
German Historical Institute London 
Bulletin

https://perspectivia.net/publikationen/ghi-bulletin/2021-43-2/0098-0100

Review of Leigh T. I. Penman, The Lost History of Cosmopolitanism: 
The Early Modern Origins of the Intellectual Ideal

by Wolfgang E. J. Weber

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 
Vol. XLIII, No. 2 (Nov. 2021), 98–100

ISSN 0269-8552



98
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2020), 216 pp. ISBN 978 1 350 15696 8. £85.00

Certain Enlightened philosophers are usually credited with the in-
ven tion of the idea or ideal of cosmo politan ism. The con cept is seen 
as based essen tially on nat ural equal ity, moral ity, free dom, and 
uni versal ration ality, be cause these not only enabled global com muni-
cation with the aim of making pro gress in civil ization, but also sought 
to create appro priate polit ical con ditions, or even en forced their adop-
tion. Ap proaches pre dating the En lighten ment, how ever, are hardly 
noticed, or are dis missed as in signifi cant pre cursors. This volume by 
Leigh Penman, an Aus tralian scholar of early modern re ligious and 
intel lectual his tory, by con trast, com bines a more open defin ition of 
the term ‘cosmo politan ism’ with a broader his tory of the idea. First, 
he sug gests, we should not con ceive of it as a central cate gory that 
has either at tracted to itself all the con cepts and in sights circu lating 
around it, or even ab sorbed them. In stead, we should speak of a broad 
‘cosmo politan vocabu lary’ (p. 3 passim). Second, this group of ideas, 
he claims, did not ini tially serve to over come differ ence or di ver sity, 
but on the con trary helped them to de lineate and estab lish them selves. 
Third, he goes on, against this back ground the famil iar modern, En-
lightened con ceptual ization of ‘cosmo politan ism’ can be under stood 
more histor ically and dis tinctly as some thing rather ab stract, but also 
intentionally secular.

After positioning his approach mainly within the Anglo-American 
aca demic debate, which I will not go into further here, Penman em barks 
on a com para tive assess ment of the writers who first de ployed—or 
re deployed (see Penman’s brief refer ences to vari ous pre cursors 
from An tiquity)—cosmo politan con cepts and argu ments in the early 
modern period—namely, Guillaume Postel (De la République des Turcs, 
1560) and John Dee (Monas hiero glyphica, 1564, among other works). 
Penman comes to the con clusion that both drew on a cosmo politan 
vocabu lary with teleo logical, even apoca lyptic over tones in order ‘to 
designate their self-understanding as prophets, linking it to ideas of 
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heavenly citizenship and the ma ligned pere grinus, to high light their 
own special status’, as well as to exert their respect ive ver sions of 
polit ical in flu ence—French Catholic or Eng lish Re formed—‘through 
the postu lation of visions of uni versal Chris tian empire’ (p. 35). At 
the end of the chap ter we find a brief men tion that these two pio neers 
were followed by other, even more human istic authors. 

The account that follows draws primarily on more prac tical dis-
courses re lated to the geo graphical, carto graphic, and cosmo graphic 
explor ation of the world in the late six teenth and early seven teenth 
cen turies. Penman places them firmly into the con text of the Chris-
tian, polit ical cosmo politan isms elabor ated in the pre ceding chap ter. 
It is worth noting the signifi cance that Penman ascribes to the admix-
ture of ‘meta phors of exile, stranger hood and pilgrim age in devo tional 
works, and even in books issued in the utopian genre’ (p. 62). Penman 
sees the con nections and per spectival re versals of the previ ously 
elabor ated ap proaches as having taken place (some times in paral lel, 
some times con secu tively) within the hori zons of con fes sional ization 
and funda mentally con fes sional ized polit ics—a pro cess he calls 
‘cosmo politan in version’ (pp. 65–85). We see first Prot est ant, then also 
Rosi crucian and common Chris tian ideals not of secu lar citi zens of 
the world, but of ‘citi zens of heaven (Himmels bürger)’ (p. 83), in many 
cases acceler ated by experi ences of con fes sional war.

In the following period, this par ticu lar combin ation of a worldly, 
middle-class and a Chris tian per spective ac quired protean and fluid, 
but always frag mentary con tents. All that was left for well-known En-
lightened phil osophers to do was to fit all these tes serae to gether into 
their own, neces sarily more ab stract, sys tems. This came at the cost of 
more ex plicitly and specific ally re ligious elem ents, and was more or 
less clearly modelled on a (worldly) urban pat tern. Thus the bour geois 
in the modern sense was achieved. Yet even in this phase, a uni form 
under stand ing of the con cept of cosmo politan ism did not emerge, nor 
was it seen in a com pletely posi tive light. Rather, we must note that 
the phil osophers tried ‘to appro priate the word cos mopol ite as a syno-
nym for a secu lar “phil osopher” ’ (p. 128)—that is, to mon opol ize the 
term for them selves in an intel lectual and moral sense. The epi logue 
then merely hints at the fact that such at tempts to appro priate and 
instrumentalize a category that is not strictly defined, but remains 
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relatively open, still have a part to play in the cur rent debate about 
regional ism, nationalism, and post-nationalism.

Penman’s carefully crafted study offers important insights into 
the early his tory of a guiding concept that is highly contro versial 
in the modern and post modern eras. It puts the con cept’s re ligious 
(and pseudo-religious) elem ents and impli cations back into the spot-
light, while making the deeply Euro pean, West ern char acter of the 
domin ant under stand ing of the con cept clear without em bark ing 
on a post-colonial debate, let alone paying homage to a naive post-
colonialism. Instead, it con veys crit ical know ledge in the tried and 
tested clas sical way by soberly attempt ing to cap ture and illumin ate 
its sub ject’s histor ical depth and range.

WOLFGANG E. J. WEBER is Professor Emeritus and former head of 
the Institute of European Cultural History at the University of Augs-
burg. He has pub lished widely on the social and cul tural his tory of the 
histor ical discip line in Ger many from the nine teenth cen tury on wards 
and the his tory of polit ical ideas and know ledge in early modern 
Europe. Among his numer ous publi cations are Prudentia gubernatoria: 
Studien zur Herrschafts lehre in der deutschen politi schen Wissen schaft des 
17. Jahr hunderts (1992); Geschichte der euro päischen Uni versität (2002); 
with Silvia Serena Tschopp, Grund fragen der Kultur geschichte (2006); 
and Luthers bleiche Erben: Kultur geschichte der evangelischen Geistlich keit 
des 17. Jahr hunderts (2017).

Book reviews


