
PHILOSOPHY IS SOMETIMES thought 
of as the liberal arts’ equivalent of calculus: 
a discipline whose foundational importance 
is begrudgingly accepted, but deemed too ab-
stract or ascetic to let interfere with everyday 
life.  Terms like ‘metaphysics’ and ‘epistemol-
ogy,’ when they’re thought of at all, may be 
recalled in a dry schoolmaster’s voice with 
the same mixture of fogginess and boredom 
as, say, ‘logarithm’ or ‘slope field.’ Even if you 
did not see Ben Stein play a sleep-inducingly 
dull teacher in Ferris Buehler, no one needs 
the joke explained why an app called Sleep 
Stories features the famously monotonous 
Stein reading philosopher Adam Smith. 

Yet one philosophical concept that is, 
almost comically, keeping people awake at 
night lately is ‘cosmopolitanism.’ This lofty 
fixation of Immanuel Kant is reemerging as 
an object of obsessive fury in the contempo-
rary culture war. Though not as popular as 
the insult ‘globalist,’ ‘cosmopolitan’ is now 
used by pundits and Internet trolls to evoke 
roughly the same image: a jet-setting, pant-
suit-wearing, MoMA-attending coastal elite 
with only contempt for the interests and 
habits of the common person. The philos-
opher depicts cosmopolitanism less vividly, 
using it to mean something like a theory of 
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universal principles whose force supposedly 
transcends the boundaries of culture, gender, 
class, and nationality. According to popular 
narrative, the Enlightenment gives political 
force to cosmopolitanism through the revo-
lutionary declarations of France and America, 
with their odes to the rights of man, whose 
heirs today are such international institu-
tions as the EU and UN. 

This peachy story is challenged by those 
who perceive in the EU and the UN vehicles 
for emboldening powerful countries’ tenden-
cy to push around smaller ones. Realpolitik 
as liberal internationalism. These critiques 
are by no means mostly nationalist in tone, 
but the same probably can’t be said for the 
critique of cosmopolitanism. The recent 
revival of ‘cosmopolitan’ as a term of abuse 
should trouble us, especially give this tenden-
cy’s roots in Russian and German propaganda 
of the 30s and 40s. But cosmopolitan’s nega-
tive counterparts aren’t just nationalism and 
chauvinism; they stand in contrast to other 
terms too, like localism and communitari-
anism. Fancy philosophical baggage aside, 
these are ideas that most people can agree de-
serve, unlike nationalism, to be encouraged 
in our increasingly globalized, social-media-
tized, and atomized world. 

Back to the everyday: it’s my conten-
tion that Winnipeg’s culture is animated by 
a vital interplay between cosmopolitanism 
and localism. On the one hand, we have our 
big ballets and theatres whose ‘royal’ prefix 
points to their cultural origins in old Europe; 
the Canadian Museum for Human Rights, 
whose subject matter is the original stuff of 
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cosmopolitanism and whose bulky mod-
ernist design casts an international shadow 
over the quaint structures nearby; and inter-
nationally-courted artists, like Kent Monk-
man, Guy Maddin, and Diana Thorneycroft, 
whose depictions of Winnipeg show at the 
Met and Cannes. But examining these depic-
tions, you discover a city accurately detailed 
with rich quirks and parochialisms. Not all 
these details, existing beyond the canvas and 
screen as civic realities, are worthy of affec-
tion. But there’s probably truth in the senti-
ment that Winnipeg outpunches its weight 
culturally because of, rather than in spite 
of, certain markers of provincialism, like 
its isolation and comparatively lacklustre 
nightlife. Having nowhere to go in the win-
ter, we head inside to make art often charm-
ingly oblivious to international fashions and 
all the more distinctive for it. 

I like to think that the MCO is also char-
acterized by the seesaw between cosmopoli-
tanism and localism I’m describing. Consid-
er our upcoming season, outlined in the re-
newal form likely given to you tonight by an 

usher. As usual, we have a show with a local 
choir (this time with the powerful Pembina 
Trails Singers); an event that always rallies 
Winnipeggers of many walks of life. We have 
a concert with renowned, globe-trotting 
singers Andriana Chuchman and Tracy 
Dahl who are also, we won’t let them forget, 
born, raised, and based in Winnipeg. On the 
international side we have, among other art-
ists, American Claire Chase, “the most im-
portant flutist of our time” (New York Times) 
and Brit Stephen Hough “our greatest living 
pianist” (Mail on Sunday). I suspect they will 
be less familiar to Winnipeggers than other 
guest artists, but I can’t emphasize enough 
what a coup it is to work with them. All these 
MCO concerts and more are presented, as 
always, in one of Winnipeg’s great meeting 
places and multicultural hubs, the intimate, 
homey Westminster Church.

I want go on about our 20/21 season, but 
have waxed philosophical enough for one 
article and don’t want to put you to sleep. For 
a more concrete breakdown of the season, 
please consult your lustrous renewal form. 
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Intermission note
Refreshments are available upstairs, 
served in support of the Winnipeg Girls’ Choir 
by their volunteers.
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PRE-CONCERT EVENT

C-String Collective, University of Manitoba 
Desautels Faculty of Music students; 6:45 pm.

TICKET WINNER

Congratulations to Elvira Hiebert  
winner of season tickets on December 4th!

Concert etiquette—please turn off cell phones,  
pagers and beeping watches before the concert begins. 
The use of recording and photographic equipment is not 
permitted. Please keep children quiet and seated, and use 
appropriate intervals for washroom breaks. The Manitoba 
Chamber Orchestra strives for a scent-free environment  
at its concerts, as hair spray, perfume, and deodorant  
can trigger reactions. Please be mindful of this.




