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Metropolis, cosmopolitanism and brokerage

Gilberto Velho

ABSTRACT

This article deals with some issues concerning rislations between metropolitan life and
cosmopolitanism. It brings historical examples ax@émines contemporary situations, exploring
recent changes in world life. It also deals witle tthemes of social-cultural complexity,
heterogeneity, mediation, multiculturalism and theiplications for different life styles. One o§it
main concerns, especially focused on urban lifehésgeneral question of social interaction and
sociability as a basic phenomenon of social anhéal processes.

Keywords: complexity, cosmopolitanism, heterogeneity, medmat

RESUMO

O texto examina algumas questbes relacionadas atitendo cosmopolitismo metropolitano,
focalizando trajetorias e subjetividades. Tratadserefletir, a partir de autores classicos como
Simmel, sobre as descontinuidades entre culturgtivab e subjetiva na sociedade moderno-
contemporanea. Uma das preocupacdes centrais tdicdero transito entre multiplos dominios e
diferentes correntes de tradicdo cultural. Da oomdade a trabalhos anteriores em que a
complexidade e heterogeneidade socioculturais i@m examinadas através de seus efeitos nas
trajetorias de individuos e categorias. Dessa fprpracura-se repensar a propria nocao de
cosmopolitismo, contextualizando-o em termos histdr e culturais. Esta em jogo o tema da
mediacdo, que se manifesta na capacidade de #éira@siem situacdes especificas, do desempenho
do papel de mediador entre distintos grupos, rede&digos. O mediador, mesmo ndo sendo um
autor no sentindo convencional, € um intérpreteme reinventor da cultura. E um agente de
mudanca quando traz informacdes e transmite na&ismes, habitos, bens e aspiracoes.
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It is by now common sense to associate the meipath cosmopolitanism. This has
consequences for both scientific analyses and @udaliicies at various levels. Cosmopolitanism
would oppose localism and an almost pejorative ipaalism. The cosmopoliscould be an
indication of a world without borders, with univalistic characteristics. One could perhaps talk of
a cosmopolitan ethosvith direct implications for anthropology as a diine and a field of
knowledge. This suggests an investigation of Itiges and world views during various historical
periods. We know, for instance, that cities in Aotty as in Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria and
others showed sociocultural characteristics linkimgterogeneity and cosmopolitanism. Thus,
historically, circulation, transit, exchange, irg#etion have all contributed to cosmopolitizatiom O
the other hand, in modern-contemporary societyastl since Romanticism, cosmopolitanism has
been associated above all with individualistic ealwand perspectives. Who are, and how would
behave, cosmopolitan individuals — agents and mtsdaf broader socio-historical processes, some
of alongue durégand others that seem to burst suddenly and poweifiib the present? To which
extent one may, for instance, associate cosmopditawith the dynamics of currents of social
tradition — to use Barth’s (1989) term — and mattinicity? Following Simmel’s (1971) concern, it
is also important to examine relations betweendaiije and subjective cultures when dealing with
the differences between a (in principle) self-nefdrlocalism and the universalist potential of a
cosmopolitan experience unevenly distributed acribgs inhabitants of a metropolis. In this
heterogeneous and complex experience, theredsxastence of various social worlds and cultural
currents expressing different ways of relating ameracting with reality, as well as multiple,
simultaneous identities and belongings. Certaitiigre are worlds that are more restricted and
static, and others which are more open and dynamic.

In the remote year of 1971, | carried out an exgilmy research among a population of
Azorean origin in the Boston metropolitan regiomeQOof the most fascinating aspects of this
inquiry was to compare the differences, above ahleggational, in these immigrant families. In
various situations, these were grandparents, @mjdand grandchildren. They all lived in one of the
United States’ most important urban areas, witeraarkable history and traditions. Classic studies
developed there, such as those by W. F. Whyte (18@8 H. J. Gans (1969), approached all its
sociological complexity and cultural heterogeneltyelieve that my chief reflections, stemming
from what | had read and researched, pertaineldetgenerationally discontinuous wayssotially
constructingthe reality in the universe studied. This had egéed me during a previous research in
Copacabana (Rio de Janeiro), which focused onctajes in the city and in society at large,
looking at the similarities, contrasts, and transfations in the middle classes’ world views —
which were not only generational, although theseeweery important. Schematically, it was
possible to distinguish a tendency of perpetuasirggale of values associated with localities and



