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Mediterranean Cosmopolitanism and its Contemporary Revivals
A Critical Approach
Nora Lafi

The idea of cosmopolitanism today is often an exercise in regressive nostalgia,
harking back to a time when Muslims and Jews, or Greeks and Turks, lived together
in Mediterranean cities, mostly within the Ottoman Empire. The link between

what is perceived as a form of cosmopolitanism and the philosophical idea of
cosmopolitanism that developed in Europe during the age of Enlightenment is,
however, often indistinct, and the only certainty is that this era concluded with the
emergence of a new world order, composed of nationalisms and colonialisms.

In this essay, | argue that, in spite of the difficulty of articulating
cosmopolitanism in distinction with the cosmopolitan idea developed in European
philosophy — a theoretical obstacle on which many readings of the actual
content of the cosmopolitan idea have foundered — the Ottoman experience
of governance of diversity represented a form of cosmopolitanism. | will try to
compare this manifestation with its possible equivalents on the Northern shores of
the Mediterranean and consider the substance of various contemporary revivals. |
propose here to examine how this feature of Ottoman imperial belonging — with of
course its fundamental limits and lasting ambiguities — was confronted with a form
of modernity that challenged not only cosmopolitanism as a constructed form of
coexistence and shared governance but also urban diversity. On the basis of such
reflections, | try, in the final part of the essay, to critically examine contemporary
revivals of the notion, arguing that, although such revivals sometimes using the
imagery, rhetoric, and vocabulary of cosmopolitanism, they rarely encompass a
genuine cosmopolitan dimension, in the sense of participatory governance of diversity
in which different groups have access to the civic sphere.

The difficulty when studying cosmopolitanism in Mediterranean cities is that
the notion is often held prisoner to two implicit referential horizons: the European
concept of cosmopolitanism as developed in philosophy, and the situation of some
cities of the region in which diversity was a fundamental fact. Reflecting on the
notion without clearing the effects of such possible misunderstandings is a source of
confusion, the relationship between, let us say, Kant and colonial Alexandria being
difficult to absorb in a single theoretical package. That is why it is important to clear
both sides of this implicit horizon before trying to examine another situation, the
imperial Ottoman regime, in light of the concept of cosmopolitanism.

Understanding if and why the philosophical concept of cosmopolitanism
has relevance in the Mediterranean urban context is indeed a prerequisite, as is
addressing the ambiguities of what is often perceived as a kind of cosmopolitan
golden age. This journey through the history of the notion of cosmopolitanism seems
necessary to avoid the dangers of Eurocentrism, anachronism, and confusion
between the presence of a diverse population and the existence of a civic sphere
allowing minorities to participate in urban governance. The aim is also to take
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part in contemporary debates about
cosmopolitanism (Vertovec and Cohen
2003, Breckenridge 2002), using the
urban Ottoman regime case study as an
alternative to existing visions of the notion
and as a way to go beyond the theoretical
dichotomy between philosophy and the
description of post-Ottoman colonial
societies.

Cosmopolitanism in Philosophy and the Governance of
Urban Diversity: A Legacy of Confusion

The first use of the term cosmopolitanism comes from the
Cynic tradition in ancient Greece. The concept was later
used by Stoics and is, in its very essence, a Mediterranean
idea. It matured with the decline of the model of the Greek
city and its form of governance, which had been promoted
in the entire ancient world. At the time of the imperial dom-
ination of Alexander, the Cynics introduced the idea of an
egalitarian morality, based on the individual and his right to
access governance for what he is and not for the group he
belongs to. The Stoics developed the idea of the world as a
big city, with citizens of the world being given the rights that
citizens had in Greek cities.

