral and causal agency and responsibility pushes beyond 

distributive justice paradigms that make static comparisons between individuals, and interactional 

accounts of rectification for past and present wrongs, toward structural and thus historical 

understandings of injustice with both backward-looking and forward-looking dimensions. 

It is not possible to tell this story of the production and reproduction of structures without reference 
to the past. The most important reason for the social connection model of responsibility to be 
concerned with historic injustice is in order to understand present injustice as structural.779 
 

Young claims that while unjust structures privilege individuals or groups, it is a marker of this kind 

of injustice that it is not usually possible to isolate the causal responsibility of individual agents.780 

 For Rawls, recall, the basic structure is the primary subject of justice, in the first instance, 

because its effects on the lives of individuals are pervasive and immediate. It contains the different 

social positions and that subjects are born and socialised into and the political traditions of society, 
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and it informs the interests, talents, capabilities, characters, ambitions, final ends, and prospects of 

individual subjects. The basic structure thus creates the possibilities and limits of rational agency. 

Pogge argues that critical and normative analysis of institutions is most clearly and urgently 

necessary when they ‘establish morally objectionable positions or distinctions’.781 Mills argues that 

the global institutional order is not only marked by transnational gender and racial domination; 

ontologically, gender and race are the social constructs of the global basic structure.782 The transnational 

categories of white and non-white constructed by the white supremacist global basic structure 

constrain the agency of subjects racialised as non-white, and privilege subjects racialised as white. 

The white supremacist global basic structure socially constructs racialised and gendered subjects, 

and reproduces complex inequalities through negative socialisation.783 

 Structures are recursive: the rules and resources that constitute structures exist only in the 

practical knowledge that individual agents in society have of practices and institutions, and so in 

agents actually seeing these as creating the modalities of action situations (possibilities and limits), 

and mobilising these rules and resources in their interactions with others.784 Young conceives social 

structures as the ‘accumulated outcomes’ of the actions and interactions of masses of individuals 

living their own lives with minimal coordination, which condition the action situations of others, 

limiting their agency in ways not typically intended by the individual agents.785 Structures are thus 

spontaneous and organic, to the extent that their production and reproduction is subconscious 

until the rules constituting structures are explicitly questioned.  

 Young illustrates her account with the example of the position of vulnerability to housing 

deprivation. The creation of structural positions of vulnerability to housing deprivation ‘is an 

unintended but unjust consequence of the actions of millions of differently positioned individuals 
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– consumers, investors, government officials, lenders, and so on – all usually acting on normal and 

accepted rules and drawing on the resources normally available to people in those positions’.786 So, 

in cases of structural causation, ‘one cannot for the most part trace a direct lineal causal relationship 

between particular actions or policies and the relatively disadvantaged circumstances of particular 

individuals or groups’.787 White supremacy and the resulting racialised patterns of inequality are 

reproduced by the normal workings of self-interest, rule-following, and the mundane thoughts, 

feelings, beliefs, behaviours, dispositions, and habits of agents, even if they are not overtly racist,788 

and even if they occupy subordinate racialised (and gendered) subject positions. 

 This ontology of structures or institutional orders as recursive and subconscious does not 

imply the existence of imperialism without empires or imperialists, colonialism without colonisers, 

racism without racists, and capitalism without capitalists: oppression without oppressors. The production 

and reproduction of orders and structures can also be intentional, which makes possible and limits 

collective agency. Structures and institutional orders can be formed, reformed, deformed, and 

transformed by intentional action. The production and reproduction of the global basic structure 

is in many ways unintentional and irreducible to agency. The global institutional order is also 

produced and reproduced (instituted, governed, reformed, and secured) through the intentional 

actions and interventions of governments (or concerts of governments) and multinational 

corporations representing the (sometimes aligned, and sometimes conflicting) interests of the 

transnational capitalist class. Actions and policies that produce and reproduce structures and 

institutional orders are exercises of agency and therefore power-over (subordinated subjects, classes, 

nations, social elements, or markets and governments), power-to (enact policies, regulate industries, 

intervene in markets, act and transact in global markets), and power-with (the other members of the 

transnational capitalist class, other whites, or other governments).  
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 The important realisation is that the subject matter of praxis – agency, subjectivity, action, 

interaction, relations, order, and structure – is and always has been that which could be otherwise. 

Structures can, within natural and historical limits, be restructured, and orders can be reordered. 

The agency involved in producing and reproducing orders and structures means that agents can 

intentionally transform unjust structures and orders. Responsibility in relation to structural 

injustices is based on our positionality within social structures vis-à-vis others, and on acting within 

these positions, and, unlike the individualised liability model of interactional injustice, is generalised 

and shared.789 The question who wronged whom? collapses moral responsibility into causal 

responsibility for wrongdoing, the dyadic language of victims and perpetrators, and juridical ideas 

of blame and guilt associated with this discourse.790   

 However, the point of Young’s forward-looking social connection model is not to isolate 

agents responsible for past or present wrongs, but to share moral responsibility and empower 

differently positioned subjects with causally effective agency to transform unjust structures 

through collective political action.791 Richard Miller argues for differentiated negative moral 

responsibilities in the global context, for example, ‘to make good the defects of exploitation, 

inequity, domination and widespread violence’, with primary moral responsibility attributed to the 

citizens of the American empire in virtue of their causal responsibility for (ongoing) wrongdoing.792 

While rectifying wrongs is necessary, in my view, Young rightly argues that it is insufficient for ending 

structural injustices, which necessitates collective empowerment and transformative action. 

 Young uses the example of slavery to argue that identifying governments of state-societies 

as the agents responsible for historical wrongs and thereby morally responsible for reparations is 

an inadequate approach to rectificatory justice. The liability model of interactional injustice as 
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responsibility for historical wrongs is not appropriate for assigning responsibility for ending 

structural injustices. Her defence of the United States against liability based on its mixed historical 

record is implausible, as is her general argument against reparations based on the difficulties of 

identifying victims and perpetrators.793 However, her pragmatic claim that reparations discourse 

makes us think of governments as distinct agents from the societies that they govern lets societies 

and individual agents ‘off the hook too easily’ is an important insight for thinking about moral and 

causal agency and responsibility for the production and reproduction of structural injustices.794 

While I think that any comprehensive non-ideal theory of rectificatory justice must account for 

structural and interactional injustices, and so questions of strict liability and reparation in addition to 

questions of collective political action, I agree with Young’s argument that these are distinct 

concepts that must be analysed separately to attain clarity. I also agree that the topic of structural 

injustice is larger, primary, and more urgent, and that rectifying historical wrongs is not sufficient 

to end or transform unjust structures. 

 Young argues that every subject that participates in structures that recursively reproduce 

injustices shares responsibility for ending structural injustice and transforming our subjectivities. 

However, the different subject positions that structures create, our resulting empowerment or 

disempowerment, our interests in the stability or change in our situation, and our capabilities for 

collective agency determine the degrees and kinds of responsibility we share. In the context of the 

paradigm structural injustice of American white supremacy, Young argues:  

Those who are beneficiaries of racialized structures with unjust outcomes, however, can properly be called 
to a special moral and political responsibility to recognize our privilege, to acknowledge its continuities 
with historical injustice, and to act on an obligation to work on transforming the institutions that offer 
this privilege, even if this means worsening one’s own conditions and opportunities compared to what 
they would have been.795 
 

                                                
 
793 I discuss this further next in 6. Reconciliation. 
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Mills’ account of the moral psychology of racialised subjects highlights ‘both the extent of our 

socialization by the existing oppressive social order and the ways in which, nonetheless, many 

people resist and struggle against this oppressive social order’.796 Oppressive structures that create 

social relations of oppressor and oppressed can be transformed by the oppressed and by subjects 

occupying oppressive or neutral social positions who act on the collective responsibility to abolish 

oppression and realise a just basic structure.797 As I argue in the next chapter, 6. Reconciliation, 

structurally empowered subjects willingly fail to even reflexively identify our social biases and 

privileges because of our psychic investments and material interests in preserving our power. 

Moreover, the lesson learnt from the history of white racial terrorism – state and non-state violence 

– is that some whites who recognise their structurally dominant social position and normalised 

privileges and advantages in global, regional, and national contexts will take individual or collective 

action to preserve rather than end white supremacy. Further, the lesson learnt for diplomatic 

history is that Western powers will take individual or collective action to preserve Western-

dominated global institutional order. 

 Grovogui argues that the necessary global restructuring to prevent the catastrophic 

accumulation and intensification of social crises and systematic violations of human rights in some 

formally decolonised state-societies was led by the Third World, but that it was resisted by the 

reconstituted Anglo-American imperium of the 1970s. The Third World agenda for transforming 

the Western-dominated global institutional order included the proposal for a New International 

Economic Order (NIEO); maintaining strategic non-alignment during the Cold War; fair global 

governance of the sea, air, and space; redistributing resources from the production of the means 

of destruction to the satisfaction of basic human needs; preserving and advancing the cultural and 
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scientific achievements of humanity, and redefining these endeavours in the human interest; etc..798 

The weakening of the Global South’s institutional mechanisms for collective empowerment and 

transformative action – e.g. the Non-Aligned Movement, OPEC, and the G77 – and the kinds of 

reactionary collective empowerment and conservative action that Western states and multinational 

corporations mobilised to resist global transformative change show the difficulties of Young’s 

social connection model of responsibility. Maintaining flexible solidarity despite ideological, 

political, economic, social, and cultural pluriversality has proven difficult for the Global South. 

The individuals and state-societies of the Global North have been reluctant to recognise and 

discharge our special responsibility, on the social connection model, to recognise our structural 

privilege, to acknowledge its continuities with historical injustice, and to transform the global 

institutional order that reproduces this inequality. That these problems can be understood through 

the paradigm is not a weakness but a strength of the decolonial reconstruction of institutional 

cosmopolitanism that centres long durational global structural injustices.  

 

4.7. Conclusion 

In 4. Global Order as Subject, I have synthesised the methods and results of recent decolonial 

interventions in IR/IPE and explained their significance for deconstructing and reconstructing 

cosmopolitan institutionalist analysis and for our understanding of institutional cosmopolitanism. 

I have argued that decolonial interventions in IR/IPE have the power to sharpen the analytical 

tools of diagnosis and prescription, and that institutional cosmopolitanism can in turn contribute 

to a normative analytical perspective in IR/IPE. Mills’s argument for ‘realising through racializing 

Pogge’ contained in it the seeds of a more promising approach to decolonising cosmopolitanism 

and ending global white supremacy than racial contractarianism. I hope to have extended and 

provided support for Mills’s claim that Pogge’s critique of Rawls’s methodologically nationalist 
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normative institutionalist analysis could be sharpened by genealogically analysing contemporary 

discourses of good governance, state failure, and development in the longue durée of global white 

supremacy. I have synthesised Mills’s theorisation of white supremacy as a global institutional 

order with Young’s social connection model, and used these results to make an original 

contribution to explanation and transformation of ourselves and our world. In the final chapter, I 

continue to deconstruct and reconstruct Rawls by analysing the global order as a transitional context 

of justice and theorising the backward-looking and forward-looking problems of justice, truth, and 

reconciliation in world politics. 
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5. Reconciliation 

The idea of political philosophy as reconciliation must be invoked with care. For political philosophy is always in 
danger of being used corruptly as a defence of an unjust and unworthy status quo, and thus of being ideological in 

Marx’s sense. From time to time we must ask whether justice as fairness, or any other view, is ideological in 
this way; and if not, why not? Are the very ideas it uses ideological? How can we show they are not? 

– John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement.799 
 

We emphasize that remembering the crimes or wrongs of the past, wherever and whenever they occurred, 
unequivocally condemning its racist tragedies and telling the truth about history are essential elements for 

international reconciliation and the creation of societies based on justice, equality and solidarity. 
– United Nations Durban Declaration and Programme of Action.800 

 
[The] adoption of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [is] a triumph for Indigenous peoples 

around the world, a historic moment when UN Member States and Indigenous peoples have reconciled with their 
painful histories and are resolved to move forward together on the path of human rights, justice and development for all. 

 – 8th United Nations General Secretary, Ban Ki Moon.801 
 

We can only deconstruct five centuries of structural racism and discrimination by working together. 
– 6th United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein.802 

 

 

 

5.1. Deconstructing five centuries of structural racism 

In 2019, we witnessed the 400th anniversary of the landing of the first enslaved people in Virginia, 

North America, from West Africa. The New York Times marked the occasion with the publication 

of the 1619 Project – a radical retelling of United States history that recentred black experience and 

struggles in the American narrative.803 1619 was a critical juncture in the historical evolution of the 

transatlantic slave trade that had originated a century earlier. The triangular trade was created by 

the Spanish and Portuguese colonial empires after the New World ‘discoveries’ of 1492 and the 

                                                
 
799 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, 4. Fn.4. 
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genocide of the Indigenous peoples of the Americas at the onset of the world systemic transition 

to global modernity/coloniality.804 More than 15 million men, women, and children were victims 

of the transatlantic slave trade. They are memorialised by The Arc of Return at the United Nations 

Headquarters in New York. The monument, designed by Haitian-American architect, Rodney 

Leon, was officially unveiled on the International Day of Remembrance of the Victims of Slavery 

and the Transatlantic Slave Trade on 25 March 2015. 

