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CULTURAL HERITAGE | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Re-Thinking the global cosmopolis: an analysis of 
the un-habitat “city we need” policies in Helsinki 
And Sydney
Saeed Bin Mohammed1*

Abstract:  This paper contributes to the sustainability debates concerning the UN 
Habitat III agenda for 2030 of “leaving no one behind.” I mainly focus on how the 
ideas of the classical cosmopolis are manifested in contemporary urban policies and 
strategies. I seek to discuss the similarities between the ancient Greek Cynics’ and 
Stoics’ concept of cosmopolis and the one more or less explicitly expressed in the 
UN-Habitat manifesto The City We Need 2.0: Towards a New Urban Paradigm, for 
explaining/showing/understanding. I do so by examining specific case examples 
based on the UN-Habitat manifesto: the City of Sydney (A City for All: Towards 
a Socially Just and Resilient Sydney) and the City of Helsinki. Finally, by using the 
close reading method, I analyze how these local level goals are related to the 
broader Habitat III goals and, on the other hand, to the classical definitions of 
cosmopolitan political practices.

Subjects: Urban Studies; Cities & Infrastructure; Urban Studies; Urban Cultures; Urban 
Policy; Urban Politics; Classical Studies; Philosophy 

Keywords: cosmopolis; cosmopolitanism; cities; diversity; urbanization; inclusion; 
participation

1. Introduction
Cosmopolitanism is an old ideal introduced by the ancient Cynics and Stoics. It has travelled a long 
way and still holds relevance in many ways. One context in which it is currently deployed is the 
United Nations’ (UN) policies on human rights, social inclusion, cultural diversity, and global peace 
(Gilmore, 2015; Kant, 1795). This paper focuses on the relationship between the classical concept 
of cosmopolis and the United Nations Human Settlements Programme’s (UN-Habitat) agenda of 
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“the city we need.”More precisely, the focus is on the first principle of the New Urban Agenda: “to 
leave no one behind” (UN-Habitat, 2016a, 7). This agenda was adopted at the UN Conference on 
Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) in 2016. In this regard, this paper seeks 
to investigate: (a) how the principle resonates with the classical understanding of cosmopolis, and 
(b) how it is expressed at local level. The aim of this comparison is to contribute to the urban 
sustainability debates of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. According to Douglass 
(2016, 1), the reference to the term cosmopolis in contemporary urban planning is a strategy to 
“make cities responsive to the diverse aspirations of their people”—towards inclusive and partici-
patory city-making. In addition, its mobilization is an essential characteristic of what UN-Habitat 
has termed “the city we need”: it is the conditions under which new forms of socio-cultural 
diversity can be fostered and perpetuated. Lefebvre, 1968, 140) has posited that policymakers’ 
ability to realize old ideals is what gives meaning to the science of sociocultural reality in cities. 
This study examines not only explanations supporting the concept of cosmopolis, but also various 
arguments against it. However, the idea of cosmopolis is the conceptual tool used to analyze and 
frame the empirical data of this paper.

The urban policies of the Cities of Helsinki and Sydney were chosen for closer scrutiny here 
because, firstly, both cities have explicitly adopted classical conceptions of the city as guiding 
models in their plans and strategies for sustainable urbanization, even though their main focus 
differs. For instance, it is stated that Sydney is a “cosmopolitan city” (City of Sydney, 2016a, 9), and 
that Helsinki is “for a good life” (City of Helsinki, 2017, 9). From the classical point of view, “good 
life” means that residents live in harmony with their surroundings, and that each person has the 
chance to participate in the socio-cultural life of the city. Along similar lines, Aristotle contended 
that the purpose of the existence of cities is to enhance good life (City of Helsinki, 2017, 4). 
Secondly, an analysis of the UN-Habitat agenda of “the city we need” against two big cities that 
differ in terms of geographical location, governance structure, and culture provides more informa-
tion than an examination of only one city or two similar cities. Analysis of these two cities and the 
UN-Habitat agenda not only reveals similarities cutting across the field of the classical conception 
of the city, but also suggests specific and geographical differences.

I begin the article by introducing the analysis method (close reading) and the empirical context 
of the selected policies. I will then provide a more detailed historical overview of the concept of 
cosmopolis, from the classical beginnings to modern cosmopolis and its inclusivity and exclusivity. 
Under the historical overview, I will also introduce a subsection that discusses the theoretical 
relationship and tension between diversity and cosmopolis/tanism. This will be followed by the 
empirical section, which mainly focuses on urban diversity in the context of cosmopolis. This 
empirical section includes two subsections, which deal with participation and inclusion. The final 
section will describe and discuss the key findings.

2. Close reading of the empirical documents
The method used in this study combines a close reading of policy documents and of research 
publications on the classical notions of cosmopolis and cosmopolitanism. The purpose of this 
approach is to read the texts carefully against their background and main principles, which can 
be reinterpreted as cosmopolitan ideas. This method also aims to understand what elements of 
the classical understanding are manifested in modern practical policy speech and why. 
Furthermore, the use of close reading analysis for this particular study serves as a basis for 
analyzing “the relationship that exists within the text” (De Castilla, 2017, 4). In this paper, the 
notion of cosmopolis is the theoretical basis for the close reading analysis.

