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W
hen I fIrst became in-
terested in Königsberg, 
I looked the place up in 
the index of an atlas. But 

it was of course not there. I don’t recall 
where my thoughts then took me; pre-
sumably I concluded that the town was 
too small to appear on the map. Years 
later I came to understand that Königs-
berg had been transformed into the So-
viet city of Kaliningrad, and that it was 
a stone’s throw away on the other side 
of the Baltic Sea, as seen from southern 
Sweden. Later, the family’s summer 
island in the province Blekinge in the 
south of Sweden would be visited by an 
uninvited and possibly nuclear-armed 
submarine from Kaliningrad, and later 
still I would on several occasions have 
the chance to visit the now Russian city, 
located in the Russian exclave.

My first visit commenced one early 
December morning around six o’clock 

when the night train from Vilnius came screeching 
into the platform. The raw morning cold was some-
thing I immediately recognized from other Baltic 
cities in wintertime. But the intense throng of people 
appeared more overwhelming, likewise the conges-
tion on the streetcar, where the trip only cost a few 
kopecks. First impressions: broad main streets; Soviet 
public housing; the infamous half-finished, aban-
doned construction project, the “Monster”, like a 
large gray colossus on the spot where the castle once 
stood, before it was demolished into posterity. In the 
absolute center of the city, which was bombed by the 
Allies in August of 1944, it is clear that Kaliningrad 
is a Soviet city. It was never Russian — not until the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, with the exception of a 
few years during Immanuel Kant’s lifetime. It is part 
of the tragedy of the wars that the vast majority of the 
inhabitants fled, were driven out, died, or were killed 
— improbable stories of how masses of people fled on 
foot over the ice of the Baltic Sea toward certain doom. 
Hope is the last thing to die. The city was re-populated 
by Soviet settlers who were offered economic benefits 
in order to entice them to become farmers.

There is something provocative in 
the idea underlying Jürgen Manthey’s 
impressive work. The book has its basis 
in a view that bears discussing: “750 
years ago, Königsberg was founded, 
and 60 years ago, it disappeared from 
the map.” The idea is that Königsberg 
ceased existing when it became Soviet, 
and then was transformed into some-
thing else. Kaliningrad became the 
city’s name in 1946. According to Man-
they, 90 percent of the center of the city 
and 40 percent of the entire area was 
in ruins after the air raids in 1944. That 
was the beginning of the end for the old 
Hanseatic town, strategically located 
between East and West, with favorable 
maritime conditions. Four thousand 
five hundred lives were lost and half of 
the 360,000 residents had no roof over 
their heads after the air raids. Then 
came a few years when the remnants of 
the German population put their energy 
into surviving, first during the siege, 
then during and after the last phase of 
the Soviet fighting. When the Soviet 
authorities discontinued food rations 
for the Germans in 1947, on the grounds 
that they were too weak to work, the 
truly abject starvation broke out. Man-
they depicts this in the last chapter of 
the book.

It Is quIte rare for cities to disappear. 
Pompeii and Herculaneum are a couple 
of examples, so is the mythical, ancient 
Baltic city of Vineta. And the question 
is whether Königsberg really has disap-
peared in that sense. After having read 
the final chapter, it is tempting to an-
swer such a question in the affirmative. 
Far too much disappeared because of 
the World War II. Language is a funda-
mental prerequisite for life, and lan-
guage, along with ideology, were quite 
concretely replaced.

Manthey calls Königsberg a Welt-
bürgerrepublik, not only because it was 
the hometown of the (theoretical) cos-
mopolitan, Kant, but also because it was 
there that modern German literature 
had its breakthrough. Manthey seems to 
have read more or less everything that 
has been written on Königsberg and its 
intellectuals.

This voluminous and highly readable 
work is divided into fifty chronologi-
cally arranged chapters. Most of them 
are constructed around the life history 
of someone either intellectual or royal. 
Kant is of course one of those who re-
ceives attention, but Theodor Gottfried 
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Where the 
Königsberg 
castle once 
stood, there 
is now a huge 
concrete 
colossus. This 
unfinished So-
viet building 
goes under 
the nickname 
“The Mons-
ter”.
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t
he Idea of cosmopolitanism is ancient, as the 
Greek origin of the term suggests. According 
to Diogenes Laertius, the historian of philos-
ophy who lived in the second century A.D., 

the first person to use the term was the Cynic Diogenes 
of Sinope, today perhaps better known for his life-
style than for his doctrines, given that he had chosen 
to dwell in a tub. When asked where he came from and 
what his native city-state was, Diogenes answered, 
provocatively, that he was “a citizen of the world” (ho 
tou kosmou politês). The Cynic’s provocation consisted 
precisely in the challenge posed to the prevailing clas-
sical ideal of the small city-state by the idea of world 
citizenship, and no doubt Diogenes and his cosmopoli-
tanist stance were considered by his contemporaries 
as something extravagant and odd.