 In the context of the global history of slavery, and particularly the transatlantic slave trade, 

the Report of the United Nations Human Rights Council Working Group of Experts on People of African 

Descent on its Mission to the United States of America, released in 2016, urged the United States to 

seriously consider applying the analogous elements of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 

Ten-Point Action Plan for Reparatory Justice, which was endorsed by CARICOM Heads of 

Government in March 2014. The CARICOM Reparations Commission, led by Professor Sir. 

Hillary Beckles, was mandated to prepare the case for reparatory justice for the Caribbean region’s 

Indigenous and African descendant communities victimised by the atrocities of genocide, slavery, 

slave trading, and racial apartheid perpetrated by European colonial empires and corporations.805 

 The Working Group encouraged the U.S. Congress to pass H.R. 40 – the Commission to 

Study Reparation Proposals for African-Americans Act – which would establish a commission to 

examine enslavement and racial discrimination in the colonies and the United States from 1619 to 

the present, and to recommend appropriate remedial measures.806 The Working Group observed 

that the legacy of colonial history, enslavement, racial subordination and segregation, white racial 

terrorism, and racial inequality in the United States ‘remains a serious challenge, as there has been 
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no real commitment to reparations and to truth and reconciliation for people of African descent’.807 

The Working Group concluded that ‘past injustices and crimes against African Americans must 

be addressed with reparatory justice’.808  

 Beyond redress for historical injustices and crimes against individuals, the Working Group 

was concerned that, while federal civil rights legislation, put in place in the 1960s and 1970s, did 

result in moderate progress, it has not been ‘sufficiently effective to overcome and transform the 

structural racial discrimination against African Americans’.809 In addition to substantive reforms to 

specific policies and practices, and symbolic reconciliatory acts such as the erection of monuments, 

memorials, and markers, and the passing of legislation to recognise the racist wrongs of history, 

the Working Group emphasised the role of ‘constructive and open dialogue… to address the crisis 

being experienced by American society’.810 The report echoed the passionate argument made by 

Ta-Nehisi Coates in his “Case for Reparations”, published in The Atlantic magazine in June 2014.811  

 In light of these and related developments in world politics, Charles W. Mills describes any 

cosmopolitan account of global justice that fails to prescribe the backward-looking measures of 

rectificatory justice necessary for ending global white supremacy as a ‘premature reconciliation’.812 

The five hundred year history of global white supremacy ‘can only be transcended by facing and 

working through it, not by evading it and pretending to have sublated it’, Mills argues.813 Mills gives 

as examples of backward-looking measures of rectification: reparations, official apologies, 

recognising historical wrongs as wrongs, moral condemnation of perpetrators, rewriting dominant 

historical narratives, reaffirmation of the moral personality of oppressed and persecuted racialised 
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populations, memorialisation of catastrophes,814 and ‘real dialogue of equals’.815 Other real world 

examples from recent years include changes to public memorialisation practices – who and what 

is memorialised, and how. This includes modifying or removing statues glorifying imperialists, 

colonialists, slavers, and the perpetrators of genocide and other atrocities, renaming things like 

institutions, buildings, streets, parks, cities, and countries, replacing Columbus Day with 

Indigenous Peoples’ Day, and memorialising unjustly uncelebrated heroes such as Harriet Tubman 

– as well as the repatriation of stolen artefacts and human remains from museums and private 

collections, the opening and repatriation of colonial archives, the uncovering of the fate of the 

disappeared, and the identification of mass graves.  

 Mills’s critique of liberal cosmopolitanism contributes to the growth of recent 

philosophical work at the intersection of global justice and transitional justice.816 In this chapter, I 

continue to decolonise institutional cosmopolitanism. My objective is to reconstruct a decolonised 

cosmopolitanism as a mature reconciliation, conversely, in the global transitional context of justice, to 

be achieved through cosmopolitan dialogue about world history, order, and politics – and by 

transforming ourselves and our world through action. Like Catherine Lu, I clarify the conceptual 

distinctions and relations between conceptions of backward-looking justice in transitional 

contexts, and conceptions of social and global justice.817 I do so by continuing to deconstruct and 

reconstruct Rawlsianism. The principle of transitional justice and the non-ideal theoretical problem of 

transitioning to well-ordered national and international societies are central themes of Rawls’s Law 

of Peoples.818 Rawls neglects imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide, and the endurance of 

racialised structural and institutional injustices, and contrasts his principles of transitional justice, 

which have a target, with cosmopolitan principles of global justice, which demand continuous 
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intervention. Yet, there are powerful tools in his political philosophy that can be expropriated for 

decolonising the Anglo-American cosmopolitan tradition.  

 In the previous chapter, like Lu, I adapted Iris Marion Young’s conceptual distinction 

between interactional and structural injustice to theorise coloniality. In this chapter, also like Lu, I 

adapt Frantz Fanon’s decolonial expropriation of Hegel to analyse reconciliation as objective and 

subjective disalienation. I contrast my account with Rawls’s treatment of the fundamental idea of 

political philosophy as reconciliation in connection with his realistically utopian method and his 

forward-looking conceptions of transitional justice in national and international contexts. 

Following Mills, I argue that racialised and gendered epistemic injustices, coined by Miranda Fricker, 

are major constraints for achieving justice, truth, and reconciliation in the global transitional 

context through a real dialogue of equals. By drawing on different resources, I reach different 

conclusions to Lu about the problem of epistemic injustice in the global context, and the 

conditions of possibility for, and the limits of, open-ended cosmopolitan dialogue about world 

history, order, and politics. I argue that reconciliation is unsettling – disalienation is alienating – but 

resolving repressed conflict and trauma and rectifying injustices enables a higher order 

disalienation – a mature reconciliation – both subjectively and objectively.  

 

5.2. Global transitions, global justice 

Ruti G. Teitel, who coined the concept, defines transitional justice as ‘the conception of justice 

associated with periods of political change, characterized by legal responses to confront the 

wrongdoings of repressive predecessor regimes’.819 The twentieth century intellectual and political 

history of the concept of transitional justice closely mirrors that of liberal cosmopolitanism, but 

the relationship between the two concepts is unclear and undertheorised. The emergence of the 

discursive practice of transitional justice is an important part of broader political developments in 
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recent global history. Transitional justice discourse is a component of the post-WWII (phase I) 

and post-Cold War (phase II) American-led Western practice of liberal international ordering. 

Emerging during the Nuremburg and Tokyo Trials after WWII, the discursive practice evolved in 

the 1980s, and peaked in the 1990s and 2000s as an element in the post-Cold War constellation of 

human rights norms, democratisation, the enforcement of international humanitarian law, and 

liberal interventionism.820 

 Milestones in the political history of transitional justice include South Africa’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, and the wave of democratic transitions in Eastern Europe, Africa, 

and Central America that followed the collapse of Soviet imperialism.821 The post-Cold War era 

witnessed the historical trend toward the entrenchment and institutionalisation of the norms and 

mechanisms of transitional justice, including the International Criminal Tribunals for the former 

Yugoslavia and Rwanda. The most significant symbol of this trend was the establishment of the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) in 1998 by the Rome Statute, mandated with the obligation to 

prosecute the ‘most serious’ crimes, viz., war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide.822 

Transitional justice discourse conceptualises justice in terms of criminal liability. As Teitel explains, 

in normal times, ‘law provides order and stability’, but in exceptional times, ‘law is called upon to 

maintain order, even as it enables transformation’.823   

 Western cosmopolitanisms, as I discussed in previous chapters, likewise emerge from this 

same post-Cold War liberal internationalist constellation. Liberal cosmopolitans have taken an 

interest in these developments. Gillian Brock, for example, cites the establishment of the ICC as 

a progressive development that has an important function in guaranteeing of rule of law, ending 

impunity for serious crimes, and protecting basic liberties, and as empirical evidence of the 
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feasibility of the cosmopolitan project.824 The connection between the two discourses remains 

undertheorised, however, perhaps because of the legalism of transitional justice discourse and the 

dominance of backward-looking problems of justice, and the dominance of the forward-looking 

distributive paradigm in analytic liberal cosmopolitan political philosophy. Transitional justice was 

a central theme of the non-ideal theoretical part of Rawls’s Law of Peoples and of his argument 

against liberal cosmopolitans who wanted to extend the scope of forward-looking liberal principles 

of distributive justice universally. Liberal cosmopolitans who rejected Rawls’s arguments mostly 

left unaddressed the problems of transitional justice. If, as I argued in the previous chapter, we 

shift the institutional cosmopolitan paradigm from redistribution to rectifying interactional and 

structural injustices in the wider historical context of global modernity/coloniality, then new 

possibilities open for theorising the connection between transitional and cosmopolitan justice. 

 The field of transitional justice is in a period of sustained critique and extension, with 

greater emphasis now placed on the varieties of transitional contexts and transformative justice.825  

Our understanding of transitional justice is limited by the arbitrary choice of democratic transitions 

as historical reference points and by the subliminal Eurocentrism of transitional justice 

discourse.826 The ideal typical transitional context to which practices, institutions, and norms of 

transitional justice apply is abstracted from a one-sided diet of historical examples, and by idealising 

liberal democracy. For example, Jon Elster’s Closing the Books: Transitional Justice in Historical 

Perspective (2009) analyses approximately thirty cases of transitional justice, that with three 

exceptions, all took place in transitions to liberal democracy in the twentieth century.827 There is 

an implicit assumption about the agents and patients of transitional justice – that the West is the 
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‘locus and agent of justice and human rights that needs to respond to the conflict and abuses 

occurring in non-Western states’ – and about the origins and ends of transitional justice – that liberal 

democratic societies are the desired ‘end points’ of transitional justice.828 As Teitel explains, the 

‘point of departure’ in post-Cold War transitional justice discourse is ‘the presumption that the 

move toward a more liberal, democratic political system implies a universal norm’.829 But clearly 

transitions to independence from colonial rule were the biggest transitions in the twentieth century 

in number and historical significance – not transitions to democracy from authoritarianism or 

conflict. Eurocentric ideological assumptions and colonial amnesia distort our understanding. 

 Let us continue to take 1945 as the beginning of our story. When the United Nations was 

founded in 1945, 750 million people, nearly a third of the world’s population at the time, were 

colonised by Western and Japanese imperialist powers. Now, no more than 2 million people live 

under direct colonial rule in the 17 remaining non-self-governing territories. In 1945, there were 

51 original member states in the United Nations; there are now 193. Until the 1990s, transitions 

to independence from colonial rule were the primary means by which new states were formed and 

integrated as members. (Arguably, although I will not argue it, the post-Soviet creation of 

independent states was a special case of – incomplete – transition from colonial rule by the Russian 

imperial metropole in Moscow, rather than a general case of – abortive – transition to democracy.)  

 Further back in history, independence from Spanish, Portuguese, British, and French 

colonial rule in the Americas in the 18th and 19th centuries, and in the 20th, the independence of the 

white dominions of the British Commonwealth, provide further empirical historical support for 

the proposition that political transitions to independence from colonial rule are paradigmatic – not 

democratic transitions. These examples show the empirical variety of transitions to independence 

from colonial rule, their complex relations to processes of decolonisation and democratisation, 
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and their varying degrees of justice, truth, and reconciliation. Yet, few theorists in the transitional 

justice field deal with decolonisation as a paradigmatic transitional context, and so do not theorise 

the appropriate ways and means of rectifying the injustices of colonialism, making the truth public, 

and reconciling societies both internally and externally with their former colonial rulers and with 

the modern/colonial world order generated by Western imperialism.830 This has been ruled out in 

advance by confusing a special transitional context for the general kind. 

 This unhistorical focus on democratic transitions as contexts of transitional justice has 

caused the neglect of the injustices of colonial rule. As Lu observes, the ‘relative lack of accounting 

for injustices committed in contexts of colonial rule is striking’.831 Hakeem O. Yusuf argues that 

the tenuous engagement of transitional justice with the ‘injustices of the colonial past leaves victims 

of those injustices unacknowledged and sustains continuing structural injustice’.832 Accounts that 

exclude ‘stable democracies’ are particularly deserving of criticism. Stable democracies are, for the 

most part, Western post-imperial or neo-imperial nation-states, white settler colonies, and former 

slave state-societies, with white supremacist basic structures and historical wrongs that include 

land theft, genocide, torture, and racial terrorism.833 There has been an increasing focus in the 

transitional justice literature on justice, truth, and reconciliation for Indigenous peoples and the 

living decedents of enslaved people in the white settler colonies of the United States, Canada, 

Australia, and New Zealand.834 Reflecting this trend, Stephen Winter draws a distinction in the 

concept of transitional justice between the practices of polities emerging from war or massive and 

systemic human rights abuses under authoritarian rule – the original paradigm transitional context 
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– and the practices of ‘established’, ‘mature’, or ‘stable’ democracies – the new paradigm.835 

However, this conceptual distinction does not challenge the liberal and Eurocentric assumptions 

of the original paradigm. 

 I propose an expansion and clarification of the concept of transitional justice, and a 

different taxonomy that is not based on an idealised ideal type of liberal democracy that elides the 

connected histories of imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide, or of transitional contexts 

as transitions to liberal democracy from authoritarianism or conflict. The first analytic differentiation 

of the concept of transitional justice is between subnational, national, international, transnational, 

and global transitional contexts of justice. The second analytic differentiation is between normal and 

exceptional circumstances of justice in transitional contexts. It is a mistake to identify transitional contexts 

with these exceptional circumstances, and to limit transitional justice to the applicable norms, principles, 

practices, institutions, mechanisms, and procedures of justice in these exceptional circumstances. 

