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Canada’s dumbed-down discourse

On any given day, many in the media complain about the low level 
discourse in politics; politicians grumble about the superficiality of the 
media; academics—who rarely think of themselves as anything less than 

above the former two groups in intellect—complain about both, and on it goes. 
Question: Are we growing more dumb? What does it mean for a nation to be 
smart? 

We’ve chosen some leaders in their fields to comment on the decline of 
Canadian discourse in different domains. Lydia Miljan comments on the media’s 
own problems; she’s written two books on the topic. Rod Clifton, a newly-
retired professor tackles university standards. William Watson, professor and 
columnist, takes on the political environment. Peter Shawn Taylor, editor-at-
large with Maclean’s tackles a review of a book about the war of 1812, even as 
government propaganda (see: government TV commercials on 1812) invade our 
living rooms. Media pundit Michael Coren expounds on the general decline and 
lack of knowledge about the Christian faith, so foundational to Canadian history. 
Finally, Peter Jon Mitchell and Michael Den Tandt duke it out about whether 
Canada is today a wholly progressive nation.

My observation: While the authors were asked to comment on the dumbing 
down of Canadian discourse and society in different areas, the writers more 
often than not also refer to a decline in decorum and civility, in manners and 
mores. We may in fact be looking at a national decline in integrity.  

Warren Buffet the multi-billionaire, once said the following: “In looking for 
people to hire, you look for three qualities: integrity, intelligence, and energy. 
And if they don’t have the first, the other two will kill you.” 

A lack of smarts is one kind of problem. But a decline in civility is another, and 
one that may be even harder to correct. Whether Canadian society is suffering 
from either is the subject of this C2C issue. We’ll let our very smart readers 
decide for themselves whether Canada needs to “go back to school” and become 
more educated this September, or re-learn more manners—or both.

Andrea Mrozek
Editor 
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3. Forgotten war? How about the war 
that has been selectively remembered
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running into Sir Isaac Brock, Tecumseh, 
Laura Secord or Lieutenant Colonel 
Charles de Salaberry and hearing how the 
War of 1812 defined Canada. While the 
Harper government ignored the 250th 
anniversary of the Battle of the Plains of 
Abraham in 2009 because of its political 
implications, the bicentennial of the War 
of 1812 is getting the full-on treatment 
because of its political implications: It is a 
war Canadians won together. Funny thing, 
though, the Americans are also convinced 
they won the War of 1812. 
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are the media to blame?
Have the media been part of a dumbing 
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decades? Lydia Miljan thinks so. We have 
access to more information than ever 
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detailed critical analysis of all political 
party platforms and policies. The media 
focus on the horse race during election 
campaigns at the expense of serious policy 
discussion. Left-of-centre parties receive 
much less scrutiny than right-of-centre 
parties do. Are we living in an age of 
missing information?
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In this adaptation of a lunchtime talk to 
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currently owe more than they are offering. 
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Since the 1960s, the number of university 
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Rodney A. Clifton argues that university 
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Michael den Tandt:  Yes, and good 
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The War of 1812: Conflict for a Continent
J.C.A. Stagg
Cambridge University Press, 198 pages, $24.95
Reviewed by Peter Shawn Taylor

It has become common shorthand among popular 
historians to characterize the War of 1812 as a 
“forgotten war.” Whether this was ever true in 

Canada, it certainly is not the case today as we mark 
its 200th anniversary. 

More than 110 books have been published in North 
America on the war this year alone, and another 880 
or so are still in print, suggesting a healthy appetite 
among readers. Thanks also to a barrage of federal 
attention and cash, the bicentennial has gained a 
prominence rarely seen for a military event in Canada. 
Federal Heritage Minister James Moore has repeatedly 
declared the conflict to be a pivotal moment in our 
history, claiming, “Canadian identity was largely 
shaped by the War of 1812.”  

In keeping with Ottawa’s keen interest in the 
conflict, there is a $28-million fund for re-enactments, 
historical sites and other remembrances. A new statute 
honouring the war will soon be erected in a place of 
prominence on Parliament Hill. In addition, every 
arm of government seems to have been recruited in 
commemorating the conflict. Matched stamps from 
Canada Post honour Major General Isaac Brock and 

How about the war that has been 
selectively remembered

Shawnee war chief Tecumseh. The Royal Canadian 
Mint will also be releasing a new set of quarters 
bearing the likenesses of Brock and Tecumseh, as well 
as shop keeper’s wife/hiker/chocolate icon Laura 
Secord and Quebec militia leader Lieutenant Colonel 
Charles de Salaberry.