neighborhoods, bounded by tradition, and another warked by change and mobility. These
however often appeared in complex and contradicteays. Based on this and other studies, |
explored the notion dield of possibilitiesoy integrating concerns found in works by auther®
contributed distinctively to this reflection, amomghich Simmel (1971), Schutz (1970), Geertz
(1973), and Bourdieu (1974).

Basically, it is about acknowledging the sociocdtuborders and limits across which
categories, groups, social agents and individulajests move, even in societies not marked by
individualistic values. Thus, there are severalangnt dimensions to be observed, including most
prominently social relations tout court — such astipipation insocial networks—, andshared
meaningsin the cultural sphere proper. One should be awlaaésocial relationsand shared
meaningsspeak to each other, and constitute a complex phenon to be approached multi-
dimensionally.

In principle, the cosmopolitan experience is supdo® expand the universe of experiences
and access to different world views. When and r®auch cosmopolitanism manifested? In which
social contexts and situations is it an importaatiable for understanding the motivations and
actions of subjects, be them individuals or collectgents? Obviously, there are various types of
cosmopolitanism that are historically and cultyralifferentiated as a function of circumstances,
position, career, and social trajectories. In thevementioned research, one would suppose that a
worker coming from a village in the island of S&aaglel would have a very distinct experience
than that of an Azorean student in New England. dth@lescent and young adults with whom |
talked in 1971 avoided to speak Portuguese, whostradults presented serious difficulties with
the English language. Some of the young folks obréan origin circulated in the so-called
counterculture of that epoch, often making moréess regular use of drugs such as marijuana and
lysergic acid. They interacted and related aboVevih native or immigrant Americans in their
schools or at the university (Velho, 1994). Theswertainly a dimension of experimentalism in
these cosmopolitanizing experiences. Their daig/dind rhythm, their differentiated activities and
sociabilities involved meanings that were not neagl/ shared by other members of their family
and/or domestic group. This was the case of a ytachgwho lived for some time together with her
older relatives under a so-called “altered statecafsciousness” caused by LSD, establishing
contrasts between perceptions by her family and nfeanings attributed by her friends and
generational peers. This implied, for instance,eie representations of time and space with
broader import for systems of classification angamization of experience intprovinces of
meaningsto use a term by Schutz (1970). Thus the trakielprocess of migration, of settling into
a new society and a big city are not translated amhomogeneous sort of cosmopolitanism to be
understood as a linear and simple variable. Inra@&alk about cosmopolitanism in a more fruitful



way, then, it is necessary to qualify it. In cosmiitan Copacabana, too, | have found various life
styles and taste cultures (Gans, 1975; Velho, 19939) which made up a heterogeneous, complex
and dynamic sociocultural picture. On the one hadhete was a social segment at which people
from all across the world circulated, from sectsugsh as business, entertainment, arts and culture,
among others. Their references were clearly intemnal. To travel across the world was a routine
activity, and they were part of intercontinentatiab networks. They would speak at least one
foreign language, sometimes three or four — justhassocial elites of cosmopolitan second and
third century Palmira who, according to Paul Vey2@09), spoke Greek, Latin and Aramaic. On
the other hand, there were individuals and famitiesning from more distant neighborhoods, the
city’s outskirts, smaller towns or other regionsBrazil. These would be mostly classified as
suburban or provincial people, although the presewmic members of regional elites should be
remarked; these had sociocultural characteristibgtwdistinguished them from more modest
migrants. These were businessmen, politicians,ehnitgvel state officials — it should be recalled
that, until 1960, Rio de Janeiro was the capitaBi@zil. For almost two centuries, this city wae th
country’s political, administrative, and culturarter, and — until the rise of Sdo Paulo in the-mid
twentieth century — Brazil's most populous city andin economic pole. As such, it was home to
diplomatic representations and major internationsetings. To be cosmopolitan, from the
standpoint of the individuals, would mean to beedbl access different codes, cultures, life styles,
world views, and so forth. It is important to rep#zat this may come from various sources. The
trader who travels the world, the adventurer wharpeys various continents, the diplomat, the
sailor are prototypes of individuals who, in priple, have the potential for developing a less
localist perspective. But on the other hand, tdiawglwould not have the magical effect of
transforming the individuals, of dissolving theioc&lization by annulling values, beliefs,
prejudices, tastes previously constituted by tpaiticipation in an original milieu and culture.