2.1. The empirical context
The primary data used in the close reading analysis in this paper consists of the following 
documents: UN-Habitat’s The City We Need 2.0: Towards a New Urban Paradigm, the City of 
Helsinki’s urban policy The Most Functional City in The World: Helsinki City Strategy 2017–2021, 
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and the City of Sydney’s urban policy A City for All: Towards a Socially Just and Resilient Sydney 
(Discussion paper. March 2016 and Social Sustainability Policy. July 2016).

UN-Habitat’s 2016 document The City We Need 2.0 (TCWN) is a manifesto of ten principles 
suggesting solid strategies on how to achieve urban sustainability in cities across the globe. It was 
written based on contributions from more than 7,701 individuals from 113 countries and 1,600 
institutions that represent fourteen constituent groups: local and subnational authorities, research 
and scholars, civil societies, grassroots groups, women, legislators, minors and youth, business and 
industries, foundations and philanthropies, experts, labor unions and workers, farmers, indigenous 
groups, and the media (UN-Habitat, 2016b, 1). The local representation and networks across the 
globe that co-authored the UN-Habitat document evidently show how local urban policies influ-
ence and represent the UN-Habitat general perspective.

The urban policy of Sydney sets out the aspirations for a socially sustainable City of Sydney. It 
was written in response to the critical challenges and opportunities facing the community as the 
city experiences a period of major urban transformation (City of Sydney, 2016b, 1). It is stated in 
the document that the imperative is “to seek to strengthen society in the face of change” through 
deliberate policies and strategies (ibid.). It also outlines the vision, guiding principles, and roles of 
Sydney in strengthening the well-being and resilience of the community—the people who work, 
live, and study in and visit the City of Sydney local area (ibid.). The City of Sydney’s social 
sustainability discussion paper also suggests strategies that can be used to implement the 
commitments of this policy to ensure Sydney is a city for all (City of Sydney, 2016a).

The City of Helsinki’s urban policy draws its aspiration from the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s 
vision that cities exist for the sake of good life (City of Helsinki, 2017, 4). Helsinki follows that vision 
by seeking to create the best possible conditions for urban life and thus to be the most functional 
city in the world (ibid.). Helsinki’s functionality is also rooted in the Nordic perspective of high- 
quality urban services, transparent governance and almost zero corruption (ibid.). In addition, good 
life in the City of Helsinki requires more action. The policy document outlines strategies, plans, 
programs, conditions, and evidence needed to achieve a sustainable and functional city that works 
for all its residents.

3. Cosmopolis: a historical overview

3.1. From the classical beginning to the contemporary cosmopolis
The debate about the concept of cosmopolis has an extended history. From the political writings 
idealized by Aristotle (1984), the purpose of the existence of the polis or city is to enhance good 
life. He further defined the polis as a place where all people could participate in what is regarded as 
good (ibid.). Plato’s and Aristotle’s political idea of the polis was not related to cosmopolitanism 
(Kleingeld & Brown, 2019). In their thinking, a person first identifies themselves as a citizen of 
a particular polis and then pays allegiance to the institutions and people in that polis (ibid.). Their 
responsibility is to defend the polis from assaults, support its justice systems, and contribute to the 
common good of that polis (ibid.). In this sense, allegiance to and responsibility for the polis and 
other citizens explain what is termed as a good life (ibid.). In this context, the common good or 
good life does not extend to slaves and strangers living outside the boundaries of the polis (ibid.). 
Furthermore, in those eras, cities were also based on human relationships within the polis (Lilley, 
2004a, 2004b).

The fourth-century BCE Cynic Diogenes was the first in Western philosophy to give a perfect and 
explicit expression to the term cosmopolitanism (Nussbaum, 2019). Thus, “when he was asked 
where he came from, he replied, ‘I am a citizen of the world [kosmopolitês]’” (Diogenes Laertius VI 
63). This new understanding of cosmopolis differs from Plato’s and Aristotle’s earlier understand-
ings. In the case of Plato and Aristotle, citizenship was strictly tied to allegiance to the polis. While 
Diogenes considered himself to be a citizen of the cosmos and not a citizen of Sinope, he refused 
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to admit that he owed allegiance to Sinope and the Sinopeans (Kleingeld & Brown, 2019). From 
Diogenes’ and the Cynic perspective, cosmopolitans live in agreement with nature and denounce 
the conventional ties to the polis (ibid). According to Cynic philosophers, this was an essential way 
of living in the polis at that time, and it also allowed the creation of a space for criticism of 
inequality within the polis (Turner, 2015). For Paone (2018, 1), Diogenes’ Cynicism was a classical 
example of cosmopolitanism, which is philanthropic, minimalistic, utopian, and experimental. For 
Kleingeld and Brown (2019), the Cynics offered an example of high-minded virtue towards all 
others irrespective of their city of birth or allegiance.