And yet, for all this recent familiarity, how much 
of this war do Canadians really grasp? The storyline 
provided by the federal government offers plenty of 
information and imagery about the conflict as it was 
fought in the woods and fields of Ontario and Quebec. 
But is this the whole story? And what to make of 
the obvious political undertones surrounding the 
bicentennial?

Moore, for example, has been explicit in using the 
war as a counterweight to previous Liberal government 
claims that specific Liberal accomplishments such 
as medicare and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
have defined Canada. “There is this leftist mythology 
that Canadian history began with the election of 
Pierre Trudeau,” he told Maclean’s last October. “That’s 
utterly irresponsible. There is a Canadian identity that 
goes back much farther.”

Or consider more closely the Canadian Mint’s 
decisions about which heads to put on quarters. Brock, 
mastermind of the unexpected British victory at Fort 
Detroit in 1812, is the obvious choice to represent 

Forgotten War? 
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the professional army. Tecumseh stands in for the 
crucial contribution of natives in the conflict. Secord 
signals the role of Canadian settlers while providing 
a feminine touch. And de Salaberry, hero of the battle 
at Châteauguay, gives the federal project a necessary 
French-Canadian component. Central casting could 
not do a better job of hitting all the necessary 
demographics. 

In fact, the ability of the War of 1812 to produce an 
inclusive, everyone’s a winner narrative goes a long 
way to explaining why it features so prominently in 
the Harper government’s nation-building efforts while 
the equally significant 250th 
anniversary of the Battle 
of the Plains of Abraham 
and the conquering of New 
France by Great Britain 
came and went in 2009 
with nary a commemorative 
stamp or quarter in sight. 

Of course, there is nothing 
historically inaccurate about 
what Ottawa is doing. The 
War of 1812 was definitely 
an important event. The 
issue arises from the fact 
that each nation involved 
has selected its own history 
and heroes with similar 
care, single-mindedness and 
political purpose. 

Canada sees the war as an 
American war of aggression, 
celebrating Brock’s victories, 
lauding the contribution of 
Tecumseh and his warriors 
and noting the efforts of 
brave residents in both 
official languages. Oh yes, 
and we also burnt the White House.

their attention to their nation’s very successful naval 
blockade of the U.S. seaboard in 1813 and 1814 that 
pushed the U.S. federal government into financial 
collapse.

In this way, everyone gets to brag about a successful 
war. (The fourth nation involved, that of North 
American natives, admittedly has not been able to 
keep up with this competitive history; it is pretty hard 
to construct a narrative that sees them coming out on 
top.) 

All of which raises a problem for fair-minded 
armchair historians: how 
to get beyond the political 
iconography and nationalist 
spin to properly comprehend 
the war as a whole? And 
preferably without a reading 
list longer than the war 
itself. A welcome solution 
to this dilemma is the newly 
published The War of 1812: 
Conflict for a Continent by 
J.C.A. Stagg.

While intended for an 
undergraduate audience, Stagg’s 
book delivers a highly readable 
summary of the war in all its 
facets and locales for readers 
everywhere. And at a mere 170 
pages, the book is a miracle of 
concision.

Stagg begins with an 
illuminating survey of the 
differing ways in which the 
war has been remembered in 

North America. 
The United States, on the other hand, views the 

war quite differently. Americans tell themselves tales 
of impressive naval victories against the mighty Royal 
Navy, the brave defense at Fort McHenry in 1814 
(which gave rise to their national anthem) and their 
slaughter of the British at New Orleans in the final 
battle of the war. 

Great Britain has traditionally ignored the War 
of 1812 in favour of the more familiar Napoleonic 
Wars. Lately, however, British historians have turned 

Successive generations of American and Canadian 
historians developed two parallel streams of 
historiography about ... the War of 1812 in their 
national narratives, with little thought being given 
to the possibility that the streams might, or should, 
intersect, he writes. The University of Virginia 
historian tries to cross these streams, so to speak, by 
adopting a broad, continent-wide perspective. 

