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Abstract 

With an expansion of global capitalism and global humanitarian crises, a 

cosmopolitan rhetoric of the shared world community has surged in the past decades. 

Recent educational agendas emphasize humanitarian and multicultural ideals of 

cosmopolitanism, and at the same time reflect the capitalist logics to maximize the 

global mobilities and economic competitiveness of future generations. This thesis 

investigates how people navigate this vague tension between humanitarian ideals and 

capitalist impulses. Building on the works of Craig Calhoun (2003) and feminist 

researchers, this study departs with discussions on the masculine bias behind the 

universalist and liberal cosmopolitan ideals, and their conceptions of the cosmopolitan 

self, pertaining to its lack of thick attachments and belonging. I ask: How do young 

people who are globally oriented and invested in cosmopolitan ideals construct their 

identities and life trajectories? What dilemmas, tensions, and struggles do they 

experience when navigating their lives in the global world? 

I analyze narrative-based interviews with thirteen former students of the 

International Baccalaureate program and/or United World Colleges as an empirical case 

of cosmopolitan-oriented individuals. Analyses of the narratives demonstrate a dialectic 

identity work with value orientations toward equality and diversity, as well as active 

self-positioning in the global world. An awareness of their own cosmopolitan capital 

and privileges induces guilt, which demonstrates the tensions between the universalist 

ideals and the capitalist requirements, as well as a limitation of the liberal frameworks 

of cosmopolitanism. Real-life struggles and undeniable human attachments and 

belongings (e.g. financial burdens, longing for home, and physical and emotional 

fatigue) emerge as embarrassments and obstacles standing in the way of a pursuit of 

cosmopolitan dreams. An ideal and competent cosmopolitan is thus imagined to be 

empowered in the particular way that the neo-liberal and masculine subject is, and to 

only have “thin” and public attachments toward the rest of humanity. The private, 

personal, and “thicker” belongings and attachments are, though being human 

necessities, marginalized and excluded as a “hidden abode” (Fraser, 2014) from the 

imaginary of an ideal cosmopolitan life. This illustrates an empirical dynamic which 

reinscribes and reproduces the new public and private dichotomy on the global scale. 
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1. Introduction 

In the past century, the world has become more interconnected and the global 

dimension has emerged as a significant factor in every corner of our lives. As global 

capitalism grew enormously, the production and flow of commodities transcended the 

national borders and individuals’ mobility has also gained autonomy from nation-states 

(Kuisma, 2008). The altered relationship of individual states to global economic logics 

has facilitated, and has been facilitated by, the process of globalization and neo-

liberalism. A celebration of individuality and competition is crucial in flexible systems 

of capital accumulation, which highly values mobility of goods, capital, and humans 

(Urry, 2011). At the same time, we have witnessed a variety of global humanitarian 

crises, such as wars and refugees, as well as environmental crises (Roberts, 2015, p. 89). 

A realization that much of the salient social crises exist beyond national borders invited 

a surge of a cosmopolitan rhetoric of “the world community” on the basis of human 

sameness. Political theorists presented new obligations and responsibilities to maintain 

the shared world community (Dower & Williams, 2002; Kuisma, 2008; Linklater, 1998; 

Parekh, 2003): “cosmopolitan citizenship” and similarly, “global citizenship”. As the 

philosophical roots of cosmopolitanism is often mentioned to be ancient Greece 

(Nussbaum, 1997; Appiah, 2007), a revival of attention to “new cosmopolitanism” is 

prominent in the past two decades with a vision of a borderless utopia for all human 

beings (Calhoun, 2003, p. 535; Vieten, 2012, p. 1) 

These transformations in global society, coupled with an increased attention to 

cosmopolitanism, have significantly influenced the narratives and discourses on how 

children should be educated to be members of a democratic community as well as the 

world community (Mitchell, 2003). In particular, we have seen an expansion of 

cosmopolitan orientation in various educational agenda for the 21st century, both in 

national mainstream education and in international education organizations. Most 

emphasize the increasing importance of a new set of skills, knowledge, and competence 

in the era of globalization, so that the future generations are prepared to better navigate, 

sustain, and create “a better world” (Roberts, 2013).  

The central topic of this thesis is how these shifting stories on how to grow, and 

become, a global citizen are constructed in real life, and whether and how they involve 

gendered visions. In recent years, there has been a subtle yet intensifying tension in 

visualizing the image of an ideal cosmopolitan. On the one hand, a cosmopolitan 
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emphasis on the tolerant, compassionate, and caring attitude toward other humans and 

cultures has invited a particular image of an individual with arguably feminine virtues 

(Vieten, 2012). An ideal cosmopolitan is expected to be able to work with and through 

difference, and believe in advantages and necessities of diversity in envisioning and 

unifying the nation and the world community (Mitchell, 2003, p. 387-388). They 

embrace the world with a motherly bosom (Shome, 2014), which requires inclusive 

imaginaries of world peace and compassion. On the other hand, another image of a 

cosmopolitan has emerged, who is more individuated, mobile, and adept to the logics of 

economic competitiveness. This image of the new globally oriented subjects connote 

power and alienation (Szerszynski & Urry, 2006). A competitive cosmopolitan 

accumulates and deploys resources to maximize one’s resourcefulness, and is also 

positioned in the generic “global” sphere, which offers endless possibilities of global 

mobility (Szerszynski & Urry, 2006). The image of a globally mobile and competitive 

cosmopolitan, who exists outside the world rather than being rooted in a particular 

place, seems to retain certain masculine biases. In particular, it is thought to be founded 

upon a particular hegemonic masculinity in the global business context (Connell, 1998; 

Connell & Wood, 2005). 

Educational researchers have discussed such a tension between humanitarian-

oriented ideals and global competitiveness in the ideals of global citizenry for future 

generations (Mitchell, 2003; Roberts, 2013). The educational discussions about global 

citizenry tend to either take an ideological stance to promote humanitarian ideals, while 

framing global competitiveness as a “necessary evil” or a secular by-product of the 

ideals (Roberts, 2015), or makes a distinction as if the humanitarian ideals exclude 

economic competitiveness and vice versa (Mitchell, 2003). This research explores how 

the tension in fact interacts, overlaps, and converges to shape new imperatives in young 

people’s lives nowadays. In particular, I examine how young people who have 

experienced cosmopolitan-oriented education and are invested in cosmopolitan ideas, 

shape their identities and envision their life trajectories in this landscape. I aim to 

investigate how the tension between the humanitarian ideals and capitalist competitive 

imaginaries come into play while they navigate their lives in the contemporary society. 
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1. 1. Background 

This thesis investigates an unarticulated and vague gendered tension between the 

humanitarian and multicultural ideals and the capitalist impulses on global 

competitiveness via capital accumulation. In this section, I first introduce how 

contemporary educational agendas display concerns for global economy and 

humanitarian ideals. Second, I describe feminine-gendered qualities in cosmopolitan 

ideals, especially pertaining to a humanitarian and multicultural orientation. Third, I 

point to a masculine-gendered bias in the idea of a neo-liberal cosmopolitan subject.  

1. 1. 1. Cosmopolitan and Global Citizenship Education 

Emphasizing global issues and humanitarian crises has become increasingly 

popular, both in in mainstream national education and in international education. An 

emerging interest in cosmopolitan ideas in education has been analyzed to have two 

distinctive concerns: “economic advantage” and responsibility for “global civic 

community” (Roberts, 2013, p. 133). While the distinction reiterates the 

abovementioned tension between humanitarian ideals and global competitiveness, the 

two concerns interdepend and interlink in justifying why the global dimension should 

be included in educational curricula. Since the early 2000s, mainstream national 

education in countries including Australia, the U.K., and the U.S. have explicitly 

displayed both a concern for economic advantage and a humanitarian attention toward 

the global community (Roberts, 2013).  

The trend has become more evident in recent years in Norway. It may be 

because of the particular context of the contemporary Norwegian society. The country is 

transforming into a new multicultural society where cosmopolitan orientations in 

diversity are vibrant, and at the same time is experiencing delayed marketization due to 

a democratic social welfare regime (Aarseth, 2017). A recent educational report by a 

government-appointed committee in 2015, “The School of the Future”, highlights the 

importance of incorporating issues pertaining to social, economic, and natural 

environments in school as requirements for future working life and society (Ludvigsen 

et al., 2015, p. 53).  
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There is an emerging recognition that school [sic] must raise topics relating to 

the existence of our globe more prominently than today. […] Competences 

connected to sustainable development in the subject curricula have three main 

dimensions: the social environment, economics and the natural environment.  

Particularly, the report lists out the topics that may be relevant in each of the 

three dimensions. The “social environment” area includes human rights, living 

conditions, diversity, equal rights, and justice. The “economics” area includes national 

and global market economy, worn and income, financial security, and fair distribution 

of resources. Lastly, the “natural environment” area entails preserving nature and 

utilizing natural resources in a sustainable manner (Ludvigsen et al., 2015, p. 53). 

Supranational organizations also show concerns for global economy as well as 

humanitarian responsibilities in envisioning new imperatives for future generations. For 

example, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

focuses on global economic competitiveness. A report published in 2011 emphasizes 

“economic growth” and “social inclusion” as a response to adequately adapt to “an 

environment of increased global competition and high unemployment” (OECD, 2011, p. 

42). On the other hand, UNESCO has taken a more humanitarian approach with an 

emphasis on social injustice and inequalities, which is phrased as “global citizenship”. 

The former United Nations (UN) Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, launched an 

educational initiative for global citizenship education in 2012, which has since been one 

of the crucial strategic areas of their Education sector program (“Global Citizenship 

Education”, n.d.). A UNESCO brochure about global citizenship education specifically 

sketches out “global pandemics, conflict, climate change and economic turmoil” as the 

background of the need for such education (UN Secretary-General, 2014, p. 6). It 

promotes global citizenship education as “a profound understanding that we are tied 

together as citizens of the global community, and that our challenges are 

interconnected” (UN Secretary-General, 2014, p. 6).  

In this landscape, international education bodies crucially reflect and shape the 

public narratives on how to grow and become a global citizen in the contemporary 

society. The ideals for cosmopolitan citizens are illustrated in the following statement 

from the International Baccalaureate Organization, which is a non-profit educational 

foundation based in Geneva (Resnik, 2009, p. 225). 
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The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and 

caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful world 

through intercultural understanding and respect. To this end the organization 

works with schools, governments and international organizations to develop 

challenging programmes of international education and rigorous assessment. 

These programmes encourage students across the world to become active, 

compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other people, with their 

differences, can also be right (IBO, 2015, p. 2). 

Prominent in this statement is the image of ideal global citizens with curiosity, 

knowledge, and empathy toward the world and other humans, alongside the assurance 

of a global standard quality for their education program. A concern for global 

competitiveness for our children is more evident in the following example from 

Cambridge Assessment International Education, which is another non-profit educational 

organization in the U.K. 

An international education from Cambridge represents an international standard 

and a truly global approach to the curriculum. It also equips students whose first 

language is not English to function competently and confidently in the English 

language – the principal language of international exchange and business. That’s 

why Cambridge programmes are recognised all over the world as preparing 

students for their higher education, careers and future lives (UCLES, 2017, n.p.). 

The competitive benefit as well as the linguistic proficiency in English is clearly 

stated as a particular competitive edge. The appeal about various forms of “international 

exchange and business” that is directed at “students whose first language is not English” 

brings in a question of what kind of “person” is conceived of here as an ideal and 

competent global citizen. The genuine desire for equality produces and maintains 

certain imaginaries1 about the cosmopolitan individual, who is equipped with 

intercultural knowledge and skills to better navigate their globalizing “career and future 

 
1 I use the concept of imaginary(ies) and cosmopolitan imaginary(ies) influenced by Calhoun (2003, 
2008b) and Pollock, Bhabha, Breckenridge and Chakrabarty (2000). I employ “cosmopolitan 
imaginary(ies)” to signify a sense of the expectations that liberal cosmopolitanism creates about a 
cosmopolitan individual, and is shared by a large group of people. They may be understood and reflected 
as socially pervasive stories about cosmopolitan personhood. I discuss this further in Chapter 2 and 3. 
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lives”. The expansion of global citizenship education reflects the abovementioned 

tension in imagining the requirements for the upcoming future, and thus contributes to 

shaping new imaginaries of ideal cosmopolitans. 

1. 1. 2. The Gendered Imaginary behind Cosmopolitanism 

Feminist intellectuals, such as Vieten (2012), have engaged in unpacking 

gendered dynamics in the cosmopolitan imaginary as follows: 

[T]he notion of cosmopolitan could be a cocktail, the image of any metropolitan 

city either in Europe or in other parts of the world, or the brand of a fashion 

magazine. If we might think of the latter it promotes a certain personal style of 

dress and make-up as a cosmopolitan attitude projected on the female gender. 

By contrast, the academic debate concerning new cosmopolitanism, as political 

community outlook unfolds predominantly as male business (p. 1, emphasis in 

original).  

Her contribution employs a gender framework in dissecting the cosmopolitan 

imaginary. Although Vieten (2012) mostly displays political concerns for the globally 

racialized and marginalized “Others” throughout the book, who tend to be female, often 

accompanied by children which represents the “vulnerable outsider” (p. 21), she notes 

the cosmopolitan virtues of “caring for the Other” as “female gendered” (p. 153). On the 

other hand, she sheds light on a prevalent discussion on a masculine image of a 

cosmopolitan in the global context. The gendered tension seems to revolve around the 

feminine qualities of “care” and masculine connotations in “competitiveness”, but the 

tension is vague and unarticulated in the discussions around the imaginaries of 

cosmopolitans in 21st century.  

1. 1. 3. “Feminine” Inclination to Humanitarian Ideals 

A cosmopolitan rhetoric of openness toward others has been associated with 

feminine virtues of care and empathy (Vieten, 2012, p. 153). In a form of global 

motherhood and global humanitarianism, women, especially white women, are 

portrayed to transcend the national borders in the media, exemplified by Princess Diana 

and Angelina Jolie (Shome, 2014). It indeed seems to be a female phenomenon to have 
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accentuated interests in humanitarian values such as human rights, cultural diversity, 

and social justice. Girls are found to be more oriented towards humanitarian issues such 

as environmental consciousness compared to boys (Schreiner, 2006, p. 244), and it 

expands to a desire to “realize herself through working with people” (p. 11).  

Moreover, girls are portrayed to be ideal agents of humanitarian change in 

global humanitarian and development campaigns (Koffman, Orgad & Gill, 2015). The 

trend coincides with the skewed gender ratio in participation in international 

volunteering. In recent years, female volunteers always outnumber males in any 

mainstream international volunteer cooperation organization (Lough, 2015, p. 16). For 

instance, in 2013, females accounted for more than 60% of the volunteers in UN 

Volunteers, Australian Volunteers International, and Peace Corps Volunteers (Lough, 

2015, p. 16). In terms of interest in multiculturalism, we witness more female students 

apply for study abroad programs who study the humanities or social sciences in the U.S. 

(Simon & Ainsworth, 2012, p. 2). The trend is repeated in Norway: Among Norwegian 

students in higher education, female students were 11.5% more likely to study abroad 

than the male cohort in 20172, and 8.7% more likely in 20183 (Statistics Norway, 

2019). Thus, to some extent, these humanitarian and multicultural ideals appear to be 

more evident in girls’ motivations to cultivate cosmopolitan identities. However, there 

seems to be something about the particular ways that the liberal and universalist ideals 

of cosmopolitanism interact with the capitalist demands on global competitiveness.  

1. 1. 4. Cosmopolitan Capital and Masculine Bias 

The new cosmopolitan imaginaries are also informed by neo-liberal and 

capitalist views on citizenry (Mitchell, 2003). It involves certain ideals about the 

individual who is able to strategically develop pertinent skills and knowledges to better 

navigate the global labor market. One of the evidences of an increasing attention to 

cosmopolitan ideals in the contemporary capitalist society is a high interest among 

corporations in humanitarian and multicultural ideals. Referred to as “corporate 

multiculturalism”, a heightened awareness of others and foreign cultures is highly 

 
2 In 2017, 5.5% of girls in higher education studied abroad and 4.9% of boys in higher education studied 
abroad (Statistics Norway, 2019 March 24). 
3 In 2018, 5.3% of girls in higher education studied abroad and 4.9% of boys in higher education studied 
abroad (Statistics Norway, 2019 March 24). 
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valued as a necessary competence of employees (Resnik, 2009, p. 223). It is seen as an 

attempt to meet the needs of the global market and manage a diverse workforce as a 

response to the existing research about how multiculturalism “sells” (Resnik, 2009, p. 

223). Indeed, “diversity” is now a buzzword in the largest and the most capitalized 

transnational consulting firms, the so-called Big Three (McKinsey & Company, Boston 

Consulting Group, and Bain & Company), along with other humanitarian keywords 

such as “social impact”, “social responsibility”, “sustainability”, and “inclusion”. 

(“Diversity and Inclusion”, n.d.; “BCG Values”, n.d.; “About Bain”, n.d.).  

Recent studies on cosmopolitanism began to examine cosmopolitanism as a new 

form of social and cultural capital using Pierre Bourdieu’s framework (Igarashi & Saito, 

2014). Cosmopolitan capital empowers individuals to engage confidently in globalizing 

social arenas, and grants “competitive edge” vis-à-vis “competitors” in the globalized 

competition (Weenink, 2008, p. 1092). It is found to be an increasingly significant form 

of capital in the contemporary context (Prieur, Rosenlund, & Skjott-Larsen, 2008; 

Bühlmann, David, & Mach, 2012). Cosmopolitan orientation can be a form of capital, 

and consequently, it becomes a means of accumulating other forms of capital and 

power. As the opportunities through which cosmopolitan capital is produced are 

unequally distributed both geographically and economically (Igarashi & Saito, 2014), 

recent critique involves how cosmopolitanism may well hide an elite presumption and 

implicate transnational economic inequalities. For instance, this has called for an 

attention to a formation of a transnational class and culture (Hannerz, 1990; Calhoun, 

2008),  

The imaginary of a strategic and competitive cosmopolitan can be better 

understood through an analysis on hegemonic masculinity in the global setting 

(Connell, 1998; Connell & Wood, 2005). It tackles certain masculine biases that 

influence the new imperatives on how to be an ideal global citizen. For one, it neglects 

various forms of social belonging, especially those to culture or ethnicity (Calhoun, 

2003), and instead positions global citizens outside the world or alienated from specific 

sorts of belongings (Szerszynski & Urry, 2006). Instead, it employs a vague and “thin” 

belonging to the world as a basis of forming “a view from nowhere or everywhere” 

(Calhoun, 2003, p. 532). This calls for an analysis on certain masculine biases that 

underlie the creation of the “generic” and disembodied individual in the cosmopolitan 

imaginary from feminist perspectives (Scott, 1997). In this thesis, I draw on, and 

develop further, Calhoun’s (2003) notion of “thick attachment” and link this with 



 

 9 

Fraser’s (2014) notion of a capitalist “hidden abode” in order to examine how the above 

tensions surfaces in the narratives of young people in their efforts to understand and 

envision their life trajectory in the globalizing world. 

1. 2. Research Questions 

The overall aim of this thesis is to explore how globally oriented identities are 

constructed in real life in the contemporary context, and to investigate how young 

people who are invested in cosmopolitanism navigate and negotiate the tension between 

humanitarian ideals and capitalist requirements in the globalizing world. My research 

questions are as follows: 

• How do young people who are oriented and invested in cosmopolitanism 

understand and construct their identities? 

• What dilemmas and struggles are they facing in their life choices, dreams, and 

longings, in the past, present and future, while navigating their lives in the 

globalizing world?  

• In what ways can these struggles shed new light on gendered tensions in 

cosmopolitanism? 

1. 3. Research Approach and Analysis 

In this thesis, I employ narrative interviews with young people who are highly 

invested in cosmopolitan values and ideals, and have engaged in international 

experiences. In particular, I use the interview texts from interviews with thirteen adults 

(in their mid-20s, nine women and four men) who are former students of the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) program and/or United World Colleges (UWC) and are 

currently situated in Norway. All the research participants experienced the IB 

curriculum, three at Norwegian public schools, eight at UWC, and two at private 

international schools abroad. All of the participants have an experience of studying and 

living abroad as part of, or in addition to the international schooling on the high school 

level (see Appendix A and B). 
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I chose the IB program and UWC as concrete examples of perpetuating 

cosmopolitan ideals to students. UWC are private international boarding schools around 

the world on an upper secondary level, and the IB curriculum is an international 

curriculum which is adopted by schools, including UWC. They are both founded upon 

the belief that education unites young people from all backgrounds on the grounds of 

their “shared community” (“What is UWC?”, n.d.), with an emphasis on the 

understanding of other cultures and promoting a culture of peace (IBO, 2013). I 

expected that the experiences of an explicitly cosmopolitan educational curriculum 

would have influenced these young adults to be invested in cosmopolitan thinking. 

Furthermore, the IB curriculum reflects the tension that I am interested in, between 

emphasis on economic advantage and humanitarian concern. On the one hand, as 

illustrated so far, the IB publicly promotes a humanitarian concern for others and for the 

planet. On the other hand, the IB curriculum aims to equip children with necessary 

competencies to compete in the global world (Resnik, 2008, 2009). It partially explains 

the IB’s popularity among aspirational families who seek upward social mobility, which 

leads to a higher rate of global migration in the Asia Pacific region (Guy & Switzer, 

2010) 

For the analysis of the interview texts, I practice a hermeneutic text 

interpretation in order to understand not only what happened but also the norms and 

values that drive certain behaviors (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 229; Kvale, 2011, p. 109). 

The narratives include both a “public story” that they want me, and the society, to 

know, as well as an “everyday personal story” that include the beliefs and values that 

they abide by, as well as struggles and dilemmas that arise in life (Jamieson, 1988, p. 

10-13). I approach the interviews as narratives of young persons who are living the 

everyday life of the 21st century, and who interact with other human beings. I also 

investigate what is valorized and considered worthwhile to pursue as opposed to what is 

considered not ideal and suboptimal, in terms of particular values, goals, and general 

directions of life.  

I aim to follow the “strong objectivity” in feminist approaches to methodology 

(Harding 2004), which takes into account the context-dependent nature of power and 

the situatedness of the subject of knowledge. Further reflections about my positionality 

as well as my prejudices and associations are specified in Chapter 3.  
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1. 4. Outline of the Thesis 

In Chapter 2, I map out the universalist ideals of cosmopolitanism and probe 

into the notion of cosmopolitan capital as well as gendered tensions that influence the 

imaginary of a cosmopolitan individual. I point to a knowledge gap that involves under-

addressed aspects in the imageries of cosmopolitanism, which are everyday modalities, 

needs, and struggles. This calls for an empirical exploration on cosmopolitan lives. In 

Chapter 3, I introduce my case, research participants, and methods of analysis in a more 

detailed manner, followed by various aspects of ethical considerations. Chapters 4, 5, 

and 6 are my analyses on the narratives of the research participants. Chapter 4 analyzes 

the narratives of constructing cosmopolitan identity and orienting values, in relation to 

the motivation (i.e. why they applied for an IB school or UWC), expectation (i.e. what 

they had pictured beforehand), and experience (i.e. what they got out of it). Chapter 5 

then probes into how their international experiences are interpreted as cosmopolitan 

capital, and analyzes a tension that arises between their privileges and their pursuit of 

cosmopolitan values, which is heavily informed by the liberal conceptions of equality 

and diversity. Chapter 6 investigates dilemmas and challenges that the research 

participants have faced, particularly the choices and experiences that are not proudly 

told and are omitted or ridiculed in their stories. I connect the dilemmas and challenges 

with gendered tensions in cosmopolitanism in a sense that the imaginary of an ideal 

cosmopolitan lifestyle excludes real-life struggles or personal and emotional 

attachments (“thick attachments”). My aim is to provide enhanced knowledge about 

how the particularities in life as a cosmopolitan citizen are understood and carried out in 

real-life situations, and further investigate whether and how an assumed gendered 

tension is involved in envisioning an ideal cosmopolitan life in the 21st century. 
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2. Literature Review 

 The revived attention to cosmopolitan ideals shapes the educational agenda on 

how to grow and become a global citizen. It is a timely response to the economic, 

social, and cultural changes that globalization has brought. While it aims to cultivate 

humanitarian and multicultural ideals with an emphasis on human rights and social 

justice, it also emerges along with a neo-liberal rhetoric of individuality, mobility, and 

global competitiveness. These ideas are legitimized and informed by liberal political 

ideals, and it seems to entail gendered dilemmas and tensions in realizing the ideals in 

real-life situations.  

This chapter consist of three parts. I will first explore the roots of universalist 

cosmopolitan ideals. Second, I will draw from sociological critiques to the universalist 

approach in liberal cosmopolitanism. These strands of thinking criticize the liberal ideas 

for promoting a rootless, mobile, individuated personhood as well as “thin” attachments 

to others and foreign cultures. This facilitates, and is facilitated by, the demands of 

global capitalism, as illustrated by the notion of cosmopolitan capital. Lastly, drawing 

from these critiques and feminist perspectives, I further develop the particular social and 

material conditions in the imaginary behind cosmopolitan social theory, which is 

conceived upon an exclusionary and masculine bias in defining the individual and its 

belongings. 

2. 1. The Universalist Ideals of Cosmopolitanism and 
Cosmopolitan Citizenship 

Cosmopolitanism and cosmopolitan citizenship emerged as an alternative 

framework of citizenship in the globalizing world, especially in the late 1990s and early 

2000s (see Linklater, 1998; Osler & Starkey, 2003; Parekh, 2003; Kuisma, 2008). The 

universalist underpinnings of these cosmopolitan ideals are heavily informed by the 

European Enlightenment, exemplified by Immanuel Kant who claimed the notion of 

“world citizenship” (Nussbaum, 1996; Kleingeld, 1998; Appiah, 2007). World 

citizenship mandates all human beings to extend hospitality to other people because 

they are fellow “citizens of a universal state of humanity” (Kant, 1970, p. 206). From 

Kant’s perspective, a cosmopolitan law derives from the interconnectedness of all 



 

 13 

human beings in a “community of the peoples of the earth”, and therefore, a violation of 

such a law “in one place is felt throughout the world” (Kant, 1795, n.d.). Moreover, his 

ideas about a league of peace became the origin for the League of Nations, the 

forerunner of the United Nations (Appiah 2007; Kleingeld, 1998).  