The Cynic-influenced Stoics expanded the ideal of cosmopolitanism philosophically in the third 
century CE. For the Stoics, the cosmos is, as it was, a polis because the cosmos is perfectly put in 
order by law, which is right reason (Nussbaum, 1997). According to Brown (2010), the Stoics’ right 
reason refers to the standard of right/wrong, suggesting to naturally political subjects the things 
that must be done and those that must not. The Stoics maintained that law represents right 
reason (ibid.). In this context, all people are considered to have the right and opportunity to 
improve themselves—their lives. The Stoics posited that the good or good life requires helping 
other people as the best one can—through political engagement (Kleingeld & Brown, 2019). They 
admitted that political engagement is not possible for all (the polis politically excludes the most 
vulnerable of its residents—slaves, women, the poor, etc.), and serving as a private teacher of 
virtue is an alternative or supplement to political engagement in terms of goodness towards 
vulnerable others (ibid.). In this context, the Stoics provided a clear and practical content to the 
word cosmopolis: “a cosmopolitan considers moving away in order to serve, whereas a non- 
cosmopolitan does not” (ibid.). Tsolis (2000) maintains that the Stoics had a broader perspective 
when it came to what they called the cosmopolis. For Brown (2010, 2), living as a citizen of the 
cosmopolis is a metaphor for living according to the right reason that pervades the natural 
surroundings.

Cosmopolitanism was also less demanding for the Stoics at Rome than for those in Greece. For 
instance, Chrysippus limited the notion of citizenship in the cosmos to those who live in accor-
dance with the cosmos and its law, while the Roman Stoics extended this citizenship to all 
humans by virtue of their rationality. Cicero (44 BCE) claimed that the vision of cosmopolis is to 
expand the boundaries of traditional societies so that a society may emerge that has natural 
rather than traditional unifying bonds and that is thus destined for the whole human race without 
segregation. In this perspective, the city belongs to all, which deepens urban diversity among 
residents and goes beyond the city borders. This context of cosmopolis focuses on the equality 
and diversity of human nature, which enhance socio-cultural connectedness beyond the bound-
aries of allegiance and recognition. The Stoics claimed that citizens of both the polis and the 
cosmopolis have the same responsibility—both aim to enhance the lives of citizens. Additionally, 
the concept of cosmopolis prevailed in Christian philosophy and theology in Europe before 1600 
and was regarded as a moral map of the city that served as a foundation of progress for drawing 
socio-cultural borders (Lilley, 2004a, 686). In this context, the city was imagined to be a “cosmos” 
and the cosmos to be a “city” (ibid., 683). Both were ordered in God’s image, each a map of the 
other.

3.2. The transition to a modern cosmopolis
In the humanist era, Erasmus of Rotterdam (1521) used ancient cosmopolitanism as the basis for 
advocating the idea of worldwide peace. He pointed out the unity of humanity over its division into 
different peoples and states by arguing that human beings are destined by nature to interact and 
live in harmony (ibid.). In addition, in the eighteenth century, some scholars of cosmopolitanism 
drew on Stoic philosophy, implying the constructive moral ideal of a universal human society. For 
instance, Kant (1795) argued that all rational human beings are members of one moral commu-
nity. In a political sense, they are similar to citizens in that they share the attributes of freedom, 
independence, and equality, and that they live under their independent laws (ibid.). The laws that 
unite them are the laws of morality, rooted in reason (ibid.). Kant also introduced the notion of 
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cosmopolitan law according to which people have these rights as citizens of the earth instead of 
citizens of specific states.

Lastly, as Stephen Toulmin (1992) has described, the cosmopolis has re-emerged in contempor-
ary urbanization. He argues that the idea of cosmopolis is that human society should, in some way, 
reflect the structure of the universe since “nature” and “society” are understood as images of one 
another. Thus, the order of society and nature is governed by a similar set of laws (Toulmin, 1992, 
127). Additionally, he claims that cosmopolitanism is still strongly visible in Western philosophy, 
science, and cities. While the concept of cosmopolis changed into an image of a rational, pre-
dictable, and governable structure during the Scientific Revolution, it also incorporated the idea of 
progress and finally resulted in the emergence of the cities of the Industrial Revolution.

3.3. Inclusion and exclusion in the classical cosmopolis
The classical concept of cosmopolis may have had a metaphorical dimension, but there were 
factors that determined who was included and excluded from the cultural and political affairs of 
the actual city-state of that time. Therefore, in the Greek polis Athens, people who were xenoi 
(foreigners) or metokoi (metics, resident aliens), vulnerable, day laborers or fishermen because 
they had lost everything, or women confined in the home of their spouse were not recognized as 
full citizens and were denied basic rights such as isonomia—equality before the law—and freedom 
of speech (Turner, 2015, 3). In this context, the term cosmopolis, the universe, as the entirety of 
space, and the polis, as the place of residence, were combined into one symbolic space (Jain, 
2016, 3). In other words, in its metaphorical sense, the cosmos was originally nothing more than 
an order, a harmony that encompasses all matter and all beings (ibid).

Furthermore, ancient Greek city-states were in some ways similar to the classical idea of 
cosmos. As portrayed, it is an orderly space where each individual has a particular place, and, 
ideally, it is a political community characterized by a common ethos and a spirit of unity (ibid.). At 
the beginning, however, cosmopolitanism was not a mainstream ideology; rather, it was the 
worldview of outsiders such as the Cynic Diogenes (Nussbaum, 2019). It is clear that unlike 
Diogenes, citizens in his era were proud of their nation of origin because citizenship was not only 
a source of patriotic pride but also a political right (ibid.).