Transitional contexts of justice, then, are those contexts where there is a transformative change 

involving backward-looking problems of justice, truth, and reconciliation arising from interactional 

and structural injustices. Contexts may be subnational, national, international, transnational, or 

global, and the circumstances of justice in these transitional contexts may be normal or exceptional. 

My concern here is with global transitional justice – the global order as a context of transitional justice. 

 Transitional justice discourse is state-centric insofar as transitions are predicated of states. 

Teitel, for example, claims that transitions signify ‘a normative shift in the principles underlying 

and legitimating the exercise of state power’.836 The global order is a transitional context that has 

undergone transformative normative shifts in the principles legitimating the discursive practice of 

world ordering, including the global shift to liberal internationalist principles after the Cold War. 

The liberal internationalist project of transitional justice is an expression of this normative shift. 

                                                
 
835 Stephen Winter, “Towards a Unified Theory of Transitional Justice”, The International Journal of Transitional Justice, 
7 (2013): 244. 
836 Ruti G. Teitel, Transitional Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 213. 
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That the global order is a context of transitional justice is implicit in the self-understanding of the 

project of transitional justice. Moreover, transitions are not merely shifts in the normative order, 

contra Teitel, but shifts in the underlying distribution power whether at the subnational, national, 

international, transnational, or global level. As I argued in 1. Ka Hua te Marama, the post-Cold War 

global transition from a bipolar order to a unipolar liberal international order under American 

hegemony is now ending. We are now living through an even larger global transition from 500 

years of global modernity/coloniality to a post-Western, post-secular world order. The post-WWII 

transition from the Western imperialist world order, meanwhile, is incomplete and unreconciled, 

and global white supremacy endures.837 These are circumstances of the global transitional context. 

 Orthodox transitional justice scholars might insist that the discursive practice is specific to 

contexts of state-societal transitions to liberal democracy, and that practices of reconciliation in 

settler colonial contexts are the maturation of stable democracies – democratising democracy, as it were. 

Other contexts, the counterargument might go, have other forms of justice appropriate to them. 

But this is just conceptual definition by scholarly fiat. A more challenging argument against my 

conceptual clarification of transitional justice is that the circumstances immediately after conflict 

or regime change are exceptional, and that my argument normalises transitional justice, thereby losing 

sight of what is strategically and normatively significant about transitional contexts.  

 Perhaps a realist scholar of world politics pressing this counterargument is willing to 

concede that liberal democracy is not the defining aim of transitional justice. Rather, the minimalist 

aim of transitional justice is, and ought to be, peace-building and maintaining the rule of law and 

national security in exceptional circumstances.838 This realist scholar is open about the implication 

that this aim would limit the ambit of the search for truth, justice, and reconciliation for the sake 

of peace-building and maintaining the rule of law and national security in post-conflict and regime 

                                                
 
837 My hope is that learning and applying the lessons of transitional justice in the global context of decolonisation 
might help to prevent global conflict, rather than resolve issues truth, justice, and reconciliation involved in an 
order-building moment following a future hegemonic war. 
838 Ruti G. Teitel “Transitional Justice Genealogy”, 69. 
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change situations. The realist could argue further that liberal internationalists are misguided in their 

attempt to moralise world politics: the liberal internationalist political project of universalising and 

institutionalising liberal norms through the discourse of transitional justice is counterproductive. 

Our realist might now point to the wave of illiberal nationalist reaction and democratic backsliding 

as evidence of the normative and strategic failures of the West’s post-Cold War liberal imperialism. 

Amoralism about transitional contexts in world politics, she might conclude, is not at all immoral. 

 This argument, at its best, is for a clear conceptual distinction between the circumstances and 

contexts of justice, between normal and exceptional circumstances of justice, and between forward-looking and 

backward-looking justice. The elementary concepts of circumstances of justice and contexts of justice, 

exceptionality and normality, and forward-looking and backward-looking justice are in common 

usage by political philosophers and theorists of transitional justice. The meanings of, and the 

distinctions and relations between these concepts are unclear and contested. I have been using the 

concept contexts of justice to refer to the orders, structures, practices, institutions, relations, and 

interactions to which a conception of justice applies, and in which context the conception of justice 

is made meaningful by a community of common languages and practices. The circumstances of 

justice are the properties of a context of justice that are the enabling and limiting conditions on 

practical possibility that generate the problems to which a conception of justice is responsive.  

 Colleen Murphy, in The Conceptual Foundations of Transitional Justice, also uses the language of 

‘circumstances’ and ‘contexts’ of transitional justice, but collapses the distinction that I am making. 

For Murphy, the relevant distinction is that assumed to exist between transitional and stable 

democratic societies, which she theorises as the two poles of a continuum.839 She claims that her 

aim is ‘in analytic clarification, not in determining the appropriate empirical characterization of any 

specific political society’,840 but her collapse of the conceptual distinction between context and 

                                                
 
839 Colleen Murphy, The Conceptual Foundations of Transitional Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 
42. 
840 Ibid. 
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circumstances gives us less not more analytic clarity. Murphy identifies the four circumstances of 

transitional justice that must obtain for a society to be transitional as pervasive structural inequality, 

normalised collective and political wrongdoing, serious existential uncertainty, and fundamental 

uncertainty about authority.841 By contrast, the circumstances of justice in stable democracies are 

limited structural inequality, deviant individual and personal wrongdoing, minor existential 

uncertainty, and narrow uncertainty about authority.842 Murphy’s construction of these ideal types 

rules out the possibility of stable democracies being transitional contexts, limits transitional justice 

to the context of individual state-societies, and assumes that transitional contexts are exclusively 

transitions to democracy from conflict or authoritarianism under exceptional circumstances. 

 Transitional contexts each have particular constellations of circumstances, including the 

involvement of state and non-state actors and influence of subnational, national, international, and 

transnational processes that will never recur in the exactly same way. The circumstances of justice 

in transitional contexts thus necessitate particularised norms, principles, practices, institutions, 

mechanisms, and procedures of justice, truth, and reconciliation – such as the transitions from 

apartheid, fascism, communism, and colonialism – to respond to particular problems of justice. 

Exceptional circumstances, as occur during the transitions from conflict and authoritarian rule, 

create special problems of justice that transitional justice scholars and practitioners have developed 

significant expertise in.843 But exceptional circumstances are not constitutive of transitional contexts.  

                                                
 
841 Ibid. 
842 Ibid. 
843 Theorising the norms, principles, practices, institutions, mechanisms, and procedures appropriate to exceptional 
transitional contexts of justice, and the strategic and normative significance of what I am calling the circumstances 
of justice in transitional contexts, has been the main activity of scholars in the interdisciplinary field. There remains a 
need for specialist theoretical and empirical scholarship and jurisprudence on the practices of political communities 
emerging immediately from the end of conflict and authoritarian rule, and the special functions of the law and 
appropriate standards of justice for peace-building and maintaining law and order and national security in 
exceptional circumstances. There is also a need for specialist theoretical and empirical scholarship on the decisions 
made by conflicting parties in transitional contexts about whether to participate in these processes, or to hold out 
for total victory and risk total destruction. It is in these areas where the imagined realist’s concern for the strategic 
and normative significance of exceptional circumstances of transitional justice matters most. 
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 What makes a context of justice transitional is not its exceptional circumstances, but that 

the problems of justice arising in that context involve a backward-looking orientation to time. 

Ontologically, orders and structures are temporary objects. Their existence in time is limited, and 

they are dynamic, not static. They rise and fall. For Western realist scholars of world history, order, 

and politics, this insight into ontology of orders and structures is definitive of the ancient tradition, 

originating with Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War.844 Periods of stability and normality 

may extend for long periods and create the illusion of permanence, but societies are always already 

in a state of either slow or rapid transition.845 Periods of instability, crisis, and rapid transformation 

may or may not generate exceptional circumstances, and exceptionality might obtain in periods of 

relative stability to govern perceived national security threats, such as terrorism or migration.  

 Our conception of normal circumstances must be one that does not naturalise or normalise 

the transitory status quo, and repress the unresolved conflict, violence, and trauma in the substrata 

of civilisation, and the struggles of the oppressed. The lived realities of state and non-state direct 

violence and the ‘everydayness of ongoing structural violence rooted in settler colonial societies’, 

including violations of, among other human rights instruments, the United Nations Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Racial Discrimination, bring into question ‘the alleged exceptionalism of violence’.846 However, 

there is nevertheless a core and penumbra of meaning, and that we can make sense of the analytic 

distinction between normal and exceptional circumstances. 

                                                
 
844 The temporary nature of the state, evident in the cyclical political theories Plato and Aristotle, is also the 
ontological insight at the root of the republican tradition, and Marx’s historical materialism. 
845 This includes the capital accumulation, societal learning, and political development phase of intergenerational 
state-societies, for Rawls, during which time the transitional principle of just savings has application, until the end of 
the transitional process has been reached, and the just society can be materially maintained. The demands of the just 
savings principle are that each generation must ‘not only preserve the gains of culture and civilization, and maintain 
intact those just institutions that have been established, but must also put aside in each period a suitable amount of 
real capital accumulation’. Each generation thus carries its fair share of the burden of realising and maintaining a 
well-ordered state-society. John Rawls, Theory of Justice, Harvard. §44, 285-289. 
846 Sarah Maddison and Laura J. Shepherd, “Peacebuilding and the Postcolonial Politics of Transitional Justice”, 
Peacebuilding, 2:3 (2014): 263. 
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 If we abstract from a larger universe of cases, then transitional contexts of justice can be 

differentiated from transitions (simpliciter) by the normative criteria that the agents acting in these 

contexts to bring about the transition are self-consciously aiming to transition from unjust to just 

orders or structures and rectify historical wrongs, and are self-conscious of the need for justice, 

truth, and reconciliation to move forward from the past. Justice in transitional contexts involves 

recognising the interactional wrongs of the past and the historical dimension of structural 

injustices, and working through these using the appropriate norms, principles, practices, 

institutions, mechanisms, and procedures for rectifying interactional and structural injustices and 

for reconciling with the world and with each other. These acts intentionally create a discontinuity 

and rupture with the past, signifying a normative shift in the governing conception of justice.  

 Transitional justice might occur under normal or exceptional conditions, and in different 

contexts with different contextualised conceptions of justice (not limited to liberal democracy) 

involved in the normative shift from the old order to the new order. This backward-looking 

orientation to time differentiates transitional justice from varieties of forward-looking conceptions 

of justice, which may be ahistorical or utopian ideals, or immanent or naturalistic critical standards. 

There are other varieties of justice that have a backward-looking orientation to time, such as the 

justice of acquisition, rectification, compensation, restoration, retaliation, and retribution, but these 

varieties respond to different problems of justice in different contexts of justice, and are thus 

differentiated from transitional justice (but may, as a contingent matter, be involved in it). 

 I believe my conceptual distinctions between the circumstances and contexts of justice, between 

normal and exceptional circumstances of justice, and between forward-looking and backward-looking justice 

enable us to map the evolving field of transitional justice, and to understand the terms of the 

contemporary debates in the literature. There is an increasing emphasis in the literature on the 

conceptual distinction between rectifying interactional wrongs and rectifying the structures that 

enable and condition interactional wrongs, and victimise structurally disadvantaged, vulnerable, 
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and marginalised groups. In contexts of structural ‘injustice’,847 ‘inequality’,848 and ‘violence’,849 

where individual or corporate agents cannot be identified and brought to justice, or where doing 

so does not end the structural disadvantage, vulnerability, and marginalisation of victimised groups, 

the problem of transitional justice is one of structural transformation.  

 

5.3. Reconciliation as objective and subjective disalienation 

At the forefront of these contemporary debates, Lu has recently made a powerful transdisciplinary 

contribution to theorising the nexus of justice, truth, and reconciliation and the decolonisation of 

analytic liberal cosmopolitanism. In Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, she demonstrates how 

different normative and empirical analyses of the injustices of colonialism generate different ways 

of thinking about problems of the moral and causal agency and responsibility of contemporary 

subjects to address and redress colonial injustices of the past, and the ongoing structural injustices 

rooted in the colonial world order in the present. As Lu states: 

To the extent that such structural injustices, organized around race, class, gender, majority- minority, 
or core-periphery distinctions, continue to pervade our social structures and relations at international 
and transnational levels, the moral and political responsibility to eliminate them constitutes the 
unfinished work of the political struggles for structural justice and reconciliation in international and 
transnational relations, especially as they relate to the legacies of empire, slavery, and colonialism.850 
 

Lu’s approach is to clarify the analytical distinction and relation between concepts of justice and 

reconciliation for thinking through the implications for the transformation of the world order of 

projects of justice and reconciliation in response to colonial injustice. Justice and reconciliation are 

analytically distinct and mutually irreducible concepts, yet ‘the normative aims and political 

struggles over justice and reconciliation’ should be analysed and formulated together. 