However, the genealogy of the concept can be traced back to ancient Greece, 

particularly to Diogenes Laertius. Diogenes is thought to be one of the founders of the 

philosophical movement Cynicism, and was born in the late fifth century B.C.E. in 

Sinope, which is now in Turkey. Although his writing does not exist, Diogenes is the 

first to be known to have said that he is a cosmopolitan—kosmou polites in Greek—

which is also interpreted as “a citizen of world” (Appiah, 2007, p. 2375). Diogenes’ 

cosmopolitanism is later found in the thoughts of the Stoics, the rulers of the world in 

the late Roman Empire, who also sought to be citizens of the world instead of one 

particular place (Calhoun, 2003; Appiah, 2007). One of the most prominent theorists of 

cosmopolitanism, Martha Nussbaum (1996), is inspired by Diogenes, and strongly 

advocates the universality of cosmopolitan ideals based on liberal political philosophy: 

Diogenes knew that the invitation to think as a world citizen was, in a sense, an 

invitation to be an exile from the comfort of patriotism and its easy sentiments, 

to see our own ways of life from the point of view of justice and the good. The 

accident of where one is born is just that, an accident; any human being might 

have been born in any nation. Recognizing this, his Stoic successors held, we 

should not allow differences of nationality or class or ethnic membership or 

even gender to erect barriers between us and our fellow human beings. We 

should recognize humanity wherever it occurs, and give its fundamental 

ingredients, reason and moral capacity, our first allegiance and respect 

(Nussbaum, 1996, p. 7). 

 Although Nussbaum (1996) acknowledges “identifications” such as ethnic, 

religious, or gender-based identity (p. 9), certain specific affiliations of a world citizen 

are perceived to be “barriers” that may hinder one’s mission to pursue justice for the 

entirety of humanity. That is why becoming a world citizen, in Nussbaum’s (1996) 

writing, is described as “a lonely business” and being a kind of “exile” who leads a life 

for justice rather than resorting to patriotic and special affections (p. 15). At the core of 

Nussbaum’s cosmopolitanism is the liberal value of human equality as well as equal 

human dignity (Nussbaum, 2013, p. 119-120). All inhabitants of Earth are born with 
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equal worth just in virtue of being human beings, which legitimizes cosmopolitan 

pursuits of a wide range of diversity in the human race. Referring to Diogenes as well as 

Nussbaum, Appiah (2007) conceptualizes the following three principles of 

cosmopolitanism:  

• We can think of ourselves as world citizens, without a need for a single world 

government 

• One should care about fellow human beings beyond one’s own polis members, 

the fellow world citizens 

• One should pursue to exchange ideas and listen to others across our differences 

in order to learn from each other (Appiah, 2007, p. 2376, paraphrased from 

original). 

Cosmopolitan citizenship in this sense revolves around membership of the entire 

humanity (cosmos) beyond that of a nation state (polis). It addresses ethical and moral 

responsibilities which reminds all citizens of the “unfinished moral business of the 

sovereign states” (Linklater, 1998, p. 24). Some prefer to refer to it as “global 

citizenship” or “globally oriented citizenship” (Dower & Williams, 2002; Parekh, 

2003), but the universalist implication of the concept remains the same: One who is a 

citizen of the world has ethical duties to care for fellow global citizens, and is to invite, 

respect, and learn from the diversity in humanity.  

Certainly, cosmopolitanism is an ideology with a mission of bettering the world 

by motivating and mobilizing all humans to become and act as world citizens. And 

these ideals, as abovementioned, are increasingly becoming crucial in various 

educational visions for the future generations. Nussbaum (2013) addresses how ideals 

are also rooted in the real world, while endorsing the concept of “political emotions” 

with cosmopolitan compassion and love for others: 

The ideal, then, is real. At the same time, the real also contains the ideal. Real 

people aspire. They imagine possibilities better than the world they know, and 

they try to actualize them. At times their pursuit of the ideal can go astray, as 

people try to transcend the limits of humanness itself. We saw that a lot of 

difficulties for political life come from that type of self-repudiating aspiration. 

[…] [P]eople who strive for this worldly justice typically aspire to distant 

goals—prominently including theoretical goals—and moved by them (p. 384). 
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Real people do, and are increasingly taught to, aspire and pursue the distant 

goals of a cosmopolitan utopia, while unavoidably experiencing concrete limitations 

and embodied needs. In doing so, there seems to be dilemmas and tensions, especially 

with the rise of neo-liberalism and global capitalism. This invites further attention to 

how the imaginaries behind cosmopolitanism are constructed in terms of its liberal and 

universalist commitment as well as neo-liberal and capitalist impulses. I will now delve 

into these imaginaries by introducing various critiques to the liberal and universalist 

ideals of cosmopolitanism.  

2. 2. Critique to the Liberal and Universalist Ideals of 
Cosmopolitanism 

While many thinkers frame cosmopolitanism as a solution for economic, 

political, and ecological problems on the global level, other researchers critique how 

cosmopolitanism is founded upon a particular liberal and individualist imaginary of 

personhood. I draw the concept of “imaginary(ies)” from Calhoun4 (2003, 2008b) and 

Pollock, Bhabha, Breckenridge and Chakrabarty (2000). In their writings, the concept of 

a “cosmopolitan imaginary” is used, albeit infrequently, to signify collective variants of 

images of a cosmopolitan individual, which liberal cosmopolitanism has created: 

[T]oday there is a revival of the humanist discourse of rights founded on the 

unique and inviolable presence of “human” personhood. […] [T]he fetishization 

of liberal individualism has, in the past few years, created a cosmopolitan 

imaginary signified by the icons of singular personhood. What represents the 

spirit of world citizenship today? In recent years the answer to this question has 

not elicited ideas and ideals, but philanthropic individuals (Pollock et al., 2000, 

p. 581, emphasis added). 

A “cosmopolitan imaginary” in this context seem to describe socially pervasive 

images and stories of a cosmopolitan person in our society. It further includes certain 

 
4 Calhoun (2003) draws the concept of the cosmopolitan imaginary directly from the work of Pollock et 
al. (2000), and Calhoun (2008b) refers to “social imaginary” on the title without defining the concept. I 
briefly mention Charles Taylor’s (2001) definition of “social imaginary” and describe the notion in 
footnote no. 10 in Chapter 3. 
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normative expectations about how a cosmopolitan is imagined to be and behave. These 

cosmopolitan imaginary(ies) indicate a sense of expectations and common 

understandings about a cosmopolitan individual, and these are reflected in and facilitate 

new imperatives in society. The discussions on the cosmopolitan imaginary, however, is 

not simply about what constitutes various social images of a cosmopolitan individual, 

such as cultural taste, personal attitudes, and ethical choices (Calhoun, 2008b, p. 109). It 

also entails the discussions on how those imagined “tastes” and modalities are enabled 

by certain social and material conditions, and what social practices are legitimized or 

invalidated (Calhoun, 2008b). I now turn to the critiques to the liberal cosmopolitan 

attempt to disembody the individual as well as the discussions on how this strand of 

thinking enables, and is enabled by, the demands of global capitalism.  

2. 3. 1. Cosmopolitan Rootlessness and “Thin” Attachments 

A crucial critique to a liberal imaginary of the cosmopolitan individual emerges 

in relation to belonging. In particular, a cosmopolitan is imagined to be an “exile from 

the comfort of patriotism” (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 7). This signifies that one’s allegiance 

to the world community must come before all other preoccupations. It derives from an 

ideological justification to prevent personal favoritism. To seek from justice’s viewpoint 

is to be impartial, and to not prioritize certain groups or their political agenda above 

others. Various “identifications” such as gender, ethnicity, and religious affiliations are 

recognized only to the extent that they correspond to the universal good (Nussbaum, 

1996). For instance, one may love and care for their own child because it contributes to, 

and is consistent with, the universal and moral end of global childcare arrangements 

(Calhoun, 2003, p. 538). 

Calhoun (2003) criticizes Nussbaum’s approach for its extreme universalism, 

which results in neglecting various forms of social belongings in real-life situations. The 

liberal cosmopolitanism considers one’s attachments to a community—nations, ethnic 

groups, or religious communities—as social constraints (Calhoun, 2003). It mandates 

one to be rootless, transcendent, and free from belonging to social groups, relations, or 

cultures. The liberal imaginary of the cosmopolitan individual is thus an “objective” and 

“neutral” person, who always prioritizes humanity over their own particular belongings.  

The idea of “rootlessness” is pivotal in this cosmopolitan imaginary, which 

conceives of “a view from nowhere or everywhere” (Calhoun, 2003, p. 532). 
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Understandably, some people may be more rooted in one place than in others, and many 

may well feel settled and at home in multiple places. Furthermore, having “roots” does 

not always indicate a state of being rooted forever, and can be part of the process of 

growing “roots” (Hannerz, 2005, p. 209). Still, it is not only abstract but also unrealistic 

to envision a cosmopolitan to be rootless. Real people are invariably situated in 

particular webs of belongings. And real people also only have access to particular 

individuals around them, often those who belong to the similar social solidarities, but 

not to humanity at large (Calhoun, 2003, p. 536). To prioritize one’s allegiance to the 

world over one’s specific affiliations is to separate particular culture and social settings 

from a personhood, which is to disembody the individual. These unrealistic and 

normative ideals for cosmopolitans indeed also hinder a perpetual cosmopolitan goal of 

creating a borderless utopia. This is because specific solidarities often become the 

avenue of concrete and tangible agenda and actions to progress towards a just world 

(Calhoun, 2003).  

Calhoun (2003) pays attention to the concept of “thin” and “thick” attachments 

as a way to complement the liberal and universal ideals of cosmopolitanism. “Thin” 

attachments describe the connections that a hypothetical rootless cosmopolitan has to 

humanity and the world community. The universalist ideals to care for fellow human 

beings is vague and decontextualized empathy toward humanity at large, which invites 

“thin” curiosity and open-mindedness to difference. The image of a rootless 

cosmopolitan is therefore founded upon “thin” appreciations of others and foreign 

cultures, as well as “thin” attachments to humanity based on normative universalism, 

which transcends particular belongings and solidarities (Calhoun, 2002a, p. 157).  

In an effort to include rootedness in conceptualizing a cosmopolitan belonging, 

Calhoun (2003) endorses “thick attachments” (p. 532). This mostly stems from a 

concern that, in current conceptions of cosmopolitanism, culture or ethnicity are 

predominantly associated with a globally stigmatized and marginalized Other (Calhoun, 

2003, p. 532). Arguing in favor of moderate revisions of liberal cosmopolitanism by 

combining different kinds and degrees of rootedness, Hannerz’s (2005) conceptualizes 

“thick cosmopolitanism”. It is explicitly coupled with “thick nationalism” and endorses 

one’s commitment to particular cultural alterities that are not in contradiction to a 

cosmopolitan orientation (p. 204). That is why he eventually argues for a “low-intensity 

cosmopolitanism” where different levels of commitment (e.g. national or cosmopolitan) 

can be perceived as complementary rather than conflicting. Similarly, Appiah’s (1997) 
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concept of “cosmopolitan patriot” also reiterates an image of everyone attached to a 

home as well as particularities of one’s culture, and at the same time appreciating the 

presence and diversity of other people and their cultures.  

These considerations of “thin” and “thick” attachments, belongings, and 

cosmopolitanisms associate rootedness only to national, cultural, and ethnic belongings. 

It does not include other forms of belonging that are not necessarily based on cultural or 

ethnic solidarities, even though these other forms of social and interpersonal belongings 

and attachments are extremely vital in constituting human life. Furthermore, being a 

competent cosmopolitan citizen is not only about the absence of “thick” ties to social 

belongings, but also about maximizing mobilities, which seems to be actually achieved 

through these above moderate revisions of “thick” attachments to cultures. Could we 

gain enhanced insight into these tensions in the imaginaries of the cosmopolitan 

individual by expanding the notion of “thick” attachments and belongings? What does 

this say about the aforementioned gendered tension, namely between feminine qualities 

of care and the expectations about the strategic, competitive, and masculine 

cosmopolitan self? 

2. 2. 2. Critique to Elite Orientation in Cosmopolitanism and 
Capitalist Impulses  

Many scholars have argued that the cosmopolitan imaginaries are indeed rooted 

in the way elites participate in global capitalism. Historically at least, cosmopolitan 

orientations to diversity of humans and cultures has mostly been enabled by more 

travel, more education, and more material resources to afford cultural activities 

(Calhoun, 2003; Hannerz, 2005). Certainly, an image of cosmopolitans who are freely 

coming in and going out of different (often urban) places relies on certain material 

privileges (Vieten, 2012). For transnational mobility, one has to rely upon the resources 

that one has accumulated, and deploy them at one’s disposal, perhaps while carrying the 

assets with oneself when relocating (Ong, as cited in Skeggs, 2004, p. 51). Underlying 

the requirements of global mobilities are various social and material conditions, which 

enables one to accumulate and utilize resources when appropriate. One needs material 

resources in order to respond fluidly and opportunistically to globalizing and ever-

changing situations around the world, including “good” passports and easy access to 

visas (Calhoun, 2003, p. 543). 
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This has brought discussions about social class, such as how cosmopolitanism is 

viewed as “class consciousness of frequent travelers” (Calhoun, 2002b). Several 

scholars have already argued that a new international elite class has emerged (Hannerz, 

1990; Sklair, 2002; Calhoun, 2008a). Although the concept of elites is loosely defined, 

it is represented by the image of the transnational business class and elites from various 

domains, for whom the first-class lounges in airports and international standard hotels 

have become familiar (Calhoun, 2002b, p. 888). The imaginaries of cosmopolitans are 

also signified by advocates for global issues, upper managers with global visions and 

power, and individuals with philanthropic inclinations who work internationally 

(Calhoun, 2003, p. 542).  

However, being and becoming a cosmopolitan in the contemporary context is 

not simply about privilege or occupational status. It is rather about the fact that the 

image of an ideal and competent cosmopolitan individual today includes certain 

mobilities and privileges that grant a particular position of accessing and participating in 

the world as a whole. It includes being a part of various circuits of international 

connectivity, and has other particular material and social conditions.  

One of the phenomena that incorporate the demands of global mobilities and 

capitalism is the concept of “cosmopolitan capital”. From a Bourdieuian perspective, 

recent scholarship suggests that cosmopolitanism operates as a new form of social and 

cultural capital, which increasingly becomes a locus of global stratification (Weenink, 

2008; Igarashi & Saito, 2014). According to Weenink, cosmopolitanism is understood 

as a set of cultural competencies already in Merton’s (1957) study, in which local 

leaders with knowledge of cosmopolitan culture were found to act as “brokers” between 

people in the periphery and those in the center of the local community (as cited in 

Weenink, 2008, p. 1092). Cosmopolitanism is increasingly seen as a source of power 

and a form of social and cultural capital (Weenink, 2007, 2008):  

Cosmopolitan capital is, first of all, a propensity to engage in globalizing social 

arenas […], [and] comprises bodily and mental predispositions and 

competencies (savoir faire) which help to engage confidently in such arenas. 

Moreover, it provides a competitive edge, a head start vis-à-vis competitors. 

People accumulate, deploy and display cosmopolitan capital while living abroad 

for some time, visit and host friends from different nationalities, attend meetings 

frequently for an international audience, maintain a globally dispersed circle of 
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friends or relatives, read books, magazines, and journals that reach a global 

audience and possess a near-native mastery of English and at least one other 

language (Weenink, 2008, p. 1092). 

Cosmopolitan capital allows people to better navigate other cultures and 

countries, and in turn, gives them a competitive edge in global social arenas (Weenink, 

2008; Resnik, 2009). A Danish study about cultural capital found that global 

orientation, cosmopolitanism, or “connectedness” is found to be a new influential form 

of cultural capital in the contemporary society (Prieur, Rosenlund, & Skjott-Larsen, 

2008). The increasing importance of cosmopolitan capital is also found in the 

internationalization of the Swiss business elite, which has grown not only in number but 

also dominated the apex of the biggest and the most marketized Swiss firms (Bühlmann, 

David & Mach, 2012).  

Underlying the emergence of cosmopolitan capital are neo-liberal imperatives 

about individuated competition in the global setting, which illustrates the strategic and 

competitive image of a cosmopolitan (Mitchell, 2003). While cosmopolitan capital is 

defined to be universally desirable and valuable in navigating the globalizing world, its 

access and benefits are not equally distributed globally. Igarashi and Saito (2014) 

maintain that the educational opportunities through which cosmopolitan capital is 

produced is unequally distributed around the world in terms of the hierarchy between 

the West and the non-West (p. 234). Furthermore, upper-middle class families with 

more cultural and social capital have higher chances of pursuing educational tracks that 

are known to produce more cosmopolitan capital (Igarashi & Saito, 2014, p. 234-235).  

As a means of capital accumulation, cosmopolitan capital can be used in the elite 

game of distinction (Hannerz, 2005; Weenink, 2008). While this brings us back to the 

discussions above about social reproduction and social class, it suggests that being a 

competent cosmopolitan citizen reflects the demands of global capitalism and economic 

competitiveness. Furthermore, it reflects a certain imaginary of the individuated, 

mobile, and competitive cosmopolitan self. It facilitates, and is facilitated by, the idea of 

rootlessness and disembodiment in the liberal cosmopolitan imaginary. 
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2. 2. 3. Feminist Critique to the Disembodied and Competitive 
Cosmopolitan Individual 

The image of the rootless cosmopolitan individual with thin attachments is not 

gender neutral. The effort to imagine a cosmopolitan human as a neutral, objective, and 

therefore impartial individual is based on an exclusionary masculine bias. Many 

feminist researchers have argued that gender and other categorizations, such as race, 

sexuality, and class, have been excluded from the historically and fundamentally 

embedded epistemological genealogy of “the individual” (Skeggs, 2004). The ways in 

which the generic model of “the individual” in political citizenship excludes women 

have been rigorously researched and deconstructed. Often parallel to the concept of the 

self—as opposed to the Other—“the individual” is an exclusionary and politically 

privileged category (Fraser 1989; Scott, 1997). “The individual” is founded on 

discourses of Enlightenment rationality (as cited in Skeggs, 2004, p. 56), and is 

therefore tied to a conceptualization of “the self”, who is self-reliant, self-possessed, and 

has self-control. Moreover, the attempt to abstract the human essence also functioned to 

exclude those who were thought not to possess “a certain set of invariant psychological 

characteristics and tendencies” (Lukes, as cited in Scott, 1997, p. 312). For example, 

men were thought to possess an appropriate sensibility and moral capacity whereas 

women were less so (Scott, 1997). The alleged neutral physiognomic features also 

include skin color, and I imagine, normative shapes and forms of human bodies. As a 

result, the universality in the prototypical human individual to include all humans, 

ironically could be used to define and exclude “non-individuals” or “less than 

individuals” (Scott, 1997, p. 7).  

In this sense, the imaginary of the rootless cosmopolitan individual, who exists 

somehow above or outside particular social belongings, needs to be deconstructed for its 

exclusionary orientation. At least in its most extreme universalist form, 

cosmopolitanism supposes an abstract and disembodied individual, and it does not fully 

capture the realities of human beings who always exist in the intersections of various 

social ties.  

The critique to the disembodied individual suggests how much of the 

imaginaries behind cosmopolitanism is rooted in the way masculine subjects participate 

in the global capitalist society. Tienari, Vaara, and Meriläinen (2010) analyze a 

masculine bias of the individual on a globally capitalized setting from the stories of the 
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top managers at Nordea, a multinational corporation in the Nordic region. The 

narratives of the top managers illustrate an identity work in line with “transnational 

business masculinity” (Connell & Wood, 2005), which is referred to as the process of 

“becoming an international man” (Tienari, Vaara & Meriläinen, 2010). “Transnational 

business masculinity” is a new pattern of hegemonic masculinity in the global corporate 

economy, and is highly relevant to the imaginary behind the cosmopolitan self who 

accumulates and employs various forms of capital. The concept is theorized based on 

the life-history interviews of Australian businessmen in managerial positions in 

transnational corporations (Connell & Wood, 2005). Some are situated abroad for work, 

some of their career history is transnational, and their jobs entail attending deals and 

partnerships with international magnates or other firms in the U.S. (Connell & Wood, 

2005, p. 357). International businessmen have no borders in their work life, and are 

empowered and mobilized in a particular way to cruise through the global capitalist 

world. This may be an archetypical image of the neo-liberal cosmopolitan personhood, 

as illustrated in the new desires to prepare future generations with cosmopolitan capital 

(Weenink, 2008).  

The concept of “International Man” based on “transnational business 

masculinity” reveals an underlying condition that enables these businessmen to be the 

masculine subject in the business setting. The Australian managers in Connell and 

Wood’s (2005) study report long working hours, high pressure, and tensions as part of 

the job, which are concrete, bodily, and everyday consequences of building a globally 

oriented career. They endure such pressure of the job in pursuit of high income and 

access to power (Connell & Wood, 2005). On the one hand, the thought that high 

income and power fully compensate the endurance of high pressure and workload seems 

to be a part of the process of “becoming an international man”. He, who is a competent 

self, is competitive, militant, and willing to partake in a competitive atmosphere like 

“real men” (Tienari, Vaara, & Meriläinen, 2010, p. 47). On the other hand, extremely 

embodied challenges such as pressure, long hours, and tensions emerge in the work 

environment (Connell & Wood, 2005, p. 361). The insertion of bodies into the market, 

albeit seen as a cultural and routine practice of managers, is crucial for success in the 

globalized economy. The bodies that participate in, and embody, the market are 

imagined in a particular way that cannot afford to nurture certain rootedness, social 

attachments and belongings, let alone personal and bodily needs. This is a significant 

clue to the ways that the concept of “thick attachment” falls short; there may be other 
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forms of attachments and belongings that are excluded from the imaginaries of the 

cosmopolitan individual. Could there be “thicker” forms of attachments, belongings, 

and needs that go beyond the cultural and ethnic ones? In that case, where do those 

needs and attachments exist, and who takes care of them?  

One of the potential ways to understand the “thicker” forms of attachments and 

rootedness is suggested in the way that masculine subjects are constructed, and what 

they exclude. While transnational business masculinity excludes thicker forms of 

attachments, rootedness, and bodily needs, human lives in reality do not exist without 

them. In fact, everyday life in the global economy is sustained based on activities that 

produce and nurture those thicker belongings.  

The dynamics in which thicker needs and rootedness are excluded may be rooted 

in the gendered dynamics of labor. In particular, the neo-liberal masculine subject is 

constructed using the feminine as “mirror” (Tienari, Vaara & Meriläinen, 2010, p. 47). 

Calás and Smircich (1993) illustrate how certain assumptions of women’s qualities 

legitimize the gendered ways of participating in global capitalism: Women “keep the 

home fires burning” while men socialize and capitalize in the international arena (as 

cited in Tienari, Vaara, & Meriläinen, 2010, p. 38). In other words, while the masculine, 

men, is expected to accumulate, maintain, and strategically employ the resources and 

capital to participate in global competition in the public sphere, the maintenance of 

home and the private sphere is excluded and associated with the feminine, women, who 

are perhaps equipped with motherly and warm qualities. The cosmopolitan masculine 

self, therefore, thrives and requires the ontological relation between femininity and care, 

while excluding certain thicker forms of attachments and belongings that the feminine is 

expected to nurture.  

For example, it appears “normal” for male top managers to be without a family 

or a child whereas it is not for women (Tienari, Vaara & Meriläinen, 2010, p. 47). As 

many feminist intellectuals have stressed, the distinction between production and 

reproduction is deeply gendered with the former associated with men and the latter with 

women (Fraser, 2014, p. 62). In a capitalist society, the productive work for 

accumulation of capital hides the social reproductive work, but in fact it depends on the 

reproductive and care work to take care of human and bodily needs (Fraser, 2014, p. 

61).  
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[S]ocial-reproductive activity is absolutely necessary to the existence of waged 

work, the accumulation of surplus value and the functioning of capitalism as 

such. Wage labour could not exist in the absence of housework, child-raising, 

schooling, affective care and a host of other activities which help to produce new 

generations of workers and replenish existing ones, as well as to maintain social 

bonds and shared understandings. […] [T]herefore, social reproduction is an 

indispensable background condition for the possibility of capitalist production 

(Fraser, 2014, p. 61).  

Connecting this understanding to the discussions of transnational business 

masculinity, the “productive work”, which is done in the globalized capitalist setting by 

international businessmen, may entail a “hidden abode” (Fraser, 2014): various forms of 

caregiving work and interactions that maintain personal, private, and “thick” 

solidarities, which is variously called “care” and “social reproduction” (Fraser, 2014, p. 

61). It suggests that the imaginary of the cosmopolitan self, who are freely coming and 

going out of different places without being rooted in a particular place, may be founded 

upon an unrealistic and exclusionary masculine bias. It may exclude and hide certain 

thicker forms of attachments and belongings that are associated with the feminine.  

2. 3. Summary and Discussions 

 I have presented the universalist and liberal ideas of cosmopolitanism, and 

discussed the existing critique of the ideals. In particular, Calhoun and others argue that 

the liberal cosmopolitan imaginaries include “thin” forms of attachments to various 

cultures and to the entire humanity. These critics argue that the liberal effort to uphold 

human equality and fairness against self-benefiting particularism results in 

marginalizing social belongings and disembodying the imaginary of the cosmopolitan 

individual. Other scholars point to the way that these universalist and individualist 

ideals facilitate, and is facilitated by, the demands of global capitalism. Feminist critics 

argue that the neo-liberal and masculine imaginary of the cosmopolitan self is not only 

constructed by the absence of thick cultural attachments or belongings but also the 

capacity for global mobility and capital accumulation. In doing so, certain “thicker” 

forms of attachments, belongings, bodily needs are excluded, although they are 

necessities of everyday life.  
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I probe into this by drawing on the concept of “transnational business 

masculinity” as well as “hidden abode” (Fraser, 2014). In particular, I enquire whether 

the imaginaries of the cosmopolitan individual have a hidden abode, perhaps in the 

same way as the attainment and maintenance of capital (“production work”) thrives on, 

but excludes, the production and maintenance of various human relations and “thick” 

relations (“social reproduction work”). This calls for an empirical analysis pertaining to 

the real-life experiences and embodied modalities of cosmopolitan lives in order to 

understand whether and how these tensions surface and shape the everyday imperatives 

of the cosmopolitan life and self.  

I aim to explore how the distant goals of cosmopolitan utopia are aspired to and 

carried out by real people with concrete limitations and embodiedness. No matter how 

distant, abstract, and principle-driven cosmopolitan sentiments may look, and despite 

the fact that cosmopolitan inclusivity is ironically commodified for exclusiveness, 

cosmopolitanism is never either a genuine and intrinsic value or a strategic and 

instrumental means for capital. This thesis therefore precisely tackles the confluence of 

both in real life, as an empirical exploration of cosmopolitan identity and belonging. I 

aim to concretize cosmopolitanism based on the stories of young people today, and how 

cosmopolitan ideals and values circulate and translate into real people’s aspirations, 

dreams, and struggles.  
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter, I describe the methodological choices that I have made 

throughout the course of this research. The overarching aim for the thesis is to examine 

the identities and life trajectories of young people who are invested in cosmopolitanism, 

and further to investigate potential dilemmas and struggles in their lives. This chapter 

consists of four parts. Firstly, I introduce my case of empirical data to contextualize this 

research: young people in Norway who are former students of the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program and/or United World Colleges (UWC). In particular, the IB 

program and UWC schools is an empirical case that represent cosmopolitan imperatives 

in the contemporary society. The age range of the research participants is mid-twenties, 

which is a particular time frame transitioning from adolescence to adulthood, and is also 

referred to as young adulthood. The Norwegian context is particularly interesting in this 

regard due to the country’s recent multiculturalization and late marketization. The 

interviewed participants belong to the first generation having grown up and experienced 

an increasingly multicultural Norwegian society. In the second part, I describe the 

sampling, recruitment, and interview process, followed by the characteristics of the 

research participants. In the third part, I present my methods of analysis focusing on a 

distinction between “public stories” and “everyday personal lives” (Jamieson, 1988, p. 