In this context, the Greek polis demonstrated that the unity of the cosmopolis was an ideological 
construction, and the real conditions of social unity were very limited (ibid., 4). Slavery and 
patriarchy dominated the social, cultural, and economic system (Turner, 2015, 44). Hence, to 
maintain the illusion of unity and equality, a sharp distinction was drawn between those who 
were considered fully capable of becoming citizens (the natives and wealthy males) and the rest of 
the population (ibid.). For example, in his Political Works (III–12), Aristotle (1984) observes that the 
noble, or free-born, or rich, may with good reason claim office: in that capacity, they must be free 
men and taxpayers because a state cannot be overwhelmingly composed of slaves or the poor. As 
a result, participation in the polis was based on inequality—the patriarchal rule of men over 
women, the paternal rule of fathers over children, and the rule of masters over slaves (Rosivach 
& Manville, 1992). In the Greek polis, the slaves were classified as somewhere between the free 
men and domesticated animals (ibid.). These facts indicate that the Greek cosmopolis as 
a participatory or inclusive urban center was idealized metaphor/metonym and rhetoric for the 
utopian thinking or at least thinking for a better (more virtuous) future (Jain, 2016, 4).

Lastly, the classical polis was a special kind of civil society in which any individual not associated 
with the bourgeois community was excluded from political participation (Jain, 2016, 8; Lefebvre, 
1968; 8). This is a society which exists simultaneously with the global society of the global class as 
well as the local societies of the excluded working class and the service class (Jain, 2016, 8). For 
example, in this polis, the Cynics were thought of as advocating a radical transformation of society 
that would end all privileges of class, gender, and race and establish a universal human commu-
nity not only to realize equality, but also to implement it (Hill, 2010; Turner, 2015). In this regard, 
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cosmopolitanism can be seen as an ideology that conceals global inequality—a contradiction that 
enables the cosmopolitan cosmopolis to be viewed as a non-place and as an alternative vision for 
creating the city of the future (Jain, 2016, 8).

3.4. The tension/relationship between diversity and cosmopolis/tanism: Towards redefining 
the global city
Bohman (2006, 104) suggests that in the context of cosmopolitanism, the global city is a vibrant 
place of interconnection and interaction for socio-cultural transformation and possible utopian 
aspirations. In this context, cities are now becoming the leading sites for the lived reality of 
diversity because globalization creates cities of differences along with other issues (Sandercock 
& Lyssiotis, 2003). In addition, urban policy leads to a process of change based on a shared agenda 
to reconstruct the built environment in a context that reflects the global cultural diversity and 
a subjective sense of belonging for all (ibid., 151) without discrimination.

The concept of urban diversity has become complex, resulting in the formulation of new 
terminologies linked to the concept and the degree to which the population is changing in cities 
(see, Vertovec, 2007, 1024; Tasan-Kok et al., 2013, 6). Diversity, as defined by Vertovec (2007, 
1024), is a dynamic interplay of variables among an increased number of new, small, and 
dispersed, multiple-origin, transnationally linked, socioeconomically differentiated, and legally 
stratified immigrants who have arrived over the last decade. This urban diversity is what 
Vertovec refers to as “super-diversity”. Tasan-Kok et al. (2013, 6) also see urban diversity as an 
intense diversification of subjects, not only in socio-economic, socio-demographic, and ethnic 
relationships, but also concerning lifestyles, attitudes, and activities. In other words, they frame 
this type of urban diversity as hyper-diversity. Their explanation of diversity is significant for this 
paper since it highlights the extent to which socio-cultural patterns and expressions in cities 
should be examined. For Skovgaard et al. (2016 , 11), diversity in an urban context means the 
presence or co-existence of specific socio-economic, socio-demographic, ethnic and cultural 
groups within a specified spatial entity such as a city or a neighborhood. Douglass (2009, 23) 
contends that diversity is increasing in multiple ways in the social context of cities. In the context 
of diversity, the concept of cosmopolis is about reconstructing the city as an extension of welcome 
and providing rights to people who escape unbearable situations, such as refugees, asylum 
seekers, and those in search of alternative livelihoods (Conley, 2002). Along similar lines, Kristeva 
(1993) posits that cosmopolitan culture in cities will result in generating tolerance among people 
who broadly accept the concept of citizenship beyond that of a narrowly defined nation-state, 
similarly to the Cynics and Stoics.

The concept of urban diversity is crucial for cosmopolitanism as well as connected to the idea of 
the cosmopolis and the “city we need” paradigm, which enhances the natural “duty to live with all 
kinds of people” (Appiah, 2006) in urban areas. According to Nussbaum (1997), urban policymakers 
and populations have the obligation to promote the happiness of others, which also entails their 
constructive engagement in the political and cultural life to promote their societal representation 
in terms of laws and policies. However, this situation has made questions of governance increas-
ingly complex, and governments are looking for strategies to enhance the internal dynamics of 
urban development that tackles the growing divisions between the shrinking institutional capa-
cities and the rising differences between increasingly diverse subjects’ needs (Nielsen et al. 
2016, 15).