Lisa Hill, in an attempt to examine the relevance in
present debates on citizenship of the Greek cosmopolitan
philosophy and its Roman imperial interpretations, illustrat-
ed the relationship between the Stoic moment and ideas
of republic, government, and cosmopolitanism (Hill 2000).
Cosmopolitanism as a concept was an answer to the limits
of citizenship in a Mediterranean world where diversity
was common. It was from the beginning a notion situated
at the articulation between the government of the world and
its differences and urban government, with of course the
specificity that the Greek city was not limited to an urban
reality and that reflections on imperial citizenship in Roman
times was by definition global. After a series of reforms the
Roman Empire acquired, at the scale of imperial citizen-
ship, a certain cosmopolitan dimension, as people from
the entire Mediterranean were progressively granted ac-
cess to the civic sphere (Mathisen 20086). Ancient cosmo-
politanism — with of course its limits, such as the presence
of slaves, prisoners of war, and people without rights, and
of course the issue of gender — refers to the political and
civic sphere, and not only to the presence of a diverse
population.

This ancient concept of cosmopolitanism has also
been elaborated in the context of Hellenistic philosophy —
Socratic, Stoic, and Epicurean (Brown 2012). Some cities
of the ancient Greek world were known for the diversity of
their populations, and it is believed that the development of
the notion in philosophy has something to do with the adap-
tation of the Greek city, as a political form giving exclusive
rights only to its native citizens (generally a narrow group)
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to such diversity. The problem was how to give access to
the urban civic sphere to Greek merchants from the wider
Greek world living in port cities, and sometimes even to
merchants from other Mediterranean horizons. Delos is the
most studied among these port cities; it is presented as an
emporium open to people from the entire Mediterranean
(Malacrino 2007).
Cosmopolitanism having been used and reinterpreted
throughout history, this Greek origin of the term is to be re-
membered, as along with some founding ambiguities, such
as the difficult articulation between urban citizenship and i
imperial citizenship, both realities encompassing significant ’
limits. What seems most interesting, however, is to discuss |
the evolution of the meaning of the concept from the Greek ;
idea of government of the world as an extended city (the ;
political entity) and to a certain extent of the city (the urban '
reality) as a little-world, a microcosm, to the social situation
of Mediterranean towns 1,000 years later, and to present
debates about world governance, urban governance, and
life in the cities.
But for the sake of this discussion, an understanding
of what happened to the notion in between is necessary:
cosmopolitanism today is not just a metaphor of what it was
in ancient times, for the concept was deeply re-elaborated
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Debates today
can’t simply rely on a theoretical bridge between cities of
the Mediterranean in the nineteenth or twentieth century
and Delos in Hellenistic times. In a way, cosmopolitanism
became less Mediterranean when European philosophers
began to appropriate it and accommodate it to debates
of a different kind. The fact that the history of the concept
now relates mostly to European political philosophy must
be taken into account in discussions about the Mediterra-
nean nature of urban diversity. Taking this approach is not
the promotion of a possible Eurocentric vision but instead
represents a clarification of the renewed origins and con-
notations of a concept whose circulation is at the center of
present discussions.
From the beginning, the cosmopolitan idea included a
tension between the universal and the individual, between
the idea of the possible coexistence of different identities
of the individual and a need for an egalitarian-individualist
attitude of indifference regarding men as citizens of the
world or as participating entities in social life, including
urban life. The concept of cosmopolitanism is also born at
the intersection of ethics and the concrete governance of
diversity. During the European Enlightenment, the concept
was reinterpreted, mostly in the context of German philo-
sophical debates, far from the practice of governance of
diversity in Mediterranean cities. That is why an examina-
tion of its pertinence today cannot do without a renewed
discussion of Kant's ideas on cosmopolitanism, world
government, and the role of the individual in society (Slomp
2005, Pojman 2005, Nussbaum 1997). Martine Prange also
illustrated how until Nietzsche at least, Kantian cosmopol-
itanism was a reference for a new definition of the concept
(Prange 2007).
This new cosmopolitanism, taking various forms until
the nineteenth century, was key in the definition of the Eu-