10). The distinction has helped me navigate the blurred line between the “public stories” 

that the research participants publicly construct and share about their personal life with 

me, a researcher, and thus the society, and the “everyday personal life” that is lived, 

which include struggles, dilemmas, beliefs and values “at heart”. Lastly, I describe 

ethical considerations and reflections on my positionality.  

3. 1. Contextualizing the Research: Empirical Case 

 My study focuses on a particular empirical case: young people in Norway who 

are former students of the IB program and/or UWC. I chose to interview former 

students of these international educations as a real-life example of young cosmopolitans 

because of their explicit emphasis on cosmopolitan orientation. I believe these 

educational opportunities leave significant influence on the values and world views of 

students. The collected material is the interview texts with thirteen young adults (9 
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women and 4 men in their mid-twenties) with Norwegian background5, who 

experienced the IB program in various types and locations. 

I now turn to three different aspects of this empirical case to contextualize the 

research: the IB program and UWC, young adulthood, and the contemporary Norwegian 

society. These aspects naturally translate into the sampling criteria, which are specified 

in 3. 2. 1. Criterion Sampling and Snowball Sampling. 

3. 1. 1. The IB program and UWC 

The IB program and UWC share significant and explicit cosmopolitan 

orientations when it comes to their philosophy. The “UWC movement” in 1962 is a 

noticeable turning point in an ideological emphasis in educating children around the 

world. The movement began as a global educational movement based on the ideas of 

the German educationalist Kurt Hahn. Hahn established the first UWC in south Wales, 

the Atlantic College, which is an international boarding school6 on the upper secondary 

level (“UWC History & Founding Ideas”, n.d.). UWC teaches young people around the 

world to be agents of promoting world peace and preventing potential world conflicts. 

Central to the philosophy of UWC is the belief that education unites young people from 

all backgrounds on the grounds of their “shared community” (“What is UWC?”, n.d.), 

which clearly resonates with the cosmopolitan idea of the world community. Moreover, 

UWC highlights the idea of “a better world” and inspires the students to follow the 

following values (“What is UWC?”, n.d.): 

● International and intercultural understanding 

● Celebration of difference 

● Personal responsibility and integrity 

 
5 My sample includes multiracial individuals, first generation Norwegians, adoptees, and people with 
international upbringing. I choose to phrase it as “persons with Norwegian background” because all the 
participants identify as “Norwegian”. Still, their racial and ethnic identity are variously described in 
personal accounts. The question about racial and ethnic identity is discussed in 3. 4. 3. Question about 
Racial and Ethnic Background in Norway. 
6 There are currently 18 different UWC campuses in 17 countries in 4 continents. Students who attend 
UWC are selected domestically through UWC’s “national committee” which exist in more than 150 
countries (“What is UWC?”, n.d.). Among my sample, all of the UWC graduates had gone through the 
national committee system. Most students are selected through the local national committee, and over 
65% of students of them are given financial assistance in a form of scholarship (“Apply to study the IB 
Diploma programme at UWC”, n.d.). It is also possible to apply for some UWC schools via “Global 
Selection Program”, which requires a full payment of the tuition fee (“Apply to study the IB Diploma 
programme at UWC”, n.d.).  
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● Mutual responsibility and respect 

● Compassion and service 

● Respect for the environment 

● A sense of idealism 

● Personal challenge 

● Action and personal example 

Kurt Hahn’s ideology significantly influenced the philosophy of the IB 

program7. UWC are private international boarding schools that teach the IB program. In 

other words, the IB program is an international curriculum, a “software”, which can be 

adopted by individual schools around the world. The first IB program, the Diploma 

Program8, was established in 1968 with a similar ideological vision as UWC. The IB 

curriculum also explicitly underlines the understanding of other cultures and promoting 

a culture of peace. For instance, the IB Learner Profile states: 

The aim of all IB Programmes is to develop internationally minded people who, 

recognizing their common humanity and shared guardianship of the planet, help 

to create a better and more peaceful world (IBO, 2013, n.p.). 

The term “international mindedness” accurately reflects the cosmopolitan 

openness and curiosity toward the world. Ian Hill (2000; 2012; 2015), who was the 

deputy director general of IB at the time, has been a strong advocate of the concept of 

international mindedness, and actively integrated it into the IB curriculum. 

On the one hand, as illustrated so far, the philosophy of the IB curriculum and 

UWC is explicitly oriented in cosmopolitan values such as world peace, diversity, and 

international mindedness. On the other hand, the research about the IB curriculum 

indicates that it aims to respond to the needs of global capitalism (Resnik, 2009). 

Namely, the IB curriculum advertises its role to equip children with the necessary 

competencies to compete in the global world (Resnik, 2008; 2009). The International 

Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) advertises the IB students’ better academic 

 
7 This program is under the auspices of the International Baccalaureate Organization, which is a non-
profit educational foundation based in Geneva (Resnik, 2009, p. 225). It currently provides four different 
levels of international curricula from primary to post-secondary level. The IB Diploma Program is the 
oldest, and the most well-known program, infused with an explicit emphasis on cosmopolitan values.  
8 The IB Diploma Program is a two-year schooling on the upper secondary level (age 16-19). In this 
thesis, I only focus on the IB Diploma Program, and refer to it as “the IB curriculum” or “the IB 
program”. 
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performance as a result of the IB both in high school and university, a higher likelihood 

for admissions to “top universities”, and an opportunity to join a world-wide network of 

IB alumni (“Benefits for students”, n.d.; IBO, 2017). Furthermore, as an internationally 

certified credential, the IB is increasingly seen as a “global academic passport” for 

subsequent educational and employment opportunities overseas among middle- and 

upper-class families, especially in Asian countries such as China, India, Korea, and 

Japan (Brown & Lauder, 2009; Guy & Switzer, 2010; Sharma, 2010). Due to a 

prevalent desire for upward social mobility, the families in the Asia-Pacific regions 

display a higher rate of migration to international schools and universities for the IB 

compared to other regions (Guy & Switzer, 2010). The IB program can thus be a locus 

of stratification, producing and reproducing cosmopolitan capital on the global level 

(Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Weenink, 2008).  

In short, I view the IB curriculum as a concrete and tangible point of entry to 

investigate how cosmopolitanism circulates in the contemporary society. While 

humanitarian and multicultural ideals remain strong in its content and mission, such as 

world peace, international mindedness and diversity, analyses on the IB curriculum 

points to its commitment to global capitalism through providing an opportunity for 

children to accumulate and maintain cosmopolitan capital. In this sense, the IB 

curriculum, and also the UWC schools, are one of the areas in which a humanitarian and 

multicultural ideal overlap and interact with the global capitalist logics. 

3. 1. 2. Navigating Life as Young Adults 

 Although the definition and the age of young adulthood varies depending on the 

context, I chose to use “young adults” to indicate a certain age group that I am 

researching (20-30 years old). Young adulthood in this thesis signifies a transitioning 

period between adolescence and adulthood after reaching the age of majority, which is 

18 years old in most definitions. Also phrased as “emerging adulthood”, central to the 

idea of young adulthood is that it is a distinct period of development where one explores 

identity, possibilities, and self-focus (Tanner & Arnett, 2009). Sociologically, adulthood 

is also a status that is reachable only after certain milestones are met (Ciabattari, 2016, 

p. 56). There are five traditionally normative indicators of adulthood: completing 

school, having a full-time job, moving out of the parental home, getting married, and 

having children (as cited in Ciabattari, 2016, p. 56). In this sense, young adulthood is a 
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confusing, explorative, crucial period where a person navigates what to do in life and 

makes remarkable life choices nearly for the first time.  

I chose to interview the graduates of the IB curriculum and/or UWC as a real-

life example of young cosmopolitans, as I believe that these international educations 

influence the graduates’ world views and value orientations in the global world. Judging 

from the fact that they chose to apply for UWC and/or to attend a school that offers the 

IB curriculum, I expected the interviewees to have been invested in the ideological 

cosmopolitan ideas. As young adults are at a point in life where they make crucial 

choices about the field of their education or transition from school to a job, I wanted to 

explore the IB graduates’ value orientation process in life in relation to 

cosmopolitanism, and delve into what they value, what they have done, and what they 

will do from now.  

3. 1. 3. Norway, an Increasingly Multicultural, yet Less 
Marketized Society 

 The contemporary Norwegian context is a particularly interesting case in which 

to explore the experiences of young cosmopolitans because of its current social, 

cultural, and political climate. Firstly, the generation of the research participants, young 

adults, is arguably the first generation who grew up in and witnessed the recent 

multiculturalization in Norway. In fact, Norway remained culturally homogeneous and 

attracted few migrants until the 1970s. A recent influx of immigrants, however, has 

brought significant changes and challenges to the country as a multicultural society 

(Brochmann & Hagelund, 2010). To the extent that immigration represents a growing 

cultural diversity in Norway, a cosmopolitan rhetoric of openness toward others and 

diversity is indeed highly relevant in the contemporary Norwegian context. There is a 

growing attention to potential tensions between cultural diversity and the solidaristic 

and universalistic values of the Nordic welfare states (Siim, 2008), and the inclusive 

ideals of cosmopolitanism is viewed as a way to relieve such a tension (Lister, 2009, p. 

265-266). It is therefore timely and significant to hear the stories and viewpoints of 

young Norwegian adults who experienced such changes for the first time in the history 

of Norway. 

Secondly, Norway has a social democratic welfare regime, which is based on 

high taxation and an egalitarian and comprehensive welfare system for citizens (Melby, 
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Ravn, & Wetterberg, 2008). Such characteristics are shared by the Nordic countries, 

from which the term “Nordic model” derives. Lister (2009) identifies the core value of 

the Nordic model as “equality, solidarity and universalism” (p. 246). A Norwegian 

cultural commitment to such values is partly illustrated in the concept of “Janteloven”, 

the Law of Jante. It is a code of conduct in the Nordic region that emphasizes equality, 

ordinariness, and to a certain extent, social conformity (Avant & Knutsen, 1993). Due to 

the social democratic welfare system, economic liberalization has also been less 

prominent in Norway (Aarseth, 2017, p. 5). Norway experienced industrialization and 

modernization more recently compared to Western Europe (Melby, Ravn, & 

Wetterberg, 2008). In this sense, there seems to be a tension between the typical Nordic 

values such as egalitarianism and a flat power structure (Lister, 2009), and global 

market values such as economic competitiveness (Brown, Lauder, & Ashton, 2008).  

A tension is hinted to in the education sector: Norway has presented an 

egalitarian orientation for school choices (i.e. “one school for all”), but the country is 

also increasingly experiencing marketization and instrumentalization of education 

(Aarseth, 2016, p. 77-80). The proportion of financial elites in Norway has increased in 

recent decades (as cited in Aarseth, 2016, p. 80), and educational divides based on 

socioeconomic status and ethnic background are becoming stronger in schools with a 

more privileged student composition, not only in Norway but also in other Scandinavian 

countries (Lundahl, 2016). A remarkable public dispute when the Royal family decided 

to transfer the Crown Princess to a private international school seems to exemplify such 

a transition (Åserud, 2014). The decision may have been interpreted as a symbolic 

incident that the “one school for all” policy is not true any longer. 

In short, the contemporary Norwegian society is on the one hand an emerging 

multicultural society where the cosmopolitan ideals of diversity are vibrant, and on the 

other hand, a less marketized society where global capitalism is less prevalent and yet 

increasingly growing. In this regard, I anticipated that the ways in which the global 

capitalist logic of cosmopolitan capital interact with a humanitarian and multicultural 

ideal may be more evident in the Norwegian context, especially in the understandings of 

the research participants who experienced such recent and drastic changes. 
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3. 2. Recruiting, Meeting, and Interviewing the Young 
Cosmopolitan Informants 

3. 2. 1. Criterion Sampling and Snowball Sampling 

I wanted to interview young adults who have attended the IB curriculum and/or 

UWC, and are situated in Norway. To find participants, I combined criterion sampling 

with snowball sampling (Bradshaw & Stratford, 2010, p. 75). Criterion sampling is to 

approach people who meet certain criteria (Bradshaw & Stratford, 2010, p. 75), and my 

criteria for selecting interviewees were as follows: 

● With a background of the IB program regardless of the location and the type of 

the school 

o And/or with a background of the UWC regardless of the location 

● Between the age of 20 and 30 

As illustrated previously, I selected the IB curriculum and UWC because of their 

explicit commitment to cosmopolitan values as well as their role in reproducing 

cosmopolitan capital. However, I did not limit the type and location of the IB schools, 

in order to invite individuals with globally mobile trajectories. Furthermore, the overall 

age range is selected based on the significance of young adulthood as a transitioning 

period where one navigates crucial life choices and value orientations nearly for the first 

time. I also aimed to interview people who have had time to reflect on their previous IB 

experience, make life choices, and envision their future plans, which may or may not 

reflect cosmopolitan orientations. In particular, I set the lower age limit for the samples 

as 20 years old to give at least one year after the completion of the IB curriculum to 

make relatively more significant life choices as an adult such as a field of education or 

an occupation. I limited the upper end to be 30 years old so that it is no more than a 

decade since they finished the IB curriculum.  

Snowball sampling refers to a technique to recruit participants based on previous 

participants’ existing social connections (Bradshaw & Stratford, 2010, p. 75). As I am an 

international student who has limited social connections in the Norwegian society, and 

also as I did not experience the international educational curriculum in question, it was 

both a strategic and practical decision to employ snowball sampling to access a broader 
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scope of research participants. When using snowball sampling, I asked research 

participants to give me their friends’ contact information, if they agreed, and I reached 

out to their friends directly about the research. This was done both to ensure the 

anonymity of the identity of the research participants, and so that the person who 

introduces their friend(s) to me does not know whether their friend(s) eventually took part 

in this research, unless they share it on their own. Once the criteria were established, I 

asked my classmates and acquaintances whether they know anyone who meets the criteria 

and would be willing to participate in an interview. 

3. 2. 2. Descriptions of the Research Participants 

 The basic characteristics of the research participants are as follows (for detailed 

information, see Appendix A and B): 

● 13 individuals of Norwegian background9; 9 women and 4 men 

● Currently situated in Norway 

● Former students of the IB curriculum and/or UWC schools 

● With experience of studying and/or living abroad in addition to or as part of the 

IB experience 

● In their mid-twenties (ranges from 22 to 28 years old) 

My sample consists of 13 young people with Norwegian background who have 

studied and/or lived abroad and returned to Norway. They are currently situated in 

Norway for various reasons, which may add a specific dimension to the particular 

narratives in the analyses. 

All 13 of the research participants experienced the IB curriculum, three at 

Norwegian public schools, eight at UWC schools, and two at private international 

schools abroad. Also, all the participants are either currently pursuing higher education 

or have finished at least a university degree. Many of them are pursuing (seven people) 

or have pursued (three people) a graduate degree. Two in particular are pursuing a 

second bachelor’s degree after obtaining an equivalent or higher-level degree 

beforehand.  

 
9 As previously mentioned, I use “persons with Norwegian background” to encompass various racial and 
ethnic backgrounds of the samples as well as their citizenship status. 
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Moreover, all of the participants have experienced studying and living in another 

country as part of, or in addition to, the international schooling on the high school level 

(see Appendix B). For some, it was due to a familial background because one or both of 

their parents worked abroad and the whole family migrated, or because they were 

brought up in the home country of one or both of their parents. For others, it was as part 

of an educational experience, such as pursuing a university degree abroad, or a study 

abroad program during university. In particular, five individuals obtained a bachelor’s 

degree in another country and one began a degree abroad but did not graduate. Three 

people took part in study abroad programs during university at least once.  

3. 2. 3. Interviewing and Transcribing  

Interviewing grants an opportunity for a researcher to interact with informants, 

value their experiences and voice, and communicate both verbally and non-verbally 

about their viewpoint (Dunn, 2010, p. 102). I particularly chose a semi-structured 

interview to ensure a high level of flexibility in the types, contents, and order of 

interview questions in the interview space, so as to capture diverse and unexpected 

experiences of the interviewees. Having such flexibility was crucial because I had no 

previous knowledge about how significant and explicit cosmopolitan orientations would 

appear in the stories of the interviewees, although they share a common experience of 

the educational curriculum.  

I created a comprehensive interview guide which contained relevant topics and 

questions that helped discuss the cosmopolitan orientations without using theoretical 

terms such as cosmopolitanism itself (see Appendix C). The themes included personal 

identity and interest, their experiences throughout the IB curriculum and/or UWC, the 

sustaining influences of those experiences, and their future plans and everyday lives.   

The interviews were conducted in November and December, 2018, with a 

duration of 1-2 hours each. Two interviews were conducted on Skype, while the other 

interviews were in person. For the Skype interviews, I spoke with them in the secluded 

office space in the Centre for Gender Research (STK). For in-person interviews, the 

location was agreed upon each time in advance to find a relatively quiet and secure 

place to have a conversation: various locations within the campus of the University of 

Oslo, Kulturhuset in the city center of Oslo, or at their own apartment. Upon meeting, or 

via e-mail, I provided descriptions of my research with a consent form (see Appendix 
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D), and usually had a brief conversation about the research project before I began 

recording. I took notes on a notepad during the course of each interview, which became 

a point of reference when preparing for the next interview and for analyses. I 

exclusively used pseudonyms when taking notes. 

While I had only one interview with the majority of the participants, I conducted 

an additional follow-up interview with two of them. When I started transcribing the 

previous interviews after I finished the fourth one, I noticed a significance of racial and 

ethnic identity in the remarks of a couple of the interviewees. Although it eventually did 

not become a central finding of the thesis, I at the time felt the need to revisit the topic 

with the previous interviewees. Therefore, I contacted the first four interviewees and 

asked them in a written form, “In your own words, how would you describe your own 

racial and/or ethnic identity/background?”. While two answered with just a short 

sentence, one shared a three-page-long written essay about their identity as an adoptee 

along with their voice recording of the essay, which led to a follow-up interview in 

person.  

In the case of the other follow-up interview, the participant agreed to meet with 

me in person to elaborate on their racial and ethnic identity, after they had not replied to 

my request for a written answer. This was after I made the first update on my interview 

guide, where more opinion-based questions regarding social issues were included. 

Moreover, I was particularly interested to hear more from their perspective because they 

had mentioned that they were an adoptee, similar to the one with whom I had the first 

follow-up interview.  

In terms of transcription, I electronically transcribed the interview texts based on 

the recorded interviews, beginning in November while I was still in the process of 

recruiting and interviewing more participants. I included non-verbal cues such as 

laughter, squeals, eye-rolling and hand gestures when appropriate based on the 

recordings and the notes that I had taken during the interviews. While the original 

version of the transcripts includes pauses, repetition of words, and filler words (e.g. like, 

well, um, and you know), I omitted them in this thesis to enhance legibility and to avoid 

confusion.  
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3. 3. Analyzing the Blurred Line between “Public 
Stories” and “Everyday Personal Lives” of People 

Analyzing the interview texts is to systemize the interviews in a way that they 

present a narrative. The narrative describes what happened as well as the norms and 

values that underlie certain behaviors (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 229). The interpretation 

of the meanings of interview texts goes beyond immediate acceptance of what is 

directly said. Interpretation of meanings is to re-contextualize in a broader frame and 

perhaps expand the meanings beyond the words that were used in the original text 

(Kvale, 2011, p. 108). Particularly, Kvale (2011) introduces a hermeneutic text 

interpretation as an example, which conceives the meaning of a text to be “established 

through a process in which the meanings of the separate passages are determined by the 

global meaning of the text as it is anticipated” (p. 109). In principle, a hermeneutic text 

interpretation is a never-ending process, but in practice, it ends when a coherent and 

understandable meaning has been drawn (Kvale, 2011, p. 109).  

 Relatedly, I employ Jamieson’s (1988) awareness of a distinction between 

“public stories” about personal life, and “everyday personal lives” (p. 10-13). “Public 

stories” are “academic, political, and moral” stories that are told about personal life, 

while “everyday personal lives” refer to “the life that is lived” by people (Jamieson, 

1988, p. 12). Crucial to a separation between the two concepts is that they are not 

dichotomous but fluid and interactive in telling and hearing stories. When ordinary 

people tell personal stories to a listener beyond an intimate social circle, such as to a 

researcher, they tell a particular version of events, yet the stories that are told are not the 

whole, or the only, version of the story (Jamieson, 1988, p. 10-11). People also refer to 

socially pervasive stories, namely widely known themes, stereotypes, and judgments 

about how social and personal aspects in human life should be conducted (e.g. as a 

parent, a spouse, a student, or a woman). It relates to the notion of “social imaginary10” 

 
10 Taylor (2001) theorizes “social imaginary” to explore Western modernity as “a moral order of society” 
including “market economy, the public sphere, and self-governing people” (Taylor, 2001, p. 92). “Social 
imaginary” encompasses three aspects: (1) ordinary people perceive and “imagine” their social 
surroundings, (2) those images are pervasive and ubiquitous, and (3) social imaginary facilitates certain 
common practices and a widely shared sense of norm and legitimacy (p. 106). Although Taylor’s notion 
of “social imaginary” is criticized for taking a certain level of cohesion for granted in imagining the 
collective category and identity of “the people” (Calhoun, 1999), I employ the notion of “imaginary(ies)” 
to discuss certain social expectations that are shared by people, including the individuality and mobility of 
cosmopolitans. 
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(Taylor, 2001), which signifies a sense of wide expectations and common 

understandings that are shared and imagined by ordinary people, and it enables, 

legitimizes, or invalidates certain social practices (Taylor, 2001, p. 106). For instance, a 

“cosmopolitan imaginary”, as noted in Chapter 2, is interpreted to be socially pervasive 

images and stories about how a cosmopolitan person is imagined to be and behave in 

the contemporary society, which may form a basis of new imperatives in everyday lives. 

Especially these days where social media and mass media is prevalent, people are 

constantly exposed to socially pervasive stories, images, and narratives that anyone can 

refer to or distance themselves from (Jamieson, 1988, p. 11). Young people nowadays 

may be much more accustomed to constructing “public stories” about their personal 

lives through social media platforms, and also may have a heightened sensitivity, and a 

higher likelihood to refer to, certain pervasive imaginaries. 

In an effort to conduct a hermeneutic interpretation of the interview texts, I treat 

the empirical data as an ongoing and dialectic work of narrative. It can also be thought 

of as an identity work, which involves a constant and dialectic construction while 

drawing on a variety of social discourses to adapt to, or to deny, the socially pervasive 

stories (Tienari, Vaara, & Mariläinen, 2010, p. 40). The narrative includes both a 

“public story” that they want me, and the society, to know, as well as an “everyday 

personal story” that includes the beliefs and values that they abide by as well as 

struggles and dilemmas that arises in life. I approach the interviews as narratives of 

young persons who are living the everyday life of the 21st century Norway and who 

interact with other human beings. I focus on a continuation of the stories, and try to 

follow their ways of constructing, justifying, and understanding their identity, their 

world, and the plots of their stories (Kvale, 2011, p. 110). Sometimes, their narratives 

were highly corresponsive to my perceptions about cosmopolitans, whereas at other 

times the stories were inconclusive, incoherent, or shifting mid-way.  

My analytical approach to the narrative is not to address an unavoidable 

contradiction or gap between the story and the reality; the vital attention is on the 

complex interactions between public stories and everyday personal lives. Although the 

packaged and recycled stories that people tell about themselves can be separate from 

“the genuine self” of the storyteller, it is in fact nearly impossible to distinguish “the 

real version of them” from the painted picture of the self (Jamieson, 1988, p. 12). In 

addition, public stories do shape and influence personal identity at a deeper level. For 

example, the fact that one says that they believe it is important to have a wide variety of 
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cultural diversity is not only a public story that they want to share, but also reflects and 

affects their beliefs, values, and their private life. 

One could argue that actions speak louder than words, and it is therefore 

important to analyze how people actually act, but it is often not viable for researchers to 

observe such interactions. In this sense, I try to probe into the narratives of the young 

cosmopolitans in Norway while asking detailed questions about their lives and closely 

following the context that they are creating. They sometimes proudly display the values, 

goals, and dreams that they seek after, and are at other times rather shy or embarrassed 

about certain life choices and happenings. I shed light on both sides to draw concise and 

sensible meanings, including conflicting and messy sides of the narratives. I also tease 

out and expand the text to connect it to a broader scope of social structure, especially 

regarding how they situate themselves and envision their pathways, futures, and success 

in this globalizing world.  

Although there is no standard method that will give the essential meanings or 

profound implications of what is mentioned in the interviews (Kvale, 2011), researchers 

have developed various ways of coding and different technical procedures to discover 

the underlying meanings in the data. I have employed several techniques that help 

analyze the meanings of the interview: meaning coding of themes and keywords, and 

mapping of them. After the transcription of all the interviews was completed, I 

proceeded with meaning coding of the interview data. Meaning coding is an early 

approach to the analysis of texts which refers to a process of assigning one or more 

keywords to a segment of the interviews (Kvale, 2011, p. 104). On printed copies of the 

interview transcripts, I wrote down themes and keywords of each text segment. As the 

point of departure for the interviews was the experience of the IB curriculum and/or 

UWC, I focused on how the interviewees’ draw meanings from the experience of the 

curriculum, from their motivations, and from transitioning processes between moving to 

another country and back to Norway. 

I used “themes” as a general identification of statements, such as “expectations 

to the IB” or “reasons to come back to Norway”. On the other hand, I used “keywords” 

as a more specific concept referring to the conceptualizations and interpretations, and 

they can belong to certain themes. Some frequently appearing examples of the 

keywords that I have found from the interviews are “international understanding”, 

“diversity”, “home”, “global friends/friendship”, “economic/financial reasons”, 

“pressure”, “privilege”, “guilt”, and “difficulty/struggles”. Even though there seemed to 
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be too many keywords and topics in the beginning of the process, it became more 

evident that there are some keywords and topics that appear repeatedly as I proceeded 

with more reading of the interviews.  

I then proceeded to manually draft a rough map of themes and keywords under 

each individual in order to visualize the relations between themes, what keywords 

belong to which theme, and how different keywords appear interconnected. Circling and 

connecting the themes and keywords, I started to formulate potential findings in the 

form of sentences, however insignificant, which became the basis of my analyses. 