Nowadays, however, the idea of cosmopolitanism 
is taken more seriously; indeed, it has become more 
and more necessary to take this phenomenon into ac-
count. The change in the direction of a more positive 
reception began in eighteenth-century Enlightenment 
thought, but cosmopolitanism has gained even more 
relevance in the times in which we now live — in the 
period which began after the end of the Cold War and 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. The recent book The Idea of 
Kosmopolis, based on material from a symposium at 
Södertörn University, accurately reflects the changes 
that have taken place surrounding the concept. As 
the editors state in their preface, the relevance of the 
idea of kosmopolis to our times is intimately connected 
with the emergence of a new world order that started 
in the early 1990s.

the Profound chanGes of the final decade of the 20th 
century in the international political system seemed 
to pave the way for an unrestricted expansion of the 
global free market economy, and (neo-)liberalist glo-
balization was the only alternative form of social de-
velopment after the collapse of the Soviet bloc. But the 
events of the next decade — the deepening awareness 
of ecological problems and the rise of militant Islam-
ism, and now the financial crisis — which compelled 
a moderation of what at first were the almost utopian 
expectations of advocates of a global market, along 
with a retreat from the positions adopted in the early 
1990s — have made it clear that economic globalization 
per se is not a sufficient strategy for a better future.

Lettevall and Linder point to an important con-
ceptual distinction made by the well-known German 
sociologist Ulrich Beck, who considers economic 
globalization to be an empirical fact, while viewing 
cosmopolitanism, on the other hand, as the ability or 
will to act on the basis of globalization. In other words, 
the idea of kosmopolis is an attempt to get a grasp on 
seemingly spontaneous economic globalization proc-
esses. As such, it is actually indispensable, and one 
must in fact wonder why the problems of a cosmopoli-
tan way of life have been discussed so little, especially 
when one surveys the mass of literature dedicated to 
economic globalization trends.

Of course, the present discourse on cosmopolitan-
ism has not emerged in a vacuum. As Hans Ruin shows 

in his erudite contribution, as early as 
in antiquity there were different inter-
pretations of what cosmopolitanism 
might be, and the whole concept was 
somewhat ambiguous. It seems that the 
Stoics developed a naturalistic inter-
pretation of cosmopolitanism, equat-
ing kosmos not only with the political 
order, but also with the general order 
of nature. Ruin cites a dictum from the 
Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, where 
Marcus, starting from the assumption 
that reason is common to all men, con-
cludes: 

If this is the case, then we have 
also a common law. Suppos-
ing this, we are all citizens in a 
common state (cosmopolites); 
and again supposing this, the 
world (cosmos) as a whole can 
be looked upon as one state.

I find the aphorism from the Meditations 
remarkable, because it seems to fore-
shadow the modern ideas of ius natu-
rale as a basis for general human rights. 
But the second advent of cosmopolis 
had to wait until the eighteenth century. 
It was, in fact, one of the key concepts 
of the Enlightenment, and as such it is 
the topic of several contributions in The 
Idea of Kosmopolis. Andreas Önnerfors 
analyzes the multiple connotations of 
cosmopolitanism and freemasonry in 
Enlightenment culture, which leads into 
Christoph Martin Wieland’s vision of an 
invisible Order of the Cosmopolitanism, 
and Jessica Parland–von Essen takes a 
look at the ways in which the Swedish 
nobility tried to combine cosmopolitan 
ideals of le Grand Monde with patriotic 
values in its educational practice.

hoWever, the 18th century theoretician 
of cosmopolitanism par excellence was 
Immanuel Kant, whose ideas have had 
an immense impact on the subsequent 
discourse on cosmopolitanism and 
international relations. Kant’s master-
piece, Zum ewiger Frieden (Towards A 
Perpetual Peace) (1795), put forth the 
main tenets of modern cosmopolitan-
ism. His argument — cited in extenso by 
Lettevall — is as follows:

The people of the earth 
have thus entered in vary-
ing degrees into a universal 
community, and this has 
developed to the point where 
a violation of rights in one 

von Hippel, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, 
Heinrich von Kleist, E.T.A. Hoffmann, 
Agnes Miegel, and Hannah Arendt are 
also among the more renowned peo-
ple with a connection to Königsberg. 
Despite the structure of the book, it 
is not a history of the lives and times 
of particular individuals. In the same 
way that people are, to put it mildly, 
necessary to the life of a city, Manthey 
contextualizes those he selects so that 
they rather constitute a background, or 
sounding board. One chapter highlights 
the Jewish community in Königsberg. 
Manthey believes that the preconditions 
for the creation of new ideas and the 
generation of new intellectual climates 
existed to a greater degree in Königs-
berg than in many other German cities. 
In the early 1800s, Frederick William 
IV of Prussia coined the expression the 
“Königsberger Oppositionsgeist”.

a forM of nostalGIa generally hovers 
over this kind of book, which hardly 
proves damaging in the case at hand. 
Not only the bright and exciting sides of 
the city’s history are included, but also 
the darker sides. But the basic idea that 
the city existed for 750 years, along with 
the dramatic description of its end, con-
tribute to the sense that a heavy curtain 
comes down in 1946, or possibly slightly 
later. This is the story of the rise and fall 
of a city.

On subsequent visits to Kalinin-
grad, I have found that Königsberg, 
despite everything, still remains. His-
tory cannot be erased. Königsberg is 
everywhere. A popular activity among 
Kaliningrad residents is collecting ob-
jects from the German period, and they 
are also exhibited in local museums. 
The Russian Kant Society is based in 
Kaliningrad, and every day the chair-
man honors Kant with a jog around the 
island formerly known as Kneiphof. 
In the center of Kaliningrad, as well, it 
is possible to detect Königsberg — for 
those who are open to it. It is even more 
present in the city’s surroundings. But 
much is run down and in poor condi-
tion, extremely poor condition, and in 
urgent need of restoration. Other rem-
nants seem to be beyond the possibility 
of restoration. The monster is no longer 
cement gray, but painted in light blue. 
But to be able to see Königsberg in Ka-
liningrad, it is really very helpful to have 
read Manthey’s book.
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