The above perspective of diversity is in line with the classical ideal of cosmopolis as a perfect 
place where residents live in harmony with each other and their surroundings without segregation 
—a participatory city for all (Beumer, 2017; Lilley, 2004a; Sandercock, 1998; Toulmin, 1992; Tsolis, 
2000). In this context, Beumer (2017, 2) posits that the classical ways of conceptualizing the city 
are still meaningful when seeking to understand the role that contemporary cities can play in 
global urban sustainability and human well-being. Similarly to the classical times, the focus of 
modern cities is geared towards strengthening the urban-nature relationship and the role of their 
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people (ibid.). This affirms Plato’s claim that “this city is what it is because our citizens are what 
they are” (Beumer, 2017, 10).

The concept of cosmopolis re-emerges as a strategy for planning and negotiating differences in 
contemporary societies. As Sandercock (1998) claims, paying attention to the voices of differences 
in cities helps achieve social justice and respect for urban cultural diversity. She argues that the 
realization of cosmopolitanism will be visible in cities if their policymakers abandon the “pillar of 
modernist planning and wisdom—rationality, comprehensiveness, scientific objectivity, and the 
project of interest” and replace it with “new concepts of social justice, citizenship, community and 
multiple publics” (ibid.). Additionally, Sandercock (1998, 111) claims that cosmopolitanism builds 
on the voices of people who dwell in cultures with a long history of discrimination, who have been 
segregated for a century, but who are now insurgent and turning their very marginalization into 
a creative space for theorizing, which resembles the recognition of indigenous rights in recent 
history (Howard-Wagner et al., 2018; United Nations General Assembly, 2007).

In this context, a sustainable city becomes a widely embraced model of twenty-first-century 
urban development, which integrates the global/urban features similarly to what Conley (2002) 
defines as a cosmopolis—a recreation of the city as an extension of welcome that provides rights 
and privileges to people who escape intolerable circumstances. In my view, the extension of 
welcome in the contemporary cosmopolitan perspective includes people in search of better and 
alternative lifestyles. I will now move on to the next section that presents the empirical discussion.

4. Urban diversity and cosmopolis
When analyzing the selected current urban policies, documents, and their messages in the light of 
the theoretical concepts, it might be said that similarities such as inclusion and participation arise 
in the context of diversity.

In the context of diversity, Conley (2002) sees cosmopolitan cities as an extension of welcome to 
others grounded in right reason, which enables subjects and authorities to reconstruct themselves 
both culturally and socially beyond the ethnic borders and national allegiances. Similarly to what 
Harvey (2003) has argued, it means the right to remake ourselves by creating a qualitatively 
different kind of urban sociality and entails a reflexive attitude towards urban development for 
all. Brown (2010, 6) claims that in this context, public policy is set to guide “Cynic/Stoic life”—living 
in agreement with nature or the surroundings. In addition, in this paper, urban diversity is under-
stood in a way that recognizes that every person irrespective of their identity or city of birth should 
be able to realize their potential, interact with others, and share the profits of progress and 
increased success in the city. In this respect, the aspiration for a cosmopolis can be achieved 
and realized through enhancing openness and the virtue of welcoming and helping others without 
ethnic limitation. In this regard, UN-Habitat (2016) describes “the city we need” in the twenty-first 
century as follows:

. . . it embraces cultural diversity, including differences of belief and language, and 
encourages social integration of migrants and refugees. It encourages all segments and age 
groups of the population to partake in social and cultural life (UN-Habitat, 2016b, 4). 

In line with the above quotation, strategies and policies of urban diversity must be geared towards 
recognizing and integrating people’s socio-cultural identities without referring to their city of birth 
or nationality. The above quotation is also silent on the attachment or allegiance of people 
regarded as refugees or others to their previous city or polis. This brings to mind the above 
reference to Diogenes when he arrived in Athens after being banished from Sinope. He philoso-
phically refused to be recognized as Sinopean, but neither did he pay total allegiance to the current 
city—instead he paid it to humanity in general. The above aspiration is also somewhat similar to 
what Kant (1795) describes as universal hospitality. For Kant, those who are welcome should arrive 
in peace, and the current place should be open to all persons as a shared universal right or as 

Mohammed, Cogent Arts & Humanities (2022), 9: 2132615                                                                                                                                             
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2022.2132615                                                                                                                                                       

Page 7 of 14



a right to a city, as described by Henri Lefebvre, 1968). Therefore, both the classical conception of 
a city and the current UN-Habitat’s manifesto of the city we need metaphorically support the claim 
that all humans, whether native or refugees, are equal members of the shared universal place, and 
this includes communities where they are welcome as outsiders. This is in line with what the 
ancient Greek and Roman Stoics described as the virtue of helping others, even though the 
included quotation did not mention their political engagement in their new polis. In addition, UN- 
Habitat’s New Urban Agenda for sustainable cities also seeks to promote this kind of cosmopolitan 
approach in the coming years to create cities that provide everyone with an equal chance in life as 
a way of welcoming and providing Kantian universal hospitality to all and ensuring the happiness 
of others. According to UN-Habitat:

The City We Need fosters a culture of peace. It does so by working together with all 
stakeholder groups in organizing inter-generational, inter-cultural dialogue and events to 
promote understanding, tolerance and communications (UN-Habitat, 2016b, 12). 