ropean self in philosophy and in the maturation of modern
political thought in Europe, in the context of the emergence
of the national idea (Rosenfeld 2002). Throughout its jour-
ney in European philosophy, cosmopolitanism became an
argument in discussions about the ontological dimension
of nations and about the relationship between ethnicity and
nation building. The later second circulation of the concept
of cosmopolitanism must be read in the context of the nine-
teenth-and-twentieth-century exchange of ideas between
Europe and the Middle East, in a new complex relationship
in which many things had changed and ideas such as Ori-
entalism, influence, imperialism, and Eurocentricism had
become key. The new philosophy of cosmopolitanism was
a mirror, sometimes absorbing, of the growing nationalism
(Meineke 1970, Bowden 2003). This has to be remembered
when studying the stakes of nationalism in Europe and

the Mediterranean and the challenge to diversity that they
represented.

From the tension during the French Revolution and
its impact on nation building and the promotion of universal
values (Dédéyan 1976) to the ambiguity generated by con-
siderations of race and ethnicity in European nation-build-
ing processes (Gikandi 2002, Holton 2002), discussions
on cosmopolitanism have since the nineteenth century
been characterized by a new dimension: they expose the
philosophical ambiguity of the European process of nation
building and a definition of citizenship based on an often
ethnicized vision of the self. Such discussions became
matters of even greater relevance when this tradition was
confronted with diversity and complexity in a region that
had experienced a different path toward the governance of
diversity, and where the impact of the European tradition
was accompanied by domination and colonialism. The
effect of the new European conception of cosmopolitanism
on the Mediterranean not a mere revival of ancient philo-
sophical ideals but rather part of a more complex process
of reading societies that had been subjected to domination.

The fact that cosmopolitanism as a concept became
multilayered in this period must thus be kept in mind before
making any further use of it. As Terry Cochran argues,
there is indeed a linguistic economy of cosmopolitanism
in present debates that has to be made explicit (Cochran
1999). And it is sometimes difficult to be sure that various
people using the concept are in fact dealing with the same
thing. Pheng Cheah’s warnings might be very useful in this
regard. He doesn’t believe in one of the first assumptions
made by many users of the concept of cosmopolitanism —
that is, that there would be something to understand in the
relationship between cosmopolitanism as an Enlightenment
idea and cosmopolitanism as a tool to analyze societies
with a component of diversity: “Any contemporary revival
of cosmopolitanism must take a critical distance from the
older style cosmopolitanism of philosophical modernity”
(Cheah 1897). For him, what he calls “ancestor cosmopol-
itanism” is something else entirely. But then, his aim is to
confront contemporary societies with the modern idea of
the nation and its roots, as if cosmopolitanism as a theoret-
ical creation for the contemporary world was only indirectly
related to its ancestor.
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One of the aims of the present essay, based on an exam-
ination of the Ottoman urban situation, is instead to explore
the possibility of a more complex relationship. Of course,
the nature of the concept has changed, but as part of a
phenomenon that is precisely the one under study: the evo-
lution of the idea of nation in Europe and the impact of the
spread toward the East and the South of such a concep-
tion in the context of a biased modernity. For Cheah, “The
history of colonialism has disproven Kant's benign view

of the unifying power of international commerce” (Cheah
1999; see also Cheah and Robbins 1998), and for him,
contemporary reflections on cosmopolitanism are aimed at
explaining what he calls the present neocolonial globaliza-
tion, so the discussion seems closed. But one could argue
that, to the contrary, it offers a good basis for discussion,
though commerce and global exchanges are not the right
focus and that instead, the urban governance of diversity
in Mediterranean cities might be. We'll see here that the
Ottoman case might suggest at least partially reopening
this discussion. As for the responsibility of universalism in
imperialism, the discussion is also open, as arguments by
Pratap Bhanu Mehta illustrate (Bhanu Mehta 2000).