3. 4. Ethical Considerations 

I am inspired by feminist approaches to methodology, and this research is a 

constant process of practicing feminist methodology. In particular, I aim to practice the 

notion of “strong objectivity” (Harding 2004). Strong objectivity signifies an approach 

to maximize objectivity by acknowledging the situatedness of subjects of knowledge 

(Harding, 2004, p. 54). The practice of strong objectivity in research can be also thought 

of as “strong reflexivity” (Harding, 2004, p. 55), which requires the subject of 

knowledge, the researcher, and her methodological choices to be placed on the same 

level of criticism and scrutiny as the objects of knowledge. Furthermore, there are 

power relations in research, and one of the central aspects of it is power relations 

between the researcher and the researched (Hesse-Biber & Leckenby, 2004, p. 218). 

Power is, however, fluid in a sense that it shifts during the interactions between the 

researcher and the participant, and can be given and received between them as well 

(Hesse-Biber & Leckenby, 2004, p. 218). The practice of strong objectivity applies 

throughout the course of conducting the interviews and writing this thesis. To practice 

strong objectivity and reflexivity, I problematize and visibilize the interviewees’ own 

assumptions, values, and conceptual frameworks (Hesse-Biber & Leckenby, 2004, p. 

219), and I reflect on my positionality in the interview space and the analysis process.  

3. 4. 1. Power Relations, Rapport, and Biases 

 My positionality and identity have come into play in the interview space and 

analyses in various ways. Firstly, some similarities that I bear with the interviewees, 
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like age and educational background, has helped me to approach them more easily and 

establish rapport. I have studied and lived outside my home country for several years, 

first in the U.S. and now in Norway. I am 26 years old, which is within the age range of 

the sampling criteria, and I am pursuing a graduate degree, as many of my interviewees 

also do. My experience of studying abroad was helpful in formulating and elaborating 

the questions that personally resonate with me, such as the idea of home and a sense of 

belonging. As a shared experience, it also offered a point to bond with some research 

participants on an emotional level. Belonging to a similar age range has helped me more 

than anything, as it made it less challenging to approach the potential interviewees and 

have conversations. The power and authority between me and the participants might 

also have been more flexible due to my similar footing as a young adult. It may also be 

more visible to me because I come from a culture where the age difference translates 

into the hierarchy in speech in everyday situations. Moreover, some of the interviewees 

with an experience of a graduate program have participated in the research more 

enthusiastically saying that “we have got to help each other out”, which may partially 

contribute to the high level of educational attainment across my samples.   

Secondly, I admit a certain bias toward the research participants. As the 

literature review suggests, cosmopolitanism exhibits an elitist orientation and the IB 

curriculum is increasingly viewed as a globalized credential. I therefore initially 

expected to find individuals with an affluent familial background, with a typically 

upper-middle class lifestyle, and with little awareness about their privileges and the 

oppressions of others. I also anticipated that they would have a politically progressive 

and liberal perspective due to an increased attention to cosmopolitan values such as 

cultural diversity and world peace. Regardless of whether or not such stereotypes are 

valid, I admit that I have less empathy and connection toward the narratives that 

represent the masculine and self-reliant discourse of to-be global elites. It may have 

affected the frameworks that I employ in constructing and deconstructing the analyses. 

Moreover, due to my prejudices and the similarities between me and the 

participants, I did not pay great attention to their personal dilemmas and struggles that 

accompany moving to different places, such as befriending new people, longing for 

home, or the fact that they do not have concrete plans for the future. Yet again, 

remembering that all knowledges are situated and that it is impossible to remove all the 

prejudices and social structures that come into play during the research process, I can 

only reflect on my own presumptions and defamiliarize myself from the typical 
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narratives of the privileged. It is an endeavor to practice “strong reflexivity” while 

finding meanings and patterns from those seemingly “natural” stories for analyses.  

3. 4. 2. My Position as an “Outsider” 

 Another significant way in which my identity and positionality has influenced 

the relations with the interviewees is through my position as an “outsider”. I am an 

international student in Norway and a young woman from South Korea who has not 

experienced the IB curriculum or gone to an international school, and I have limited 

Norwegian skills. The foreign and outsider characteristics that I exhibit drew interest 

from the interviewees regarding why I am in Norway, and why I became interested in 

this topic. It granted me an opportunity to introduce my personal stories and 

background, which then led to building rapport. Moreover, it also made the answers of 

the interviewees more descriptive and detail-oriented, especially when the interviewees 

were unsure whether I was familiar with the concept or the situations. Consequently, it 

put me at ease in terms of asking to elaborate because I knew they were aware that I am 

most likely unfamiliar with their experiences during the IB curriculum and their lives in 

Norway.  

Furthermore, it seems that my outsider position has made the national identities 

of the interviewees more visible. It was particularly visible when the interviewees 

recounted an understanding of their positionality as Norwegian students because they 

were explaining it to a non-Norwegian person. For instance, they used phrases such as 

“in Norway, we are/do”, and attempted to elaborate their viewpoints on certain issues in 

a more detailed manner. They seemed to not take it for granted that I understood their 

social and cultural references. 

Lastly, I would like to shed light on my foreignness and my identity as a woman 

of color, which has granted me an increased access to a conversation about race, which 

can be politically difficult and sensitive to some people. For instance, as a concluding 

note after a conversation about race, one interviewee in particular noted, “We wouldn't 

have this conversation as openly if you were white right now.” In terms of the question 

about racial and ethnic identity, I am aware that I could ask such a question more easily 

due to my positionality as a foreign person and an English-speaking person. It illustrates 

that my positionality and identity as a researcher always comes into play in sometimes 

unexpected and unavoidable ways throughout the course of research. 
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3. 4. 3. Questions about Racial and Ethnic Background in 
Norway 

Although the topic of racial and ethnic identity is not a crucial part of my 

analyses, I want to give an account of my process of understanding and navigating the 

concept of racial and ethnic identity. Along with gender, racial and ethnic identity is one 

of the most significant and ubiquitous aspects to which the contemporary feminist 

scholarship pays attention, in terms of employing multifaceted and intersectional 

analytical tools in researching differently positioned people’s lives and experiences of 

oppression, especially women of color (Crenshaw, 1991; Hesse-Biber & Leckenby, 

2004, p. 219). A strong emphasis on race and gender, in addition to various social 

identities that co-constitute experiences of individuals, particularly revolves around the 

context of the U.S. As I studied there, I am influenced by the feminist scholarship in 

which the research from the U.S. is predominant. I assumed that a question about racial 

and ethnic identity would be one of the basic demographical enquiries which can be 

asked in the beginning of an interview. Surprisingly, however, I was more often than 

not met with hesitation and surprise when I enquired about racial and ethnic identity or 

background. In particular, one interviewee answered with laughter, “This is very 

American to say that!” and another participant also noted that she “guesses” she is 

“white Norwegian” although “in Norway we’re not that used to talk about ethnicity in 

such explicit manner”. In order to better grasp why the question does not translate as 

smoothly as I anticipated, I engaged in conversations regarding the topic both with 

interviewees and in my personal interactions with friends. Overall, they perceive that 

the word race in Norwegian (rase) is highly associated with Nazism and eugenics, and 

point out that there is a lack of vocabulary to describe race or ethnicity. Instead, 

“culture” seems to have become a new concept of race in Norway (Gullestad, 2006).  

 Still, some of the interviewees with immigration or adoption backgrounds shared 

interesting viewpoints about the significance of whiteness in the narratives of 

Norwegian national identity and belonging. Scandinavian countries are perceived as 

homogeneous in terms of physical appearance, which is fundamentally white, and thus 

“non-European immigrants” are more visibly demarcated from “ethnic 

Swedish/Norwegian/Danish” in the cultural landscape of Scandinavian countries (Ben-

Zion, 2014, p. 9). Trans-color adoptees and mixed-raced Norwegians among my 

research participants shared that they are misrecognized as non-European immigrants by 
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other Norwegians or when traveling, and sometimes face interrogative questioning of 

their country of origin because they do not embody certain elements that are associated 

with the Scandinavian national identity (Ben-Zion, 2014, p. 9-10). In turn, one 

interviewee commented that she tries to be precise in using terms such as race and 

ethnicity, and wants more Norwegians to “be aware of there being different ways of 

being Norwegian”. Eventually however, the discussions about race and ethnic identity 

did not emerge as a significant pattern across the samples. This may be due to the small 

number of people of color among the research participants, as the ethnic white 

Norwegian participants tended to hesitate and disassociate themselves from race-related 

issues because they “do not experience it but can only observe and only hear from 

others”, or by saying that “it is hard for me to say because there’s so few colored people 

[people of color] in [the city I live in]”. 

3. 5. Summary and Discussion 

 I have explained my methodological choices: the selection of the empirical case, 

the characteristics of my samples, methods of data gathering and analysis, as well as my 

positionality as a researcher, all of which comes into play in approaching, interpreting, 

and organizing the stories of the interviewees. My samples consist of thirteen young 

people in Norway (age 22-28 years old) who have experienced the IB curriculum in 

various types and locations of upper secondary school, some of whom at UWC. 

Through semi-structured interviews, I have collected their stories about motivations, 

expectations, and experiences throughout the educational program in question as well as 

dreams and longings in life. These stories are understood as an ongoing and dialectic 

process of constructing and revising identities as globally oriented individuals, which is 

a dynamic confluence of public stories about personal lives and everyday lives that are 

lived (Jamieson, 1988, p. 10). The analyses and findings that I will present in the 

following chapters are grounded upon the experiences and lives of these young 

cosmopolitans who are situated in Norway, an increasingly multicultural society, and in 

the contemporary globalizing world. Their stories reflect the everyday process of 

interpreting and imagining their life trajectories as well as understanding and 

negotiating their identities, ideals and values.  
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4. Cosmopolitan Identity and Belonging 

In this first chapter of my analysis, I discuss how the young people in my study 

understand and construct their identity and belonging as cosmopolitans in the 

globalizing world. I describe an ongoing and dialectic identity work which involves 

value orientations toward equality and cultural diversity, and positioning in relation to 

the world. In an attempt to tease out the values and assumptions that are “taken for 

granted” from the stories, I focus on personal and emotional aspects in “belonging”, 

namely that one belongs to a place where one feels “at home” and “safe” (Ignatieff, as 

cited in Yuval-Davis, 2006). This forms a basis to understand how they position 

themselves in the world.  

From their narratives, three common and significant patterns emerge across the 

stories. The first pattern is a juxtaposition, or a dichotomy, between the homogeneous 

environment of their old home and the unknown world out there. It mostly explores the 

past of the participants, and the motivations behind pursuing an international 

experience. The juxtaposition emerges between their home that they have outgrown and 

the world that they set out to explore, which creates a typology between in and out: the 

state of being tuned in for, and staying in the normative and homogeneous environment 

versus the act of longing for and going out to a different world, outside the norm to 

which they are accustomed.  

The second pattern involves what they may have pursued in the world out there, 

which is cultural diversity. I find that there is a tendency to valorize cultural diversity as 

well as multicultural and international environments. Their inclination to diversity 

includes emotional aspects; they narrate an increased level of discomfort in the absence 

of diversity and feel more belonging in a multicultural space. Such feelings of 

comfort—or discomfort when homogeneous—works as a personal motivation to invest 

in cultural diversity both as a value and in practice. 

The last pattern is about emotional empathy toward others, both toward globally 

marginalized others and fellow human beings at large. A personal and emotional 

attachment to their friends from other countries becomes a catalyst to extend their 

empathy toward fellow human beings elsewhere. Particularly, it starts from the idea of 

other humans as “face bearers” (Høy-Petersen, Woodward, & Skrbis, 2016), and it is 

enabled by an understanding of sameness in all of us as humans. 
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The stories demonstrate that these young people in Norway actively pursue and 

embody a cosmopolitan identity in the contemporary context based on significantly 

corresponsive characteristics to cosmopolitan ideals (Nussbaum, 1996; Appiah, 2007). 

The interviewees strive to position themselves as global citizens in the world out there 

where more human diversity and various cultures exist.  

4. 1. Homogeneous Old Home versus the Unknown 
World Out There 

The stories about their motivations to choose a school with the IB curriculum or 

UWC reveal that curiosity to explore the unknown world is one of the most compelling 

reasons. In these stories, an interesting juxtaposition, or a dichotomic understanding, 

emerges between their childhood home in the past in a homogeneous environment 

versus the unknown and exotic world out there. The former describes the perception of 

their old home, where they used to live and belong, but perhaps they have grown out of, 

which are neighborhoods, hometowns, or even nations in some cases. The same 

tendency appears in the stories of other participants who studied abroad in the tertiary 

level long after completing the IB curriculum. 

I first shed light on the perception about the old home to which one feels that 

one did not belong, which became one of the biggest reasons to leave. The following 

dialogue with Ingrid, who experienced UWC in South Asia and proceeded to pursue 

higher education abroad, exemplifies the case: 

Ingrid: I guess I expected to see something different and meet, because I grew 

up on the West side of Oslo. You probably know. I always felt like that 

environment is a bit narrow-minded and boring. 

Interviewer: Why did you think the West side was boring? 

Ingrid: I guess I wanted to see other things. […] I think it’s not very diverse. 

And it’s just a general attitude of thinking that, this is like super prejudice[d] but 

(laughs) I come from there so I think I can say it (laughs). I think it’s just like an 

attitude of being, thinking that you’re the best, and not being very humble […] 

[P]eople are just so comfortable there that they’re not that interested in learning 

about other people, maybe, or understanding other people?  
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Her description of the “attitude of being” in her hometown entails “narrow-

mindedness”, a “boring” state, and unwillingness to “learn about and understand 

others”. While she positions herself as an insider in the community of the West side of 

Oslo, she did not feel that she belonged there or considered herself as one of them 

because she did not share the same values as others. Although it is unclear whether 

“other people” in her comment are those who do not geographically live in the same 

part of the city or those who are somehow different from them, it can be deduced that 

her desire to seek the unknown and different is closely connected to what was rarely 

found among people in West Oslo, which is “learning or understanding other people”. 

Ingrid perceives that this was the major motivation to pursue UWC because it 

was a way to experience various cultures and interact with people from around the 

world. She specifically notes, “I think at that age, I was also curious about the world, I 

guess? And I’ve always been kind of seeking the unknown. So […] I don’t know, I just, 

I guess the idea just appealed to me”. It shows that she was attracted to the idea of “the 

unknown” world beyond the scope of hers, where a general “attitude of being” is 

perceived to be “narrow-minded” and “boring”, and from which she desired to leave. 

A similar image of an old home is repeatedly found among the interviewees who 

grew up in the West side of the Oslo. Another UWC alumna, Hilde, notes a similar 

impression about her childhood and adolescence in West Oslo. She has an experience in 

international education from her childhood due to familial migration to the U.S. and 

graduated from a UWC in East Asia before pursuing higher education in the U.S. 

Hilde: I was academically ambitious, but also … I did not appreciate the 

homogen[eit]y of the classroom in [my middle school]. I thought that they were 

really like narrow-minded and, (laughs) that was my impression. […] I think 

that [other students] were really into their own, in their own bubble […] and 

weren't as concerned about other things like around them or even just like 

outside of Norway... or even just like outside their, Oslo West kind of clique 

[…] My parents do live on the West side, so I'm kind of [inaudible] West kind of 

girl. But … I didn't feel like identified as much as the culture. 

Interviewer: The culture of being in the West? (laughs) 

Hilde: Yeah, all the West kind of thing. […] They are very homogenous. They 

all just the same. … Often times they're like politically homogenous as well … 

conservative, politically. […] I think the entire class were just like white, 
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Norwegian kids. … I mean there are a lot of white Norwegian kids in Oslo, but 

there are also a lot of first, second, third generation immigrants. 

Hilde’s remarks about her hometown effectively summarizes her image of West 

Oslo as culturally, racially, and politically homogeneous. Similar to Ingrid, while she 

positions herself as an insider, “West kind of girl”, she distances herself from “Oslo 

West kind of clique”, which seems to signify a set of attitudes, values, and social and 

cultural modality in said region. It became a compelling reason to pursue other options 

for high school. Her grouping of the people in the West Oslo resembles Ingrid’s 

positioning; they did not feel that they belonged there while growing up. Furthermore, 

Hilde’s disapproving remarks regarding an indifferent and neglecting attitude toward 

“other things around them” and “things outside of Norway” reveals her belief that one 

should concern oneself about things around, and outside of, one’s home country. Her 

hometown is perceived as not only homogeneous but also conforming within, in a sense 

that the members do not care about the outside, echoing Ingrid’s above comment about 

not caring about other people. A contrast emerges between in the old home and outside 

of it, the world, which makes a general desire to explore the world an outward pursuit. 

A high level of homogeneity in the old home is often found in the recounts of 

other interviewees from the same region in Oslo. For instance, Daniel, who graduated 

from the UWC in Western Europe and studied in the U.S., depicts his impression about 

his hometown as follows: 

“[The West side is the] posh side of Oslo, which is also [why] I didn't like 

growing up so much. Snobby kids. (chuckles) […] they just have some 

assumptions. … I think the issue with that is also just, it's a country of people 

who look typically one way, it seems, assume all these things, sometimes about 

others. […] I was the only black kid in my entire high school, oh um, middle 

school and elementary school. […] It's just like kids being mean because you're 

different and it's not cause they're racist, right? But … sometimes I'm like, 

'F***, these kids are mean!' And there was another black girl […], she was an 

asylum seeker. And she had a very rough condition and we're in the richest part 

of Oslo and other kids were being so mean to her. And I'm like, 'Oh my God, 

that is terrible to think about'. But again, it's not like kids are racist, just like hard 

to mingle in a society where there's something that is normal, it's something 

that's not.” 
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Daniel’s remarks highlight the economic privilege as well as the racial and 

cultural homogeneity of his hometown in West Oslo, which is predominantly white. 

Furthermore, he specifies the culture and social situations of his hometown as “posh”, 

“snobby”, and “the richest part of Oslo”, with which he did not identify. His accounts 

also offer an elaboration of the abovementioned “narrow-mindedness” of the people in 

West Oslo: “a society where there’s something that is normal” with a certain set of 

shared “assumptions”. It makes it difficult for someone different to “mingle” and 

integrate into the society, even though the members of the society are not consciously 

discriminating against those who do not conform to the norm. Therefore, the 

neighborhood is perceived to have a high level of conformity, where the members are 

conscious of, and want to fit into, the norm of the society.  

In fact, the homogeneity of West Oslo in terms of race, ethnicity, and economic 

status has historical roots since the 19th century, when the elite and upper-class 

bourgeois class started settling in the region (Kjeldstadli & Myhre, 1995, p. 87-89). In 

contrast, the East side of Oslo became the site of industrial development at the time, 

which invited working class populations to inhabit the region. Moreover, the new 

immigrant populations have been concentrated in Oslo more than anywhere else, with 

those from Europe and North American mostly settling in West Oslo whereas non-

European immigrants largely settled in the East side (Oslo kommune, 2012, p. 31). In 

short, the racial and ethnic homogeneity as well as economic affluency in West Oslo is a 

reality to this day, and it seems to contribute to, and interact with, the understandings of 

the interviewees about their home and belonging in the past. Particularly, it makes them 

distance themselves from the culture of the society in West Oslo. An awareness about 

economic privilege in West Oslo may be part of the reasons that they did not feel “at 

home”. Therese, who graduated from UWC in Northern Europe and subsequently 

studied in Germany, shares a heightened discomfort about being associated with the 

culture of West Oslo: 

“I grew up here on the Western side of Oslo. And I’ve always known people 

who are rich. […] I’ve hated being from, I’ve hated telling people that I’m from 

here. I felt that I had to excuse myself. […] I grew up here but my parents are 

not, we’re not really from here. […] A friend of mine […], she once said, she’d 

never be friends with somebody from the West” (emphasis from speaker). 
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Her remarks point to a discomfort in disclosing her origin as being West Oslo 

and being associated with the region, with a particular emphasis on richness. Her 

friend’s disapproval about people from the region seems to represent the public 

reactions to the stereotypes about West Oslo, which has contributed to her distancing 

herself from where she grew up. Her reaction may be a precautious reaction about being 

perceived as economically privileged, especially considering an egalitarian cultural code 

of conduct (the Law of Jante, Janteloven) where one is discouraged to think or act in a 

way as if one is better than other people (Avant & Knutsen, 1993). The Law of Jante 

indeed coincides very well with a high level of conformity and homogeneity, which is 

still not something that is perceived to be desirable and comfortable in the stories of the 

interviewees but rather something that they wanted to escape from.  

Moreover, a tendency to find cultural homogeneity intolerable is not only 

common among the stories of those from Oslo. It applies to other cities and sometimes 

expands to the national level. Referring back to the previous comment of Daniel, he 

particularly expands a homogeneous racial and ethnic background of the population to 

the national level calling Norway “a country of people who look typically one way”, 

which is a historically and socially accepted reality both in and outside of Norway (Ben-

Zion , 2014). All three Scandinavian countries (Denmark, Norway and Sweden) are 

perceived as homogeneous in terms of the racial and ethnic identities of their 

inhabitants, namely white, compared to countries where society represents more 

ethnically diverse groups such as Australia, Canada and the U.S. (Ben-Zion, 2014, p. 9). 

In addition, other interviewees who are from different cities also reiterate a tendency to 

align themselves more with the outer world and a diverse environment. This is well-

captured in Harald’s remarks, who went to UWC in Western Europe and studied abroad 

in China:  

“[Friends from my hometown] never stayed abroad […] at all. So they just look 

at it as a holiday spot … don't really care either. I don't think they're not 

interested … at all in a way … maybe the difference [is] that I'm interested. I'm 

curious, very curious about … when big things happen. I read about it a lot. For 

example, Parisian demonstrations now … I tried to talk to my friends about it. 

They don't know, they don't care.” 

 Harald draws a contrast between his inclination to learn about the world and 

explore other countries and his friends’ indifference to care about it. It points to a 
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general tendency in these interviews to describe the culture and environment of their old 

home as mismatched with their interest in exploring the world. Likewise, Heather 

pinpoints her feelings of outgrowing her old home, while sharing her reason to choose a 

public IB school in Norway and subsequently a university in the U.K.: 

“[G]oing to London where you have this kind of melting pot where you have so 

many different ethnicity, … nobody really cares. Just walk around, … that was 

like the first time where people didn't look weird at you or it was weird that I 

had Norwegian-looking parents. […] Nobody cared. I knew it was just such a 

great feeling. […] I think [my home city] became too small for me. … Traveling 

was just a great kind of escape as well as me being able to experience something 

new.” 

 Heather recounts her personal motivation to incline toward an ethnically diverse 

society like England, which freed her from interrogative gazes and questioning about 

her ethnicity because she is an adoptee with white Norwegian parents11. She realized 

that she perhaps outgrew her hometown, which inspired her to “escape” from 

somewhere “too small” where the population was ethnically homogeneous, and to 

experience “something new” and exciting in the outer world.  

So far, cultural homogeneity and conformity has been explicitly depicted as 

narrow-minded and boring, and it is perceived as a defining reason that propelled them 

to seek the unknown and different. Therese also narrates that her choice of UWC was 

out of a desire to explore the world, somewhere “exotic” and different from her familiar 

surroundings: 

“I think it was something I always wanted, to go abroad, live somewhere else. 

[…] I wanted to go to India. And my mom did not want me to go (laughs) to 

India. […] And I was very certain that even if it’d be nice to go to India for two 

years, so exotic, I wanted to go to that type of school.” 

A curiosity to explore the unknown and exciting world, as opposed to a 

culturally homogeneous environment, is also addressed in other interviewees’ remarks. 

 
11 Heather in fact shared a number of striking discriminatory incidents throughout her childhood against 
her skin color, including especially after 9/11 tragedy in the U.S., but I have chosen to exclude the details 
except for her perception about being different and not belonging in a racially homogeneous hometown. 
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For example, Daniel shares that he was intrigued by the idea of exploring the unknown 

world out there, and meeting people who are different from the norm that he was 

familiar with.  

“I always wanted to go back abroad, and my mom also wanted me to go abroad 

and … go to prestigious school […] I was also very curious. […] I was there [at 

UWC] to have fun and meet some new people and just enjoy it. (laughs) […] 

[T]he essence of it was I wanted to go somewhere, and I also wanted to have fun 

and meet people outside of the norm.” 

In addition to his international upbringing, parental expectations, and the 

prestige of UWC, Daniel was drawn to the idea of going somewhere else and interacting 

with people with different cultural backgrounds, “outside the norm” to which he was 

familiar. Likewise, Hilde comments, “I think, to be honest, my 16 year old self wanted 

to go abroad (chuckles) and wanted to experience something new outside of … the Oslo 

bubble that I felt that I'd been at that point”, which summarizes her motivation for UWC 

as going outside of her current scope of the world. 

In short, a general tendency emerges among my samples to attribute their urge 

for an adventure in the world to a relatively high level of cultural and ethnic 

homogeneity in their previous home. A juxtaposition between homogeneity in the old 

home and the unknown world creates a typology between in and out: The in domain is 

where the norm is conforming into homogeneity, as opposed to the out domain which is 

outside the norm, and also geographically in the outer world, and is diverse, exciting, 

and new.  

It seems entirely plausible that the interviewees connect their old home much 

more strongly to a lack of cultural diversity because of other subsequent experiences 

and the values that they advocate as of now. In fact, it is important to remember that all 

of the accounts are in retrospection, which calls for attention to the fact that their 

younger selves may not have been as conscious about cultural diversity as they are now. 

Cultural and ethnic homogeneity in the old home may be perceived in a more 

accentuated manner in comparison to their subsequent experience of interactions with 

people with various cultural backgrounds. For example, Hilde uses her experience at an 

international primary school as a reference, which was “a very international group” 

where she had “a lot of fun, a lot of different cultures”, as opposed to in her hometown. 

Hilde further conceives of cultural homogeneity and her discomfort as deriving from 
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this: “[A]fter having gone to [an international primary school], I felt like the Norwegian 

school system was like really boring, and really annoying”.  

This suggests that it is possible that the interviewees have developed a stronger 

sense about homogeneity and diversity, or a wider range of vocabulary to describe 

those, throughout the years of experience afterward. Furthermore, the interviewees’ 

accounts about their belonging and home concerns the years of adolescence. It is 

extremely common for teenagers to struggle with peer pressure and conforming into the 

culture and standards that are deemed popular among their peers. Therefore, the 

accounts of frustration and discomfort about the old home can interact with the 

particular memories of adolescence. The retrospective recollections from their home 

and its homogeneity may not have been noticed when younger, and has instead become 

noteworthy and visible only now that they are looking back after years of experience in 

various international environments. In this regard, I interpret the accounts of belonging, 

or not belonging, as outgrowing the old home in a sense that, as they now recall, it 

became too small and homogeneous for them to feel comfortable and at home.  