                                                
 
847 Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, 144-181. 
848 Colleen Murphy, The Conceptual Foundations of Transitional Justice, 119-159. 
849 Rosemary Nagy, “Transitional Justice as Global Project: Critical Reflections,” Third World Quarterly, 29:2 (2008): 
275-289. Rosemary Nagy, “The Scope and Bounds of Transitional Justice and the Canadian Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission,” The International Journal of Transitional Justice, 7 (2013): 52-73. Matthew Evans, 
“Structural Violence, Socioeconomic Rights, and Transformative Justice”, Journal of Human Rights, 15:1 (2016): 1-20. 
Matthew Evans and David Wilkins, “Transformative Justice, Reparations and Transatlantic Slavery,” Social & Legal 
Studies, 28:2 (2019): 137–157. 
850 Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, 26. 
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 Lu first clarifies a conceptual distinction between interactional and structural injustice, 

following the lead of Iris Marion Young. Interactional injustice, recall, is marked by a particular 

question of agency: who wronged whom? Rectifying interactional injustices involves identifying victims 

and perpetrators, whether individual and corporate. Possible rectificatory measures involve 

accountability, retribution, and reparation. Lu argues that in the context of colonial injustices, 

rectifying historical interactional wrongs is necessary (yet, sometimes impossible) but insufficient.  

We need a comprehensive account of the injustice of colonialism that includes both interactional 

and structural injustices in subnational, national, international, transnational, and global contexts. 

A structural injustice approach to the moral and empirical analysis of colonialism expands the 

scope of our thinking beyond catastrophes, the legalistic language of victims and perpetrators, and 

idealised forms of individual and state agency and responsibility, typical of orthodox transitional 

justice discourse, to the institutional, normative, discursive, and material conditions in which 

individual and state agents interact.851 Our focus shifts to the structural injustices implicated in, 

constitutive of, or produced by colonial injustice that mediated, conditioned, or enabled 

interactional wrongdoing.852 A normative structural analysis of the injustice of colonialism does 

not ‘displace’ judgments of individual or corporate (particularly state) liability for wrongful actions, 

but, following Young, helps us to identify other agents who contribute to the reproduction of 

structural colonial injustices, without necessarily perpetrating interactional wrongs, and helps us to 

determine their – our – remedial responsibilities.853 

 Take, for example, Canada’s residential school system. Colonial policies and practices 

amount to official wrongdoing.854 Yet, even in this case, agency was complex and distributed, 

involving not only the settler colonial government but the Roman Catholic, Anglican, United, 

                                                
 
851 Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, 19-20. 
852 Ibid, 252. 
853 Catherine Lu, “Colonialism as Structural Injustice: Historical Responsibility and Contemporary Redress”, 238. 
854 Stephen Winter, “Legitimacy, Citizenship and State Redress”, Citizenship Studies, 15:6-7 (2011): 801. 
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Methodist, and Presbyterian Churches.855 The residential school system was correctly analysed by 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada as part of the structural processes of 

European imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide.856 Viewing colonialism primarily as a 

structural injustice, and not an historical interactional injustice between coloniser and colonised, 

or particular individual or corporate agents, Lu argues, requires us ‘to examine the nature of the 

responsibilities of those who participated in unjust social structures but who were not direct 

perpetrators, as well as identify categories of persons subject to unjust vulnerabilities beyond those 

who are victims of direct interactional wrongs’.857 Moreover, Lu argues, because interactional 

injustices are made possible and conditioned by social, economic, political, and legal structures, 

ending structural injustice is a powerful way of preventing future interactional injustices.858 

 The view of colonialism as a structural rather than simply interactional injustice helps to 

make sense of the claim that colonialism is not over. Enduring unjust structures originated in the 

colonial past, and have mutated into their present form.859 Lu’s conceptual distinction between 

interactional and structural injustice in her analysis of colonialism mirrors the decolonial distinction 

between colonialism, which ended with formal geopolitical decolonisation, and global coloniality. 

The reproduction of neocolonial structural injustices mean that the backward-looking problems 

of transitional justice are closely tied to the forward-looking problems of structural transformation. 

On Lu’s account, contemporary agents have a responsibility to learn about, understand, and 

address, and where possible, redress historical wrongdoing as part of the collective political project 

of reconstructing a mutually affirmable and affirmed global order by ending enduring structural 

injustices.860 This collective political responsibility falls on all subjects that participate in the 

                                                
 
855 “Residential School Settlement Agreement”, accessed 10 January 2020. 
http://www.residentialschoolsettlement.ca/settlement.html 
856 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future, 2015, 43-44. 
http://www.trc.ca/assets/pdf/Honouring_the_Truth_Reconciling_for_the_Future_July_23_2015.pdf 
857 Ibid, 142. 
858 Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, Cambridge, 19. 
859 Ibid, 178 
860 Ibid, 180. 
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reproduction of unjust structures, ‘even if this means worsening one’s own conditions and 

opportunities compared to what they would have been’.861  

 So far, this mirrors my conclusion in Global Order as Subject. Lu, following Fanon, theorises 

reconciliation as disalienation, and sees disalienation as closely tied to decolonisation. For Fanon, 

recall, decolonisation is a struggle waged ‘on both levels’: working through both the objective 

(‘primarily, economic’) and subjective (‘subsequently, the internalization – or, better, the 

epidermalization – of this inferiority’) dimensions of alienation, through transformative collective 

and individual action.862 Lu differentiates interactional, structural, and existential manifestations of 

alienation and its converse, reconciliation.863 These three distinctive forms can be mapped onto 

the Fanonian distinction that I first made in 2. Encountering the Other between objective and 

subjective alienation and disalienation (which I also read in Rawls and Mills, who both draw on 

the same thought of Hegel and Marx, as I explain below).  

 Lu uses the same language of the ‘objective and subjective components’ of alienation and 

disalienation to reconstruct the concept of reconciliation as the ‘construction of a mutually 

affirmable and affirmed social/political order’.864 Lu defines existential reconciliation as 

disalienation from the ‘internal or self-alienation of agents that typically accompanies some forms 

of relational and structural alienation’.865 Lu’s conception of existential reconciliation therefore 

maps directly onto my Fanonian conception of subjective disalienation. Objective alienation and 

reconciliation are divided by Lu into interactional and structural subtypes, adapting Young’s 

analytic distinction between interactional and structural conceptions of injustice. This seems to me 

to be helpful, given that we both adopt and adapt Young’s conceptual framework for analysing 

                                                
 
861 Iris Marion Young, Responsibility for Justice, 187. 
862 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 4. 
863 Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, 183, 188-193. 
864 Ibid, 190. 
865 Ibid. 
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colonial injustice, so I will continue to differentiate relational and structural subtypes of objective 

alienation and disalienation.  

 While Lu and I share some analytical frameworks, methods, and results, they perform 

different functions in our larger argument structures, and we reach different conclusions. For me, 

they function to decolonise post-Rawlsian analytic liberal cosmopolitanism, by helping me to 

theorise the conditions of possibility for a cosmopolitanism that enables a ‘mature reconciliation’. 

For Mills, this implies the transformation of ‘white moral psychology and consciousness’.866 I will 

argue that this is only part of the problem: the subjectivities of the oppressors and the oppressed 

both must be transformed, and the decolonisation struggle must be waged at once on both levels, 

subjective and objective (both interactional and structural subtypes), to achieve justice, truth, and 

reconciliation in world politics. We must reconcile with our social world, each other, and ourselves. 

 

5.4. A premature reconciliation 

In transitional contexts, agents bringing about the transition intentionally rupture with the tragic 

past through the public construction of transitional narratives and projects of collective memory 

and identity formation that divide political time into a “before” and “after”.867 For David Scott, 

liberal transitional justice discourse is an omen of a new global time-consciousness of catastrophe 

and ruin, and marks the epistemic and normative disavowal of the spirit of Bandung and 

revolutionary alternatives to the liberal capitalist form of life.868 From the side of the vanquished 

anti-imperialist revolutionaries, ‘what we are left with are aftermaths in which the present seems 

stricken with immobility and pain and ruin; a certain experience of temporal afterness prevails in 

which the trace of futures past hangs like the remnant of a voile curtain over what feels uncannily 

like an endlessly extending present’.869 The future-oriented politics of the 20th century have been, 

                                                
 
866 Charles W. Mills, “Race and Global Justice”, 119. 
867 Ruti G. Teitel, Globalizing Transitional Justice, 110. 
868 David Scott, Omens of Adversity, 1-3. 
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since the end of the Cold War, replaced with a past-oriented politics of ‘truth and reconciliation 

and its central idiom of “forgiveness”… for an age characterized by being stranded in the present’ 

– at the end of history.870 While liberal transitional justice theorists were focussed on injustices past 

after the Cold War ended, liberal cosmopolitan justice theorists were focussed on a future justice. 

These two liberal discourses had opposite orientations to time. 

 Anglo-American liberal cosmopolitans took the end of the Cold War and the triumph of 

liberal democracy and liberal international order to be a transitional phase, not an end state, in the 

realisation of a future liberal cosmopolitan order. The forward-looking cosmopolitan conceptions 

of global justice that they gave accounts of, however, failed to reckon with the interactional and 

structural injustices that created backward-looking problems of justice in the transitional context 

of constructing the New World Order after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and in the wider 

global historical context of the transition from colonial rule to independence in the Global South. 

They sought instead to realise a liberal cosmopolitan conception of global justice, the substance 

of which was up for debate, as I outlined in 1. Ka Hua te Marama.  

 Analytic liberal cosmopolitans sought to realise Rawls through critiquing and extending 

his arguments. Yet, while they for the most part adopted Rawls’s realistic utopianism, they abandoned 

his internally related idea of reconciliation. They objected to Rawls’s argument for a duty of assistance 

on well-ordered peoples to aid societies burdened by unfavourable circumstances to transition to 

well-ordered regimes,871 because Rawls’s institutionalist analysis of the poverty and prosperity of 

peoples was methodologically nationalistic, ignored normatively salient connections and relations 

between national contexts of justice, and the effects of the global basic structure on nations, as I 

explained previously in 4. Global Order as Subject. Rawls’s non-ideal theoretical principles of 

transitional justice are internally connected to his fundamental ideas of realistic utopianism and 

political philosophy as reconciliation. What was lost by defending forward-looking cosmopolitan 
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principles of global justice against Rawls’s non-ideal theoretical transitional principles was the 

possibility of reconstructing the Rawlsian framework to respond to the backward-looking 

problems of justice in national and global transitional contexts of justice. This is a powerful way 

to normatively theorise rectifying historical wrongs, transforming the global order to end five 

centuries of white supremacy, and thereby achieving a mature reconciliation in world politics – 

and to make these arguments accessible to Anglo-American political philosophers. 

 Reconciliation must be conceived differently than it is in Rawls’s left-liberal gloss on Hegel, 

however, if it is not to be premature. Rawls’s fundamental idea is that ‘political philosophy may try 

to calm our frustration and rage against our society and its history by showing us the way in which 

its institutions, when properly understood from a philosophical point of view, are rational, and 

developed over time as they did to attain their present, rational form’.872 Rawls relates the 

fundamental idea of political philosophy as reconciliation to his method of realistic utopianism: 

‘probing the limits of practical possibility’.873 We become reconciled to actually existing forms of 

liberal democracy because we recognise that they, in their present, rational forms, contain within 

them the practical possibility of realising a future utopian form of liberal democracy. 

 In national contexts of justice, justice as fairness is meant to justify the basic structure of 

modern liberal democratic society to its subjects qua citizens, thereby guaranteeing its theoretical 

stability for the right reasons. Rawls argues that a modern liberal democratic society, because of 

the ‘fact of reasonable pluralism’, is not and cannot be a ‘community’, meaning, for Rawls, ‘a body 

of persons united in affirming the same comprehensive, or partially comprehensive, doctrine’.874 

On Rawls’s account, traditional forms of identity and solidarity do not completely wither away 

with liberal capitalist modernity, but are enduring features of the social world. We become 

subjectively alienated because our modern personalities are split between our institutional identities 
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and solidarities as mutually independent free and equal citizens in liberal democratic society and 

our non-institutional identities and solidarities as, e.g., Muslims. Moreover, Rawls takes seriously 

Marx’s critique of the ideological function possibly performed by the liberal democratic conception 

of mutually independent free and equal citizenship, of mystifying the ‘will to dominate and 

oppressive cruelties, abetted by prejudice and folly’, and thereby the objective alienation of oppressed, 

persecuted, excluded, expropriated, and exploited social classes and elements.875  

 For Rawls, we must be reconciled to our institutional identities as liberal democratic citizens, 

to the fact of modern pluralism, and to the freestanding politically liberal conception of justice that 

will regulate the basic structure, from the perspectives of a plurality of non-institutional identities 

and solidarities.876 The political conceptions of the citizen, of the basic structure as the subject of 

justice, and of a well-ordered society, are enough, ex hypothesi, to limit pluralism to what is reasonable, 

and it is the mere fact of reasonable pluralism that matters. Through the public use of reason to 

construct a political conception of justice that rationally justifies the practices and institutions of 

liberal democracy, we can become reconciled to, or objectively and subjectively disalienated from, 

actual liberal democratic societies.877  

 Relying on a ‘thin theory of the good’, Rawls claims that rational and reasonable citizens 

would accept liberal principles of justice that prioritise the right over the good by creating and 

preserving background conditions that permit all citizens to each live out their freely chosen 

rational life plans, informed by their comprehensive religious, moral, or philosophical doctrines. 

By attaining a wide reflective equilibrium for each person through the construction procedure, the 

resulting freestanding political conception of justice as fairness and our political identities as free 

and equal citizens can be understood not as alien to their own reasoning, imposed from without, 

but as the extension of each persons’ comprehensive religious, moral, or philosophical doctrine.878 
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This durable unity out of reasonable pluralism is termed a stable overlapping consensus.879 In a society 

that obtains a stable overlapping consensus about the freestanding conception of justice, ‘not only 

is there a public point of view from which all citizens can adjudicate their claims, but also this 

point of view is mutually recognized as affirmed by them all in full reflective equilibrium’.880 For Rawls, 

such a liberal society is not (yet) actual, but the best we can reasonably hope for: a realistic utopia.881 

Its possibility is immanent within actually existing modern, pluralistic, liberal democratic societies, 

and recognising this possibility reconciles us, here and now, to our non-ideal social world. 

