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ABSTRACT 

In an era of intensifying globalization, the concept of cosmopolitanism has reemerged as a central 

theme in educational discourse. Global Citizenship Education (GCE), championed by UNESCO, 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (OECD), and various national education 

ministries, is promoted as a pedagogical framework for preparing students to engage with complex 

global issues. This paper offers a sociological analysis of GCE with a particular focus on how it 

cultivates cosmopolitan dispositions in students. Drawing on cosmopolitanism theory and sociology of 

education, the study employs a comparative case study of two international secondary schools, 

supplemented by discourse analysis of policy documents and thematic coding of interviews and focus 

groups. Findings highlight three dynamics: (1) the embedding of cosmopolitan values through 

curricula and pedagogy, (2) tensions between global identities and local/national traditions, and (3) 

socioeconomic inequalities shaping access to cosmopolitan education. The paper argues that while 

GCE fosters intercultural understanding, it risks reinforcing global inequalities unless situated in 

critical and inclusive pedagogies. Implications for educators and policymakers include ensuring 

equitable access, embracing plural epistemologies, and cultivating reflexive forms of 

cosmopolitanism. 

Keywords: Cosmopolitanism, Global Citizenship Education, Sociology of Education, Globalization, 

Intercultural Competence 

INTRODUCTION 

Globalization has profoundly reshaped how societies understand belonging, identity, and 

responsibility. Climate change, migration, digital interconnectivity, and pandemics have underscored 

the extent to which human destinies are interlinked. These transnational challenges demand new 

frameworks of citizenship that extend beyond the nation-state. Education is increasingly identified as a 

crucial arena for cultivating these expanded forms of belonging. Global Citizenship Education (GCE) 

has emerged as a policy and pedagogical response to this demand. UNESCO’s Education 2030 

Agenda and OECD’s Global Competence Framework articulate visions of education that emphasize 

intercultural understanding, global responsibility, and sustainable development. Yet these policy 

discourses raise important sociological questions: How is cosmopolitanism translated into curricula 

and classroom practices? To what extent does GCE genuinely cultivate inclusive global identities, and 

to what extent does it reproduce existing social inequalities? While GCE research has flourished in 

comparative education and curriculum studies, the sociological analysis of GCE — particularly 

regarding cultural capital, power, and identity formation — remains underdeveloped. This paper 

addresses that gap by situating GCE within sociological debates about cosmopolitanism, cultural 

reproduction, and reflexive identity formation. It argues that GCE can simultaneously function as a 

transformative project fostering global solidarity and as a mechanism for reproducing privilege. 
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Source: Author’s Work 

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework underpinning this study, positioning Global Citizenship 

Education (GCE) at the intersection of globalization, local agency, and sociological identity formation. 

Global structures such as UNESCO and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 

(OECD) frameworks shape policy and curricula, while local agency reflects how schools, teachers, 

and students interpret and adapt these global imperatives. Sociological identity formation highlights 

the process through which learners negotiate global and local affiliations. GCE thus emerges as a 

dynamic, contested space where these dimensions converge. 

Theoretical Framework 

Cosmopolitanism 

Cosmopolitanism is a contested concept with moral, cultural, and sociological dimensions. 

Philosophers such as Nussbaum (1996) advocate for a moral cosmopolitanism grounded in universal 

human rights, while sociologists such as Beck (2006) and Delanty (2009) emphasize the lived 

condition of global interconnectedness. Appiah (2007) frames cosmopolitanism as an ethical project of 

―rooted cosmopolitanism,‖ balancing local affiliations with global commitments. 

In the educational domain, cosmopolitanism refers to the cultivation of dispositions that enable 

learners to engage empathetically and critically with cultural difference, recognize interdependence, 

and act with global responsibility. 