Based on the classical and modern perspectives on cosmopolis, urban spaces also serve as an 
extension of welcome to all kinds of marginalized people, which can be enhanced in line with UN- 
Habitat’s principles if existing residents or citizens regard themselves as negotiating their culture 
and identity with others. This approach is evident in the City of Sydney policy, which states that 
“our strengths include our rich social and cultural diversity” (City of Sydney, 2016a, 9). In their 
policies, both Sidney and Helsinki are committed to taking decisive action on critical issues such as 
differences and marginalization. In my view, these statements are exactly in line with the Habitat 
III agenda of leaving no one behind, as well as the classical notion of cosmopolis, which rejects 
national attachments and particular allegiances. Along similar lines, the City of Helsinki’s strategy 
(City of Helsinki, 2017, 12) posits that “true, vivid bilingualism is a great asset to Helsinki.” In 
relation to this, the new models of sharing economy that are being created by residents and 
companies make the city more diverse inclusively and economically (ibid.). In my view, Helsinki’s 
aspiration is more Platonic, and Aristotelian in disguise: the model here is to enable residents, 
including citizens and migrants, to participate in the good life that the city has to offer them, the 
people. However, in the classical era, the good life was limited to minority groups with citizenship 
rights. In parallel with the political ideas of Plato and Aristotle mentioned in the theoretical section, 
these benefits of sharing Helsinki’s economy do not go beyond the borders of the city even though 
it is inclusive and attractive. In this context, Helsinki’s good life is dependent on an individual’s 
residency status (e.g., the type of visa or permit). This is similar to the classical concept of a city- 
state. Some scholars describe these political ideas of the classical era as “uncosmopolitan” though 
welcoming (Kleingeld & Brown, 2019).

Another concept which recurs in the UN documents is participation, which is an element of 
diversity. In what follows, I will discuss in more detail the recognition of and openness to others 
from the cosmopolitan point of view, focusing on the issue of participation.

4.1. Participation
In global cities, planning for diversity aims at providing a code of communication that is common 
to all and transforming the interaction between people in a way that ensures openness to others in 
society, similarly to what Tsolis (2000) and Brown (2010, 3) claim. From an ideological standpoint, 
as mentioned in the previous section, living in a cosmopolis means taking part in governance and 
ordinary politics as a means of influencing matters that directly affect one’s well-being. In my 
view, active participation in politics and socio-cultural events ensures a mutual sense of belonging 
and trust that forms shared urban identities and cultures. For UN-Habitat:

The City We Need is participatory. It promotes effective partnerships and active engagement 
by all members of society and partners (public, private and civil society). It safeguards local 
democracy by encouraging participation, transparency and accountability (UN-Habitat, 
2016b, 7). 
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The above principle is reflected in the Helsinki strategy (City of Helsinki, 2017, 16): “a healthy, 
mutually respectful pride of one’s own neighbourhood is part of the city’s identity.” The City of 
Sydney (2016b, 4) argues that “people’s views are genuinely considered, and they can see and 
understand the impact of their participation.” Deducing from the above quotations, I consider 
that living as a citizen of a contemporary cosmopolis, one should be able to celebrate one’s 
own socio-cultural life and participate in that of others by virtue of one’s rationality. In the 
theoretical section, it is suggested that for the Stoics, good life is about helping other people 
fully, which may at times necessitate active political engagement, even when such participa-
tion excludes those who are most vulnerable. The above aspirations of the Cities of Helsinki 
and Sydney are literally in line with Stoicism and reaffirm Stephen Toulmin’s (1992) claim 
concerning the visibility of the classical cosmopolis in contemporary cities. The actualization 
of these statements, however, depends on who is entitled to participate in culture and social 
life. The issue of participation is related to issues of immigration and citizenship (including 
those with a legal residence permit and visa), which are beyond the jurisdiction of the above 
cities. The type of residence permit and visa that a person with a non-citizen status holds 
determines their rights and obligations in a city or country and poses a barrier to the realiza-
tion of participation.

Notwithstanding the limitations that affect its achievability, this context of diversity contri-
butes to the formation of a shared universal culture of the city, which generates tolerance 
among residents, who respect and recognize differences, which is similar to what Kristeva 
(1993) refers to as “cosmopolitan culture” in cities. I see this principle as an attempt towards 
enhancing participatory city-making in the interest of all residents as part of sustainable urban 
development. The realization of the cosmopolitan vision will create the best conditions that 
enable urban subjects to act in accordance with the cosmos, which boosts the relationship 
between people and the city. It is a strategy towards living together with dignity and peace in 
a multicultural-centered space perfectly put in order by law. The above principle is also evident 
in Sydney’s policy: “ensuring Sydney is a city for all—is a shared responsibility for government, 
business, community organizations and individuals” (City of Sydney, 2016a, 9). In this perspec-
tive, the global cosmopolis reaffirms the vision of achieving participatory city-making, which 
promotes a shared sense of belonging for all. For the City of Helsinki:

It seeks to create the best conditions possible for urban life for its residents and for 
visitors . . . . The city’s strategic intent is to do things a little bit better every time, in order to 
make the life of Helsinki’s residents easier and more pleasant (City of Helsinki, 2017, 9). 