The narratives of these young cosmopolitans so far in this sense reflect on their 

ways of perceiving how they started to become more globally oriented. A pursuit of the 

outer world can then be interpreted as being derived from a cosmopolitan interest and 

belonging to the world, and it introduces a personal and intrinsic motivation to be 

invested in cosmopolitan thinking. These young people felt that they had outgrown the 

old home, which propelled them for an adventure outside, looking for the unknown. A 

desire to escape from the old home, and experience the world out there, beyond being 

confined into a place that they have outgrown, is constructed as a personal and intrinsic 

motivation to have access to the world beyond one nation. I am not arguing for a binary 

opposition between homogeneity and exoticity or diversity, but rather how their stories 

draw a picture of pursuing and going out, rather than staying in and conforming to the 

status quo. Still, there seems to be another layer to this typology: It is more desirable to 

seek after the diverse and new world outside than to remain inside. 

4. 2. Valorization of Cultural Diversity 

Drawing from the desire to explore the unknown world as opposed to the home 

that one has grown out of, I now look at the other side of the coin: What about the world 
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were they so drawn to? And what does it say about values that are taken for granted or 

values that are sought after? I found a tendency to valorize diversity and various 

cultures as one of the major similarities among the samples. As much as it was “boring” 

and “narrow-minded” to be in a homogeneous environment whose members are, and 

want to be, the same with everyone else, it is desirable to seek after open-mindedness 

and diversity.  

I first demonstrate the ways in which they acclaim diversity both as a value and 

in practice, drawing from their experiences in multicultural environments. For example, 

Karoline, who experienced international schooling in Russia and graduated from a 

Norwegian IB school, illustrates her deep interest in engaging in international projects 

in the future. 

“I want to, like, be international. […] [W]hen I'm done with my masters, and I'll 

be ready to kind of actually move and start on new projects out of country. … If 

I get a really amazing opportunity here, I guess I would maybe probably have to 

try to get that job. … but hopefully that would be a job that involves something 

international, but I wouldn't want to stay there. I have no intention of like, 

continue living in Norway at all, like moving back later, maybe. But I don't want 

to stay here.” 

Karoline is determined to engage herself in an international career and to do 

something international, though she is not able to fully explain the reason or what it 

entails. It is vaguely alluded to in her description about her experience in Russia that the 

idea of being international is connected to the idea of cultural and individual diversity. 

While describing it as “the best years of my life”, Karoline narrates that she is attracted 

to “the idea of traveling” and meeting “people from all over the world”. It echoes with 

the in and out typology, and further demonstrates her vague and yet determined attitude 

to seek after something international and diverse. The specificity of “being 

international” continues to remain abstract, but it is an ideal that she reckons worthwhile 

pursuing. A pursuit of cultural diversity can be also reflected in the tastes of cultural 

contents. This is exemplified by Monica, who experienced the IB curriculum and higher 

education in China: 

“[I]n my choice of music, I listen to a lot of music from different places. I do a 

little playlist for my friends with music all over the world. I get obsessed with 
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finding stuff that is not from the U.S. or not from the U.K. … And very into 

languages. I like hearing people speak different languages, I find that very fun. 

… […] I think it’s easier for me to talk to people that I know have moved. I seek 

out people that … have maybe same experience as me, or know what it’s like to 

move around.” 

Monica exemplifies a personal engagement in cultural diversity and a 

cosmopolitan taste of music and cultural contents, which connects to a personal 

connection to the world as a globally mobile individual. Interestingly, her idea of 

cultural diversity is somewhat connected to seeking alternatives to the pervasive 

Western culture of the U.S. and the U.K. A tendency to valorize diversity is also found 

in the remarks of other interviewees. For instance, Martin experienced international 

schooling in Western Europe and compares his current classroom in his university in 

Norway with that of UWC. 

Martin: There's something uncomfortable about it … or something weird. … 

you could say that's something that's lacking. It was a lot different in Wales for 

example cause you'd have that international body. … It wasn't like perfect, but 

like you'd have a lot more diversity I guess. 

Interviewer: When it comes to their background, or their race? 

Martin: Yeah, yeah, the student body's background … It wasn't perfect but you'd 

have like different perspectives on stuff. [In Norway] I became the one voice, 

like I became a token more or less. But in [UWC] we were all tokens more or 

less cause there weren't that many of us from different nationalities. So what 

someone would say wouldn't necessarily be … truth, if that makes any sense, the 

one truth. But It'd be just … different perspective. 

Martin narrates that a racially and culturally homogeneous environment is 

“uncomfortable” or “weird” from his experience as a racial minority. This is in 

juxtaposition with the culturally diverse environment in UWC, which is understood to 

be better and yet still imperfect. In this sense, an image of a spectrum in terms of the 

level of cultural diversity emerges, with homogeneity on one end and diversity on the 

other. It evokes a question regarding what the “perfect” situation that Martin envisions 

is, which seems to entail a high—if not “the highest”, if one were to pinpoint it in such 

an imaginary spectrum—level of cultural diversity.  



 

 56 

In addition, an inclination toward cultural diversity connects to an emotional 

sentiment in Martin’s remarks. He notes that it is a source of his discomfort that a voice 

of a racial minority is more likely to be taken as a “token”, namely the representative 

truth about a community to which they are perceived to belong and represent. Although 

this points to a crucial discussion in terms of who speaks for whom and on what basis 

we can justify a decision to define membership to particular social categories (Alcoff, 

1991), it also reveals an interpretative assumption about cultural diversity: It is more 

ideal to have people from different nationalities presented. Martin’s attention to 

diversity, coupled with Monica’s preference of non-American or non-British cultural 

content, brings a question regarding what kind of cultural diversity they are imagining, 

which I attempt to delve into based on the accounts of other interviewees.  

Other interviewees also recount their feelings in culturally diverse environments, 

which are comfortable and welcoming. For example, Eva, who studied at UWC in 

Southern Europe, says she was pleasantly surprised to be met with a culture of 

acceptance while being surrounded by peers with various cultural backgrounds. 

“[A]t UWC, it was a lot of focus on acceptance and peace or understanding 

between nations and also … being open to different cultures and open to 

different people. I think it was just this sort of an expectation from everyone that 

you're going to be open and … friendly and you're going to try to understand 

people and not like brush them off immediately. […] Although this was focused 

on your culture and it actually became more of personal thing. Like it was 

suddenly okay to be different.” 

Eva elaborates that the emphasis on acceptance of different cultures at UWC 

turned into an opportunity to embrace not only cultural but also personal differences 

among individuals. Her remarks shed light on cosmopolitan openness to diversity as a 

systemic and explicit emphasis on the school level, which is illustrated in UWC’s core 

values. Constant exposure to the multicultural student body as well as explicit teaching 

of cosmopolitan ideals has affected Eva to be open and accepting toward cultural 

diversity, and also to align her values with them. 

An emotional sentiment appears crucial in the way in which the interviewees 

perceive why cultural diversity is “good”, and in which they position themselves in line 

with the cosmopolitan ideals. For example, Elisabeth, who experienced international 
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schooling in Bangladesh and studied abroad in the U.S., describes her feeling of 

inclusion, comfort, and safety in a culturally diverse environment: 

“Compared to growing up overseas […] I was part of a very international 

community there where people had all sorts backgrounds and … all racial 

identities and cultural identities, and there's just like a big mix, really. So when 

you talk to people, there wasn't any sort of like expectation, it was more of like 

just an openness there. […] [H]ere, it's very different because being a person of 

color is what is seen as different. […] It was much more relatable there. … I 

would connect with people by maybe talking about my different backgrounds 

[…] But here I feel it's just me a lot of the time, maybe speaking about being 

different, and difference … doesn't feel as comfortable here as it does where I've 

lived before. … I think in Norway, people conform a lot, and so it's a different 

environment.” 

An emotional sentiment of feeling welcome and comfortable is well-illustrated 

in Elisabeth’s comment. In particular, she makes a juxtaposition between “here" in 

Norway and “there” back in Bangladesh, or in the U.S., where she felt more open and 

comfortable with talking about her identity as a person of color. Her identity as a 

Norwegian person with darker pigmentation has unpleasantly invited constant 

interrogative questions about her origin both in and outside of Norway. In contrast, she 

shares that she is more at ease overseas because being different was seen “as more of 

something interesting” in the U.S. However, Elisabeth clarifies that this is not a 

simplified opposition that it was perceived “cool” there whereas it is “bad” here. She 

expresses her increased comfort about being different, being perceived different, and 

even talking about differences among people when there is more racial, ethnic, and 

cultural diversity present. Such emotional connections with racial and cultural diversity 

enables her to align her values with cosmopolitan ideals.  

Heather also indicates an emotional connection to a label of “world citizen” as 

opposed to a narrower definition of “Norwegian” in relation to her skin color as an 

adoptee. This excerpt is from Heather’s written answer to my question about her racial 

and/or ethnic identity after the interview: 

“[O]n IB, different was ok. It was accepted. […] Also, I guess being a world 

citizen was a more familiar concept than national citizenship. You just belonged 
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in the world […] You didn’t have to belong to one particular place. And also, 

just before IB I did an exchange year to France, where looking different was 

beneficial. I realised that it made it easier for others to contact me, and for me to 

get in contact with other people. […] I could walk freely between many groups. 

[…] It was also beneficial as my background made me eligible to join … a 

student society for people who had experienced at least three cultures and 

considered themselves ‘citizens of the world’.” 

Emotional relations to feel “free” facilitates her to deem cultural diversity as an 

ideal, as international and multicultural environments offer an affirmation of a 

“different” identity for both Heather and Elisabeth. Heather’s excitement about 

“walking freely between many groups” captures her perception about an increased 

mobility while navigating in a diverse society. Underlying her remarks is the idea that 

there is less constraint when being a world citizen, who belongs to the world instead of 

a particular nation. Not only did it become an emotional validation of her identity, but it 

also precisely demonstrates the liberal conception of the individual in the cosmopolitan 

imagination. As much as a cosmopolitan is committed to the projects of the global, they 

remain less attached and less rooted in any social communities and solidarities 

(Calhoun, 2003), which grants an increased mobility. The act of “walking freely 

between” various groups or collectivities that Heather has enjoyed can be interpreted as 

a realization of a cosmopolitan lifestyle, belonging nowhere and crossing the boundaries 

of different groups.  

In retrospect, these young cosmopolitans paint a picture of their old home which 

became too small and homogeneous for them, as opposed to an image of the big wide 

world out there where various cultures and differences coexist. To summarize, there is a 

tendency in the interviews to valorize cultural diversity as a value. The experience of 

engaging in culturally diverse environments is perceived of as desirable, and linked to 

emotions of comfort, feeling of acceptance, and relatability.  

A prevalent tendency to valorize cultural diversity in this sense is interpreted as 

an extension of a dichotomic understanding between homogeneity and cultural diversity 

as well as that between home and the world. It assigns value to the aforementioned 

typology between in and out because it is perceived to be more desirable to engage in 

the world out there than stay inside the norm. Now I turn to analyze the ways in which 

these cosmopolitans have become “worldly” while exploring the world. 
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4. 3. Personal Empathy toward Humanity: “I have a face 
to connect to each crisis” 

 The worldliness of the cosmopolitans appears closely linked to a personal and 

emotional connection toward other human beings. A caring and empathetic feeling for 

fellow humans elsewhere is one of the central themes in the universalist ideals of 

cosmopolitanism (Nussbaum, 1996), and it derives from an awareness of a shared world 

community. In the case of these young cosmopolitans, their interpersonal connections to 

international friends from their experiences abroad is where their empathy derives from. 

A feeling of being engaged and having a personal connection to international issues is 

illustrated in the remarks of Therese: 

“One thing is that when, with the war in Yemen, and other, the crises Venezuela, 

then … I have a face to each crisis. ... so, I could feel close, or closer. The world, 

in that sense feels smaller.” 

Personally knowing or having encountered people from various countries 

provides a reason to feel connected and engaged in the issues elsewhere. It results in a 

sense of belonging to the world, which is “smaller” and “closer” thanks to those 

interpersonal connections. It leads to empathetic and emotive responses to crises around 

the world, and becomes a catalyst to feel for others elsewhere. A perception of people as 

“face bearers”, and the power of embodied face, personalizes other people and justifies 

hospitality to those who have no relationship with us (Høy-Petersen, Woodward, & 

Skrbis, 2016). It sparks a feeling and motivates a cosmopolitan modality of staying 

well-informed with recent news around the world. Hilde illustrate such a cosmopolitan 

habit: 

“[Y]ou'd have the opportunity to speak to people from the countries that are in 

the news in a way … and ask them, ‘what would you think about this?’ Like 

right now … I'm talking to my friend from Hungary about the situation of 

Hungary and their President. […] [T]hat's something I think that's really cool 

from UWC. When something happens in Yemen, I think about my friend. […] I 

connect the person to the country and … someone from almost every country in 

the world and when something happens you're like, 'oh, I wonder … what she's 
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thinking when it comes to this', or 'I wonder like if her [she] is okay.' You know 

what I mean? And that's, that's really special.” 

Connecting “the person to the country” explicitly resonates with Therese’s 

comment about “having a face to each crisis”. It sparks a feeling, a personal concern 

about the well-being of their friends in case of a crisis, stirs curiosity toward the 

situations of the country, and expands to a feeling of empathy toward individuals that 

are perhaps going through the same situation as their friends. Such sympathy or 

empathy for marginalized others (e.g. migrants or refugees) is described as a highly 

feminine response and more common among women (Høy-Petersen, Woodward, & 

Skrbis, 2016). While an understanding about others in the global context as face bearers 

is prevalent in the stories of my sample, the gender of the interviewees does not appear 

significantly relevant to the narratives among these young cosmopolitans, or at least I 

do not have sufficient evidence to contend otherwise. In other words, regardless of the 

gender of the interviewees, the narratives of cosmopolitan empathy and hospitality 

toward others starts from real people that the interviewees know of who are situated 

somewhere else. It further extends to other people who are not directly connected to the 

interviewees, perhaps to the level of the entire humanity.  

 John, who graduated from UWC in Western Europe and studied abroad in the 

U.S., narrates how he came to practice such empathy through identifying with people in 

other countries when hearing bad news. 

“When you learn that, French people, English people, people from Malaysia are 

not that different from yourself, it's much more ... relevant when something like 

a disaster happens in Asia … it suddenly becomes more relevant because you 

identify with the people. … [I]f you can know … people from the Middle East, 

and then you read about a terrorist attack, you might think like, ‘yeah these 

people are different’, you know, this is not, but if something happens to people 

that you really identify with, it feels much more powerful. […] [T]he school 

does have that effect, because you learn very quickly that people from around 

the world are very similar to you … any international experience would give that 

effect, … all you need to do is sort of get in touch with other people.” 

His remarks shed light on the importance of relating and identifying with others 

on the basis of the commonality of humanity. Once you learn that “people around the 
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world are very similar to you”, the impact of “a disaster” elsewhere will stir an emotive 

reaction and a personal feeling. It is not entirely clear how John makes a distinction 

between people with whom he identifies and those with whom he does not, or whether 

he uses it as a conditionality to hospitality. Still, central to his account is the relatedness 

and connectedness to the rest of the world, which starts with simply getting to know 

people from other countries. It leads to emotive reactions and personal empathy. Harald 

uses the same expression of connecting “a face” to each country to describe his personal 

connection to global issues: 

“I think it’s impossible for me to be kind of racist (chuckles), to generalize […] 

When I read about … another country, I can think about the person whom I 

know, which obviously doesn't represent the entire nation, but you can, it's easy 

to put a face on it and try to understand.” 

Harald’s effort to understand others who are different from himself also comes 

from a place where he willingly expands the personal connection that he has with a 

friend from a certain country to the citizens of the country, and also potentially to the 

entire humanity. The feeling of engagement and willingness to take an extra step to 

learn more about other people revolves around a cosmopolitan ideal to consider other 

human beings as fellow citizens.  

In this sense, personal empathy toward humanity, especially to those in need and 

in marginalized positions, is depicted as a personal investment to cosmopolitan values. 

The interviewees’ experience of encountering and experiencing cultural and human 

diversity in an international environment has shaped their identity and positioning in the 

global world. It illustrates the worldliness of these young cosmopolitans, and what 

experiences they take on in their pursuit of the diverse world out there. It sheds light on 

the current modality of a young cosmopolitan: staying up to date in global news, 

listening to music from different places, reaching out to friends from other countries to 

discuss relevant global issues. Moreover, it reveals that cosmopolitan values of equality 

and diversity are seen as desirable and righteous in the views of these young 

cosmopolitans. Differently phrased, diversity is “good”, and any human should be able 

to see it because we are the same, and therefore equal, however different we may seem 

due to other characteristics such as cultural backgrounds. In the process of constructing 

and understanding their own cosmopolitan narratives and identities, the valorization of 

cultural diversity becomes both a public story about personal values and at the same 
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time invokes personal and emotive reasons to be invested in it. These young people 

actively pursue and embody a cosmopolitan identity in the contemporary context based 

on significantly corresponsive values in cosmopolitanism (Nussbaum, 1996; Appiah, 

2007). 

 Yet, as much as these young cosmopolitans actively commit themselves to the 

cosmopolitan values of equality and diversity among humans, a question arises 

regarding the extent to which the value of cultural diversity addresses the differences 

among humans. Furthermore, another question arises regarding the extent to which 

cosmopolitan thinking offers an opportunity to articulate differences and inequalities 

that are not necessarily about culture. How do these young cosmopolitans understand 

differences among human beings, themselves included? Is there any tension or dilemma 

that arise in making sense of the differences and inequalities on the global level? 
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5. Cosmopolitan Capital, Privilege, and Guilt 

 In this chapter, I explore tensions and dilemmas that emerge from the stories of 

the research participants, particularly pertaining to their positions and privileges as 

young Norwegian citizens with a pursuit of cosmopolitan ideals. I analyze the ways in 

which the interviewees interpret their international experiences both during the IB 

curriculum and during university. I contend that cosmopolitan knowledge and modality 

is understood as a source of power, and also as a form of capital (Weenink, 2007, 2008), 

which is composed of “bodily and mental predispositions and competencies”, which 

facilitates one to partake confidently in international arenas (Weenink, 2008, p. 1092).  

This chapter consists of three parts. I first examine how the interviewees 

perceive and describe their international experiences in terms of higher educational 

opportunities, internationally oriented knowledge as “cultural literacy”, and global 

friendship and network. In the second part, I probe into how they understand and 

experience their own identity and privilege as Norwegian citizens in an international 

setting, or in interactions with their friends around the world. Their understandings 

describe an awareness about their relative privileges and positionality in the global 

setting. Lastly, I elaborate on a sense of confusion and guilt in recognizing their 

privileges for coming from a wealthy Western country with a social welfare regime. It is 

not a generic guilt about economic and social privilege, but derives from their national 

identity, which echoes with the notion of Scandinavian Guilt (Oxfeldt, 2018). These 

dilemmas and tensions in recognizing privileges and different positionalities signify an 

empirical dynamic that points to a limitation of the liberal ideals of cosmopolitanism 

(Calhoun, 2002b). 

5. 1. International Experiences and Cosmopolitan 
Capital  

 In the first segment of this chapter, I probe into the significance of cosmopolitan 

orientation as a form of capital, which is internationally oriented knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes that are obtained through international experiences. It is an expansion from the 

findings in Chapter 4 regarding an increased interest in international affairs and 

emotional connections to others elsewhere. The IB experience is understood to be a 
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catalyst to explore the cosmopolitan values and pathways that the interviewees had 

already been interested in. Many interviewees mention three aspects as the most 

significant and sustaining influences from their international education experiences: 

higher education opportunities, “cultural literacy”, and global friendship and network. 

The remarks of Daniel here represent the interpretations about overall international 

experience. 

“[UWC Atlantic College] was really good. It’s life changing experience. […] It's 

shaped everything that I've done since … I went to study in the U.S. after, and I 

kind of just kept expanding my … global perspective, at least in terms of 

experiences. And then you know, I have lifelong friends.” 

Daniel lists out three aspects as the major outcomes when describing the 

sustaining influence of the international education experience. This is recounted by 

other interviewees as well. Hilde is one example: 

“[UWC] is a life. And you're in boarding school and you never escape. Only 

when you sleep, you get to escape this like intense culture, exchange, 

friendships, relationships, uh, academics … yeah, the entire, the entire year or 

two years for the entire year. It's kind of like one intense team building activity 

where you're just like constantly in this.” (emphasis from speaker) 

The abovementioned three major takeaways are understood as a form of capital 

in the understandings of these young cosmopolitans. They are perceived as something 

that can be accumulated and utilized as a valuable resource and capital in navigating the 

globalizing world. 

5. 1. 1. Higher Education Opportunities in “University 
Countries” 

Many of the interviewees said that the IB curriculum was helpful for them in 

adapting to the academic environment in university, and some of them specifically 

chose the IB for higher education opportunities. Particularly, the experience of 
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conducting personally driven projects such as Extended Essay12 in the IB curriculum 

has facilitated their adaptation to the environment in university. Considering a high 

level of educational attainment across the interviewees, as noted in Chapter 3, they have 

undoubtedly been interested in higher education opportunities, likely since when they 

were applying for high school. The interviewees pay great attention to their academic 

motivation in choosing the IB program because they were “interested in academics”, 

“academically ambitious” or because they expected that the IB would be “a bit more 

difficult” or “challenging” for them.  

The expectations about subsequent higher educational opportunities comes from 

the prestige of the IB in university admissions. Daniel, for example, states that his initial 

expectation about going to UWC included that it would “springboard me to the next 

thing”, which he later elaborates to be “studying in the States or going to Harvard or this 

and that”. Such understandings appear more pronounced among the UWC graduates 

through their interactions with peers from different countries who also chose the IB 

program, as exemplified by the following remarks from Harald. His affirmation about 

going to university as the major intended goal of the IB appears as follows: 

“I think everyone is very strong academically. At least I think you have to be … 

to apply. You don't get admitted if you're not. So I would say you're already 

looking for [higher education opportunities], I think, I don't know anyone who 

weren't planning to go to university. […] I think everyone obviously was going 

to uni[versity], I knew everyone was going to university, everyone did.” 

Eva likewise sheds light on the advantage of the IB curriculum in university 

admissions: 

“[B]ecause it actually looks very good on your … educational CV … it looks 

great for applying to universities. … [W]hen you're in that system, especially if 

 
12 I specifically asked all of the interviewees to share their experience with three special characteristics of 
the IB curriculum: Theory of Knowledge (TOK), Extended Essay (EE), and Creativity, Action, and 
Service (CAS) to better grasp their IB experiences. I found that TOK had mostly been confusing to 
almost all the informants, while one suggested that the TOK class could be better facilitated if various 
knowledge systems around the world were to be discussed. EE was said to be helpful to prepare for a 
higher education as the students could familiarize themselves with academic writing for the first time and 
write about their own interests. The experience of CAS differed to a large extent due to the resources of 
the school, though the interviewees were generally satisfied. To sum up, the stories about TOK, EE, and 
CAS were too variant to create a significant pattern in the narratives of cosmopolitan orientation than I 
initially expected. 
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you're coming from, I mean Africa or outside of Europe and outside of the 

U.S.A. or … North America, then it's an easier way to get to the U.S. or to 

England to study where most of the people actually, I mean which are the 

university countries, for getting the good diploma … And a lot of people were 

aiming to get there.” 

Eva pinpoints how those higher education opportunities are selective, 

particularly concentrated on “university countries”. Looking at the top 100 universities 

in 2019 listed by Times Higher Education (THE, 2019), only 11 universities13 are 

located outside of Europe and the U.S. It is also officially advertised by the IBO that the 

IB, and the Diploma Program in particular, has benefits with regards to university 

admissions as a globally recognized educational credential (IBO, n.d.). It asserts that IB 

graduates are more likely to attend a top university compared to an average A-grade 

student in the U.K., and that university and college admissions staff in the U.S., the 

European Union, and Australia “are both familiar with the programme and hold it in a 

very high esteem compared to other qualifications” (IBO, n.d.). The IB’s explicit appeal 

in university admissions in Western countries in this sense reflects the reality of higher 

education where most renowned universities are located in North America or Europe, 

which are “university countries”. This information appears to be obvious to Eva and 

other interviewees, which indicates their perception about the IB as an opportunity to 

broaden their possibilities for higher education.  

Relatedly, advanced verbal and written English skills are addressed as one of the 

most useful skills for higher education, although it is not frequently mentioned across 

the samples. Heather, for instance, assesses that her confidence and competence in 

verbal English and academic English improved through the IB, which “prepared” her 

for, and “helped [her] a lot at university”. Moreover, Natalie, who went to an IB school 

in Norway and studied abroad in China, perceives that English proficiency is “beneficial 

[...] no matter what kind of career you’d end up with”, which was one of the defining 

reasons for her to choose the IB. The benefit of linguistic proficiency in English in the 

21st century need not be elaborated exhaustively. And the interviewees’ perception 

about the significance of English skills exemplify how it is understood as a form of 

capital. For instance, linguistic capital, and English in particular, is the main strategy of 

 
13 All of these 11 non-Western top universities are located in Asia, (China, Japan, South Korea, 
Singapore, and Hong Kong), while other universities in other continents are not listed in the ranking. 
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the middle class and the new international elites in Brazil for aspiring to, or keeping, 

elite positions (Nogueira & Aguiar, as cited in Resnik, 2012). While English is 

privileged in educational systems, international schools became the avenue of forming 

elites in the era of globalization, which is interpreted as “linguistic imperialism” 

(Phillipson, 2008). It partly explains why the IB curriculum is popular among middle-

class families aspiring to elite positions (Resnik, 2008; 2009).  

5. 1. 2. International Understanding as “Cultural Literacy” 

 Another aspect that appears frequently across the interviewees as an influence of 

their international experiences is how they have learned to think from others’ 

viewpoints, especially those from different cultural backgrounds, and to not take 

“normalcy” for granted. The knowledge about the world and diverse cultures are 

perceived to have helped these young people to explore the world more through 

traveling, and to be more comfortable and confident in culturally unfamiliar situations. 

Such appreciations about an international experience is understood as a form of literacy 

to Hilde: 

“[I]f you become a world leader you should already know that stuff. You should 

know about diversity and know how to communicate with other people from 

different cultures and have, you know, cultural literacy. You shouldn't at that 

point when you become the president of your country, be like, 'Oh wow, I guess 

other people see it differently.'” 