Table 1: Sociological Perspectives on Cosmopolitanism and GCE 

Perspective Key Theorist Relevance to GCE 

Cultural Capital Bourdieu Cosmopolitan education as elite Resource 

Structuration Giddens Interplay of Global Structures & local agencies 

Communicative 

Action 

Habermas Dialogical pedagogy & Inclusive discourse 

Cosmopolitan 

Imagination 

Delanty Reflexive Global identity formation 

Source: Author’s Work 

Sociology of Education 

Sociological perspectives reveal how education both reflects and reproduces social inequalities. 

Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital underscores how access to cosmopolitan education may 
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become a new form of privilege accessible primarily to elites. Giddens’ (1991) structuration theory 

highlights the dialectic between global structures (e.g., UNESCO frameworks) and the agency of 

teachers and students in local contexts. Habermas’ (1984) theory of communicative action emphasizes 

the importance of dialogical pedagogies in cultivating inclusive cosmopolitan practices. By combining 

these lenses, this study examines GCE not only as a normative educational goal but also as a 

sociological process shaped by power, privilege, and identity negotiation. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Research on GCE has expanded in three primary directions: 

1. Policy discourse analysis — Scholars such as Oxley and Morris (2013) highlight different 

typologies of global citizenship, ranging from liberal-universalist to critical-transformatory 

approaches. UNESCO (2015) promotes GCE as a means of achieving sustainable 

development, while Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (OECD) 2018 

frames it in terms of ―global competence‖ measurable through PISA. Critics argue these 

frameworks risk depoliticizing GCE, turning it into a technical skill set rather than a 

transformative practice (Andreotti, 2011). 

2. Pedagogical research — Studies show that teachers often struggle to reconcile global ideals 

with national curriculum mandates (Marshall, 2011). Pedagogical approaches vary widely, 

from experiential learning in intercultural exchanges to classroom-based critical discussions. 

3. Sociological critiques — Critical sociologists point out that GCE often privileges elite 

international schools and transnationally mobile students, thereby reinforcing global 

hierarchies (Weenink, 2008). Moreover, the Western-centric framing of human rights and 

democracy risks marginalizing non-Western epistemologies. 

This study builds on these debates by empirically investigating how cosmopolitan values are 

cultivated within schools while interrogating the structural inequalities embedded in GCE practices. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

A comparative qualitative case study was adopted to capture the nuanced ways GCE is enacted in 

different contexts. Two international secondary schools were selected: 

 School A (Western Bangalore): A private international school offering the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum. 

 School B (East Bangalore): A bilingual school with an explicit GCE curriculum aligned with 

UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development agenda. 

Data Collection 

 Policy and curricular analysis: Review of UNESCO and OECD documents, national 

curriculum frameworks, and school mission statements. 

 Interviews: 12 semi-structured interviews with teachers and administrators. 

 Focus groups: 24 students (aged 15–17) participated in four focus groups. 

Analytical Strategy 

 Thematic coding of interview and focus group transcripts using NVivo. 
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 Discourse analysis of curricular texts to identify dominant cosmopolitan framings. 

 Triangulation across sources ensured credibility and validity. 

Reflexivity and Ethics 

As a researcher embedded in global education networks, I adopted a reflexive stance, acknowledging 

positionality and potential biases. All participants were anonymized, and ethical approval was 

obtained from the relevant institutional review board. 

Table 2. Research Design Overview 

Dimension 
School A (West 

Bangalore) 

School B (East 

Bangalore) 
Data Sources 

Curriculum IB Diploma 
Bilingual GCE 

curriculum 
Policy docs, curricula 

Participants 6 educators, 12 students 6 educators, 12 students Interviews, focus groups 

Context Affluent, globally mobile 
Mixed socio-economic, 

UNESCO-aligned 

Observation, text 

analysis 

Source: Author’s Work 

FINDINGS 

1. Embedding Cosmopolitan Values through Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Both schools emphasized cosmopolitan values in their mission statements: respect for diversity, 

sustainable development, and human rights. Courses such as Global Challenges and World Studies 

encouraged critical engagement with global issues. Teachers described pedagogical strategies 

including debate, project-based learning, and intercultural exchanges. 