 The fundamental ideas of realistic utopianism and reconciliation are made more explicit 

by Rawls in The Law of Peoples as motive and method. In its minor backward-looking dimension, 

the Law of Peoples aims to end the ‘great evils of human history’ that result from political injustice, 

and in its major forward-looking dimension, it aims to establish just basic structures by liberal and 

decent peoples for ordering national and international societies.882 This constitutes for Rawls a 

realistic utopia in world politics that, unlike for Kant, Hegel, and Marx, is a non-metaphysical end 

of history in the sense that it is possible but not necessary – ‘It establishes that such a world can exist 

somewhere and at some time, but not that it must be, or will be’.883 This possibility of realising a 

future minimal conception of global justice is sufficient to reconcile us to the world, insofar as its 

possibility is ‘not a mere logical possibility, but one that connects with the deep tendencies and 

inclinations of the social world’884 – reality ‘meets it halfway’, Habermas would say. By illuminating 

the feasibility of a just and well-ordered world society, political philosophy helps to reconcile us to 

the world by providing us with ‘a long-term goal of political endeavour’, that by working towards 

it ‘gives meaning to what we can do today’ – Kant’s ‘reasonable hope’.885  
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 Reconciliation in world politics has two limitations, Rawls argues. The first of these is that 

secular and religious fundamentalists of various doctrines (including sectarian liberalism) cannot 

be reconciled to Rawls’s politically liberal realistic utopia because they cannot tolerate the fact of 

reasonable pluralism in both domestic and world politics. The second is that because it makes the 

world safe for liberal democracy, Rawls’s realistic utopia, by upholding the equal freedom of both 

liberal and decent societies (recall, these include common good societies governed by religious and 

communitarian conceptions of justice), permits that citizens of liberal democratic societies may 

lead vicious lives, suffer misfortune and isolation, and be anguished by a deeper form of spiritual 

alienation from their human nature and from God.886 

 Rawls’s framing of the problem of alienation that his forward-looking, realistically utopian 

conception of justice tries to solve in terms of reasonable pluralism excludes another relevant kind 

of alienation. This is that kind of alienation experienced by the enslaved and colonised and their 

decedents as the traumatic loss of identity, severance of connections with the people and the land, 

cultural and epistemic genocide, and as subordination, expropriation, and exploitation. In Rawls’s 

own sociohistorical context, Indigenous peoples and enslaved Africans were forcibly included into 

liberal democratic white settler colonial state-societies into subordinate subject positions for the 

purpose of being expropriated and exploited, and excluded from free and equal citizenship. 

Indigenous peoples, enslaved Africans, and their descendants thus have objective reason to be 

subjectively alienated from liberal democratic citizenship.887 Their subjective alienation is based on 

their objective alienation – their colonisation and enslavement, the expropriation and exploitation 

of their property in the land and water or in their bodies and labour, and their removal from their 

native territories and homelands across oceans and continents. 

 The subject positions of contemporary Indigenous peoples and the decedents of enslaved 

Africans have improved in some respects and worsened in others within the basic structure of the 
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liberal democratic white settler colonial state-society. They remain subordinated and vulnerable to 

structural injustices – state and non-state violence; dispossession; impoverishment; exploitation; 

incarceration; welfare intervention; child removal; state abuse; housing deprivation; ghettoisation; 

physical and mental health issues; inaccessible, unaffordable healthcare; substance abuse; suicide; 

lower life expectancy; maternal, perinatal, and infant mortality; educational deficits; miseducation; 

segregation; exposure to pollution, environmental hazards, and climate change impacts – and so on. 

Reflection on the basic structure of the liberal democratic white settler colonial state-society reveals 

not its rationality but its injustice. Rawls does not assume that actual liberal democracies are ideal,888 

only that the possibility of realising political liberalism is immanent. Recognition that this utopia is 

a realistic prospect reconciles us to actuality, but does not resign us to its injustices, ex hypothesi. 

Rather, liberal democracy gives us an end to make progress towards. But this is not sufficient to 

disalienate Indigenous peoples and the descendants of enslaved Africans, for whom the problem 

is one of backward-looking justice – of transitioning from an unjust and unworthy status quo. 

 Reconciliation, from the positionality of Indigenous peoples in settler colonial contexts, 

cannot be determined in advance to constitute their legitimation of the liberal democratic state and 

identification with liberal democratic citizenship as the subjects of its sovereignty over a colonised 

territory and population.889 There is a danger that discourses of reconciliation can ‘work as a project 

of neocolonial affirmation’, Courtney Jung argues.890  

There are reasons to believe that reconciliation will look more like adaptation and integration into the 
status quo than a transformation of the status quo. At its worst, it may mean that Indigenous people 
will be enabled, or compelled, to reconcile themselves to existing realities.891 
 

As Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang explain, the desire to reconcile on the part of the settler is ‘just as 

relentless as the desire to disappear the Native; it is a desire to not have to deal with this (Indian) 
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problem anymore’.892 For example, former New Zealand Prime Minister John Key explained the 

motivation of the National Party’s 2008 election campaign pledge to conclude ‘full and final’ Treaty 

settlements by 2014 thus: ‘We are impatient to stop looking in the rear-view mirror at grievances 

past, and to instead shift our eyes to the challenges of our shared future as New Zealanders’.893 

 There is a pathological desire on the part of the settler population to unite and order the 

reconciled political community under an ahistorical forward-looking conception of justice based 

on liberal ideals of individualism and formal equality by resolving the legitimation problems raised 

in white settler colonial contexts by historical wrongs of colonisation and slavery. This limited view 

of justice, truth, and reconciliation in settler colonial contexts as the rectification of historical 

wrongs is premature and incomplete without structural transformation, however, which involves 

backward-looking and forward-looking problems of justice. For example, the Treaty settlement 

process in New Zealand, with a total value of only $2.2 billion, does little to address and rectify 

the structural issues of systematic violations of the Treaty and human rights of Māori and the 

structural and institutional racism that is endemic to our society and government.894  

 Conceptually, the process of reconciliation as subjective and objective disalienation from 

the alienation caused by interactional and structural injustices, ‘does not need to presuppose a fixed 

account of a morally ideal social/political order’ that is to be the end-state of transition, Lu 

argues.895 This contrasts with Rawls, for whom non-ideal theory presupposes an ideal theory of 

justice, at least in outline, to determine which ‘policies and courses of action that are morally 

permissible and politically possible as well as likely to be effective’ for solving the problems of 

realising the ideal.896 Rawls, by ignoring colonialism, fails to see how presupposing a liberal ideal 
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of justice makes a mature reconciliation impossible in transitional contexts like ours. Lu characterises 

reconciliation as ongoing engagement in ‘open-ended, meaningful, and respectful struggle for a 

mutually affirmed social/political order’.897 In the contemporary context of Aotearoa New 

Zealand, for example, justice, truth, and reconciliation demand an open-ended dialogue, based on 

the Te Tiriti o Waitangi and UNDRIP, about constitutional transformation that is not foreclosed by 

taking as given the legitimacy of the liberal democratic settler colonial state and the Westminster 

constitutional order,898 and which is serious about ending two hundred years of structural and 

institutional racism. The project of reconciliation is not one of resolving the legitimation crises of 

settler colonial liberal democracies. 

 Rawls likewise fails to theorise the conditions of a mature reconciliation in world politics 

in The Law of Peoples because he does not theoretically integrate the global history of imperialism, 

colonialism, slavery, and genocide. The problem of reconciliation in global context is again framed 

as one of pluralism, as it was in the domestic context. Rawls argues that members of the Society of 

Peoples have a duty toward societies burdened by unfavourable circumstances of justice to assist 

them to become well-ordered, and that this duty does not imply transitioning all burdened societies 

to liberal democracy. It is sufficient for admission to the Society of Peoples that burdened societies 

become well-ordered by developing liberal or decent institutions comprising their basic structure. 

(This nod to realism would be met with approval by our imagined critic in 5.2.) Further, Rawls 

defends pluralism in world politics by arguing that forms of life are inherently valuable, and that 

liberal peoples should ‘try to encourage decent peoples and not frustrate their vitality by coercively 

insisting that all societies be liberal’.899 Interventionism is only justified, ex hypothesi, in outlaw states 

to end violations of Rawls’s limited list of human rights.900 
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 Rawls avoided the complex and intractable problems of backward-looking justice that arise 

in transitional contexts, especially under exceptional circumstances. Rawls’s forward-looking 

transitional principle of justice in the context of burdened societies is ahistorical, as is his general 

transitional principle of just savings, of which the duty of assistance is a special case. The principle 

of just savings concerns the accumulation of capital and the development of human capabilities, 

knowledge, and technology necessary for the development and maintenance of just institutions. 

Once just institutions are ‘firmly established’, the net capital accumulation required falls to zero, 

and the end of society as a fair system of social cooperation becomes the maintenance of the 

material base and just institutions.901 The principle of just savings is one of transition, for Rawls, 

insofar as it is the transition from a dynamic stage of political development to a static stage, which 

he models on Mill’s steady-state political economy.902 This is a forward-looking conception of 

justice in transitional contexts, concerned with what we are transitioning to, not transitioning from. 

It does not concern Rawls that in his own context, for example, the growth and development of 

the United States was the product of colonial territorial expansion and slave labour. Rawls, recall 

from 4. Global Order as Subject, explains the circumstances of burdened societies by endogenous 

factors, not by exogenous factors such as the decimation of Africa’s population by the slave trade, 

or the destruction of India’s textile industry, or the ongoing effects of the global institutional order.  

 When we focus on the backward-looking problems that arise from the circumstances in 

contexts of transitions from colonialism, then our understanding of the forward-looking problems 

of transitioning to a well-ordered society is transformed – and thus the problems of reconciliation. 

In reconciled well-ordered societies, individuals may be related by the solidarist categories of 

religion, nationality, tribe, community, or family, and not by the individualist category of mutually 

independent liberal democratic citizenship. Liberal cosmopolitans might object that this is 

potentially too tolerant of oppressive forms of life. Decolonial theorists are acutely aware that 
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‘there are internal relations of power, as in any society, that exclude, marginalize, and silence some 

while empowering others’.903 In the struggle to end apartheid, for example, the self-understanding 

of Nelson Mandela was one of reviving Indigenous African ethical and political traditions under 

‘the demands of the present epoch’, which implied reconstructing their egalitarian principles.904 

The difference with Rawls is that the notion of a decent society depoliticises the backward-looking 

and forward-looking problems of transitional justice, whereas the notion of a decolonised society 

politicises the processes of justice, truth, and reconciliation.  

 We cannot, in theory or practice, achieve a mature reconciliation through political 

philosophy, but only through actual open-ended dialogue of equals and struggles for objective and 

subjective disalienation. This consensual and conciliatory dialogue is made problematic by the 

subjective alienation of subjects and entire peoples whose ‘social and moral frames have been 

disrupted, and even rendered inoperable or unintelligible’, through historical processes of 

imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide.905 Lu argues that: 

Understanding the project of reconciliation as involving genuine communication assumes that the 
agents involved in the dialogue have the capacity to exercise authentic agency. But if Indigenous peoples are 
leading inauthentic lives, then whatever reconciliation is achieved will be illusory. Instead of signaling genuine social 
unity, dialogues of reconciliation could signal only resignation and dependency. Such reconciliation 
cannot be considered progressive, and may even amount to a form of false consciousness as well as 
continued internalized oppression and alienation.906  
 

Subjective disalienation is a precondition for consensual and conciliatory dialogue on Lu’s account 

because when objectively and subjectively alienated subjects and peoples struggle for justice, truth, 

and reconciliation, their identities, perceived interests, and conceptions of justice may reproduce 

structural injustices and global coloniality.907  
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 The process of justice, truth, and reconciliation through open-ended dialogue may itself 

be distorted the West’s normative and epistemic hegemony. As the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada explains, reconciliation is an ongoing process of establishing and 

maintaining respectful relationships. 

A critical part of this process involves repairing damaged trust by making apologies, providing individual 
and collective reparations, and following through with concrete actions that demonstrate real societal 
change. Establishing respectful relationships also requires the revitalization of Indigenous law and legal 
traditions. It is important that all Canadians understand how traditional First Nations, Inuit, and Métis approaches 
to resolving conflict, repairing harm, and restoring relationships can inform the reconciliation process.908 
 

If the procedures of justice, truth, and reconciliation are Eurocentric, then the substance of justice, 

truth, and reconciliation that are the outcomes of these procedures will only reproduce colonialism. 

Krushil Watene, for example, drawing on Māori conceptual frameworks, emphasises the individual 

and collective activity of healing from intergenerational trauma. Beyond dialogues with the settler 

colonial state-society about justice, truth, and reconciliation, objective and subjective disalienation 

as healing involves reconstructing Indigenous subjectivities and forms of life that survived cultural 

and epistemic genocides, developing individual and collective capabilities, reconnecting with each 

other and nature, and living flourishing lives together in our human and natural environments.909 

Lu is mistaken about the order and sequencing of the process of disalienation, however, when she 

argues that disalienation is a necessary precondition for the participation of alienated subjects in 

‘genuine communication about global justice and reconciliation’ with each other and the world.910 

If we are to realise justice, truth, and reconciliation, then there is no alternative but to start from 

where we are now: alienated from ourselves, from each other, from our world – and from God. 