 Her remarks pinpoint how international understanding is translated to “cultural 

literacy”, which is an awareness of diversity in cultures and different ways of 

communicating with people from diverse backgrounds. It precisely echoes the concept 

of cosmopolitan capital (Weenink, 2008), a set of knowledge and competencies that 

enables world leaders to make their way within other cultures and countries. This points 

to the way in which cosmopolitanism is understood to be a part of the necessary 

competencies to compete in the global world and the globalized job market (Resnik, 

2012). Although the narratives of the interviewees do not explicitly address 

international understanding as an asset or resource for job searching, they agree to the 

fact that they have grown to be more comfortable when meeting people from different 

backgrounds or exploring the world. Harald shares an illustrative case to be less 
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“scared” of “what is out there”, which is a defining knowledge for him in the global 

world: 

“[W]hen I moved to Beijing, and there weren't anyone there, but I traveled a lot 

there as well into Hong Kong, traveled all over China. […] If I would say 

something that did the most thing for me, … I'm not that scary [scared] as other 

Norwegians that travel. I don't think people are scared, but I'm very, I'm very not 

scared in a way. When I go, I know what's out there. […] And also going off the 

grid in a way, […] not just about where to go and where to eat, but also how 

does this work.” 

An increased willingness and open-mindedness toward culturally unfamiliar 

environments enable Harald to approach and navigate the world more confidently 

without hesitation. Harald later elaborates the meanings of “how societies work, and 

how people work” as basic commonalities of all human beings, which goes back to a 

finding in Chapter 5 about a tendency to focus on the sameness of human beings: 

“So people isn't just people. There's just a lot of different fractions [of people] 

[…] in each country, people can be enemies in one country, best friends with 

your enemy across the border … I will say that probably defined me in a way. I 

wouldn't get that probably if I didn't go [to UWC]. That's deeper understanding 

of how societies work, how people work.” 

Crucial to the interviewees’ understanding of international understanding as 

“cultural literacy” is the fact that knowledge about cultural diversity has facilitated them 

to be adept at navigating a culturally diverse environment, and to further seek to explore 

the world. Cultural literacy is a competency that empowers them and mobilizes them in 

the global world, which is especially required for future world leaders.  

5. 1. 3. Global Friendship and Network  

 A global network of friends benefits these young people to better navigate their 

lives. An appreciation of long-lasting friendship across the globe is more commonly 

found among those who studied in another country during high school and/or university. 

Furthermore, global friendship becomes a reason to travel, and some interviewees 

recount that they have regular overseas trips to reunite with their friendship groups. For 
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instance, John shares that UWC became a hub for international friendship, and he is 

grateful for his friendship group, which reunites twice a year: 

“The school [UWC] wants the international people to befriend each other, and 

they want these friendships to stay throughout life, … so these activities that 

they force us to do like lifeguarding or mountain hiking, […] that's … some of 

the best memories you have from the school or these trips we went on together, 

and these type of things, you know, it's a very effective way of … truly creating 

these long lasting friendships.” 

Friends around the world benefit these young cosmopolitans; the global network 

of friends becomes a resource from which one expands international understanding, and 

a ground where cosmopolitans develop wider social connections with people in 

different countries. John further illustrates this point: 

“I don't think that these activities explicitly were about understanding the world, 

these activities help you stay in touch with your international friends for a very 

long time, … [I]t helps you develop a very deep connection with your 

international friends.” 

The significance of international schools as a friendship-building platform is 

also frequently accounted by other interviewees. Through everyday interactions with 

multicultural peers, one not only develops cultural literacy but also gains friendship 

networks all around the world. Besides, the global friendship provides a reason to travel 

and maintain their worldly orientations. For example, Monica mentions that she would 

try to visit them when possible, although she is not often in contact with many friends 

from her former international experience: 

“[T]he only people I talked to are the people I went to uni[versity] with, who did 

my Bachelor with in Hong Kong.  […] [P]eople in Hong Kong, I try to visit 

them as much as I can, or whenever I pass through, I’ll make sure. If I’m in 

Beijing, I will take a week in Hong Kong as well just to see them as well.” 

 Among the interviewees, if John’s story is on one end based on the activeness of 

his global friendship group, Monica’s story would be on the other end, with intermittent 

yet constant relationships with friends around the world. Global friendship has affected 
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these young cosmopolitans to develop their cultural literacy indirectly through 

interactions. Some perceive a network of IB or UWC alumni as a community whose 

members can build connections more easily. Heather is one example: 

“[H]aving done the IB, it has made it easier for me to get in touch with other 

people in the world. It’s a bit like having a big network. As soon as you meet a 

fellow IB alumni, you’re almost friends straight away. You share something, 

and you have something in common.” 

Her membership to a worldwide community of the IB alumni grants her access 

to a wider circles of people around the world. The alumni community becomes a 

platform to build social capital with fellow alumni, and the members offer access to a 

wider circle of members who potentially occupy privileged positions in society. This 

precisely points to the concept of cosmopolitan capital, especially in terms of its 

connection with social capital on the global level (Weenink, 2007). Likewise, and more 

specifically, Hilde demonstrates a particular social community of UWC alumni: 

“[E]specially with UWC ... It's a really cool thing where you're like, 'oh, you get 

it, I get it'. … 'I know what you've been through'. […] And the interesting thing 

is like, even though a lot of people went to UWC and know other UWC 

experiences, everybody's experience is still unique. […] So … everybody has a 

different story, but you still know you get it. I have actually a lot of my friends 

here in Oslo are also UWC students. It's kind of funny, and not on purpose.” 

(emphasis from speaker) 

The alumni networks of IB and UWC form a basis of social capital on a global 

level, which demonstrates the notion of cosmopolitan capital. It stems from a sense of 

belonging and membership to a “big network” on the global level in which the members 

connect with one another beyond national borders.  

Friends in various countries are seen as resources to not only provide different 

perspectives in making life choices, but also to offer assistance and advice in case of 

moving or traveling to another country. For example, Ingrid shares: 

“I think what I learned the most was … to appreciate other people’s cultures, 

and learning to see things from other points of view. So …  when I’m 
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struggling with difficult decisions … I always call my UWC friends to get their 

point of view.” 

This sheds light on the significance of global friendship as personal resources to 

gain diverse perspectives. Such interpersonal connections may also benefit globally 

mobile individuals because friends in other countries offer access to salient information 

for a newcomer, and to a wider range of other cosmopolitan friends. Harald says, “I'd 

say that's we still have a lot of contact […] We look for advice like, we ask, people 

move different places all the time. So … people help each other out.” This points to a 

potential ongoing support among friends, especially because they are more likely to 

move to another country in which another friend may happen to live. Combining this 

with IB and UWC alumni communities, one has the potential to expand and utilize 

social capital, such as getting help from connections through the pool of networks 

which exists around the world even when one relocates oneself to a new country.  

 To sum up, the interviewees perceive, and are aware of, the advantage of the IB 

curriculum as a means of obtaining better opportunities in higher education, especially 

in globally renowned universities in the U.S., or the U.K. They note the role of the IB 

curriculum in enhancing one’s adaptability once in university, alongside with English 

skills as a linguistic capital in the global context. Secondly, international understanding 

is understood as cultural literacy, a necessary skill in the globalizing world. Lastly, 

global friendship and alumni networks can be resources and a platform to establish and 

expand social connections with other globally mobile individuals. It then becomes an 

avenue to produce and maintain social capital. These understandings point to the 

significance of international experience as an invaluable and necessary resource in the 

globalizing world, which broadens the possibilities and opportunities for these young 

people.  

On the other side of the awareness about cosmopolitan capital, there emerges a 

dilemma and tension in making sense of the opportunities that they had been given that 

enabled them to obtain skills and knowledges. In the following section, I explore how 

the interviewees approach the opportunities that they have had, as part of and as a result 

of the international education, and how they are understood to derive from luck and 

privilege.  



 

 72 

5. 2. Recognizing One’s Own Privileges: “I come from 
Norway and I’m spoiled” 

 The experience of these young people at international schools, especially at 

UWC campuses, has facilitated them to be aware of their identity and their privilege as 

Norwegians. To these people, the national identity signifies a background from one of 

the wealthiest and happiest countries in the world, where more accessible and affordable 

opportunities for higher education exist. An awareness about the national identity comes 

from an experience of witnessing their peers in international schools with different 

goals and pressure.  

Many of the interviewees consider their choice to not focus too much on the 

academic performance as a good decision, though they are aware that such a decision 

was only possible due to their particular background as Norwegian students. Ingrid’s 

story introduces such a tendency: 

“I took a very easy combination of subjects on purpose. Because … I didn’t 

want that to be my whole UWC experience. And of course that’s also related to 

privileges. Because I know that I’m from Norway, everything will be okay 

eventually. And I guess if I were from a[n] underprivileged background, and 

you’re like, ‘this is my chance to make it’ and that ‘I owe my family to do this’, 

‘and my national committee’, and of course the pressure is higher.” 

From Ingrid’s understanding, a conscious choice to focus less on the academic 

aspects and more on outside-the-classroom experiences is thought to have derived from 

a “privilege” as a student from Norway. This privilege is connected to a lower academic 

pressure; she could make the best out of her “whole UWC experience” because her 

country of origin gave her relief that “everything will be okay eventually”. In contrast, 

other students viewed UWC as “the chance to make it”. She does not elaborate about 

the meaning of “making it”, though she notes that students may have different degrees 

of “pressure” due to their backgrounds. The following remarks from Harald provide a 

clue about the significance UWC may have had for students from underprivileged 

backgrounds: 

“I know people had a lot bigger chip on their shoulder than I did. I guess that's 

the reason because they know if they screw up now, they're screwed up forever 
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because a lot of people came from a very hard background and they [were] there 

on a scholarship. They came from refugee camps, they came from very, very 

poor families. […] if they, if they didn't do well on IB and [UWC], they would 

just be sent back home, and they had to get another chance.” 

Harald’s accounts resonate with Ingrid’s understanding in that there is a 

juxtaposition between himself and other peers with a “bigger chip on their shoulders”, 

which appears to be synonymous with “underprivileged background” in Ingrid’s terms. 

His background put him in a position where he did not have to be desperate, while other 

students had to be. Harald further elaborates, 

“I know my Palestinian friend had it that way, … I knew a few others as well. 

[…] So I guess … I didn't feel it that way because of my background. Definitely 

my parents … weren't pushing me that hard. And then … it didn't matter really. I 

could just go home and … not that I wanted to, but it was not my last chance. I 

could go home and retake. I didn't, but I could if I wanted to do.” 

Again, the position as a Norwegian student translates into lower pressure to 

perform well academically, and further, a chance to fail and “screw up”. Although 

Harald sheds light on his personal background (i.e. lower parental expectations), a 

major source of difference between his position and other students’ is the fact that he is 

from a comfortable background, both socially and economically, compared to others 

who faced political, social, and economic hardships.  

Admittedly, the understanding about privileges due to national identity cannot 

be entirely separate from personal, social, economic, and cultural background. Other 

factors may have contributed to feeling a lower academic pressure in international 

schools. However, there is a consistent connection to the national identity as a 

Norwegian student when describing the privilege. In other words, an awareness of 

privilege concerns precisely the situations from which they come and to which they 

were going back. I introduce an exemplary case recounted by Eva, who makes a direct 

connection between her privileges and her background as a Norwegian student: 

“[F]or me, coming from Norway and being there, it wasn't so important to do 

well academically because I didn't have that … this is a one lifetime opportunity 

to get into a good university and get a good job and get myself out of poverty, or 



 

 74 

[…] that social situation. For me, it was just like a cultural experience, and a lot 

about having fun in a way, or […] to feel good about going there. But then a lot 

of the people that went there coming from developing countries or from poor 

families were actually working really hard to get into a better life or get to the 

U.S. and into the Western world. So there was a lot of academic pressure from 

them. […] I guess that was one of the cases where I got an international 

perspective, or a new perspective on it, what is important in life. For some of 

course it was important to … do well academically. [...] [W]hy I was not … in 

that category was because I come from Norway and I’m spoiled (laughs). But 

also I think because … I'm not that kind of person for that reason.” 

This quote from Eva encapsulates a complex understanding about her privilege, 

which revolves around her national identity. Firstly, Eva reiterates a juxtaposition of 

herself and other underprivileged students, specifically those from “developing 

countries or from poor families” to whom the UWC meant one of the scarce 

opportunities for a better education, “better life”, and a portal to “the U.S. and into the 

Western world”. Secondly, she elaborates an interactive relation between her national 

identity and her personal values; she felt lower academic pressure because she is from 

Norway, and she does not think that it is what is “important in life” for the same reason. 

Thirdly, lower academic pressure led her to “have fun” and regard UWC as a “cultural 

experience”, focusing rather on cultural activities and building friendships.  

To unpack a perception of positionality and privilege, it is important to delve 

into Eva’s self-diagnosis as a “spoiled” person. The experiences at her UWC school 

visibilized both the fact that, and the reason why, she could merely have fun rather than 

trying her best for academic performance: She is “from Norway and spoiled”. It derives 

from a juxtaposition between herself and other students from non-Western, developing 

countries and from economically challenged backgrounds, which is seen as a “new”, 

and “international perspective”. It is unclear whether her observation is based on direct 

contact with her peers or on her assumptions. It is also unclear whether she is making 

distinctions among students from low-income families and developing countries, or 

giving general examples of underprivileged backgrounds.  

Eva’s story about the international school as a portal to the global North, better 

education, and better life is grounded in reality. It corresponds to findings of the IB 

diploma being a “global academic passport” in Asia, and a springboard to overseas 
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universities for aspirant families (Guy & Switzer, 2010; Sharma, 2010). Therese’s 

observation also adds to a particular devotion to academic aspects of East Asian 

students. Therese recounts, “Maybe it was more of the Asians with [inaudible], East 

Asians, but they spent an entire week in the library. They slept in the library”. It also 

echoes with the analyses on the IB diploma as a globally transferrable and quality-

assured educational credential, and as an avenue for upward social mobility (Resnik, 

2008). In this sense, coming from a Western, developed, economically well-off country, 

and not having a high pressure in the international school has translated to a sense of 

privilege and “spoiledness”. The spoiledness is particularly about the home country 

Norway; Eva did not view the UWC experience as an opportunity for upward social 

mobility because she did not need to.  

Another segment of Eva’s interview gives insight into the conditions on which 

the Norwegian privilege and spoiledness seems to operate: 

“[I]n Norway we do have this … expectancy of the state to take care of us or the 

state does take care of us a lot. […] And so in that way, of course, … you're not 

going to feel like you have to achieve very hard in certain areas, like 

academically.” 

This elucidates the idea of “caring state” (Lister, 2009, p. 252), referring to the 

universal egalitarianism in the Nordic welfare regime, as one of the reasons that one 

may feel less pressure to excel in certain areas in Norway. It further leads to the reasons 

for having fun and enjoying the international schooling as a cultural experience with 

less pressure. In this sense, the Norwegian privilege for them is first of all to have had 

opportunities to fail, spend time on other things, and figure things out during 

international schooling because they knew that “everything will be okay”. In turn, they 

had more opportunities to nurture global friendship and experience diverse cultures 

outside the classroom with peers, rather than staying in the library, which becomes a 

source of cultural literacy and thus cosmopolitan capital. 

All of the interviewees are currently situated in Norway, having lived abroad for 

various lengths of time. As for their reasonings for coming back to Norway, a general 

consensus emerges across the samples regarding a comparatively better quality of living 

due to free education, universal health care, and higher wages, which results in frequent 

associations with “stability” and “security”. The emphasis is on a “comparatively” 

better quality of living in Norway, and it is also hinted to in this comment from Harald: 
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“I'm very, very, very happy about our society. And obviously I'm that because I 

can compare it to other societies, other systems. That's the only reason I'm … 

happy about it […] Well, at least in my opinion, I know a lot about other 

societies, … state systems as well cause … that's what I usually talk about with 

my friends from UWC and my friends from my exchange in Beijing. […] 

[O]bviously we have our issues as well, at least compared to other states, I think 

it's a very good place to be.” 

Here, a comparative privilege as a Norwegian citizen is accentuated. Harald’s 

knowledge about other countries is the main reason for him to choose to stay in 

Norway. It provides insight into understanding his positionality and privilege as a 

Norwegian compared to other students.  

Still, the term “spoiled” does not have a positive connotation in describing the 

comparatively privileged position as Norwegians. It is rather degrading, and implies that 

one has been treated too indulgently, perhaps with opportunities and resources. 

Likewise, Daniel contemplates in retrospect on his “spoiledness”: 

“My roommates and friends, a lot of them had pressure. I was … you know, 

having a lot of fun (chuckles) I was bit of a fool, really, … I was a little spoiled 

brat there, compared to a lot of those people. […] [W]hen I look back and really 

admire other people like, ‘Wow. I could have helped people out, bought lunch or 

a bit [inaudible] nicer’, you know? I didn't fully realize that other people were 

going through a lot more than me. […]  I mean, a lot of people definitely did 

have some struggles then, probably and even more struggles after …” 

Yet again, a juxtaposition emerges between himself as a “spoiled brat” and his 

peers with more struggles and pressure. There is a note of regret for not having 

acknowledged such struggles or offered assistance. Contradictory feelings such as regret 

and bitterness are especially interesting in that they reveal tensions and certain 

assumptions in their narratives. Based on the description of spoiledness in relation to the 

privileges, I probe further into a feeling of guilt, and perhaps shame, about having and 

displaying the privileges. 
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5. 3. Tensions in Recognizing Privileges and 
Scandinavian Guilt: “What do you know, you are from 
Norway” 

 I have illustrated the contradictory feelings of these young people when 

recognizing their privileges, which are guilt and self-criticism for being spoiled because 

they are from Norway. Being from Norway translates into being more comfortable than 

their peers, although it is not something that they chose or earned, but were born into. 

The guilt that the interviewees display is not primarily because of their race, ethnicity or 

class, although it would be impossible to identify how social identities translate into the 

Norwegian-ness from the interview texts. It is instead largely because of the national 

identity. This can be interpreted in relation to the notion of Scandinavian Guilt (Oxfeldt 

2018). Oxfeldt (2018) explores films in Scandinavian countries and finds that the image 

of the wealthy, egalitarian, and happy Scandinavian countries induce guilt and shame 

toward the global other (i.e. “Third World”), and also toward the ostracized others 

within the country. It echoes with an abovementioned regret from Daniel about not 

having treated his peers from underprivileged backgrounds better. A sense of guilt 

arises more explicitly in Eva’s interview: 

“But at the same time though, a lot of the guilty? (chuckles) [It’s] making me 

feel guilty because I came from, I had that sort of, or I didn't have that 

experience of the world. … [O]f course, I mean it's not about guilt or about 

making other people feel bad, but … I guess that was one of the cases where I 

got an international perspective, or a new perspective on it, what is important in 

life.” 

 Guilt derives from not having the same kind of pressure or hardships, which Eva 

views as an unintended consequence. Therese’s following incident with her friend from 

UWC contributes to understanding the guilt and discomfort about spoiledness and 

privileges: 

 “I remember, that one friend of mine […] the girl from Belarus. […] We had 

known each other for like a year and a half, living together. […] And then we 

talked about how it was back home and she told me that she grew up in central 

of Minsk, the capital, in a 36m² apartment with her parents and her brother. And 
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I never knew that, and to me, it was like, incredibly crowded. … And I realized 

we never talk about this. We talk about everything else. We can talk about world 

issues, we can talk about the guy problems, you know, from the very, very small 

to the very, very big and […] I think if we had that conversation every day, we 

wouldn’t be that close, right? Because it’d feel like we were so far apart in a 

sense. […] I mean … in arguments, I remember, she’d always say “what do you 

know, you are from Norway” … “You’re just a spoiled brat” […] it really 

annoyed me. It’s not fair, it’s not my fault.” 

Therese’s astonishment upon facing the differences between herself and her 

friend in terms of their backgrounds leads to an increased emotional distance between 

them. Although one could bond over everything from “very, very small” issues (i.e. 

“guy problems”) to “very, very big” issues (i.e. “world issues”), other types of social 

differences, and struggles deriving from those, are a source of creating distances 

between people. A tension due to the differences between their backgrounds are the 

most accentuated when she expresses annoyance when being called a “spoiled brat” by 

her friend. This appears closely linked to the privileges Therese has and embodies, 

which echoes the comparative privileges as a Norwegian. It can also be interpreted as an 

assumption that people with privileged backgrounds, because they are “spoiled”, would 

not understand the hardships and struggles that others face. It leads to frustration for 

Therese because she did not choose to be that way, and it is perceived that coincidence 

or luck has granted her these privileges. Having privileges is not her “fault”. Still, some 

feel conflicted about simply having privileges, and perceive it as a source of debt or 

guilt. Daniel elaborates further on this: 

“I think, if you're born in Norway and you should be contributing to the world, 

cause you're lucky. And if you're born in Norway and went to [UWC] and you 

should be probably doing even more because you're even luckier. Everything is 

that by chance and you got a good moderate ticket card on this [inaudible]. … 

Share with the rest. […] It's so easy to say that, ‘okay, I'm not going to do it 

now, but 10, 20 years then, when I'm rich I'm going to share all this stuff.’ I 

think that's terrible, a cop-out answer. So really, I should sign up for doing more 

volunteer ASAP [as soon as possible].” 
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Implied in his remarks about “sharing” is an idea that the opportunities that one 

is given due to certain backgrounds translate into capital and economic wealth in this 

world, including cosmopolitan knowledge and skills. To the extent that privileges are 

perceived to come from luck, inequalities among people are also coincidences. As much 

as it is no one’s “fault” for having privileges, as in the above case of Therese, it cannot 

be anyone’s fault for lacking such privileges either. Still, it becomes a source of feeling 

indebted and guilty to the rest of the world, which points to a tension in making sense of 

their own spoiledness due to their privileges. Considering the notion of cosmopolitan 

capital (Weenink, 2008), a sense of indebtedness and guilt accurately illustrates how the 

privileges are understood to be a form of capital, which converts to economic wealth in 

the capitalist society. Although the meaning of the “stuff” that Daniel sees as an object 

of “sharing” is not articulated, it signifies a form and a means of repayment back to the 

society, for example through donations, charity, or volunteer work. It points to the 

capitalist logics behind cosmopolitan capital, to which these young cosmopolitans 

subscribe. An awareness of inequalities appears as feeling guilty because they also 

subscribe to the global power of capitalism. Ingrid consciously attempts to make sense 

of differences, inequalities, and privileges. 

Ingrid: [UWC] is like the world in miniature, literally. … And it was also sort of 

the same power dynamic. So it was like white European boys who were running 

… the discussions and the African girls were like quiet … to some extent. … 

that was like the general trend. 

Interviewer: did you notice that back then? Or is it you thinking back, now that 

you are more mature or something? 

Ingrid: … it’s very interesting that you ask that because we all noticed it? But 

we didn’t have tools or words to talk about it. […] I talked about it with my 

friends. … I graduated almost … 6 years ago and this is something we talk about 

almost every time we meet, like how, why didn’t the school give us the right 

tools to talk about... power structures and privilege. […] my own privileges have 

been attacked by my UWC friends there, (laugh) the ones who are brave enough 

to call me out. […] and it’s very uncomfortable but … I think it’s also very 

important […]” 

This illustrates a self-awareness and reflection about one’s own privileges, and 

also about not having to experience certain difficulties. A lack of vocabularies, 
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opportunities, and “right tools” to discuss the “power structure” and “privilege” may 

account for the guilt of having privileges. Borrowing Therese’s term, it makes them 

“feel apart” from their friends and perhaps humanity at large. It may limit one’s 

emotional attachment and sympathy to others, and can even invalidate one’s interests to 

learn about others, when one focuses on one’s privileges by asking oneself, or being 

asked “what do you know, you are a spoiled brat from Norway”. 

The privileges in their understanding appear to be in conflict with the 

cosmopolitan ideals of equality and diversity that they dearly uphold. As much as 

cosmopolitanism requires one to have emotional empathy focusing on the sameness of 

human beings as fellow world citizens, realizing the different positionalities, 

backgrounds, and privileges brings out the differences among all human beings. As a 

result, these young cosmopolitans end up feeling guilty and indebted when attempting 

to understand what to do with the various embodied privileges specifically from their 

national identity, which translates to a certain level of safety, security, and a more 

privileged socioeconomic background in the global setting. It maximizes the distances 

among people, although they did not choose to have such privileges. That is why they 

react with a form of guilt, which becomes a passive way of acknowledging the 

differences and inequalities. They feel trapped in a sense that they want to continue to 

be “nice”, but their privileged positions are understood to be incompatible with the 

pivotal cosmopolitan values of equality and diversity based on human sameness. Being 

trapped within the tension, these young people are unable to proudly own their 

privileges, nor deny their existence.  

This is an empirical dynamic that displays one consequence of Calhoun’s 

critique against the limitation of liberal cosmopolitanism (Calhoun, 2003). 

Cosmopolitanism does not in fact offer vocabularies of understanding power dynamics. 

Instead, it repeats liberals’ commitment to find virtue without addressing inequal 

distribution of wealth or power (Calhoun, 2002b, p. 29), nor global inequalities. It 

insufficiently recognizes these differences, which makes righteous cosmopolitans who 

subscribe to the mission of making the world a better place all the more uncomfortable. 

As a result, it generates discomfort about recognizing and displaying privileges, and an 

immediate negative reaction to the privilege itself because one is afraid to contradict the 

very grounding stone of the cosmopolitan values and ideals, perhaps because privileges 

are perceived to be the source of oppression and inequalities. In a way, guilt is what 

these cosmopolitans resort to as a passive way of acknowledging differences and 
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inequalities among people. It may be what Calhoun (2002b) once called “class 

consciousness of frequent travelers”, which does not address global inequalities that 

derive from the skewed distribution of wealth or capital (Calhoun, 2003).  

 So far, I have explored an awareness of the interviewees’ positionality and 

privileges as cosmopolitans in the global setting through a conflicting feeling of guilt. 

However, as much as they feel conflicted about having privileges, it is undeniable that 

the cosmopolitan knowledge and skills are invaluable resources that empower them to 

navigate the world with more confidence. Beyond these tensions in recognizing 

privileges and inclinations toward humanitarian ideals, it is still vague exactly how 

these young cosmopolitans envision a real-life global citizen, or their ideal future. Is it 

someone who spends their time globetrotting, strategically accumulates and utilizes 

resources, and carries such assets with themselves when moving (Skeggs, 2004, p. 51)? 

It may not be the case judging from their hesitation to publicly own privileges as 

capital. Is it then someone who “repays” to society as a privileged person, cares about 

others, and is socially and internationally aware? That may be closer to what these 

young people imagine, considering their tendency to valorize diversity and equality. 

