
‘Y
ou must like politicians,’ a friend said the other

day, commenting on the odd fact that two dear

friends of mine are currently leaders of federal

political parties.  The short answer is no, I don’t

necessarily like politicians, but I do admire, and have a lot

of time for, persons of integrity. Though very different,

Elizabeth May and Michael Ignatieff share a penetrating

intelligence and strong ethical values that have guided

their careers, and both went into politics to be of service.

I met Elizabeth May very shortly after she moved to

Sidney; we bonded over our blended families. Elizabeth

presents with an open heart, which I suspect is a rare thing

for a politician; she is a person with whom it is easy to

share heart truths. 

My friendship with Michael Ignatieff began in the late

1980s. I was working for TVOntario in Toronto, and I

hired Michael Ignatieff to host a documentary series I’d

created called Human Edge. Though Ignatieff was then a

high-profile television journalist in England, he was

passionately Canadian, was eager to work in Canadian

television, and the CBC had simply never asked him.  

As often happens in television, the series had to come

together very quickly.  After Ignatieff was hired we spent

the next couple of months commissioning new

documentaries and searching out completed

documentaries to round out the series. One of his most

memorable contributions was My Mama Done Tol’ Me, a

touching film made by a friend of his featuring six women

from all stages and walks of life talking about the greatest

heartbreak of their lives. We broadcast that film on

Valentine’s Day, and a spirited Ignatieff, carrying a red

rose, introduced the documentary by urging viewers to

have tissues at the ready and to go easy on the mascara.

Michael Ignatieff was thoughtful, generous with his
time and a joy to work with. The series presented a wide
range of films, many of them dealing with difficult social
and political issues; in his comments and interviews
Ignatieff was
always engaged,
heartful and
empathic. These
same qualities
have informed
his writings,
beginning with
his first book,
The Needs of
Strangers, a
meditation on
how we can
support each
other in an age of
i n c r e a s i n g
isolation and
anonymity.

I have

watched with

growing sadness

and dismay

Michael Ignatieff’s difficult entry into Canadian politics,

beginning with his party’s decision to ‘parachute’ him into

a particularly fractious riding, continuing with the terrible

advice he got from a first group of inexperienced Liberal

handlers, and compounded by the malice of some
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journalists, including a hatchet job of an essay by

Michael Valpy, filled with sly distortions, which twisted

Ignatieff’s words to label him ‘ruthless.’ Valpy’s essay

presented a caricature of a man I know to be complex,

conflicted, and deeply moral; it was a stunning exercise

in betrayal by a man Ignatieff considered a friend.

Ignatieff has floundered as he learns a difficult job,
relentlessly in the public eye, but with friends like these,
not many of us could have done better. 

Throw attack ads into the mix, and it’s a wonder he’s
still standing. Stephane Dion, also an ethical man and
Michael Ignatieff’s predecessor as Liberal Leader, was
brought low in large part because of a devastating series
of Conservative party attack ads, both in and out of
election period, that successfully branded him an
ineffectual buffoon before the Canadian public had a
chance to get to know him. Ignatieff has been subjected
to a steady stream of similar ads since he was chosen to
replace Dion.  

Attack ads work because they turn people against
something; they work because they fracture and disgust
the populace, as the ‘Harper government’ is
increasingly doing. We are stuck in a cycle of minority
governments, represented by cynical people who seem
bent on turning voters off politics completely. A
successful government, one which succeeds in
attracting a majority of voters, does the opposite,
uniting voters in a common cause and with common
values, giving them something to aspire to and to be
proud of, as travellers used to be proud of the Canadian
flag they sewed on their backpacks. 

Michael Ignatieff is an old-fashioned guy with old-
fashioned ideals of service, which date back to the days
of Lester B Pearson. They were good ideals; Pearson
and his peers served us well nationally and
internationally. 

Michael Ignatieff may well follow suit once he slips
off the straightjacket of vitriolic politics that has kept
him constantly on the defensive, warding off one smear
campaign after another, and redirects his energy, his
focus, and that of his team to do what he went into
politics to achieve. I wish him well.

What can we do, here in Saanich and the Gulf
Islands, to stop the mud-slinging in Ottawa? It is our
great good fortune, here in this riding, to have the
opportunity to elect the one politician who can, single-
handedly, begin the process of changing the whole
tenor of politics in the House of Commons and beyond. 

Elizabeth May, the Federal leader of the Green
Party, has already begun this work. The current Green
Party campaign to ban attack ads is a very good thing,
targeting those unrelenting, increasingly obscene attack
ads that do so much damage, not only to individual
politicians who step forward to be of service, but to our
whole political system. 

Let’s do our part by supporting her campaign. Let’s
go further by making sure she gets a seat in the House
of Commons. She will be a great ally to the good people
already in Ottawa and our whole country will benefit. 0
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