Yet, analysis revealed a Western-centric framing of cosmopolitanism. Concepts such as democracy 

and individual rights were emphasized, while indigenous perspectives and non-Western 

epistemologies received limited attention. One teacher admitted: ―We speak of global citizenship, but 

our framework is essentially European humanism.‖ 

Table 3. Examples of Cosmopolitan Curricular Practices 

School Subject/Course Pedagogical Strategy Cosmopolitan Value 

A World Studies Debate & projects Human rights, sustainability 

B Global Challenges Service learning Intercultural empathy, SDGs 

Source: Author’s Work 

2. Tensions Between Global and National Identities 

Students articulated enthusiasm for ―being world citizens.‖ However, identity tensions were evident. 

 In School A (), some students worried that cosmopolitanism diluted national identity: “I feel 

proud of my culture, but sometimes global citizenship feels like losing that.” 

 In School B (), students reported dissonance between global values of gender equality and 

local cultural traditions emphasizing hierarchical gender roles. 

This reflects a broader sociological dynamic: cosmopolitanism challenges national identity 

frameworks while simultaneously coexisting with them. 
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3. Inequalities in Access to Cosmopolitan Education 

Both schools primarily served middle- and upper-class families with transnational mobility. 

Participation in elite programs such as Model UN or international exchanges was financially 

prohibitive for less affluent students. One student noted: “Global citizenship is easy when you can 

afford to travel.” 

This illustrates how GCE risks becoming a form of cosmopolitan capital (Weenink, 2008), 

reinforcing social stratification rather than democratizing access to global learning opportunities. 

 

 

Source: Author’s Work 

Figure 2 maps the central debates surrounding Global Citizenship Education (GCE) through the 

intersection of policy, pedagogy, and sociology. Policy debates, often led by UNESCO and OECD, 

emphasize global frameworks and measurable competencies. Pedagogical debates focus on how 

teachers and students negotiate these policies within classroom practice. Sociological debates 

foreground questions of power, inequality, and access. Their overlap illustrates that GCE is not a 

neutral project but a contested field shaped by competing agendas and structural tensions. 

DISCUSSION 

Cosmopolitanism as Cultural Capital 

The findings of this study strongly resonate with Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, particularly the 

notion that education often functions as a mechanism for reproducing social inequality. Within the 

context of Global Citizenship Education (GCE), cosmopolitan competencies are frequently presented 

as universal attributes to be cultivated by all learners. Yet, empirical evidence suggests that these 

competencies are far from evenly distributed. Instead, they operate as a form of cultural capital 

disproportionately accessible to students from socio-economically privileged backgrounds. 

For example, multilingual proficiency, study-abroad experiences, and access to globally networked 

schools confer distinct symbolic advantages. These attributes are not merely academic skills but 

resources embedded within social hierarchies, enabling students to signal cosmopolitan distinction in 

ways that align with global labor market demands. Such advantages serve to reinforce the mobility 

and opportunities of already privileged groups, thereby widening existing inequalities. Students from 

less affluent or marginalized communities, in contrast, often lack the material resources or institutional 

support necessary to access similar experiences. This disparity underscores the paradox of GCE: while 
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designed to foster inclusivity, empathy, and a sense of shared global responsibility, it simultaneously 

risks entrenching socio-economic divides by privileging those who are already globally mobile. In 

Bourdieu’s terms, cosmopolitanism becomes a marker of distinction—valued not only for its intrinsic 

cultural merits but also for its instrumental role in securing future capital. Thus, rather than a 

universally accessible identity, cosmopolitanism operates as a stratified asset that both reflects and 

reinforces social inequality. 

Pedagogy and Power 

eachers emerge as central cultural mediators in the enactment of Global Citizenship Education (GCE). 