Then the question becomes, how does one actually carry out such an ideal cosmopolitan 

lifestyle in reality? That is, are there any obstacles or struggles that may obstruct the 

pursuit of cosmopolitan ideals? And what do they say about their shared images of an 

ideal cosmopolitan? 
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6. Struggles and Thicker Attachments: Gendered 
Tensions in Cosmopolitan Lives in Reality 

In this chapter, I probe into struggles, dilemmas, and unfulfilled dreams in the 

stories of these young cosmopolitans. These struggles and dilemmas become evident in 

the stories of how and why these young people have chosen to return to Norway, their 

home country. I find regrets, bitterness, or embarrassment about certain life decisions 

and happenings, which emerges as “obstacles” that have stopped them from seeking 

their dreams, or from choosing more attractive alternatives. The obstacles at first 

seemed to be irrelevant anecdotes of mundane lives of young people, but they point to 

real-life happenings, personal struggles, and emotional attachments or needs. The 

perceived struggles are the reasons for their unfulfilled dreams about engaging in the 

global world. I use Calhoun’s (2003) concept of “thick attachments” to understand the 

struggles and attachments of these people. 

This chapter investigates what is omitted or not discussed publicly, and what is 

perceived to be something that could have been “better” from their perspectives. It aims 

to delve into various aspects of “everyday personal life” (Jamieson, 1988), and explore 

how it converges with the previously mentioned inclination toward cosmopolitan ideals, 

which appears to be crucial in the interviewees’ construction of “public stories” as a part 

of their cosmopolitan identity work. 

This chapter consists of two parts. The first part sheds light on regrets and 

bitterness about “obstacles” that have come up in their lives, which have stopped them 

from going global. In particular, I overview financial reasons, emotional attachments 

and longing for home, and physical and emotional fatigue. The second part probes 

further into what those needs and attachments suggest about the imaginary behind a 

cosmopolitan individual. It points to the disembodied, rootless, and self-sufficient 

individual who is empowered in a particular way to navigate the capitalist global 

market. I connect this with “transnational business masculinity” (Connell & Wood, 

2005), and shed light on the masculine bias in the cosmopolitan imaginary, which 

excludes and neglects certain thicker forms of attachments to people and places. 
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6. 1. What Stops One from “Going Global” 

In the stories of why and how these young people decided to return to their 

home country, I first explore reluctance, embarrassment, or regret about certain life 

decisions and happenings. These stories are about what they think they should have 

done, and could have done, had something not happened. For example, Karoline’s 

aspiration to “be international” has driven her to seek to explore the world out there. 

However, she ended up studying in Norway for high school for personal reasons: 

“I really resented Norway and Norwegian school. I was just like, ‘ugh, why am I 

in Norway?’ Yeah, I didn't want to. […] I had friends. It's not that, but I was 

like, felt robbed. […] I didn't want to move back to Norway. … I was actually 

going to, ugh my god, I was actually going to apply to the United World 

Colleges. But I didn't because I got a boyfriend (sighs and chuckles).” 

Central to her remarks is a juxtaposition between staying international versus 

staying in Norway, as well as regrets from choosing her boyfriend over her dream. She 

considers her past decision to not apply for UWC as regretful and even ridiculous. 

“My mom brings it up. Regularly. She’s like (clicks tongue and shakes head 

slowly) (sighs and laughs). And I'm like, ‘Yes, I agree. But I can't really do 

anything about that right now.’ (laughs) Yeah, but I was definitely I was going 

to do that. And that was my plan. But then I got a boyfriend. And I kind of didn't 

really focus on that.” 

 Her mother’s reaction, and her regular reminders, are regarded as proof that she 

“objectively” made an unfortunate decision. Karoline shows that she regrets and is even 

ashamed of it through non-verbal cues such as sighing, laughing, and rolling her eyes. It 

is understandable to have an embarrassed reaction if one were to look back at their 15-

year-old-self prioritizing love over anything, especially if it is something so relevant to 

a life-long dream. Having a boyfriend and falling deeply in love with him, ended up 

hindering her original “plan” to “be international”. Moreover, her “resentment” toward 

Norway and domestic life, as well as her perception of “being robbed of” the 

possibilities that she could have had, elucidates what was not in line with her goals. The 

choices that prioritize her feelings and struggles in this sense ended up restricting her 

“plan” to pursue her dream of being international. 
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Despite her “resentment”, Karoline is pursuing a graduate degree in Norway, 

which made me curious about her motivations and whether her dream to be 

international has changed. She responds: 

“Oh, okay, well, that's because, just because of depression, […] if I was unable 

to … get my s*** together, able to get out of bed in Norway, then I'm not going 

to be spending … thousands and thousands and thousands of dollars, for 

example, on education, if I can't finish it properly, or do my best […]. Same with 

master’s, I was just like, ‘let's just get done.’ It's free. I'm working on stability 

and working on bettering myself and mental health and all these things. I just 

needed stability. And yeah, no pressure. Because moving to another country, and 

spending money on education is pressure and I was already had more than 

enough pressure just going to school.” 

Her remarks address two different points: a reason to come back home and root 

herself, and the “cost” of staying abroad. Firstly, she pinpoints depression as her main 

reason for choosing to stay in Norway. She also mentions that depression was not 

uncommon among her friends during the IB curriculum, which she describes as a 

generic characteristic among academically ambitious students, coupled with a relatively 

high drop-out rate and high academic pressure: “[H]alf the class just being depressed 

that was like, before they even started [IB]. […] I think it was just more like people 

apply to IB who were depressed.” Other interviewees also recollect that they were either 

“depressed” or struggling, or they saw others being that way due to academic pressure 

in high school. For instance, Heather recalls that she was “so exhausted”, “tired”, and 

“couldn’t get out of bed in the morning”, which makes her assume that she was 

“probably very depressed” at the time. On the other hand, a few others witnessed their 

peers’ struggling because the schooling was “intense” with “high pressure”, which 

echoes an awareness of different degrees of academic pressure due to different 

backgrounds, as discussed in Chapter 5.  

I turn to the second point that Karoline’s remarks shed light on: what staying 

abroad would have “cost”. Karoline pinpoints the pressure, expense of studying and 

living abroad, and instability deriving from those. It shows real-life factors that 

influence the real life of a cosmopolitan. The pressure of staying abroad, especially for a 

long time, is often overlooked when imagining the attitudes, goals, and aspirations of 

global citizens. In other words, the life of a cosmopolitan actually entails pressure, 
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economic expenses, and physical and emotional fatigue, which factors into undermining 

“stability” in one’s life.  

6. 1. 1. Financial reasons 

All of my interviewees are currently settled in Norway after studying and living 

abroad for a various amount of time. The narratives thus offer an entry to explore 

clearer motivations for choosing to return to their home country. The most frequently 

mentioned reason among the interviewees was financial reasons. For instance, in 

Norway they sought free and quality higher education opportunities, better student loan 

conditions, or higher average wages for part-time jobs that are compatible with a full-

time student life. Martin specifies limited options for higher education due to tuition 

fees and living costs abroad. 

Martin: I was looking at a lot of different universities, but it was too expensive. 

… Applying to UWC was already a stretch for my parents. So I think going to 

uni[versity] and having to fund that myself would be too expensive. […] So I 

ended up in Norway cause … I knew that I could get a job that I would get like 

paid okay-ish […] 

Interviewer: Do you think it was a good decision to come back here? 

Martin: Yes, and no, I think … I'd enjoy living in London a lot more […] I've 

been in London … cause a lot of my friends live there now. But then again, it's 

so expensive. Most of us, here, have a job which I could potentially work with 

for a couple of years. I have an okay place to live, so yeah, [in] that sense, it was 

the right choice. 

Martin is ambivalent about having had to choose Norway because he was not 

able to afford a living in London. It was a “good decision” considering the current 

financial circumstances, but he expresses bitterness about not having gone to London. 

Similar to Martin, all the informants who graduated from international schools 

including UWC considered universities in the U.S. and the U.K. as the most attractive 

options. While it reiterates the awareness about renowned higher education 

opportunities in “university countries” in Chapter 5, it seems that it was ubiquitously 

accepted that such a route is an ideal option for further education after high school. 
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However, it is not a viable option for someone with limited budget. John illustrates his 

decision: 

“Initially I wanted to study in the U.S., but that was because everyone else in 

[my UWC] want[ed] to study in the U.S. But then we had this advisor at the 

school who explained to me how much money I would save if I studied in 

Norway. And I was convinced.” 

Although John’s motivation for considering universities in the U.S. is stated to 

be peer influence, it is likely that his 18-year-old self was familiar with renowned higher 

education institutions in the U.S. Even if he had not, financial reasons were one of the 

crucial reasons why John chose a university in Norway. Financial reasons are an 

extremely tangible obstacle that stops one from going and staying abroad. Especially for 

higher education, it is burdensome even with the support of the Norwegian Student 

Loan Fund (Lånekassen). Elisabeth illustrates this point: 

“It [Lånekassen] covered tuition, and a little bit more. But … I needed to like 

work all summer and save up and go, if not I wouldn’t have any money [to] like, 

live, and do all those things. My parents were really supportive and they helped 

me a little bit too, but lånekassa didn’t do it, which would be, like I get it, 

because it’s really expensive” (emphasis from speaker). 

 Elisabeth’s remarks summarize a basic requirement for “living”, which is having 

money. Although it may not have been the most crucial reason for Elisabeth, financial 

reasons and a limited budget appears to be a concrete reason why most of the 

interviewees came back. It may be a particular option for Norwegians to a certain 

extent, considering a higher average wage for part-time positions as well as lower costs 

for higher education, as noted by Martin above and in Chapter 5. However, a higher 

wage does not necessarily proportionately translate into a better quality of living, as 

Norway is also one of the most expensive countries to live in. Moreover, for young 

adults, it is not uncommon to ask for financial support from parents, and the parents of 

these interviewees are situated in Norway. Their national identity is in this sense not the 

most determinant reason that facilitated their return to home. The particular social 

situations in Norway may have played a role, but the personal connections to home was 

crucial in these young people’s decisions. 
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 Although these stories mainly pertain to higher education, this point has an 

implication on the financial aspect of sustaining a cosmopolitan life in the future. If it 

had been about job opportunities, one would have had to consider the expected wage 

considering the initial cost of visa application, moving, and settling, as well as the cost 

of living for a longer period. And the amounts quickly add up if they have to consider 

their families as well. Relatedly, Skeggs (2004), drawing from Ong (1999), illustrates a 

requirement for a globally mobile life: To build a transnational life and career, one has 

to rely on the resources that one has accumulated, and deploy them as one moves (p. 

51). That is, leading a globally mobile life is highly a matter of access to material 

resources, and how valuable the accumulated resources are, rather than transnational 

mobility itself (Skeggs, 2004, p. 51). Moving and settling in another country, let alone 

leading a life of periodical moving, comes with a cost. It illustrates the particularities of 

the lives of cosmopolitans in real-life situations, and how a lack of financial resources 

becomes a concrete obstacle that stops one from “going global”.  

6. 1. 2. Longing for Home 

Another “cost” of leading a globally mobile life is personal and emotional needs 

such as focusing on one’s own well-being or nurturing interpersonal and social 

relationships. In fact, one of the most significant challenges of pursuing a globally 

oriented life is the various emotions and feelings that arise as you leave your home and 

settle in another country. When asked about her future plans, Elisabeth shares her desire 

to settle down and nurture social ties with friends and families. 

Elisabeth: I don’t know, I think I want to work overseas, again, but not for like a 

while [...] just because it’s nice to be around family. It’s nice to build a home.  

[…] 

Interviewer: What do you mean, build a home?  

Elisabeth: To have that around my family and … not have it be so spread. 

Because even though I think it’s a great thing, I don’t want to be so dispersed. 

[…] I want this to feel… even more like home. … It’s always been home, but I 

was away for a long time so … I need to nurture it. So, like continue to build 

ties, and like network, and be around my family.  
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Implicitly, she portrays a cosmopolitan future where she lives and “works 

overseas again”, but her current desire to build a home stops her from pursuing that. 

This points to an implicit dilemma about going global; one would feel lonely and in 

need of a home, which becomes a reason to not do so. Elisabeth further elaborates: 

“I think traveling and all those things would be great too, really gain 

experiences, and I see myself doing it again, but maybe not alone. Maybe if I do 

it again, I’ll do it with a girlfriend, like partner. […] I feel like if I continued to 

do all by myself, it’ll feel like lonely after a while. Cause I didn’t feel lonely 

when I was in [the U.S.] … but I think if I’d continue to do it, I’d just, I don’t 

know.” 

Her projection about “loneliness” depicts a certain “cost”: living away from 

home, away from family or friends, and having to establish new connections and social 

ties by oneself, perhaps repeatedly in different places. The “dispersed” and “spread” life 

precisely illustrates the image of a cosmopolitan with wide and “dispersed”, but “thin” 

relations across the world. Certainly, to be a citizen of the world is to do a “lonely 

business” as an “exile” (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 15) who is engaged with humanity in a 

“thin” way. 

However, it seems that the “thinness” of cosmopolitanism does not only derive 

from wide and thin political concerns about the fellow world citizens, but is also a result 

of “dispersed” and “spread” interpersonal relations. The idea of home is perceived to be 

beyond a physical place, and requires “nurturing”. The “nurturing” of the home, then, is 

building social ties and deepening connections with family and friends. This 

problematizes the rootlessness image of cosmopolitans and articulates quite the 

opposite, the rootedness to a particular belonging. 

In addition to the personal needs for emotional connections with loved ones, the 

attachments to communities to which one belongs are also mentioned in the remarks of 

the interviewees. Eva’s interest in exploring her “roots” exemplifies the inclination: 

“I want to live abroad again. But … cause I'm a bit getting back to my roots, or 

trying to find some sort of personal form of expression, or … a style or language 

in my art that I can use …” 
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Eva demonstrates her desire to explore her “roots” in Northern Norway, from 

which she comes and to which she will return in order to grow “roots”.  

“[My home] it’s definitely, definitely Northern Norway. […] I really think there's 

a value in that […] for me … because … my view of the world is built on that. I 

feel like I need that sort of community feeling, which I don't feel so much in the 

city, which I have a problem finding in the city. […] So that's why … I want to 

go back. And also … for me, there's a lot about the good feelings to pull out of 

the northern Norwegian scenery and also the culture, […] I feel like it's a language 

I understand, or cultural language I understand, and also a cultural language that 

… I have personal connection to and therefore feel is important to be, to be 

expressed or valued.” 

Her personal connection to home is well-illustrated in her analogy of a “cultural 

language”. Growing roots, similar to the act of nurturing the home in Elisabeth’s terms, 

is an act of rooting oneself. It appears as the opposite of staying global with “thin” 

connections across the world. To root oneself is to pay attention to “thick attachments”, 

which is overlooked in liberal cosmopolitanism (Calhoun, 2003).  

When asked about future plans, Eva, as did Elisabeth, notes that she “would like 

to go abroad” and “maybe live abroad again”, but for now, she wants to prioritize “getting 

back to [her] roots”, which results in a plan of “maybe go[ing] home and then out again”. 

Being out in the world is incompatible with one’s desire to grow roots and nurture 

personal connections to home, which is to say that going global is staying rather rootless. 

However, it is completely understandable, and in fact necessary to a certain extent, for a 

human being to want to have a restful, warm, and comfortable home with “thick” 

connections to loved ones around them. This may be the reason for having a plan to “go 

home and then out again”; one may need to focus on nurturing and growing roots at home 

in order to conjure up the energy to go out. It sheds light on another aspect of the image 

of a competent cosmopolitan life beyond longing for home, which is explored in the next 

section. 
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6. 1. 3. Physical and Emotional Fatigue: “I was really burned 
out” 

 Physical and emotional fatigue emerges as another challenge that stops one from 

leading a globally oriented cosmopolitan life, which may be intertwined with the financial 

reasons and personal attachments to home and communities. An exemplary case is 

Hilde’s recollection about her decision to move back to Norway after several years of 

living abroad for high school and university: 

“I think after my bachelors I was really burned out. I was half-way through the 

application process of a couple of things. But I just decided I haven't lived in 

Norway for six years. I want to go home, I want to live in Oslo, I want to work, I 

want to earn some money and I just want to, like, live a life for a couple of years 

before I do something more. And … I went to … France for a year, and also I 

worked for two years in Oslo and then I saved up some money. […] And then I 

have a boyfriend […] in Norway. We got together the year I came home from … 

the States. … We had just had a long-distance relationship for a year. And then I 

was like, ‘s***, what do I do know?’ So … I just decided to do my master's in 

Oslo, which was not the best, I think, career move for me.” 

A combination of reasons for being “burned out” is described in her remarks: 

longing for home, financial motivation, and the relationship with her partner. Her bitter 

judgment regarding her choice of staying in Norway as “not the best career move” 

indicates that she thinks that she should have chosen to proceed with “the application 

process”, had she solely considered her career. In this sense, the dilemma is repeated 

when she is faced with personal, emotional, and financial needs; it is always a choice 

between continuing to live abroad, which may have been the “best career move” for 

Hilde, or choosing to come back home and tend to personal needs. Living detached from 

families and having to befriend people in an unfamiliar country adds up as “pressure”, in 

Karoline’s term. In other words, such personal struggles, pressures, emotional 

attachments to home, and desires to nurture interpersonal social relations is all part of the 

modalities of everyday personal lives, for cosmopolitans as well. Likewise, Heather 

shares her confusion while navigating her life-long dream of living in England: 
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“I just wanted to study in England. And as soon as I did, I think I was a bit lost? 

I was just like, ‘oh, okay, mission accomplished. I did this. Great. And now 

what?’ And then after that, it was just kind of like a disappointment maybe, like 

it's just this kind of void, like an emptiness. […] I don't know. I was just, I was 

very lost. It was far away, not far away from home, but it was away from home. 

I didn't know anyone there. … I don’t know. I think I started getting a bit 

depressed. But apart from that, it was great. (laughs)” 

The feeling of “being lost”, “disappointed”, and “empty” is not an uncommon 

reaction to an anticlimactic situation after accomplishing a life-long goal. Still, her 

depiction of such feelings is connected to everyday aspects of navigating a life abroad, 

and a perception of a distance from home. Heather indicates that she had to make new 

friends, find social circles, and nurture interpersonal connections from scratch, which was 

a challenge. It illustrates the physical and emotional fatigue that comes from having to 

take on a project of establishing and nurturing new fundamental connections while living 

abroad.  

When asked why she decided to start a graduate degree in Norway after studying 

in England (which she desired so much that she describes herself as “Anglophile”), 

Heather shares a few reasons including romantic relationships, depression, and a high 

tuition fee, which were interconnected in her case. Particularly, she pinpoints that the 

long-distance relationship with her boyfriend at the time led her to a depressed period 

because the boyfriend “did not treat [her] nice at all” and “screwed up [her] whole 

academic life and everything”. Moreover, she chose a master’s program in Norway over 

other options in England, to which she was admitted, for financial reasons as well as 

because of her current partner in Oslo. 

Interestingly, all of the personal struggles that results from leading a globally 

oriented life in fact becomes the reasons that one chooses not to go global, albeit 

momentarily. Heather further exemplifies an understanding about her personal struggles 

as “obstacles”: 

“I couldn't write my master's thesis and I just got so many obstacles with master's 

thesis. Then I was just like, 'well I can't do a Ph.D. now.' (chuckles) But then I 

finally managed to put my ambitions aside. I don't need to get [the] best grade 

ever to get the good job, or [to] feel that accomplished, or value, I don't know. It's 

okay just to finish my masters. So that's what I'm going for now.” 
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While it may appear to be a personal change of mind to “put the ambitions 

aside”, it hints at a more profound assumption when imagining one’s success and 

productivity in life in the globalizing world. Heather’s decision to no longer depend her 

“value” or “feeling of accomplishment” on academic achievement, status, or occupation 

suggests that she had been doing exactly that. However, the perceived “ambitions” and 

“accomplishments” as a cosmopolitan are not necessarily synonymous with the ethical 

responsibility of caring for others. Instead, the cosmopolitan commitment to the world, 

from which one’s value may derive from, is in fact highly based on the means of 

accumulating resourcefulness, such as getting “[the] best grade ever” and a “good job”. 

Differently phrased, one’s value depends on whether and how much one can accumulate 

capital, may it be financial, cultural, or social, which is the gist of the logics of 

capitalism.  

As much as staying in the old home is considered undesirable compared to going 

out to explore the world, the dichotomous typology between in and out reemerges in a 

way that the state of being out in the world is valorized while coming back in or settling 

in a country is not completely in line with the globally mobile and flexible cosmopolitan 

lifestyle. In turn, it evokes a judgment that it is a failure, compromise, or undesirable to 

stay and grow roots, as opposed to going beyond, transcending, and being free from any 

belongings and attachments. The image of globally transcendent cosmopolitans does not 

offer a deeper consideration into what cost a cosmopolitan lifestyle comes with: 

pressure, loneliness, a constant effort to nurture relations, and physical and emotional 

fatigue. In this sense, the real-life struggles and needs do not merely obstruct the act of 

going global itself; it reveals, and hinders, the capitalist requirements that are also 

embedded in the liberal cosmopolitan imaginary. 

6. 2. Requirements for Staying Global: Being the 
Rootless, Self-reliant, and Masculine Self 

If one is to be a globetrotting cosmopolitan, one can only have so many 

obstacles. From the stories of these young cosmopolitans, real-life struggles and 

personal needs in life have nudged them to choose to settle down in one place and 

nurture their roots, as opposed to staying global, rootless, and transcendent. The choice 

to abandon their cosmopolitan commitment to the world, albeit temporarily to tend to 
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their own well-being, is perceived to be a voluntary choice that one has no one else to 

blame for. Harald’s remarks precisely captures the notion of the “coincidences” that 

result in such a choice: 

“I think everyone obviously was going to uni[versity]. […] But obviously 

there's, I mean there's obviously some people who screwed up and didn't go to 

university, but I think they screwed up. I don't think they didn't plan to go to 

university. […] I think everyone wanted to either go to business school or 

university after. […] I don't know anyone who didn't want to do that. And 

obviously a few people fell off [for] different, various reasons. Like my 

Senegalese friend, because he got depressed and he injured his foot. Stuff like 

that. And that's just coincidences.” 

 On the one hand, certain “coincidences” is something that can happen to anyone. 

On the other hand, such “coincidences” end up jeopardizing the future possibilities for 

the student. Some people merely “fell off” during the process of pursuing their goal to 

enter university because of unfortunate events that can happen to anyone. And it is 

individualized as the act of “screwing up” or not “following the plan”. Considering the 

different academic pressures due to different backgrounds as discussed in Chapter 4, it 

seems entirely plausible that personal struggles, such as depression, may be relevant to 

their backgrounds. Understandings about the differences among the individuals’ 

positions and backgrounds, however, do not appear in Harald’s accounts when 

explaining why some could not achieve the goals that they had.  

In short, personal struggles are individualized and trivialized, however critical 

they become in pursuing a goal. The description of “falling off” due to such struggles 

precisely draws a picture of an ideal, perhaps linear, pathway to an end goal, from 

which individuals may “fall off” depending on their circumstances. In fact, it may be an 

image of a gigantic race, with countless individuals placed in parallel with one another 

on the same pathway. Those who fall off, however, are portrayed to make a voluntary 

choice to do so, and their difficulties and struggles are mere coincidences that befell 

upon them. This may be an accurate neoliberal visualization of the globalized 

competition in the 21st century. It reveals how the interviewees envision the ideal 

pathway of a cosmopolitan: One has to be free from personal struggles, as well as 

emotional and bodily needs for a home. In other words, one has to transcend from 

“thick attachments” to be truly cosmopolitan. 
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Crucially, it is well-illustrated in the notion of “transnational business 

masculinity”, hegemonic masculinity on a global level (Connell & Wood, 2005). As 

much as rootedness and personal attachments to nations and communities is perceived 

to be essentially in contradiction with the image of rootless cosmopolitans, the global 

capitalist logics implicitly mandates the idea that one ought to strategically pursue 

global mobilities as well as means of capital accumulation. Thus, the feeling of worth 

and accomplishment depends on whether or not something you do or produce is 

resourceful and capitalizable while engaging in the global arena as a cosmopolitan. 

International businessmen have no borders in their work life and career (Tienari, Vaara, 

& Meriläinen, 2010), and are empowered and mobilized in a particular way to cruise 

through the world. The hegemonic masculinity in the global world is constructed with 

the logics of the global market, using the feminine as “mirror” (Tienari, Vaara, & 

Meriläinen, 2010, p. 47): While the man socializes and capitalizes in the international 

arena, freely with no boundedness to family or child, the woman, perhaps the man’s 

wife or mother, maintains and nurtures the home and private arena while tending to the 

bodied needs of the man or their child.  

Yet, a question remains: How does this interact with the mission of bettering the 

world, and their explicit devotion to the cosmopolitan ideals of equality and diversity? 

Is it still perceived to be incompatible with the differences and privileges that derive 

from accumulated cosmopolitan capital? The answer is hinted at in the following 

remarks from Daniel: 

“I've definitely [felt] responsibility for … because I was lucky enough to have 

those experiences. It's not just cause the school, getting money to go, but it's also 

like I was very privileged to … have all those experiences that I have. … But 

does it mean that I have to have a career in something that is or … I have to just 

move and do something that's only about social justice? I don't think so. No.… I 

should follow moral code in a way that I act. So just be [a] positive, engaging 

person. … I don't think there's anything wrong with that, it's not like they told 

you at UWC you need to do this later.” 

Daniel’s story is somewhat inconsistent in that he seems to have a change of his 

mind mid-way. He defends his decision to choose a career that has little to do with 

social justice, and at the same time, he feels guilty about his lack of engagement in 

social justice at the moment. 
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“I think even if you're a banker, which is … classic, you know, consultant … ‘oh 

you're selling your soul’, you know? (chuckles) […] I think that … that 

argument is wrong. I think it's possible to be […] well (reluctant shriek), or 

banking, at least, industry, there's too much wealth, but you can make a net 

positive impact there, but it's easier said than done. Really have to do it. ... One 

more question for me. Do I think that [I am] … preaching what I practice? Am I 

…really doing what I'm saying I should do? (chuckles) And the answer is, kind 

of, (laughs) I should be doing more, I should like, volunteering.” 

 As he compares occupations in “banking industry” to “selling your soul”, he 

seems to regard them as the farthest opposite from those in social justice, because it is 

perhaps at the forefront of global capitalism and contributing to economic inequality. 

However, Daniel claims that even people in the banking industry can make the world a 

better place through “a net positive impact”, seemingly as a backup argument to justify 

his career decision which is not directly connected to social justice, even though it 

quickly turns into a humbling diagnosis about his own lack of commitment to social 

justice.  

His remarks can be interpreted as a combination of two different orientations: (a) 

an attempt to express cosmopolitan awareness about his privilege and his willingness to 

engage in social justice through volunteering, and (b) an effort to make sense of a well-

justified desire for global competition in the neo-liberal and capitalist society. In this 

sense, a confusion emerges when pursuing and incorporating cosmopolitanism because 

they attempt to encompass a humanitarian and caring orientation while at the same time 

subscribing to the capitalist logic of a globally competitive race. Such confusion 

suggests that an ideal cosmopolitan lifestyle is in fact supposed to simultaneously 

incorporate both the feminine qualities of caring for others, and the masculine and 

capitalist requirements. 