Cheah also contradicts the various theories on hybrid-
ity, such as developed by Bhabha and Clifford, and their
use of the cosmopolitan context: “I argue that the accounts
of radical cosmopolitan agency offered by hybridity theory
obscure the material dynamics of nationalism in neo-co-
lonial globalization” (Cheah 1997). For him, contemporary
cosmopolitanism is a constant renegotiation of the postco-
lonial nation-state, in the framework of complex forces of
both resistance and accommodation. But for the historian,
the impression is that in Cheah’s account, several steps
are missing. The sequence "Kant, colonial, postcolonial”
cannot be more satisfactory than the “diversity equals cos-
mopolitanism” postulate, and situations like the old regime
Ottoman might help clarify the picture and reevaluate the
concept.

The Ottoman Old Regime Urban Form of
Cosmopolitanism

Studies on Mediterranean cosmopolitanism have most-

ly focused on the situation in port cities of the Ottoman
Empire (or formerly Ottoman, in some cases): Alexandria,
Izmir, Salonica, and Beirut, for example (Driessen 2005).
But most of these studies do consider the Ottoman form
of cosmopolitanism only at the moment of its impact with
modernity, nationalisms, and European-colonialism. Rob-
ert lIbert’s study on Alexandria, which remains the most
valuable book in Mediterranean cosmopolitanism studies,
focuses, for example, on the period of reforms of the Otto-
man old regime and the creation of new municipal institu-
tions in which not only confessional communities (Greek,
Jews) were represented, but also European merchants and
entrepreneurs (llbert 1996). Cosmopolitanism, conceived
as participation in urban politics extended to minorities (if
only the notables), was ephemeral in such cities. Reimer
has underlined how this situation could also be seen as a
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colonial bridgehead (Reimer 1997).

The common feature of such cosmopolitan situa-
tions, during the time of the Ottoman reforms of the 1850s
to 1900s, is formalized access to the reformed municipal
institutions for notables from various communities, and in
many cases for foreign merchants (Lafi 2005). From Beirut
(Hanssen 2005) to Izmir (Georgelin 2005) and Salonica
(Darques 2000), the cosmopolitan situation in such cities is
rather ambiguous, however, if its consideration begins only
in the middle of the nineteenth century. Such a perspective,
though fascinating for understanding the logics at work
in late Ottoman cities and the nature of Ottoman urban
modernity, has the drawback of viewing cosmopolitanism
only in the context of a relationship between an “oriental”
society in the process of modernization and influxes seen
as coming from Europe. In this situation, the late Ottoman
cosmopolitanism is ambiguous by nature (Fuhrman 2003).

Recent studies on late Ottoman urban societies have
shown that modernity was not the mere importation of solu-
tions from Europe into a vacuum, but rather the modern-
ization — in the framework of a rational imperial Ottoman
project, with expertise found on the international scene,
and sometimes bought on the international market — of a
complex existing situation of old regime urban governance.
What | argue here is that the understanding of this Otto-
man urban old regime is also a way of exiting the impasse
of cosmopolitanism seen only in its late Ottoman form, an
instant before its colonial and/or national negation. Outside
of the ephemeral and ambiguous late Ottoman moment,
modernity in Mediterranean cities promoted segregation
and separation and not cosmopolitanism, from French-oc-
cupied Algiers to ethnically homogenized Salonica or lzmir.
The Ottoman old regime instead had been in many cases a
negotiated form of urban balance based on the coexistence
of communities.

One must of course not have a naive or irenicist vision
of this social form: it was not democracy, but an old regime
unequal in its very nature and organizing different layers of
inequalities; it was not general harmony but rather a con-
stantly renegotiated balance, with moments of crisis and
sometimes violence. But it was also an expression of plural
civic participation in urban governance, in the context of an
empire that granted the general framework for these local
urban declensions of the Pax Oftomana. This framework
was progressively built on different heritages, among which
the imperial Byzantine, itself related to Roman roots, and
the Islamic are the most relevant. In a medieval Islamic con-
text, the governance of diversity had been dealt with both
at the theoretical philosophical level and at the level of the
practical organization of daily life in cities. The issue of the
regime of difference has been treated in medieval Islamic
philosophy by authors such as al-Farabi, with his al-madina
al-fadila — the ideal city (Muhsin 2001) — or Ibn Khaldun
(Baali 1988). They proposed visions of urban society in
which the Greek philosophical heritage, local traditions,
and of course the precepts of Islam were combined to make
an original creation, which contributed to framing urban
governance in the Middle East.