At stake here is a sociocultural plasticity martidesin the capacity to transit and, in specific
situations, to play a brokerage role between diffeigroups and codes. Cosmopolitanism may be
interpreted as an expression of this phenomenorhwiki not only spatial-geographic, but which
has a potential for developing the capacity andfopathy for perceiving and decoding points of
view and perspectives by social categories, culttmarents, and particular individuals. Without
discarding explanations of a psychological nataegd even acknowledging the possibility of
building bridges with them, our focus is on thegdctories, life histories and relations between
objective and subjective cultures. The BraziliamtevrMachado de Assis, for instance, constructed
a world of characters and situations of a compled multifarious humanity without ever leaving
Rio de Janeiro (he went only as far as Petropdlispugh his knowledge of the literature and his
capacity for observation and reflection. What tg ahout the cosmopolitanism of Cicero, Dante,



Camdes, Shakespeare, Balzac, Proust, Borges, eduds bwn time and circumstance? What is
permanently at stake here is the possibility of eamicating and engaging in dialogue with
different traditions such as Western literaturearbe of meanings and values associated with a
particular socio-historical memory. Is intelligeat€osmopolitan by definition? This is certainly a
problematic question if one takes into accountmegenophobic and racist formulations stemming
from diverse intellectual productions. One canmgtore a certain kind of cosmopolitanism that
subscribes to stereotypes, colonialism, and imjgma To be an intellectual does not imply
adhering to universalism of a liberal and/or pregree kind, neither is cosmopolitanism a virtue in
itself. | believe it is worth insisting on the idebrokerage as a socioanthropological phenomenon.
The broker, even though not an author in the cotnmeal sense, is an interpreter and a re-maker of
culture. He is an agent of change when he briregyédtter or for worse, information and transmits
new costumes, habits, goods and aspirations by snednhis objective and/or subjective
cosmopolitanism. Nowadays, this can be done via riapernational trips or even while sitting in
front of a computer screen, by potentially accessin almost unlimited repertoire of data, news,
general information. It is important to remark tisaich uses are highly unequal in terms of the
users’ backgrounds, cultural capital and trajeeriro navigate on the web does not automatically
confer a cosmopolitan passport. A fundamental psitnd resume the idea of multiple belongings.
People have complex experiences, move across teudij@s, articulate in diverse networks; their
identities are not homogeneous, neither do thegldpwnilinearly. Thus, we could say that there
are no “pure” cosmopolitans; the domestic, localpvmcial, self-referred, endogamic side
reappears or is always present in particular cestemd situations. The ancestors’ village, the old
neighborhood, the paternal home and their memaneswell-known and common examples of
important identitarian anchors.

Another compelling issue is to relate cosmopolganinot only with Simmel's (1971)
abovementioned notion of subjective culture, bugoalith the Bildung problematic and the
unfoldings of German philology and philosophy ie thorks of authors such as Herder, Humboldt,
or Nietzsche. Certainly, Simmel's work bears relatvith this tradition of thought, itself full of
polemics, lineages, and currents. We may ask, thiusther the cosmopolitan experience contribute
to the improvement and development of individuacial and cultural potentialities. How to
compare different cultures or streams of culturatlitions in these terms? To which extent are
notions such aBildungand self-cultivation expressions of a Western usi@kestic humanism? Or
rather, is it possible to deploy them along an mpblogical train of thought, sustained by the
notion of cultural relativism? By assuming the peobatic of diversity, sociocultural pluralism,
hybridism, among other renditions of the privilegfethe value of difference, how one deals with
the classic heritage of universalistic literary famsm, frequently associated as it is with