In addition, these actions ensure openness to socio-cultural patterns and expressions, which 
connects urban subjects to those responsible for policymaking, as well as to people around 
them. In this context, the ownership of cities becomes open to all, and each subject contri-
butes to the reconstruction of the cosmopolis and making it liveable and attractive. However, 
Helsinki and Sydney differ from a classical city-state in many respects: for example, citizenship 
and ownership have been extended to include women, foreigners, and children, and slavery 
has been abolished. Irrespective of that, this period has its own set of problems that create 
roadblocks to the policies, as opposed to the classical period. In addition, the realization of 
participation in cities can be a virtue of helping others. An example of similar action that 
organizes the city, notably its public and open spaces, is offered by Helsinki’s strategy, in which 
participation is connected to the equality of all subjects irrespective of their city of birth or 
nationality. The City of Helsinki posits that

Each resident of Helsinki has the right to feel they are a true Helsinki citizen and do some-
thing significant for their community . . . . In Helsinki, it is easy to be of help to others. The city 
strives to maintain the trust of residents and companies, to strengthen their real influence 
and to improve equality, service standards and mutual understanding between population 
groups through modern models of inclusion (City of Helsinki, 2017, 16). 
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In this context, I see participation as a tool to achieve the perfect place grounded in the 
classical right reason, or in Lefebvre’s, 1968) contemporary right to the city, which provides 
inhabitants as well as visitors with access and pathways to progress, regardless of their 
ethnic and national affiliation. An example of participation as right reason put in order by 
law that organizes the spaces of interaction is reflected in Sydney as follows: “People’s 
fundamental human rights and dignity are respected and protected . . . . Equitable access to 
our city’s resources and opportunities means that everyone can enjoy a great quality of life 
and reach their full potential” (City of Sydney, 2016b, 3). In my view, in cities, natural equality 
and rights constitute what is meant by living as citizens of a free cosmopolis that defines the 
rights to a city, which is the same as offering people the chance to live as world citizens 
envisaged by the classical/modern scholars of cosmopolitanism. In this regard, the agenda of 
contemporary cities’ socio-cultural urban policy is linked to an endless course of creating 
order—the alternative society of welcoming and providing rights to those who have suffered 
unbearable conditions as revealed above in the policies of Helsinki and Sydney. Cosmopolitan 
rights are thus seen naturally as a virtue of helping other humans because they are fellow 
humans. However, the realism of these policy statements is hindered by economic, adminis-
trative, and bureaucratic procedures which are beyond the jurisdiction of these cities.

In the section that follows, I will discuss inclusion as another dimension of urban diversity from 
the cosmopolitan point of view.

4.2. Inclusion
According to Douglass (2016, 1), the concept of cosmopolis means inclusive governance to make 
cities responsive to the different hopes of their subjects. In Douglass’s terms, inclusiveness 
enhances openness, which leads to the construction of a safer urban space with a high level of 
trust and sense of belonging. This is also in line with Lefebvre’s, 1968) idea of the right to the city 
and the notion of the city as an extension of welcome and a place that integrates migrants seeking 
a better and alternative way of life. In the cosmopolitan perspective, the principle that residents 
live in agreement with the city is critical for inclusive urban development. Inclusiveness in the city 
brings opportunities for creative and cultural expression, which enable urban subjects to share 
their experiences, negotiate their differences, and live together in a multicultural-centered space 
that opposes particularistic ideologies (Mohammed 2019). In this context, the City of Sydney posits 
that

The City aims to develop a new city centre inclusive, play space, providing a play-friendly 
environment in the heart of our city . . . . It would provide extended recreation and play 
opportunities in a convenient location, subject to finding a site supported by city residents 
and businesses (City of Sydney, 2016a, 51). 

I would argue that these inclusive strategies concentrate on internal processes that enhance 
diversity and a shared sense of belonging for all instead of creating a universal order to 
accommodate everyone similarly to Plato’s and Aristotle’s political idea of good life. This is in 
line with what Delanty (2006) and Douglass (2016) posit as participatory city-making.

The cosmopolis is built in a way that considers the different users of the city and people’s 
relationships. Here the focus is geared towards strengthening the socio-cultural bond that 
connects people even more than their next-of-kin relationships. The above is similar to how 
the Roman Stoics conceptualized cosmopolitanism: they extended nationality and rights to all 
people by virtue of their rationality. In this regard, diversity is about the recognition and 
equalization of differences in the city, which is also included in the city’s cultural planning. In 
the new cosmopolis (the city we need), urban subjects need to acknowledge that the bond 
that connects people to one another in general is equally close to the bond that connects 
subjects to their relatives.
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According to UN-Habitat:

The City We Need promotes the right to the city for all. This entails the right to a dignified 
and secure existence with access to decent housing, public goods and services and a voice in 
decision-making (UN-Habitat, 2016b, 4). 

The above statement highlights the connection between people, as well as that between people 
and the city, especially their access to socio-cultural spaces and facilities. In my view, inclusiveness 
is one of the primary mechanisms for strengthening interaction and sociability in cities. As a result, 
contemporary policymakers must re-strategize their actions towards achieving a global city or 
a cosmopolis as described above. Furthermore, through connecting people to the city or enabling 
them to live in harmony with the spaces within the city, it is possible to create a safer and healthy 
society that is accessible to both strong and weak urban subjects. In this regard, UN-Habitat 
(2016b, 12) argues:

The City We Need is free from violence, conflict and crime. It is welcoming night and day, 
inviting all people to use its streets, parks, and transit without fear. It guarantees the safety 
of women and girls and the elderly in both public and workplaces. 