Minorities were granted access to the urban sphere
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-only a demographic fact but was translated into a system

through the authorization of communal representation,

the participation in guilds, and the right to petition. Among
the central notions in Islamic medieval thought, the His-

ba, or good governance, integrated such dimensions.
Representatives of communal institutions were generally
inserted, though often with a minor role, into the institutions
of urban government. This scheme was extended by the
Ottomans and made part of the general functioning of the
Empire. On the basis of the medieval Islamic heritage and
the Byzantine imperial heritage, confessional communities
were granted the right to have local councils, of which the
notables were members. Such institutions did not only deal
with religious communal affairs — Jewish, Armenian, Greek
Orthodox, for example, according to the city — but also had
fiscal, judicial, and urban jurisdictions. The chief of each
community was a generally a member of the council of the
notables of the city, the form and composition of which was
a result of negotiations with the empire. This system can

be seen as a form of cosmopolitanism, as diversity was not

of governance. Of course Muslims had a dominant posi-
tion, and not all public offices were open to members of all
communities. But such communities were recognized as
collective civic bodies and were granted access to the ur-
ban and imperial civic sphere. Even nomads and the Roma
in the Balkans were given a collective civic existence.

The petitioning system in the Ottoman Empire, during
the old regime, was also more than an appeal against bad
administration: it was an institutionalized dialogue between
individuals or collective bodies (communal or professional)
and the empire. There was an administrative system estab-
lished to handle petitions, and most decisions in the empire
were taken in response to a petition (Lafi 2011). Another hint
of the existence of a form of cosmopolitanism in old regime
Ottoman cities is the fact that the urban habitat was not ful-
ly segregated, and people from different communities had
common daily lives and even common civic activities. There
were of course quarters with a given communal identity,
from the Greek quarters in Istanbul to the Jewish quarters
in Tripoli or the different neighborhoods of Sarajevo (Gudel
2007). But in all cities there were also mixed quarters, and
in many cities, guilds could also be multi-confessional. And
it was not rare, as the archives of the office of petitions in
Istanbul illustrate, to have “notables” from different commu-
nities sign common petitions to the empire, embodying in
this process a single civic body.

Cities of the empire were also the theater of the
development of a kind a cosmopolitanism of the subaltern
(Bayat 2010), as daily life was made of common experi-
ences between people from various communities and as
mobilization often happened according to shared needs
and claims. All of these features, which participated in the
negotiated construction of a kind of Ottoman Pax Urbana,
were of course subject to growing tensions with the decline
of the empire and with the impact of nationalisms and the
modern definitions of politics, participation, and citizen-
ship. But they constitute, from the fifteenth to the early
nineteenth centuries, an original feature of cosmopolitan
coexistence and governance. The specific characteristics,




as locally negotiated with the empire (an entity that recent
historiography invites us to read not as merely external but
entangled with local societies) differed from city to city,
just as layers of historical heritage and the local population
composition differed. The Ottoman equilibrium, as in all old
regime societies, was also regularly challenged, either by
external events or internal rebels, or even more often by an
alliance between both. Cosmopolitanism in Ottoman cities
was in no way a perfect world, but an old regime configura-
tion in which diversity, and inequality, were accommodated
by (limited) participation and negotiation.