Many expressed enthusiasms for dialogical approaches that encourage students to critically engage 

with diverse perspectives, reflecting an aspiration toward inclusive pedagogy. However, their capacity 

to fully realize this vision was often constrained by structural pressures, including rigid curriculum 

mandates, standardized assessment regimes, and institutional accountability demands. These 

constraints limited the scope for sustained critical reflection, reducing GCE to surface-level 

discussions rather than transformative practice. 

Crucially, without explicit engagement with critical pedagogy, GCE risks reproducing rather than 

challenging global hierarchies. Teachers noted how curricular content and assessment often privileged 

Western epistemologies, inadvertently framing cosmopolitanism through Eurocentric and elitist lenses. 

In this way, power dynamics embedded in the education system shape both what counts as ―global‖ 

knowledge and who has access to it, underscoring the need for reflexive, justice-oriented pedagogical 

strategies. 

Towards Reflexive and Inclusive Cosmopolitanism 

Habermas’ theory of communicative action provides a valuable framework for reimagining Global 

Citizenship Education (GCE) as a space of dialogical engagement rather than uncritical transmission. 

Central to this vision is the validation of multiple epistemologies, ensuring that knowledge systems 

from the Global South and marginalized communities are given equal legitimacy alongside dominant 

Western perspectives. Reflexivity becomes a crucial pedagogical practice: students must be 

encouraged to interrogate their own positionalities, recognizing how privilege, power, and structural 

inequality shape their global interactions. 

Such reflexive engagement enables learners to cultivate not only empathy but also critical awareness 

of the hierarchies embedded within globalization. A transformative GCE, therefore, cannot rest solely 

on abstract ideals of global solidarity; it must also recognize the importance of local rootedness and 

contextual relevance. By balancing these dimensions, GCE can foster a more inclusive 

cosmopolitanism—one that emphasizes justice, reciprocity, and shared responsibility across 

difference. 
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Source: Author’s Work 

Figure 5 presents the Critical Model of Reflexive Cosmopolitanism, illustrating the dialectical 

trajectory of Global Citizenship Education (GCE). At the starting point, normative GCE emphasizes 

universal ideals of global responsibility but often risks reproducing privilege by privileging affluent, 

mobile learners. To counter this, critical reflexive pedagogy is introduced, urging educators and 

students to interrogate their positionalities, challenge global hierarchies, and incorporate diverse 

epistemologies. The culmination of this process is inclusive cosmopolitanism a more equitable and 

dialogical form of global citizenship grounded in critical awareness and social justice. 

CONCLUSION 

Global Citizenship Education (GCE) stands as a pivotal framework for fostering cosmopolitan 

orientations in an increasingly interconnected world. This study has shown that GCE creates valuable 

opportunities for cultivating intercultural competence, reflexivity, and global solidarity among 

students. However, it also reveals tensions that complicate its transformative potential. Inequalities in 

access, shaped by socio-economic privilege, risk positioning cosmopolitan competencies as exclusive 

forms of cultural capital. Likewise, the dominance of Western-centric frameworks raises concerns of 

cultural hegemony, limiting the inclusivity of cosmopolitan ideals. From a sociological perspective, 

GCE thus operates as both a transformative and stratifying force. It empowers learners to imagine 

themselves as participants in a global community, while simultaneously reproducing structural 

inequities that privilege the already mobile and affluent. Recognizing these dual dynamics underscores 

the need for critically reflexive pedagogies that prioritize inclusivity, local relevance, and justice-

oriented approaches to cosmopolitan education. 

Policymakers and educators must: 

1. Ensure equitable access to GCE initiatives. 

2. Embrace plural epistemologies that move beyond Western-centric frameworks. 

3. Foster reflexive cosmopolitanism that encourages critical engagement with privilege and 

inequality. 

Future research should explore GCE in non-elite settings, examine longitudinal impacts on identity 

formation, and investigate the role of digital platforms as new spaces for cosmopolitan learning. 
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