This points to a theoretical implication. The conditions of being an ideal and 

competent cosmopolitan is envisioned as a person who is brave, self-reliant, and 

competitive in the globalized competition, and at the same time equipped with caring 

attitudes and an inquisitive and curious openness to others elsewhere. A cosmopolitan 

dream is then to be engaged in social justice while having a career that revolves around 

the accumulation of capital. I contend that the imaginary of an ideal cosmopolitan 

lifestyle is founded upon a certain exclusionary masculine idea. Such a gendered vision 
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suggests a “hidden abode” (Fraser, 2014): One’s “thin” appreciations and attachments to 

others and foreign cultures remain in the public sphere, but those attachments exclude 

private and personal emotions or needs. Human struggles such as loneliness, sadness, 

longing for home, need for interpersonal relations are perceived to be obstacles that 

hinders one’s pursuit of the cosmopolitan mission. They also become the reasons for 

“falling off” from the globalized competition. In turn, the gendered cosmopolitan 

imaginary appropriates the feminine qualities as part of the masculine virtue only to the 

extent that it recognizes empathy and care for others in an abstract and thin way. 

A vision of an ideal cosmopolitan lifestyle, therefore, is gendered in a particular 

way that it re-inscribes the distinction between the public and private sphere. It is 

unclear whether the old home in the in dimension from the typology between in and out 

signifies a domestic and national sphere, or a personal home sphere, or both. Still, the 

out dimension in the world becomes the new public sphere where masculine subjects 

socialize and capitalize whereas the home dimension emerges as the new private sphere, 

where a tired soul goes back to from time to time in a pursuit of recollecting oneself, 

nurturing personal relations and well-beings, perhaps in order to go back out into the 

world again. This gendered imaginary behind an ideal and competent cosmopolitan 

appropriates the public and “thin” empathy toward others elsewhere. Personal and 

emotional attachments and rootedness remain in the realm of the feminine and private, 

which is excluded from the image of an ideal cosmopolitan lifestyle.  
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7. Conclusion 

This thesis has examined how globally oriented young people construct and 

negotiate their cosmopolitan identities and life trajectories. My aim has been to 

contribute to concretizing and expanding the conceptualization of cosmopolitanism 

from a feminist perspective by examining the tensions, dilemmas, and struggles of real-

life individuals with cosmopolitan orientations.  

7. 1. Summary and Discussions 

7. 1. 1. The Old Home Became Too Small, Time to Go Out to the 
World 

Based on narratives of Norwegian young adults with an explicit emphasis on 

cosmopolitan values as well as international experiences abroad, I have probed into the 

meanings of cosmopolitan identity and belonging. In particular, I paid particular 

attention to the stories about their reasons for choosing the IB school or UWC 

(“motivation”), what they expected before the schooling (“expectation”), what they 

experienced in retrospect (“experience”), and what they are left with or have learned 

from it (“influence”). 

Interestingly, their emotional attachments to home, or lack thereof, became a 

point of departure to understand a sense of cosmopolitan belonging. Namely, how they 

used to not belong to a particular space that they associate with their home in the past 

pointed me to how they portray and understand their identity, value, and positions in the 

globalizing world. A feeling of outgrowing the old home, whose environment was 

culturally and ethnically homogeneous, propelled the interviewees to pursue something 

different. And the educational experiences in question (i.e. IB program and/or UWC) 

functioned as an alternative to the old home environment. The old home became too 

small for them, and the international education experience was the portal to the world 

outside.  

In this regard, I identified a typology between in and out in the construction of 

their world view. Staying in signifies conforming to the norm of the old home, which is 

perceived to be “narrow-minded” and “boring”, whereas going out means willingness to 
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experience the world out there where things are different, new, and exciting. This 

typology between in and out eventually expands to an ongoing tension in their world 

view, while it is implied in the ways that these young cosmopolitans explained their 

willingness to go out into the world. As opposed to the old home, the world out there 

was portrayed to be full of cultural and human diversity. Cultural diversity is highly 

valued and valorized in their stories both as a value and in practice. These young 

cosmopolitans actively and publicly align themselves with diversity of cultures, 

stemming from both an understanding that it is a socially desirable ideal, and as a 

personal and emotional empathy toward their international friends. Personal 

connections from other countries became a catalyst to extend their empathy to human 

beings elsewhere. In particular, the interviewees viewed their friends, and then other 

humans at large, as “face bearers”, which became a source of sympathy and hospitality 

(Høy-Petersen, Woodward, & Skrbis, 2016). Furthermore, cultural diversity was 

personally embraced, and proven by an increased feeling of comfort in culturally and 

ethnically diverse environments. 

7. 1. 2. Feeling Guilty about Privileges: Empirical Evidence 
about the Tensions between the Universalist Ideals and the 
Capitalist Requirements 

The narratives of these young people do not only portray utopic visions. A 

tension emerged when probing further into a valorized notion of cultural diversity in 

reality. A sense of discomfort and guilt was found as the interviewees shed light on the 

different backgrounds of their peers throughout the international schooling. They 

understood the experiences and influences of the international schooling both as an 

invaluable and life-changing opportunity, and as a form of capital. In particular, they 

demonstrated an understanding of “cosmopolitan capital” (Weenink, 2008), such as 

subsequent higher education opportunities in “university countries” like the U.S. or the 

U.K, international understanding as “cultural literacy”, and global friendship and alumni 

networks as a form of social capital. These aspects are a set of necessary competencies 

that empowers individuals to make their way within the global arenas more easily and 

confidently. 

However, these young cosmopolitans feel uncomfortable and guilty about the 

privileges that they have, including the positions and opportunities that enabled them to 
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gain various experiences that form cosmopolitan capital. They did not choose, or even 

want to have such privileges. One interesting source of this confusion and guilt is a 

recognition of their privilege as a person from Norway, one of the wealthiest and 

happiest countries on Earth, as opposed to, for instance, their roommate from Senegal 

with a socially and economically challenged background. While the national identity 

becomes a source of comfort, and provides relief from academic pressure, it also 

emerges as a source of discomfort and guilt, which demonstrates the concept of 

Scandinavian Guilt (Oxfeldt, 2018). 

Firstly, such an awareness about privilege stems from their international 

experiences, which also becomes part of their cosmopolitan capital. Secondly, they 

could accumulate cosmopolitan capital because they were already privileged as 

Norwegians coming from a relatively comfortable background with no social hardships. 

As a result, their stories indicate a state of being trapped within the tension. They feel 

trapped in a sense that they want to continue to be “nice”, but their privileged positions 

are understood to be incompatible with the pivotal cosmopolitan values of equality and 

diversity based on human sameness. The cosmopolitan urge to be philanthropic, 

humanitarian, and public-spirited turns into confusion and guilt. Guilt thus emerges as a 

passive way of acknowledging differences and inequalities among people. To discuss 

privileges that they have embodied is not only to reveal cultural differences but also to 

acknowledge social and economic differences that are reproduced in the global social 

structure. It connects to a limitation in the liberal and universalist framework in 

cosmopolitanism, which does not fundamentally challenge unequal distribution of 

wealth or capital on a global level (Calhoun, 2002b, 2003). 

Furthermore, the reported guilt and discomfort about privileges may derive from 

a tension between the universalist ideals to care about all human beings and the neo-

liberal and capitalist requirements to accumulate cosmopolitan capital. On the one hand, 

an optimistic cosmopolitan vision for a better future is based on a universalist mission 

for social development. On the other hand, a neo-liberal and capitalist requirement 

stimulates individuals to turn a blind eye to differences and inequalities, and instead 

participate in the globalized competition as an equal and free individual. These young 

people cannot legitimize and construct their cosmopolitan identities without creating 

tensions with the very value that they uphold, human equality—which justifies the 

valorization of diversity in humans and cultures. It can be seen as an irony: A 

cosmopolitan thinking that revolves around inclusiveness may well implicate inequality 
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and become a means of (re)producing exclusiveness as it requires resources and 

mobility on a global level.   

7. 1. 3. “Thicker” attachments and Belongings Hinder the 
Cosmopolitan Dream  

The tensions and dilemmas in recognizing differences and privileges bring in a 

discussion of what kind of person that these young cosmopolitans conceive of as an 

ideal and competent global citizen. And their struggles and dilemmas that arise in real-

life situations hint at their dreams and longings for a cosmopolitan dream. I have found 

that the stories that are not proudly told, or even ridiculed and regretted, precisely point 

to the taken-for-granted assumptions and images about a desirable and successful life 

for a globally oriented individual. In particular, I probed into stories about personal 

struggles, failures, and unfulfilled dreams. Certain life struggles became the reasons for 

unfulfilled dreams about engaging in the global world. It is therefore an expansion from 

the typology between in and out to a dialectic opposition between the two dimensions; 

going out to the world is looked up to whereas staying in or going back into a home 

does not align with the cosmopolitan dreams. This tension between dimensions may 

have appeared more evident in the stories of this particular group of people because they 

had a clear transition of returning to their home country after having staying abroad. 

The real-life struggles of these cosmopolitans include financial issues, emotional 

attachments to, and longing for, home and loved ones, as well as physical and emotional 

fatigue. It reveals an under-addressed “cost” of pursuing and maintaining a 

cosmopolitan lifestyle: It is not only physically and emotionally demanding to wander 

around the world and have to establish new friendships and connections wherever you 

go, but also economically burdensome to build a life with such frequent relocations and 

travels. This cost also includes loneliness, longing for home, and personal needs to 

connect to one’s cultural and ethnic roots.  

However, these struggles and personal and emotional attachments, which are 

human necessities of lives, are understood as “coincidences”, and also as individualized 

and non-structural factors that can happen to anyone. Implied in the notion of 

“coincidences” are two assumptions: (a) anyone could have experienced incidents that 

were significant enough to hinder them from pursuing a goal; and (b) such unfortunate 

coincidences work against and hinder the accomplishment of one’s goals. Various real-
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life struggles affect the modality of a cosmopolitan life in the form of hindrances or 

obstacles that make them “fall off” an imaginary cosmopolitan pathway that presumably 

leads to success. It illustrates an image of a race on a global level where countless 

individuals are placed in parallel with one another on the same pathway from which 

individuals choose to fall off for various reasons.  

Furthermore, these young cosmopolitans are reluctant to share these struggles 

and attachments, and express regrets and embarrassments about what the struggles and 

attachments brought to their lives. This points to an expanded notion of “thick 

attachments” in real life. I argued for a need to expand the notion of “thick attachments” 

to encompass not only cultural and ethnic belongings but also human aspects of life, for 

example interpersonal connections, emotions, fatigue, and longing for home. Although 

these are trivialized as “coincidences”, they become too thick and significant in life to 

simply ignore. This precisely visualizes the cost that a cosmopolitan life comes with: 

“Thick attachments” and real-life struggles are incompatible with the ideal dream of 

these young cosmopolitans. If one were to stay on the pathway to a cosmopolitan 

dream, one can only afford so many obstacles that may make one “fall off” the path, 

albeit temporarily. That is why these individuals are not proud of the life situations and 

feelings that made them come back home. In this sense, I contend that what undergirds 

the idea about success and priorities in cosmopolitan imaginaries is a particular 

assumption about the neo-liberal subject, who is rootless, transcendent, and masculine, 

which precludes thicker forms of attachments and real-life struggles.  

7. 2. Conclusion 

Still, a question remains: How does this masculine bias in the imaginary of the 

cosmopolitan self interact with a perpetual mission of making the world a better place? I 

argue that the cosmopolitan—and feminine—qualities to care for others interacts with 

such a masculine bias in the image of the cosmopolitan individual in a specific way. As 

cosmopolitan engagement in equality and diversity can be a source of power and a form 

of capital, a successful cosmopolitan is envisioned as a person who is independent, self-

reliant, and competent in the globalized competition, and at the same time equipped 

with caring attitudes and open-mindedness to others elsewhere. Cosmopolitan 

femininity has mostly been researched in an explicit relation to transnationalization of 
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white femininity in the form of global motherhood (Shome, 2014). The empirical 

evidences of this thesis suggest that such feminine-associated qualities may have 

become part of the masculine virtue of cosmopolitanism. Particularly, only vague and 

“public” empathy toward others is valorized, especially toward those whom one is not 

directly connected to (i.e. connected to in a “thin” way). One who prioritizes public 

emotions can go and stay global in the world out there, while another who chooses to 

nurture private needs and emotions stops pursuing the global. This is because the real-

life struggles and personal attachments become the reasons for “falling off” the path to 

an imagined success. The tangible and private feelings for others, who are connected in 

a “thick” way, may it be family, lovers, or ethnic communities, are marginalized as 

“obstacles”. Based on the tight link between the neo-liberal and masculine subject and 

the market values in cosmopolitanism, one can argue that it leads to the question of the 

resourcefulness of such public and empathetic feelings toward others; whose feelings—

and what kind of feelings—are given capital value, and whose are not.  

While an ideal cosmopolitan lifestyle is founded upon a masculine ideal to be 

constantly globally mobile, this gendered bias in imagining an ideal cosmopolitan 

lifestyle suggests a “hidden abode” (Fraser, 2014). One’s thin attachments and feelings 

to care for others is to remain in the public sphere, but never to the extent that one 

prioritizes private and personal emotions or needs. This is because human struggles 

such as loneliness, sadness, longing for home, needs for home, and interpersonal 

relations are perceived to be regretful decisions and obstacles that hinder one’s pursuit 

of the cosmopolitan mission. As a result, the real-life struggles and thicker attachments, 

which are part of human life, are understood to remain in the realm of the home, the 

private, and the feminine. On the other hand, the world arena is perceived to be the 

realm of the public, and the masculine. It adds another layer to the tension between in 

and out: The home dimension (in) is a safe place one comes back to, where thicker 

forms of attachments are produced and nurtured, whereas the world dimension (out), 

albeit looked up to, requires certain competitiveness and resourcefulness to engage in, 

allowing only thinner versions of identities and attachments.  

Although it is unarticulated whether the home dimension is invariably associated 

with the national and domestic, I contend that the imaginary of an ideal cosmopolitan 

lifestyle is not only gendered, but also operates in a way that it re-inscribes the 

distinction between the public and private spheres. The world dimension becomes the 

new public sphere where individuals who are empowered in the specific way that the 
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neo-liberal and masculine subject is, socialize and capitalize, whereas the home 

dimension emerges as the new private sphere where a tired soul goes back to from time 

to time in a pursuit of recollecting oneself, nurturing personal relations and well-beings, 

perhaps in order to go back out to the world again. In conclusion, the gendered 

imaginary behind an ideal cosmopolitan life appropriates the “public” empathy as part 

of the virtue toward others who are connected to oneself in a “thin” way. In contrast, the 

private, personal, and emotional feelings and attachments toward others remains as a 

“hidden abode”, in the realm of the feminine and private, which is excluded from the 

imaginary of an ideal cosmopolitan life. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Table 1 introduces basic characteristics of the research participants, whose 

names have been converted to arbitrary pseudonyms. I alphabetized their names within 

the similar category of the type and location of schooling, so the order in which the 

participants are presented is irrelevant to the order of the conducted interviews. Age was 

collected at the time of each interview. I only included the generic regions of UWC 

campuses for anonymity. 

Table 1 Basic Information on the Research Participants 

Name Age Gender Type & Location of IB experience14 Occupation 

Heather 28 Woman Public high school in Norway M.A. student 

Karoline 26 Woman Public high school in Norway M.A. student 

Natalie 28 Woman Public high school in Norway 
M.A. student & 

Part-time job 

Elizabeth 26 Woman 
Private international school in 

Bangladesh 
M.A. student 

Monica 27 Woman Private international school in China Part-time job 

Eva 23 Woman UWC in Southern Europe B.A. student 

Hilde 28 Woman UWC in East Asia 2nd B.A. Student 

Ingrid 24 Woman UWC in South Asia 
M.A. student & 

Full-time job 

Therese 27 Woman UWC in Northern Europe 2nd B.A. student 

Daniel 26 Man UWC in Western Europe Full-time job 

Harald 27 Man UWC in Western Europe Full-time job 

John 26 Man UWC in Western Europe Ph.D. candidate 

Martin 22 Man UWC in Western Europe M.A. student 

 
14 All 13 of the participants experienced the IB Diploma Program. As the IB Diploma Program is a 2-
year program, it often does not align with that of the local upper secondary school. Students in Norway 
who wish to attend the IB Diploma Program ought to go through a regular local curriculum for the first 
year of high school, and then relocate to another IB school or to a special class for the IB curriculum. 
Likewise, students who wish to attend UWC has to first complete the first year of regular high school 
curriculum, and will start the 2 years at UWC school. Two individuals who attended international schools 
abroad were not subject to such a relocation, but all the other 11 finished the first year of the regular 
Norwegian high school curriculum prior to starting the IB.  
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Appendix B 

Table 2 presents information on their international background. They may or may not 

overlap with the experience of the IB program. The duration of studying and/or living 

abroad is not included as it was not always clear from the interviews. The order of the 

participants is the same as that of Table 1.  

 

Name International Experiences 

Heather Higher Education in the U.K. 

Karoline Primary Education in Russia 

Natalie Study Abroad in China 

Elizabeth Higher Education in the U.S. 

Monica Higher Education in China 

Eva Secondary Education in Italy 

Hilde Primary and Higher Education in U.S. 

Ingrid Higher Education in South Korea 

Therese Study Abroad in Russia and Germany 

Daniel Primary and Higher Education in the U.S. 

Harald Study Abroad in China 

John Study Abroad in the U.S. 

Martin Secondary Education in the U.K. 
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Appendix C 

The following is the interview guide that I had created. I updated the interview 

guide twice, once after the fifth interview in November and once again after the tenth 

interview in December. Each update was made to adjust and delete the questions that 

did not seem to provoke engaging conversations and to highlight the topics that seem to 

be more interesting and stimulating to the interviewees. The first update was made after 

I was met with quite some confusion during the fifth interview, and after the formal 

interview was completed, I asked the informant why he hesitated and seemed confused, 

and how I could better formulate questions. The first update thus involved additions of 

questions that about their opinions and perceptions of social issues in Norway and on an 

international level. The second update involved minor adjustments. 

Interview Guide 

• Distribution of the Consent Form 
• Expressing Gratitude 
• Basic Introduction about myself  

 
1. Basic Demographical Questions 

a. Type and location of the IB experience 
b. Age 
c. Current occupation and field of studies 
d. Trajectories of living and studying abroad 
e. Racial and ethnic identity: In your own words, how would you describe 

your racial and/or ethnic background?  
f. Mother tongue language 

 
2. International Education in Secondary School 

a. General 
i. How was the experience in general?  

ii. What made you go to that school? (Motivation) 
iii. What was your goal back then? (Expectation) 
iv. Was it what you expected? / Did you achieve “the goal” you 

mentioned? 
v. What was the most interesting or memorable experience from the 

school? 
b. IB Curricular and Extracurricular Experience 

i. Selection of higher level (HL) and standard level (SL) 
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ii. Theory of Knowledge 
iii. Extended Essay 
iv. Creativity, Action, and Service (CAS) 
v. Any humanitarian emphasis? Voluntary work? 

c. Retrospection 
i. Did it influence you in any way? Does it have any sustaining influence 

now? 
ii. Were there any challenges you faced from your perspective as a 

student?  
iii. Looking back now, anything you would like to change, challenge or 

improve, from your perspective now? 
d. Humanitarian Ideals about Diversity and Multiculturalism 

i. IB/UWC emphasize cultural diversity and multicultural understanding. 
Do you agree? If so, could you describe how it was for you? 

ii. Did you go to any school trips during the secondary years? What did 
you learn from it? 

iii. Do you like traveling? How did the past traveling experience affect 
you?  

iv. (if relevant) How did the positive idea about world piece and co-
exiting together in this world affect you?  

v. (If relevant) International mindedness: What is your interpretation of 
“being internationally minded” or “aware”? 

 
3. International and National Identity 

a. Social Issues: Approach this in a various way 
i. You may be aware of the discussions about the Nordic model, where 

people are happy and genders are equal … Are there social issues that 
you perceive? 

ii. If you have a friend from abroad visit you here and they ask, “does 
racism exist in Norway now?”, what would you answer? 

iii. If you saw an article of VG or a news from NRK that says “Gender 
equality has been achieved in Norway!” how would you react? 

iv. To resolve the issues that we addressed, what do you think your role or 
responsibility in the world to progress toward it? 

b. “Better World” 
i. If you were a prime minister in Norway, or the King, (a person in 

charge of power, Norway) what would you do now to make the world a 
better place? 

ii. How do you think most Norwegians would react to such changes? 
iii. How would you imagine a “better world”? (e.g. political situations, 

economy, climate, things that affect us)  
iv. What do you think you, the way you are and where you are now, can 

contribute to progressing toward it? 
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4. Personal Relations to the World and Future Plan 
a. What made you decide to go to university? Motivation, Expectation, 

Goal… 
b. Do you think the education you are receiving/received is helpful to navigate 

your life? And achieve what you wanted to? 
c. Where do you consider as your “home” the most? (“World is my home”?) 
d. What is your future plan? Why? (if relevant) Would you want to go abroad 

again? How do you think it’ll be in 5 years? 
e. The biggest challenge as of now? 
f. Alumni network: do you still keep in touch with your friends from the 

IB/UWC? 
 

5. Finishing the Interview 
a. Was it worth it?  
b. Do you think it would have been different if you’d gone to a regular school? 

(or public/private school)?  
c. Anything you’d like to add, or comment? 

 
• Expressing Gratitude 
• Snowball Sampling: Enquire about their connections for more interviews 
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Appendix D 

The following is the information letter and a consent form that I presented to the 

research participants, which had been approved by NSD. The title and other minor 

details about the the project have changed since; one interview became excluded from 

transcription and analysis as the interviewee was the only graduate among my sample 

from Cambridge Assessment International Education (former Cambridge International 

Examinations) and also the only international student with non-Norwegian background. 

Are you interested in taking part in the research 
project, “Global Citizenship Education and Gender 
Equality: A qualitative research on young adults’ 

experience in international education”? 
 
This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is to 
learn about today’s young adults’ everyday life, attitude, and understanding of the 
world, especially those who experienced internationally oriented education and schools 
prior to university admission, such as International Baccalaureate (IB) programs, 
Cambridge International Examinations (CIE) programs, United World Colleges (UWC) 
and other international schools. In this letter I will give you information about the 
purpose of the project and what your participation will involve. 
 
Purpose of the project 
I am pursuing a master’s degree in the International Master’s Program at the Centre for 
Gender Research (Senter for Tverrfaglig Kjønnsforskning, STK) at the University of 
Oslo. In my thesis, I want to find out young adults’ reflections on their international 
schooling experience prior to university, whose curriculum emphasizes international 
understanding and global citizenship. Furthermore, I am curious to learn about their 
interest, values, and future plans in terms of education, curricular and extracurricular 
activities as a citizen and a young adult in a globalizing world at the moment. 
 
Who is responsible for the research project?  
Professor Helene Aarseth at the Centre for Gender Research (STK) at the University of 
Oslo is the institution responsible for the project. The research will be performed 
according to the regulations of the Data Protection Official for Research, NSD - 
Norwegian Centre for Research Data. 
 
Why are you being asked to participate?  
I am looking to interview young adults (age 18-30) living currently in Norway and 
having lived in Norway for at least 1 year, and who experienced international education 
in their adolescent schooling years during the age of 14 and 19. Primary school level of 
international education experience is not included due to an expected difficulty in 
recollecting the memory. I focus on young adults because they are expected to have a 
deeper understanding of the world and Norway, and can reflect on the influence of 
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international education onto their life trajectory, as an adult citizen who may have taken 
part in elections and be aware of public discussions nowadays. 
 
The sample of interviewees has been selected based on a snow-ball sampling strategy 
through the acquaintances including my classmates and friends. Both public and private 
school, as well as international and regular local school graduates pertain to the research 
as long as they have experienced the aforementioned forms of international education. 
 
What does participation involve for you? 
If you choose to take part in the project, it will involve an in-person semi-structured 
interview, which lasts about 1 hour. The interview questions include basic personal 
information such as your nationality, race, age, gender, your field of study, income 
level, and occupation. I will also ask why and how you chose international education in 
your secondary years of education, and how you think it interacts with your choice of 
your higher education and the field of study. Further questions will include your general 
interest in life and values, attitudes and understanding of the globalizing world as a 
person living the 21st Century in Norway. 
 
Participation is voluntary  
Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw 
your consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then 
be made anonymous. There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not 
to participate or later decide to withdraw.  
 
This study is not part of your study or school, and all personal information gathered will 
be treated confidentially. Raw information such as interview transcripts will not be 
available to anyone but me and my supervisor, Helene Aarseth. 
 
Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data  
We will only use your personal data for the purpose(s) specified in this information 
letter. We will process your personal data confidentially and in accordance with data 
protection legislation (the General Data Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).  

• My supervisor Helene Aarseth and I will be the only ones who have access to 
the personal data.  

• To ensure that no unauthorized persons are able to access the personal data, I 
will replace your name and contact details with a code and/or pseudonym. The 
list of names, contact details and respective codes will be stored separately from 
the rest of the collected data on a research server at the Centre for Gender 
Research (STK). 

The finished thesis will not present any names of the participants, nor any personally 
identifiable characteristics (e.g. name, occupation, name of your secondary school, etc.).  
 
What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?  
The project is scheduled to end in June in 2020. All the collected data including 
personal information as well as interview recordings and transcripts will be discarded 
after the project ends.  
 
Your rights  
So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 

• access the personal data that is being processed about you  



 

 111 

• request that your personal data is deleted 
• request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 
• receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and 
• send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data 

Protection Authority regarding the processing of your personal data 
 

What gives us the right to process your personal data?  
We will process your personal data based on your consent. Based on an agreement with 
the Centre for Gender Research (STK), NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research 
Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in this project is in 
accordance with data protection legislation.  
 
Where can I find out more? 
If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:  
Minji Song by e-mail: minjis@student.hf.uio.no, or by telephone: +47 940-80-958 
Helene Aarseth by e-mail: helene.aarseth@stk.uio.no or by telephone: +47 228-50-511. 
Our Data Protection Officer: Maren Magnus Voll by e-mail: personvernombud@uio.no 
NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS, by email: 
(personverntjenester@nsd.no) or by telephone: +47 55 58 21 17. 
 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Project Leader   Helene Aarseth     Student Minji Song 
(Researcher/supervisor) 
 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Consent form  
 
I have received and understood information about the project, “Global Citizenship 
Education and Gender Equality: A qualitative study on young adults’ experience in 
international education”, and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give 
consent:  
 
� to participate in in-person interview 
 
 
I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, 
approx. June in 2020.  
 
 
Name _____________________    Date __________________________ 
 
 
Signature ___________________________________ 
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