Starting from our current subject positions requires working through non-ideal theoretical issues 

of epistemic injustice. 
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5.5. Global epistemic injustice 

According to Miranda Fricker, who coined the term epistemic injustice, there are two kinds of 

epistemic injustice that distort the epistemic practices of a community: testimonial injustice and 

hermeneutical injustice. The central case of testimonial injustice occurs when a hearer discounts 

the credibility of a person’s testimony due to a group-based prejudice against her social identity.911 

Hermeneutical injustice occurs when subordinate social groups are at a harmful and wrongful 

structural epistemic disadvantage in relation to dominant social groups who are structurally 

privileged in the creation of social meaning. Hermeneutical injustices prevent subordinated groups 

and individuals within a community of language and practice from accessing the interpretive 

resources they need to make sense of critical aspects of the suffering or injustice they experience.912 

As Mills argues, ‘concepts are crucial to cognition… they help us to categorize, learn, remember, 

infer, explain, problem-solve, generalize, analogize’, while conversely, ‘the lack of appropriate 

concepts can hinder learning, interfere with memory, block inferences, obstruct explanation, and 

perpetuate problems’.913 Hermeneutical injustice is structural in the sense that no agent is 

individually responsible for perpetrating it. The agencies involved in producing and reproducing 

epistemic injustices are complex and distributed. 

 Both species of epistemic injustice are ultimately produced because of the prejudicial group 

identity-based marginalisation of subordinated social groups from meaning-making activities. 

Fricker’s conception of social power is ‘a practical socially situated capacity to control others’ actions, 

where this capacity may be exercised (actively or passively) by particular social agents, or, 

alternatively, it may operate purely structurally’.914 Identity power is the primary form of social power, 

exercised by members of dominant groups over members of subordinated groups based on shared 

conceptions or schemas of social identity. These shared meanings structure our social relations, 
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norms, practices, and institutions, and are internalised by subjects in our embodied habits and 

patterns of thinking, feeling, acting, seeing, hearing, and communicating through our socialisation. 

But where there is power there is resistance, and this comes to the consciousness of subordinated 

subjects as the experience of dissonance, which leads to conceptual innovation.915 

 Epistemic injustice is ubiquitous in the global context of colonialism. Rajeev Bhargava 

argues that epistemic injustice occurs when ‘the concepts and categories by which a people 

understand themselves and their world is replaced or adversely affected by the concepts and 

categories of the colonizers’.916 The critical-hermeneutical resources of Indigenous peoples and 

enslaved Africans were destroyed or distorted by state-sanctioned cultural and epistemic genocides 

and through the control techniques of European slave traders and owners breaking in slaves.917 

Indigenous and African cultures have partially survived and adapted to conditions of repression 

in white settler colonial contexts, which targeted subjects’ identities; languages; institutions; laws; 

traditions; religions; values; customs; habits; memories; knowledges; arts; objects; social and 

material structures; and relations constituting collective forms of life. As Pogge argues, ‘the North 

Atlantic states have, rather brutally, imposed a single global system of military and economic 

competition, destroying in the process the social systems Indigenous to four continents’.918 So it is 

difficult to imagine how, from our current starting point, a real dialogue of equals is possible. 

 Bhargava’s framing of the problem highlights not only the destruction of Indigenous critical-

hermeneutical resources, but their replacement with hegemonic concepts. Western world ordering, 

and the Western academic disciplines that are complicit in the project, create understandings of 
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our social world that, insofar as they reflect hegemonic perspectives, are ill-fitted to rendering 

intelligible and communicating the lived experiences of the oppressed, to themselves, each other, 

and to their oppressors, putting the oppressed at a structural epistemic disadvantage. José Medina 

argues that even in adverse hermeneutical contexts, there are nascent conceptual innovations and 

struggles to make sense of ‘negative experiences of suffering that are silenced’ as well as ‘positive 

experiences and life-affirming situations’ for oneself and others.919 These include the innovative 

decolonial concept of modernity/coloniality or the concept of global white supremacy originating 

with Black radical tradition and critical race theory, which help us to make sense of the deeper 

levels of global order that are obfuscated by idealising abstractions, like ‘liberal international order’, 

‘good governance’, and ‘state failure’, which reflect hegemonic perspectives and serve hegemonic 

racial, national, and transnational class interests.  

 Mills argues that when we apply the concepts of testimonial and hermeneutical injustice to 

global white supremacy, both varieties are mutually reinforcing: ‘a general skepticism about 

nonwhite cognition and an exclusion from accepted discourse of nonwhite categories and 

frameworks of analysis’.920 Racialised subjects and their critical-hermeneutical resources will be 

‘denied credibility and the alternative viewpoints that could be developed from taking their 

perspective seriously will be rejected as a priori wrong’.921 The tradition of the oppressed is refused 

entry ‘into the legitimized realm of political philosophy’.922 If political philosophers, in working out 

the content of the public reason of world society – its ideas, principles, and standards – exclude 

these normative resources then the communicative interactions of a plurality of communities, each 

with their own contextual reasoning practices, then their results will be superficial, and not 

conducive to a mature reconciliation.923 This is the biggest problem with Rawls’s Law of Peoples. 
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The conditions of possibility for ‘a real dialogue of equals’, Mills argues include first, the ‘rethinking 

of familiar categories’, such as modernity, liberal international order, or cosmopolitanism, ‘in the 

light of their imperial genealogy’, second, ‘the admission of new categories’ such as global white 

supremacy and global coloniality, ‘that illuminate structures of domination not registered in the 

official lexicon’, and ‘the complicating of standard narratives’, which exhibit colonial amnesia.924 

 Medina thus argues that more deeply pluralistic account of hermeneutical injustice than 

Fricker’s is needed, which is capable of accounting for the ‘communicative dynamics of a plurality 

of publics that are internally heterogeneous and contain multiple voices and perspectives’ and 

differential access to interpretive resources and practices of reasoning.925 Medina, following Mills, 

argues for an expanded conception of hermeneutic injustice by reflecting on white ignorance – viz. 

‘the kind of hermeneutical inability of privileged white subjects to recognize and make sense of 

their racial identities, experiences, and positionality in a racialized world’.926 This kind of case is 

quite difficult for Fricker’s conceptualisation of hermeneutical injustice. White ignorance explains 

the ways in which dominant social groups are made cognitively dysfunctional by the very social 

meanings they create, and by the lacunae in collective hermeneutical resources. Medina agrees with 

Fricker’s restriction of hermeneutical injustices to cases where epistemic disadvantages are not 

only ‘harmful but also wrongful’.927 White ignorance is harmful and wrongful, but not to the 

epistemically disadvantaged white subjects. Rather, the hermeneutical harms are wrongful to social 

groups that are systematically subordinated and pervasively negatively impacted by the global 

system of racial oppression, white supremacy, which white ignorance is integral to reproducing.  

 Fricker responds that white ignorance, as a motivated cognitive bias, is ‘clearly a wrongful 

epistemic dysfunction’, but argues that for conceptual clarity and analytical rigour, white ignorance 
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should not be categorised as a hermeneutical injustice.928 White ignorance is best understood as a 

‘neighbouring category of injustice within the epistemic’.929 However, there seems to me to be no 

good reason to decide in advance that the ‘central case of hermeneutic injustice’ is the one where 

‘relations of unequal power can skew shared hermeneutical resources so that the powerful tend to 

have appropriate understandings of their experiences ready to draw on as they make sense of their 

social experiences, whereas the powerless are more likely to find themselves having some social 

experiences through a glass darkly, with at best ill-fitting meanings to draw on in the effort to 

render them intelligible’.930 Perhaps both oppressor and oppressed are epistemically disadvantaged, 

and neither have appropriate understandings of their experiences. And perhaps this situation for 

the oppressor becomes even more acute when the oppressed innovate the hermeneutical resources 

they need to explain and transform the world, or revive Indigenous forms of life and languages, 

and the oppressor can no longer understand the world they thought they had created in their image. 

 Fricker’s examples come from the history of the (white) women’s movement in the 

advanced capitalist Western countries. This choice of examples is obvious for a leading theorist of 

analytical feminist social epistemology. However, if the very exercise we are engaged in by 

theorising hermeneutical injustice is making sense of the lacuna in our conceptual scheme in 

analytic philosophy where the concept of hermeneutical injustice should be,931 then there is a 

practical contradiction in defining the category in a way that marginalises other examples of 

epistemic injustice against racialised and colonised subjects, involving the inability to make sense 

of ourselves and our social world to ourselves and others, and thus belonging to the category of 

the hermeneutical, that have an equal prima facie claim to be paradigmatic. 
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 Moreover, Fricker’s example of sexual harassment that filled the lacuna in the shared 

hermeneutical resources of men and women in the past, from which she builds her central case of 

hermeneutic injustice, may actually better approximate the analytical structure of white ignorance. 

As Fricker herself points out, ‘harasser and harassee alike are cognitively handicapped by the 

hermeneutical lacuna – neither has a proper understanding of how he is treating her – but the 

harasser’s cognitive disablement is not a significant disadvantage to him. Indeed, there is an obvious 

sense in which it suits his purpose’.932 Quite rightly, Fricker argues that the disadvantaged epistemic 

position that the harassee, and women generally, are put in constitutes an epistemic injustice, and 

the cognitive dysfunction of the harasser, and men generally, is not an epistemic injustice against him 

(but it is an intellectual component of the vice of injustice qua character trait, we might think). 

Fricker goes on to claim, plausibly, that our ‘interpretive efforts are naturally geared to interests’.933  

 Re-examining Fricker’s example of sexual harrassment brings into question Fricker’s 

formulation of the central case of hermeneutical injustice as that in which the powerful tend to 

have appropriate understandings of their experiences. The definitional contest between Fricker 

and her friendly critics, like Medina and Mills, is resolvable. Fricker claims that hermeneutical 

injustice is a ‘purely structural notion’ insofar as no agent is the perpetrator and is individually 

responsible for its occurrence.934 The general idea of a purely structural notion is implausible, and 

the specific case of the lacuna in our conceptual scheme for sexual harassment in the recent past 

is surely better understood, in Fricker’s own terms, as the internalised norms of gender relations 

and roles in Western societies that are embodied in habits and patterns of thinking, feeling, acting, 

seeing, hearing, and communicating through negative socialisation processes. This would follow 

from Young’s non-ideal theorisation of the (re)production of structural injustices as recursive. 
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 Boys are socialised into sexually predatory behaviour and other traits of toxic masculinity 

(a new and useful critical-hermeneutical resource) and both boys and girls are socialised endorsing 

stereotypical gender norms.935 This was/is normal and normalising, and therefore boys and the men 

they become may not be motivated to challenge harmful gender norms such as sexual predation.936 

The understanding of structures as recursive, and the attention to processes of subject formation 

under unequal social relations that it entails, coheres better with Fricker’s later, and much more 

interesting claim that the ‘primary harm of hermeneutical injustice, then, is to be understood not 

only in terms of the subject’s being unfairly disadvantaged by some collective hermeneutical 

lacuna, but also in terms of the very construction (constitutive and/or causal) of selfhood’.937 

Hermeneutical injustice is structural insofar as no agent is responsible for perpetrating it. But the 

effects of power on our embodied dispositions and practices, affective investments and desires, 

and our identities, explain conservative epistemic tendencies such as motivated ignorance. 

 Privileged epistemic agents, ex hypothesi, continually and culpably will not enter into 

egalitarian epistemic relations with subordinated subjects, are unwilling to do the work of learning 

from alternative hermeneutic resources or unlearning one’s own, or exploit subordinated subjects 

rather than doing the hard work of unlearning for oneself,938 and are unwilling to cultivate the 

corrective virtues of epistemic justice.939 The powerful willingly fail to even reflexively identify our 

social biases and privileges because of our psychic investments and material interests in preserving 

hegemonic whiteness and masculinity. The result is a tendency for inegalitarian social relations to 

be reproduced, and resistance resisted. Because of epistemic vice, particularly motivated ignorance, 

inegalitarian social relations to tend to be reproduced, and counterhegemonic epistemic struggles 

                                                
 
935 Anna Kågesten et. al., “Understanding Factors that Shape Gender Attitudes in Early Adolescence Globally: A 
Mixed-Methods Systematic Review”, PLoS One, 11:6 (2016): 1-36. 
936 Avni Amin et. al., “Addressing Gender Socialization and Masculinity Norms Among Adolescent Boys: Policy and 
Programmatic Implications”, Journal of Adolescent Health, 62:3 (2018): S3-S5. 
937 Ibid, 168.  
938 Nora Berenstain, “Epistemic Exploitation”, Ergo, 3:22 (2016): 569-590. 
939 Gail Pohlhouse Jr., “Relational Knowing and Epistemic Injustice”, 724. 
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– counterframing, countermemory, counterarchives, and counternarratives – and non-Western 

conceptions of justice and order, tend to be resisted, ridiculed, and ruled out, or wilfully ignored.  

 As Lu argues, pursuing the political project of objective and subjective disalienation from 

each other and our world simultaneously is therefore fraught with danger. For agents whose 

‘identities and beliefs about themselves, others, and the world are called into question in the 

process of decolonization may experience a subjective sense of alienation’. 