The existence of this system prompts a comparison
with what happened in cities of the Northern shore of the
Mediterranean in the early modern period. In places where
the construction of kingdoms encouraged ethnic and
religious homogenization, urban cosmopolitanism, which
had medieval roots there too, had little chance to survive.
And indeed, Ottoman Salonica, Tunis, Algiers, or Istanbul
became safe havens for Jewish refugees from Christian
Spain. In only a few European cities a certain form of urban
cosmopolitanism — here again seen as the possibility of
access to the civic sphere for minorities, and not just toler-
ation of their existence — seems to have developed (Bottin
and Calabi 1999). It is the case in Venice, a city-state that
managed to avoid empires and kingdoms, and whose main
source of wealth was commerce with the orient. In Venice,
Jews, Muslims (Bosnians, Turks, Tunisians, Albanians), and
non-Catholic Christians (Greeks, Armenians, Albanians)
were granted the right to petition and designate the repre-
sentatives of their communities, who were allowed to nego-
tiate affairs regarding the community with the authorities of
the Republic (Pedani 2010). In 1575 the Fondaco dei Turchi
was created on the model of the institutions of the Jewish
community. Such communal institutions had mandates
much broader than the organization of confessional life. It
was also the case in Livorno, a Tuscan harbor city where
Mediterranean Jews were invited to settle by the Florentine
power. Historical studies have illustrated how Jewish mer-

chants in this city took part in a form of cosmopolitan urban ‘

governance (Fettah 2003, LoRomer 1987). But in many
other cities of Europe, such developments were limited.

As for the Ottoman Empire, the modernization of the
old regime did not include the development of an innovative
tool for the generalization of equality without the explo-
sion of the common civic sphere. Given growing frictions
between Ottoman urban societies, nationalisms of various
sorts, and European influence and colonialism, situations of
cosmopolitanism disappeared in most cities.

Contemporary Urban Cosmopolitan Revivals: Between
Place Marketing and Inauthenticity

In present-day Mediterranean cities, cosmopolitanism, with
diverse specific meanings, is again a word that carries pos-
itive connotations. It is often used in the context of strate-
gies of place marketing, presented as a fashionable feature
of global cities of the region. It rarely, however, signals a
new form of political cosmopolitanism, in which minorities
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would be associated with urban government and the gen-
eral governance framework would reflect a common civic
sphere shared by members of various minorities. This idea
of cosmopolitanism is more a form of coexistence of people
of diverse origins, sometimes with positive effects on the
image of the cities, than a mode of cosmopolitan urban
government and governance of diversity. Indeed, Mediter-
ranean cities are struggling with the limits of their models
of integration and participation: from the banlieues of
Marseille to the Roma camps of Naples, the neighborhoods
with a dense migrant population in Athens or Barcelona,
the Arab neighborhoods of Haifa or Jaffa, the camps of Pal-
estinian refugees in Beirut or the camps of African migrants
in Tripoli — all situations being diverse in their nature but
sharing the common feature of exposing the limits of the
cosmopolitan political sphere.

Cities of the Mediterranean exhibit more shortcom-
ings in cosmopolitan governance than innovative and
harmonious solutions. Very often, of course, local situations
depend more on the ambiguities of state policies and even
on geopolitical stakes than on the urban political ideal.

But in spite of the broad diffusion of municipal democracy
(though not all Mediterranean cities are part of this mu-
nicipal democratic sphere), and in spite of the opening of
this municipal democracy to migrants or their children or

to members of minorities in many cities of the region, the
Mediterranean does not seem to be the place for the con-
struction of a new cosmopolitan ideal, in the philosophical
and political science meaning of the term. The new Medi-
terranean cosmopolitanism we often hear about is definitely
not mainly made of a general participation in urban affairs,
which would reflect the diversity of urban societies. It is
more a matter of urban identity, culture, marketing, and
sometimes hiding (more or less deliberately) situations

of exclusion. This new form of Mediterranean cosmopol-
itanism is characterized by extreme contradictions: the
fashionable surface sometimes tells narratives that strongly
contrast with the general context.

