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Cosmopolitanism, in almost all of its many forms, is fundamentally future-oriented: it

imagines a more peaceful, more just, more politically unified world. Inasmuch as it diagnoses

present ills, it does so to envision a future free from them. The cosmopolitan impulse to

imagine a better future has been articulated in forms as various as Kant’s perpetual peace

and Balibar’s multiple universalisms. But what happens to cosmopolitanism when its relation

to the future is not secure, either because it fails to deliver what it has promised, or because

the future itself is precarious? In other words, can cosmopolitanism be understood as having

a relation to the future that is not merely optimistic, progressive, or reproductive? Might

thinking about cosmopolitanism’s relation to pessimism and to vulnerability help to

recuperate it not as an empty universalism but as a critical faculty? What forms of

cosmopolitanism, if any, fit such a description? This talk will read Mary Shelley’s apocalyptic

novel, The Last Man, as a case study in these questions. In thinking about negative

cosmopolitanism, or cosmopolitanism that is skeptical about the future, the talk will consider

Shelley’s depiction of the extinction of the human race as a cosmopolitan formation. It is

cosmopolitan, I will argue, in its resistance to the future; this resistance unifies the globe. But

this resistance is not merely nihilistic: the novel writes back to the political stagnation of

Shelley’s England, and in doing so, suggests that skeptical or pessimistic cosmopolitanism

might be the ground for powerful criticism. More broadly, the paper will make a claim about

the importance of pessimistic cosmopolitanism to the present moment, and will connect this

to Foucault’s late lectures on cosmopolitanism and to Diogenes the Cynic, who first coined

the term “cosmopolitan” when he claimed he was a citizen of no place. 