In addition to integrating the familiar (and mostly 
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}In fact, the ability of 
the War of 1812 to produce 
an inclusive, everyone’s 
a winner narrative goes 
a long way to explaining 
why it features so 
prominently in the Harper 
government’s nation-
building efforts while the 
equally significant 250th 
anniversary of the Battle 
of the Plains of Abraham 
and the conquering of 
New France by Great 
Britain came and went 
in 2009 with nary a 
commemorative stamp or 
quarter in sight.~



justifiable) stories of how the British, Canadians and 
Americans all won the War of 1812, Stagg explains 
how these stories relate to two overlapping Indian 
wars. 

The Battle of Tippecanoe in November 1811 − 
at which future president William Henry Harrison 
attacked native forces under Tecumseh in present-
day Indiana − marked the beginning of the War in 
the Old Northwest, a conflict that should properly be 
considered the precursor to the War of 1812. This was 
the event that pushed Tecumseh, who was attempting 
to build a native confederacy to repulse westward 
American expansionism, into partnership with Brock. 
It is also necessary to recognize that Tecumseh’s 
objectives did not always correspond with those of 
the British. After Brock’s death, Tecumseh and his war 
were as much an obstacle as a benefit to the British 
crown. The Battle of the Thames, near Chatham, 
Ontario, ended Tecumseh’s life and his crusade.

The 1813 Creek War in Georgia, Alabama and Florida, 
also encouraged by 
Tecumseh, is another 
crucial component to 
the broader war that 
is often left out of most 
Canadian histories. 
Here, another future 
president, Andrew 
Jackson, took on 
another Indian nation 
and cleared another 
large swath of land for 
white settlers. It was 
with this conflict in 
mind that the British 
sailed to New Orleans; 
in collaboration with 
the Spanish colonial 
government in Florida, the British hoped to foment a 
subsequent native rebellion and destabilize the South. 
It did not work. 

When Americans talk of the War of 1812 as a 
victory, their greatest justification is in crushing the 
native armies of the Old Northwest and South, setting 
up the end of Spanish rule in Florida and solidifying 
their grasp on the bulk of North America.

Further, the Napoleonic Wars are often considered 
merely a colourful backdrop to the War of 1812. In fact, 
the French emperor was a crucial player in much of 
what was happening in North America, as his frequent 

appearances in Stagg’s work suggest. 

As editor of U.S. president James Madison’s personal 
papers, Stagg brings a different perspective to the 
debate over the origins of the war. The conventional 
view holds that British trade practices and the 
impressment of American sailors pushed U.S. war 
hawks to advocate the seizure of Canada. The famous 
quote from Thomas Jefferson that conquering Canada 
would entail a “mere matter of marching” neatly 
encapsulates this perception of American pre-war 
hubris. But if the goal was a Canadian land grab, why, 
Stagg asks, does the final paragraph of Madison’s 1812 
war message ask Congress to consider declaring war 
on France as well? 

In fact, U.S. relations with France were as badly 
strained as their relations with Britain were during this 
time. Rather than a neighbourhood bully attempting a 
continental takeover, Stagg sees the United States as a 
nervous young nation trying to find its place in a world 

dominated by much 
older and stronger 
powers. “A new and 
weak republic tried 
to impose its will on 
circumstances that 
were largely beyond 
its control,” he writes. 
Stagg also concludes 
that Madison never 
intended to seize 
permanent control 
of Canada. His goal 
was simply to use 
Canadian territory 
as a lever to wring 
concessions out of the 
British government. 

As such, Canada would likely have survived even if the 
U.S. invasion had been successful.  

The War of 1812 was a complex event that included 
at least three separate but linked wars played out in 
parallel with a much larger conflict in Europe. Thanks 
to the efforts of Ottawa, Canadians are hearing quite a 
bit about one small part of this war. Stagg’s book is a 
good place to start for anyone seeking the rest of the 
story.♦ 

Peter Shawn Taylor is an editor at large at Maclean’s. He fre-
quently writes about issues in Canadian history, politics and public 
policy. He can be reached at petershawn.taylor@rogers.com.
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Dumbed down 
discourse:

How much are the media to blame?
By Lydia Miljan

In 1992, author Bill McKibben argued that people 
were living in the age of missing information. 
While that may have been true 20 years ago when 

television news was at its height, surely things have 
changed with the explosion of the Internet and the 
constant access to information.