While redressing the morally objectionable alienation of the oppressed is demanded by the obligation 
to rectify structural injustice, we should also care about the subjective alienation of those who may feel 
threatened by structural change, mainly because the stability and sustainability of progressive structural 
transformation depends upon strategies of immanent and external forms of critique and self-reflection 
that can reorient those whose alienation stems from the repudiation of problematic identities, beliefs, 
norms, and other social structures. To the extent that these problematic identities, beliefs, norms and 
practices persist, the possibility of genuine communication and the durability of structural change may be undermined.940 
 

As Sartre argues, ‘we too, peoples of Europe, we are being decolonized: meaning the colonist 

inside every one of us is surgically extracted in a bloody operation. Let’s take a good look at 

ourselves, if we have the courage, and let’s see what has become of us’.941 Unsettling whiteness is a 

necessary part of the decolonisation process. 

 Because Lu theorises disalienated subjectivities as a normative ideal, she overlooks that in 

transitional contexts, becoming alienated from our oppressor/oppressed subjectivities is necessary 

for disalienation. Disalienation is initially alienating, and may heighten and intensify repressed 

social conflicts and the premature reconciliations of the past that were based on a formal or 

informal ‘pact of forgetting’ and national silences, by ‘stirring up bones’, and by raising the dead.942 

In Argument and Change in World Politics, Neta C. Crawford analyses this kind of subjective alienation 

brought on by dialogue as denormalisation, which is necessary for rendering problematic structures 

and subjectivities problematic to subjects for whom they are considered to be normal and good.943  

                                                
 
940 Catherine Lu, “Responsibility, Structural Injustice, and Social Transformation”, Ethics & Global Politics, 11:1 
(2018): 55-56. My italics. 
941 Sartre, “Preface” to The Wretched of the Earth, lvii. 
942 Almudena Carracedo, “No more silence: Franco’s victims raise their voices”, The Observer. 20 October 2018, 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/oct/20/no-more-silence-my-mission-to-let-franco-victims-be-heard  
943 Neta C. Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics: Ethics, Decolonization, and Humanitarian Intervention 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 101-102. 
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 Lu warns that authentic dialogue can also be subjectively alienating for oppressed subjects. 

Communication can be systematically distorted by the material and psychic investments of 

colonised and racialised subjects in nationalist narratives of victimhood and innocence, for whom 

acknowledging the complex and distributed agencies involved in the production and reproduction 

of colonial injustices can be ‘deeply unsettling and disorienting’. Lu argues that a normative and 

critical structural analysis of past and present structural injustice cannot sustain a simplistic moral 

division of empires and colonies into perpetrators and victims.944  

If a new politics of mutual respect is the goal of those societies sharing a colonial past – as colonizer or 
colonized – it will only be born through a painful labor that forsakes ancestors, avoids soothingly self-
serving narratives, and faces the unpleasant, humbling, and complicated, but agency-sensitive and thus 
potentially liberating, truths revealed by understanding the many faces of colonial structural injustice.945 
 

Divisions and intermediates exist within these binary oppositions. Social classes, elements and 

individual subjects are positioned differently within colonial structures. For example, colonial elites 

may use their privileged position and resources to dominate their conationals, and colonised and 

racialised men may dominate colonised and racialised women, just as rich whites may dominate 

poor whites, and white men may dominate white women in Western state-societies. Some classes, 

elements, and individual subjects materially benefit from the wealth and power dividends of 

colonialism, and some tribes or nations may attain levels of status, power, wealth, and security 

over their historical rivals under colonialism. Grave wrongs may have been perpetrated by national 

heroes, ruling parties, families, tribes, etc., against their conationals in the decolonisation struggle. 

This transitional state of alienation is a necessary precondition of justice, truth and a sublimated 

or mature reconciliation. Even if we are internally at peace, oppressor and oppressed subjectivities 

are objectively alienating. This is the negative peace of living an untrue, unjust, and unreconciled life. 

Resolving repressed internal and external conflict enables a higher order subjective disalienation.   

                                                
 
944 Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics, 130. 
945 Ibid, 142. 
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 Like Fanon, we should have a healthy degree of scepticism about the emancipatory 

potential of rational argument in world politics, and not be naïve about reality. Oppressed subjects 

are ‘far less sanguine about the benefits of dialogue’ with their oppressors.946 A real dialogue of 

equals and forms of coalitional collective action that include allied elements of powerful and 

structurally advantaged groups who are willing and able to do the work of decolonisation are 

necessary for structural transformation in subnational, national, international, transnational, and 

global transitional contexts. This involves navigating the ambiguous and dangerous spaces in and 

beyond the liberal state-society complex, like museums, universities, schools, libraries, archives, 

cities, media organisations, publishers, galleries, international non-governmental organisations 

(Amnesty, Greenpeace, Oxfam, etc.), charities, religious organisations, national and regional human 

rights institutions, bureaucracies, agencies, local government, courts, federal and regional bodies, 

and, above all, the United Nations.  The appropriate conclusion is that decolonised cosmopolitan 

dialogue and scholarly mutual learning processes about the past, the present, and the post-Western, 

post-secular future of world ordering are necessary, but insufficient – possible, but limited – 

strategies for decolonisation as subjective and objective disalienation. 

 

5.8. Conclusion 

In September 2019, Rumors of War, a statue by artist Kehinde Wiley, was unveiled in New York, 

before it was transferred to Richmond, Virginia. There it will stand permanently in front of the 

Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. The museum, which commissioned the work, is located only blocks 

away from a collection of statues of Confederate generals on Monument Avenue. Rumors of War 

inverts the legacy of Confederate imagery and celebrates the aesthetics of the black male body.947 

                                                
 
946 Patricia Hill Collins, “Critical Interventions in Western Social Theory”, 145-146. 
947 Philip Kennicott, “With a brass band blaring, artist Kehinde Wiley goes off to war with Confederate statues”, The 
Washington Post, 28 September 2019. https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/with-a-brass-
band-blaring-artist-kehinde-wiley-goes-off-to-war-with-confederate-statues/2019/09/27/178bbb04-e16c-11e9-
be96-6adb81821e90_story.html  



 
 

218 

The Southern Poverty Law Center has identified approximately 1,700 Confederate monuments 

remaining in the United States as of 2019. Most were erected between the 1890s and the 1920s 

under Jim Crow laws and the systematic disenfranchisement of African Americans, with more 

erected in the mid-20th century in reaction to the desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces and the 

Supreme Court’s landmark decision to integrate public schools in Brown v. Board of Education.948 

Two years prior, on 11-12 August 2017, white supremacists descended on Charlottesville, Virginia, 

to defend a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee that the city planned to remove from Lee 

Park, which was also to be renamed Emancipation Park.  

 The removal of the statue and renaming of the park were a local part of a national response 

to the white supremacist terrorist attack on the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 

Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015. This response also included the renaming of Jackson Park, 

named after Confederate general Thomas Jackson, to Justice Park, and the removal of a statue. 

The Blue Ribbon Commission on Race, Memorials and Public Spaces recommended that the two 

parks be given neutral names, but the political leadership of the city determined that a direct 

confrontation with the city’s racial history was necessary for justice, truth, and reconciliation. 

Emancipation Park was to be a place of celebration, while Justice Park should be one for reflection 

and lamentation. The “Unite the Right” white supremacist rally to resist these changes descended 

into deadly street violence, and the murder of 32-year-old Heather Heyer and injury of 19 others, 

when a white supremacist drove his car into a crowd of counter-protestors. Additionally, two state 

troopers were killed in a helicopter crash while patrolling the rally.949 The parks were renamed 

again in July 2018, in response to the public petition of African American activist, Mary Carey, 

who argued that it was inappropriate to retain the new names while the Confederate statues 

                                                
 
948 Hannah Natanson, “There’s a new way to deal with Confederate monuments: Signs that explain their racist 
history”, The Washington Post, 23 September 2019. https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2019/09/22/theres-
new-way-deal-with-confederate-monuments-signs-that-explain-their-racist-history/ 
949 Paul Duggan, “Charlottesville’s Confederate statues still stand — and still symbolize a racist legacy”, The 
Washington Post, 10 August 2019. https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2019/08/10/charlottesvilles-
confederate-statues-still-stand-still-symbolize-racist-past/ 
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remained there. In May 2019, a Virginia Judge ruled that local authorities in Charlottesville cannot 

remove the two Confederate statues because they are war memorials protected by state law.950  

 Examples like these show that this trajectory in the global discourse of justice, truth, and 

reconciliation opens new limits and new dangers for reason. Justice, truth, and reconciliation in 

the global transitional context of the long durational structural injustices and historical wrongs of 

imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide must become a core area for cosmopolitan studies. 

I have argued that the fundamental ideas of reconciliation and realistic utopianism in Rawls’s 

political philosophy, and his arguments in the Law of Peoples for non-ideal theoretical principles of 

transitional justice in national and international contexts, can be deconstructed and reconstructed 

to decolonise Anglo-American cosmopolitanism. Normatively theorising the transition from 

global white supremacy and colonial state-society complexes to reconciled, well-ordered domestic 

and world societies, and the subjective and objective disalienation of subordinated subjects, brings 

up important, urgent, and difficult non-ideal theoretical problems of epistemic injustice. I argued 

that there is no alternative to starting from where we are now, and that, because of the vicious 

motivated ignorance of powerful subjects who are materially and psychically invested in their 

dominant subject positions in the gendered and racialised global power structure, the prospects 

for a real dialogue of equals are limited. Nevertheless, consensual and conciliatory dialogue is 

possible and necessary, but insufficient for decolonisation as objective and subjective disalienation.  

 The decolonisation struggle is complex and multiple. There will continue to be victories 

and losses on different fronts and in different arenas. Non-ideal theory, recall, is concerned with 

the actions that are morally permissible, politically possible, and strategically effective in bringing 

about the transition from the old order to the new order, which forces us to reckon with the 

questions of the cognitive and motivational deficiencies of actual agents and other circumstances 

of contexts of justice. It is no shortcoming of non-ideal theory that it alerts us to the forces of 

                                                
 
950 Liam Stack, “Charlottesville Confederate Statues Are Protected by State Law, Judge Rules”, The New York Times, 
1 May 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/01/us/charlottesville-confederate-statues.html 
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reactionary violence that aim to preserve white supremacy, and recommends strategic patience and 

the far sightedness of just, wise, and pious statesmen. The non-ideal abstraction of decolonisation, 

involving moments of justice, truth, and reconciliation as objective and subjective disalienation, 

reconciles us to the realities of the world by providing us with an open-ended and contestable aim 

to work towards, and different means to transform ourselves and our world here and now. 

 Although he neglects the global history of imperialism, colonialism, slavery, and genocide, 

and the forms of alienation and backward-looking problems of justice that these have generated, 

Rawls is correct that reconciling with the fact of irreconcilable differences in comprehensive 

conceptions of religion, justice, and the good, and so of reasonable disagreement in world politics, 

is a necessary condition for living together in peace and justice in a finite world. To you is your religion, 

and to me is mine. Transitioning from the status quo to a friendlier, less unjust, unsustainable, unstable, 

and insecure post-Western, post-secular world order, with the requisite solidarity for solving urgent 

and complex global governance problems like climate change, is made easier by reconciling with 

the fact of pluralism. The global context does not demand a strong cosmopolitan or solidarist 

conception of justice and order. A moderate cosmopolitan or solidarist conception of justice and 

order is necessary and sufficient. Critically, this is pluralism about conceptions of justice and order, not 

pluralism about social and political orders that ought to be respected per se, irrespective of whether 

they are just or unjust. There are further questions to be answered about whether intervention can 

be justified, which agents have the right and duty to intervene, under what circumstances, with 

what normative constraints, and to what ends, and what transnational solidarity with the oppressed 

demands of us in their righteous struggles for freedom, justice, and dignity. 

 Between the poles of an overlapping consensus, which is not possible in the global context, 

and a modus vivendi, is conviviality. The etymology of conviviality as it is used today in the humanities 

and social sciences stems from the Spanish term La Convivencia, which was a term of art innovated 

to characterise the pluriversal “living together” of Muslims, Christians, and Jews in the medieval 

Umayyad caliphate centred on Qurtuba in al-Andalus, now the city of Córdoba in modern Spain. 
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This period ended decisively with the expulsion of the Jews in 1492, the year that marks the onset 

of modernity/coloniality with the colonisation of the Americas. The point is not to romanticise 

the history of Muslim rule in Spain – or to forget the role of Muslims in the global slave trade – 

but to reconstruct the pluriversal form of life and the forms of cultural interaction, exchange, and 

hybridity fostered by such proximity on a planetary scale.951  

                                                
 
951 See Oscar Hemer, Maja Povrzanović Frykman, and Per-Markku Ristilammi, “Conviviality Vis-à-Vis 
Cosmopolitanism and Creolisation: Probing the Concepts” in Conviviality at the Crossroads: The Poetics and Politics of 
Everyday Encounters, eds. Oscar Hemer, Maja Povrzanović Frykman, and Per-Markku Ristilammi (Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2020), 1-14. 
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6. Ānō ko te Marama kua Ngaro, kua ara Anō* 

The struggle for universal human rights has always and everywhere been the struggle against all forms of 
tyranny and injustice: against slavery, against colonialism, against apartheid.  