This is the case, for example, in Alexandria, a city that
was until the 1950s an example of cosmopolitan society,
though with many internal contradictions related to the
colonial nature of cosmopolitan rule (Reimer 1997). Since
the 1990s, the city has been the object of a program of
cultural revitalization with strong cosmopolitan accents.
Cosmopolitanism in Alexandria even became the focus of
a marketing strategy (Starr 2005). But the paradox is that
in this former cosmopolitan city, Greeks and Jews have
mostly disappeared due to the tensions of the late twenti-
eth century and the impact of decolonization, nationalism,
and Zionism on urban coexistence. Alexandria is now a
stronghold of radical Islam, a fact that does not prevent the
city from playing on the image of a cosmopolitan past. This
cosmopolitan myth has little to do with the actual evolution
of the local urban society, in which sectarian polarization
is stronger than ever (Iskander 2012) and urban space is
marked by tensions that are in many respects a negation of
cosmopolitanism (Tadroz 2011).

In post Civil War Beirut, cosmopolitanism is also,
since 1990s, the theme of the construction of place market-
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ing. The reconstruction of the city played on the image of a
cosmopolitan city center, albeit in the context of polarized
sectarian politics (Nagel 2002). Cosmopolitanism was

both an object of real-estate marketing for developers and
a brand to be sold to investors and visitors. Speculation,
evictions, and corruption were also part of the process
(Adwan 2004). Cosmopolitanism largely functioned as an
accessory to gentrification and to the privatization of public
space, with little echo in the governance sphere, where sec-
tarian politics continued to divide communities. In another
way, however, Beirut might be, in spite of all these limits,
one of the rare Mediterranean cities where diversity is still
part of the governance pact, and political alliances between
sectarian parties, beyond their sometimes caricatural and
ambiguous nature, might be a form of social consensus.

In Istanbul too, cosmopolitanism has been a key
word in recent narratives of the city’s cultural revival (Asu
and Robins 2010, Thelen 2008). But in a city where pro-
found demographic changes, with a massive immigration
from Anatolia, and the Turkish national idea have both
deeply challenged the very concept and reality of cosmo-
politanism, the contradictions within the present revival of
something that Benton Jay Komins called a “depopulated
cosmopolitanism” (Komins 2002) are strong. This revival,
made of both Islamist discourses on diversity, which often
model themselves on a vision of the Ottoman past (Yavuz
1998), and cultural expressions of a fashionable Istanbul
made of art galleries, discos, bars, and gay neighborhoods
(Oktem 2008) — two cosmopolitan expressions with little
in common (Potuoglu-Cook 2006) — also takes place in
the context of often unresolved questions on the relation-
ship between the nation and the heritage of diversity (Mills
2008). The opening of the ruling Islamist party toward
Greek and Armenian minorities can be interpreted as both
a challenge to the Turkish idea of nation and a revival of an
Islamic vision of tolerance, but also as a political maneuver
with few consequences for daily patterns of interaction
(Ter-Matevosyan 2010). Incidents during the Istanbul Cul-
tural Capital of Europe 2010 season, when radical Islamists
raided art galleries where alcohol was being served during
vernissages, also illustrate the limits of coexistence in
Istanbul between a cosmopolitan cultural elite and other
trends on the local political and social scene, as well as the
tensions that gentrification with a cosmopolitan image bring
to popular neighborhoods (Pehlivan 2011).

In Marseille, cosmopolitanism has also been used as
a tool of cultural marketing during the last ten years, with a
process of Mediterraneanization of several major cultural
projects, and in general of the narrative of the city (Bullen
2012). From the project of a Museum of the Civilizations of
Europe and the Mediterranean (Bromberger 2007) to the
content of the season of Marseille as the Cultural Capital of
Europe 2013, Marseille has been using the Mediterranean
as a brand for its own urban positioning, a process that
has led some scholars to call Marseille’s Mediterranean
an “artificial product” (Gastaut 2003). In a city with a very
diverse population, with serious issues of segregation and
postcolonialism (Nasiali 2012), the cosmopolitan idea of the
Mediterranean has nothing to do with local governance of
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diversity; it is rather a marketing product aimed at bringing
back investors to a harbor city that has experienced a seri-
ous decline since the end of the colonial era.