In this context, how do individuals, especially the vulnerable ones, access and integrate into cities? 
Inclusiveness serves as an opportunity to reduce urban stress and enhance the free movement of 
people within cities. However, is such an opportunity available to all? Can the vulnerable ones 
afford it? For instance, the City of Sydney posits that “a safe, accessible Sydney enables everyone in 
our community to lead enriched, fulfilling and contributing lives” (City of Sydney, 2016b, 4). In this 
context, the immediate solution to inclusion in terms of affordability is how urban planners strive 
to transport people and creativity closer to each other to make the city sustainable in 
a cosmopolitan way. Similarly, the City of Helsinki argues that “Helsinki furthers tolerance and 
pluralism, becomes more international and provides conditions for the creation of interesting 
destinations and events” (City of Helsinki, 2017, 12).

Lastly, the virtue of helping others can be considered another way of living in agreement with 
the city. In this context, the effort of the city is to create attractive spaces that foster interaction 
between urban subjects concerning economic and socio-cultural matters. This effort of bringing 
people closer to the city, especially the creative spaces, also serves as an approach to promote 
cultural tourism that promotes Kantian universal hospitality and cosmopolitanism. In the cosmo-
polis, in both the classical and contemporary sense, inclusion encourages policymakers and urban 
subjects to develop innovative ideas together that make the city more attractive, cheaper, and 
safer and promote the principle of leaving no one behind in such spaces. The purpose of these 
rationalities regarding urban diversity and inclusion is to offer opportunities for different people 
and communities to meet and socialize even at a distance through a range of broad-based social 
and creative programs. In this way, the city becomes a platform for replicating the classical 
conception of good life, creativity, and a shared sense of belonging that can be called 
a cosmopolis in the twenty-first century. Despite the nice policy statements above, their imple-
mentation is hampered by both external and internal factors that make living in large cities very 
expensive for the most vulnerable. The socio-economic factors include high living costs, unemploy-
ment (the lack of a decent job), residence status, and the lack of affordable housing, as well as the 
effects of globalization (such as the UN) and regionalization (such as the EU) especially when it 
comes to socio-economic directives that grant certain rights and privileges to specific groups of 
people based on their nationality. All these external factors are outside the jurisdiction of the cities 
and therefore have a direct or indirect impact on the inclusive policy.

5. Conclusion
This paper has discussed and interpreted the urban policy documents of the Cities of Helsinki and 
Sydney along with UN-Habitat’s 2016 manifesto The City We Need 2.0 from the perspective of the 
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classical idea of cosmopolis. A close reading of the empirical data revealed similarities between the 
texts primarily in issues related to urban diversity, and especially participation and inclusion. It also 
provided a historical overview of the concept of cosmopolis and its exclusiveness and inclusiveness 
in the classical era and highlighted the tension and relationship between the concepts of diversity 
and cosmopolis/tanism. The discussion was geared towards contributing to the sustainability 
debates regarding the Habitat III goal for 2030 of leaving no one behind.

In my analysis I found that the concept of cosmopolis is not limited to the creation of a universal order 
perfect for accommodating the whole human race; instead, it has shifted the focus of the debate to the 
internal processes of socio-cultural city-making and positions urban space or the city as an extension of 
welcome to people regarded as outsiders without referring to their city of birth, allegiance, or nationality. 
Furthermore, the classical notion and definitions of cosmopolis resonate with the modern practical 
policy speech of Helsinki and Sydney only in the context that describes the virtue of helping and 
welcoming others with a legal residence status—permanent residents and visitors—within the territory 
of the cities. This virtue of helping and welcoming others does not extend to foreigners (residents) living 
outside the city. I posit that the cosmopolitan vision of “the city we need” is a realistic response to the 
demand for openness to and recognition of people and their natural freedom and sociability. In addition, 
the idea of cosmopolis, as discussed above, concentrates on (local, national, and international) pro-
cesses of transformation concerning individuals and the city, in which new socio-cultural policies and 
strategies are manifested and create an enabling shared cultural space for interacting and socializing. 
Meanwhile, as is evident from the study, the metaphor of the classical cosmopolis as a participatory or 
inclusive urban center is a myth that existed in the minds of political philosophers, whereas political 
participation in the Greek polis was a privilege enjoyed by the minority based on citizenship rights. In my 
view, the metaphorical conceptualization of the city provides a strategy for understanding the changing 
population, a strategy in which residents realize the benefit of learning and living together in a way that 
improves people’s participation in the common good.

These similarities lead again to ideas about a more cosmopolitan city, a city in which policymakers 
contribute to broader social and cultural sustainability, and people learn to live with each other 
through the processes of urban governance and spaces for celebrating diversity and acknowledging 
differences. The welcoming and accommodation of multiple cultures call for policymakers to assist in 
negotiating the terms of urban identity and culture among different people. This strategy contributes 
to the creation of an alternative society, such as the new cosmopolis or “the city we need” (UN-Habitat, 
2016b), which is centered on natural acceptance, connection, and respect for cultural spaces and 
people regarded as others with the possibility of working together for a shared future. Although UN- 
Habitat and cities make virtuous statements and slogans, it does not mean that they describe the 
reality. Factors such as prices of goods and services, high living costs, immigration laws, and other 
bureaucratic complexities practically prevent these ideals from becoming a reality in these cities.
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