It is nothing less and nothing different today. 
– 7th United Nations General Secretary, Kofi Annan (8 April 1938 – 18 August 2018)952 

 
The very right to be human is denied every day to hundreds of millions of people as a result of poverty, the 
unavailability of basic necessities such as food, jobs, water and shelter, education, health care and a healthy 

environment. The failure to achieve the vision contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights finds 
dramatic expression in the contrast between wealth and poverty which characterises the divide between the 

countries of the North and the countries of the South and within individual countries in all hemispheres. 
– 1st President of South Africa, Nelson Mandela (18 July 1918 – 5 December 2013)953 

 

 

 

6.1. Summary of central findings 

In this thesis, I have contributed to the decolonisation of cosmopolitanism by deconstructing and 

reconstructing Western conceptions of cosmopolitanism in the humanities and social sciences. 

Decolonising Cosmopolitanism intervened in the humanities and social sciences where the “global”, 

“cosmopolitan”, “imperial”, “postcolonial”, and “decolonial” turns intersect. My intervention 

targeted contemporary debates in historical sociology, IR/IPE, and philosophy, and across the 

spectrum of approaches and methodologies called “critical theory”. I followed the lead of, and 

learnt from, Indigenous, Muslim, non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical 

race theorists across the globe and across the disciplines. My decolonial reconstruction of 

cosmopolitanism was historical, transdisciplinary, critical, and normative. It centred new questions 

and topics for cosmopolitanism and reframed old topics – including dialogue, historical progress, 

                                                
 
* ‘Just like the moon that disappears and rises again’. Hirini Moko Mead rāua ko Neil Grove, Ngā Pēpeha a Ngā 
Tīpuna: The Sayings of the Ancestors, 17. 
952 Kofi Annan, “The Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrines and illuminates global pluralism and 
diversity, Says Secretary-General on the 50th Anniversary of the Declaration”, 10 December 1997, accessed 10 
September 2019. https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/1997-12-10/universal-declaration-human-
rights-enshrines-and-illuminates-global 
953 Nelson Mandela, “Address by President Nelson Mandela at the 53rd United Nations General Assembly”, 21 
September 1998, accessed 10 September 2019. 
http://db.nelsonmandela.org/speeches/pub_view.asp?pg=item&ItemID=NMS631&txtstr 
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the cosmopolitan theses about identity and justice, the meaning of moderate cosmopolitanism, 

actually existing cosmopolitanisms, the unfinished project of decolonisation, the spirit of Bandung, 

the origins and evolution of human rights discourse, the conceptual analysis of transitional justice, 

backward-looking and forward-looking problems of justice in transitional contexts, and the nexus 

of justice, truth, and reconciliation. The historical background to Decolonising Cosmopolitanism was 

the transition to a post-Western, post-secular world order, and the need to decentre the dialogical 

study of world history, order, and politics. 

 My main transdisciplinary non-ideal theoretical argument was that injustice in our world 

involves both backward-looking and forward-looking problems of interactional, structural, and, 

primarily, epistemic injustice. My intervention highlighted the pervasive relevance of colonialism 

for the diagnosis of social crises and problems of justice and for the prescription of policies and 

practices of transformative justice in transitional contexts. I argued that epistemic decolonisation 

can sharpen the diagnostic and prescriptive functions of cosmopolitan critical social theory and 

analytic cosmopolitanism. I deconstructed the various ways in which Eurocentrism is embedded 

in the core assumptions, categories, normative foundations, and analytical frameworks of Western 

cosmopolitanism, primarily in its disciplinary narrative of Western origins/cosmopolitan ends and 

its agent/patient binary. By overcoming the empirical and normative deficiencies of dominant 

Eurocentric paradigms, decolonial cosmopolitanism equips us with the tools to explain, and to 

identify potentials to transform, our always already interconnected world. 

 In §1. Kia Whakatōmuri te Haere Whakamua, I intervened in the debates within the global 

third generation of the Frankfurt School and with their postcolonial and decolonial interlocutors 

over the topics of progress, reason, context, and power. By doing so, I brought out the analytical 

distinction between the internal and external spatial dimensions of decolonial epistemic critique, and 

the salience of the West’s epistemic frontiers in the context of cosmopolitan dialogue about the 

past, present, and future of world ordering in 2. Encountering the Other. By turning against the second 

generation of the Frankfurt School’s left-Hegelian rational reconstruction of progress, back to the 
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tradition of the oppressed on which the first generation based its critique of modernity, and by 

shifting the geography of reasoning beyond the West’s epistemic frontiers, I then theorised the 

prospective and retrospective aspects of decolonial cosmopolitanism. 

 Cosmopolitanism in IR/IPE, historical sociology, and critical social theory is theorised not 

merely as an abstract ideal, but as an explanatory framework, as a historical, political-economic, or 

sociological category, and as a set of embedded political and ethical practices. However, these 

varieties of Western cosmopolitanism, which unite actuality and normativity, analysis and critique, 

are Eurocentric, and cannot be sustained. In 3. Western Origins/Cosmopolitan Ends, I showed how 

the end of progress, argued for by Allen, which undermines the Frankfurt School’s left-Hegelian 

reconstructivist research programme, need not weaken the unity of actuality and normativity, or 

of analysis and critique. Decolonial and postcolonial interventions into, and expropriations of, 

contemporary humanities and social sciences have not had this result. I focused decolonial and 

postcolonial critiques of progress on Western conceptions of cosmopolitanism, bringing to light 

an often overlooked connection between Eurocentrism and cosmopolitanism. I argued, following 

the lead of decolonial and postcolonial social theorists, that reconstructing cosmopolitanism 

involves unearthing the forgotten archives of pre-modern and non-Western provincial 

cosmopolitanisms and returning to imperial geographies as generative contexts of cosmopolitan 

thought and practice. I retold the story of the genesis of actually existing cosmopolitanism and 

discourses of human rights to reveal immanent possibilities for transforming our world in the 

unfinished project of decolonisation. 

 §2. Kia Tūhono te Pono me te Tika engaged Anglo-American analytic liberal cosmopolitanism 

in dialogue with decoloniality. This filled a substantial void in the literature, and made up for the 

lack of serious and sustained scholarly engagement with the issues raised by Indigenous, Muslim, 

non-Western, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars, and critical race theorists. Analytic liberal 

cosmopolitanism has decolonised partially from within through the ongoing work of critiquing and 

extending paradigms of distributive justice. I intervened in institutional cosmopolitanism by 
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critiquing and extending Rawls’s fundamental idea of the basic structure as the subject of justice 

with a decolonial intent, drawing on the latest advances in IR/IPE by decolonial scholars.  

 In 4. Global Order as Subject, I helped to decolonise normative cosmopolitan institutionalist 

analysis and the analytic liberal institutional cosmopolitan understanding of the global order as the 

subject of justice. My work developed lines of argument and suggestions made by Mills for 

reiterating Pogge’s cosmopolitan critique of Rawls’s methodological nationalism, and was 

presented as a plausible alternative to Mills’s method of racial contractarianism for decolonising 

the Anglo-American liberal tradition.  

 In 5. Reconciliation, I intervened in the evolving field of transitional justice at the intersection 

of this field with cosmopolitanism on the topics of structural ‘injustice’, ‘inequality’,  and ‘violence’, 

and the nexus of justice, truth, and reconciliation. I helped to clarify the terms of the contemporary 

debate by drawing analytic conceptual distinctions between the circumstances and contexts of justice, 

between normal and exceptional circumstances of justice, and between forward- and backward-looking justice. 

I decolonised post-Rawlsian analytic liberal cosmopolitanism by theorising the conditions of 

possibility for a cosmopolitanism that enables a ‘mature reconciliation’ in world politics by 

addressing the backward-looking and forward-looking problems of justice that arise in the global 

transitional context – what we are transitioning from as much as what we are transitioning to. I 

argued that the necessary cosmopolitan dialogue for justice, truth, and reconciliation in world 

politics involves questions of epistemic injustice, and theorised the possibilities, limits, and dangers 

of facing up to and working through the past. The potential of resolving repressed internal and 

external conflict is subjective and objective disalienation from ourselves, each other, and our world. 

 

6.2. Conclusions 

Ānō ko te Marama kua Ngaro, kua ara Anō, the title of my final chapter, translates as ‘just like the 

moon that disappears and rises again’, meaning for the cycle of something to begin anew; rebirth. 

This whakatauki should be read with and against the title of my first chapter, Ka Hua te Marama, 
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which, recall, translates as ‘the moon is full’, meaning for the cycle of something to have come to 

an end. The proverb in the introduction provided intellectual form or structure to the narrative of 

the present hegemonic transition toward a post-Western, post-secular world order, and the crisis 

of the rules-based liberal international order. At a higher level of abstraction, these whakatauki read 

together symbolise the deconstructive and reconstructive moments of my decolonial critique of 

cosmopolitanism, and at higher level still, a conception of the nexus of history and normativity 

from beyond the frontiers and freed from the limits of Western secular modern/colonial thought. 

 In Decolonising Cosmopolitanism, I have made a humble, modest contribution to the double 

task of decolonial deconstruction and reconstruction necessary for making cosmopolitanism a 

viable framework in the humanities and social sciences for collectively thinking through and 

debating the most urgent and difficult topics of our critical and dangerous time of transition to a 

post-Western, post-secular world order: 

1. Cosmopolitan dialogue; 

2. The existing world order; 

3. Transforming our world.954 

Decolonial cosmopolitans hope that open and inclusive – because decolonised – dialogues about the 

future of world order might help us to answer the big questions of our critical times: ‘How can we 

overcome the present disorder? Are there alternatives to the present chaos? How can we find 

pathways pointing in the direction of a more just and sustainable world order? In short: What are 

the ways out?’.955 As Ken Booth argues, the present convergence of systemic and legitimation 

crises calls for ‘big-picture thinking and grand theorising’. 

An era of question marks about our planetary future requires more than reductionism, micro-narratives, 
cultural relativism, anti-metanarrative metanarratives, ethnocentric worldviews, middle-range 
theorising, and the rest. We need a global brainstorm to think how the levels and pieces of world politics 
fit together, re-exploring under new conditions the relationships between units and systems, agents and 

                                                
 
954 Abdulaziz Othman Altwaijri (1436/2015) “The Alliance of Civilizations and Building a New World Order”, 
Publications of the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (ISESCO). 13. 
955 Walter D. Mignolo (2017) “Decoloniality after Decolonization; Dewesternization after the Cold War”, in A 
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structures, parsimony and holism, reductionism and systemic approaches, material and ideational 
considerations, international and global systems, and national and world histories.956 
 

A decolonised cosmopolitanism that is at once historical, transdisciplinary, critical, and normative 

has much to contribute to this global brainstorm about how to navigate human societies through 

the converging global challenges of the decades ahead. There is an emerging scholarly consensus 

that open and inclusive cosmopolitan dialogue and mutual learning are the best way to navigate 

the current transition. However, cosmopolitanism, as a normative approach to the study of world 

history, order, and politics, must be decolonised before it could be the basis of a friendlier, less 

unjust, and less unsustainable, unstable, and insecure post-Western, post-secular world order.  

 

6.3. Limitations 

A central topic in this thesis is the ways in which language, tradition, and power make possible, 

limit, and condition practices of reasoning. This applies to myself first and foremost, and I have 

grappled with ethical and epistemic questions of positionality. I have learnt a lot from theorists 

who write from complex positions in relation to Western thought, often writing in the English 

language and working in Western universities. My limited linguistic capabilities have been an 

obvious limitation on my research. As critical as I am of Eurocentric critiques of Eurocentrism, 

Decolonising Cosmopolitanism, by deconstructing and reconstructing Western cosmopolitanism paradigms, 

preserves and sublimates, rather than displacing and disavowing. The danger for this kind of project is 

that the reconciliation it sets out to achieve is still premature. 

 

6.4. Future directions for the transdisciplinary field of cosmopolitan studies 

As vital as a big picture thinking and grand theorising project like Decolonising Cosmopolitanism is, the 

real strength of the approach will be demonstrated in the future by transdisciplinary contributions 

                                                
 
956 Ken Booth (2011) “The Inconvenient Truth”, in Realism and World Politics, edited by Ken Booth, Routledge. 339. 
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to focus areas, like corruption, intervention, climate change, global financial order, global security, 

global ethics, human development, capabilities, migration, and health, where the most interesting 

and advanced work, breaking down the distinction between theory and practice, is happening.957 

Cosmopolitans can not only improve our own work through interdisciplinary dialogues and by 

learning from developments in adjacent disciplines, Gillian Brock argues, we can also contribute 

in a transdisciplinary way to shaping those developments.958 

 Another future direction for the transdisciplinary field of cosmopolitan studies opened by 

epistemic decolonisation is theorising in the reverse direction from the global context to the 

domestic context, particularly in relation to the causal and constitutive functions of imperialism, 

colonialism, slavery, and genocide in the production and reproduction of Western state-societies. 

Mills remains a lone solider in this project in the mainstream of Western political philosophy. 

Beyond the West’s frontiers, there is also exciting future work to do by critically and normatively 

theorising social, economic, political, and legal justice in non-Western contexts, theoretically 

integrating the transdisciplinary analysis of subnational, national, transnational, international, and 

global structures, processes, and connections. 

 By practicing the corrective virtues of epistemic justice, if nothing else, I have shown that 

the unfinished project of decolonising cosmopolitanism in theory and practice started long ago.959 

                                                
 
957 See for example Gillian Brock, Justice for People on the Move: Migration in Challenging Times (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2020). 
958 Gillian Brock, “Some Future Directions for Global Justice”, 255. 
959 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 218-219. 
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