hierarchical conceptions of culture? The develogme individual potentialities within this
tradition would point to a social utopia in whichcgety(ies) as a whole would be made up of fully
developed individuals with fulfilled competencesdanapacities. This has been one of the
fundamental dilemmas of contemporary humanism: howdeal, on the one hand, with the
multiplicity of cultures and their relations withature and, on the other, with the fragmentation,
inequalities and conflicts of modern-contemporapgisty, especially in the metropolis. For the
sake of illustration, one could recall, among thariaus political, economic and cultural
cosmopolitanisms with which we live, the existenténternational crime and mafias, organized in
complex and efficient networks. Cosmopolitanismthsrefore not synonymous with a spiritual
aristocracy, neither with sociocultural refinemdhtnay be an instrument, a way of life supporting
strategies for accumulating material and immategaburces, including prestige and power. In its
various versions, it may be associated with lifgest that inscribe frontiers of status; but it nadgo

be a diffuser of information and ideas which migbntribute to more democratizing forms of
exchange, to the establishment of new bridges letwdferent cultural levels. On the other hand,
the cosmopolitan may be a polyglot without eveirgiwp his ethnocentrism, as long as he remains
attached to world views ill-adapted to dealing vilie new, the transnational, and the different. On
the negative side, the cosmopolitan life style rhayregarded as superficial, rootless and detached
from deeper regional and/or national foundationathBr than meritorious, internationalism and
universalism would be signs or symptoms of laclcaimitment with the domestic world of the
family, appearing as “inauthentic” as opposed ® ‘thuthenticity” of local, continual and long-
lasting experiences involving close and denseioglislips. As already mentioned, perceptions of
the foreigner and of the “external world” as a pbgsand symbolic menace are well known, and
sometimes tragically experienced. Barriers, preesliand aggressiveness may take on multiple
forms.

Ultimately, among all these possibilities and cowérsies, | seek to underline the
cosmopolitan experience’s potential for dialoguejtkat the level or subjective culture and materia
relations, be it in the relations established betwdifferent subjects when negotiating reality and
thus constructing it as part of an unbroken pracksghis sense, the extension of networks of
relations and the multiplication of interactionaulwbtranslate into enrichment, especially in terms
of individual valorization and subjective cultutgy intensifying and deepening the experience of
belonging to and participating in a broader, ressse and socially renovated collectivity capable of
facing the contemporary world’s threats, violencasd risks. This multicultural and multiethnic
humanism recuperates the ancient idea of cosmapidih, which finds its best possibilities of
expression in the metropolis by means of publiageed implementing and strengthening spaces
and circumstances for democratic dialogue. Anthlagpg with its unavoidable ups and downs, has



a fundamental contribution to make to the assesswietine various facets and contradictions of
cosmopolitanism by means of the notion of cultwh all its revisions and reinterpretations. The
indefinite and sometimes overrated globalizatiodsadteresting elements for evaluating the social
and individual dimensions of cosmopolitanism inntserof its changes and the reactions that it
causes. On the other hand, brokerage is a fundah@mtnomenon not only for building bridges
across those who are different, but, by reinventoogles, networks of meanings and social
relations, for expanding and developing a new andencomplex conception of citizenship. There
are many styles of brokerage — from active agerit® wlay a direct part in politico-social
movements and mobilizations to intellectuals, dt$¢$y authors and artists who, through their
researches and reflections, contribute to broadeémamizons and renewing forms of communicating
and establishing dialogue. These forms may comhbime complement each other, even though
there might also be conflict and clashes. On therohand, persistent resistances, prejudices and
obstructions are found not only in particular sbcaegories and groups, but in the trajectories an
experiences of complex and contradictory individual

Thus, when celebrating anthropology’s possible aysstitan ethos, it is important to pay heed

to the well-known tyranny of circumstances, whigtposes limits upon all of us.
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