In Salonica, present uses of the cosmopolitan past
are also strategic. They developed on the occasion of its
turn as the Cultural Capital of Europe in 1997, in the context
of the emergence of a postnationalist narrative of the city’s
past. But they tend to focus on a static vision of the mul-
ticultural past, with little opening toward the multicultural
present (Hatziprokopiou 2012). Even if the architectural
heritage of the Ottoman past has been better protected,
and if the Jewish history of the city has received renewed
attention, one cannot say that this new vision of cosmopoli-
tanism is really cosmopolite.

In Israel too, appropriations of the Mediterranean
identity have been criticized as examples of place mar-
keting with strong ideological inconsistencies, rather than
expressions of what would be a postnationalist (or post-Zi-
onist, in that case) form of cosmopolitanism (Locke 2009).
In Tel Aviv/Jaffa, such contradictions have been denounced
in real-estate projects whose narratives are intercultural
and seek to develop the idea of a cosmopolitan city, but
in reality often segregate populations and reinforce not
only gentrification but the eviction of Arab populations
(Goldhaber 2010). It is a process that Hadar Livne has
called the creation of a “mythical Mediterranean space”
made of Orientalist fake authenticity and provoking the
“devalorization and erasure of the local urban space and its
long neglected Arab population, and consequently in the
creation of an alienated, exclusive Jewish gated community
which ignores its social and physical surroundings” (Livne
2008). In such a process, cosmopolitanism is often used a
marketing tool that masks practices of eviction (with strong
colonial connotations), resulting in a reinforcement of the
ethnic homogenization of the urban space. The situation
in Haifa, where cosmopolitanism tends to be reduced to a
folkloric vision of the orient (Kallus and Kolodney 2010) and
has nothing to do with the invention of a new cosmopolitan
governance, is comparable.

Such cosmopolitan fagcades have also been de-
nounced in Morocco, and specifically the city of Marrakesh,
where the vision of a cosmopolitan society tends to be lim-
ited to the attraction of foreign investors on the real-estate
market and results in a violent gentrification of urban space,
with a clear postcolonial dimension (Escher et al. 2001).
The positive effect on the cosmopolitan scene of the return
of Moroccan Jews, now mostly French, does not seem to
have consequences for the true cosmopolitan dimension
and seems to be part of a broader phenomenon of eviction
of the poor under the effect of gentrification and control of
the real-estate market by foreign investors.

Mediterranean cities do not seem to be places
sponsoring the invention of a new cosmopolitan ideal. The
present situation, in which uses of cosmopolitanism are
more often ideological decoys than genuine innovations in
terms of governance of diversity, draws on a limited vision
of the cosmopolitan past of some cities of the region. They
also often relate to rewritings of the narratives of nation-
alism and colonization. What is selected is the presence,




and sometimes coexistence, of various communities, but
rarely the model of a governance of diversity that, in some
situations, was innovative (but of course should not be
mythologized). Both new forms of diversity in Mediterra-
nean cities (Meijer 1999), resulting from new migrations
and the persistence of old injustices and segregations, call
for the invention of a new Mediterranean cosmopolitanism,
of which migrants to Mediterranean cities of Europe, Roma
minorities from Naples to Istanbul, Chinese migrants in
Algiers, or Sub-Saharan African migrants in Tripoli could be
the beneficiaries. But until now, the effects of globalization
on Mediterranean cities and on the uses and interpretations
of the cosmopolitan idea have supported trends toward
segregation rather than incentives for a true cosmopolitan
revival, which would be something more than empty Otto-
man (or sometimes Habsburg, per Ballinger 2003) imperial
nostalgia or a caricatural and folkloristic vision of the past.
But at least in debates about cosmopolitanism in other re-
gions of the world (Cartier 1999), the Mediterranean can be
used for the contrasted richness of its cosmopolitan history:
a first step, perhaps, toward the invention of a new model.
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