McKibben’s thesis was that even though people had 
24-hour access to information via television, most of 
it consisted of infotainment. Can the same be said of 
our 2012 on-demand lifestyles? In a word, yes. While 
there is some very good journalism out there, a per-
son has to be committed to finding it. 

An example might be in order. While I consume a 
significant amount of news from 24-hour news chan-
nels to the daily local paper and from a perusal of fa-
vourite media Web sites to news magazines, I do not 
typically troll for information on weekends. Thus, if a 
major event occurs during that time, I have to catch up 
Monday morning.

Information: MIA
Such an event took place in mid June. On June 14, 

2012, three guards were killed and one injured in a 
shooting at the University of Alberta. What I learned 

on Monday morning when I switched on the televi-
sion was that a person had been arrested. Although 
the reporter diligently recounted the arrest, he made 
only oblique comments regarding the identity of the 
suspect and the crime itself. I admit that I came late 
to the story, so I went online to find the background 
narrative. What was particularly curious about the 
stories posted on local Edmonton new sites was that 
while they linked to various updates and even some 
interesting interactive tools with maps and something 
called “storyify” – which consisted of tweets from by-
standers and reporters – I had great difficulty finding 
out the details of what actually happened. 

One particular story seemed promising: “Relinked: 
HUB Mall story shows frantic need for news during 
crisis.” However, the article only recounted how often 
the story was relinked on social media sites. With time 
and patience, I did learn the details of this horrific 
crime, but in the process, I also learned that it was 
infinitely easier to discover that Johnny Depp and his 
common-law wife had gone their separate ways than 
it was to understand the crime in question.

As interesting as crime stories are, they are not nec-
essarily the stories that we consider part of our right 
to know in a democracy. For me, the things we must 
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know more about are the policy platforms of the po-
litical parties vying for public office. We need to know 
whether promises of debt reduction are viable; we 
need to know the consequences of taxing the rich; and 
we even need to know about the health of our poten-
tial leaders.

Reporting Election Campaigns
This takes me to the coverage of election cam-

paigns, something that I have studied and analyzed 
over the better part of the past three decades. Despite 
all the technological advances, the increase and pro-
liferation of information and 
the speed at which information 
is relayed, the sad fact remains 
that political coverage has not 
changed much in all that time. 
The media have certain frames 
for looking at campaigns. Those 
frames dictate the way in which 
we get information about poli-
cies and leaders.

This is not to say that it is all 
the media’s fault. Far from it. 
Political parties have learned 
how to fuel the media machine 
by offering ready-made stories 
and narratives that journalists 
will gladly take. However, what 
is surprising, to me at least, is 
the seeming lack of competitive 
spirit amongst journalists. Out 
of convention or politeness or 
the fear of getting it wrong, pack 
journalism is as alive and well 
as it was when Timothy Crouse 
first coined the term in 1972.

Take Me To Your Leader 
The most common election narrative is that of 

following the leader. Since the advent of television 
news, journalists have become accustomed to reporting 
the election as presented by the official leader’s tours. 
This is not surprising, as news agencies will spend tens 
of thousands of dollars for the privilege of having their 
correspondents follow the leader. As a result, there is 
an economic incentive to follow every movement of 
the leader’s tour. Thus, the coverage tends to look the 
same, as not only are journalists exposed to the same 
script, they are also in close quarters with each other, 
thereby making the pack seem all the more unified. 

As well as the select few journalists who ride the 
campaign trail, countless others in newsrooms also 
cover the campaigns. Here again, there are a relatively 
small number of story narratives that get out. 

First, there are the horse race stories. These centre 
on poll results, which many news organizations 
sponsor. Once again, if you are going to pay for 
something, you had better get your money’s worth 
and cover the story. There are stories on strategy 
that focus on why parties act the way they do or how 

they plan to proceed in the 
campaign. Other narratives 
include discussions about 
advertising or scandals 
on the campaign trail. All 
totalled, these campaign-
driven stories made up 
85 per cent of the CBC’s 
election coverage and 81 
per cent of CTV’s election 
coverage in 2011. The 
remaining coverage focused 
on election platforms and 
policy.

Looking at the 
assessments of the political 
parties showed that 
each party got different 
treatment. While both the 
Conservatives and Liberals 
received substantially more 
negative than positive 
evaluations (for the 
Conservatives it was 4:1; the 

Liberals 3:1), the NDP received many more positive 
than negative evaluations. In fact, the NDP coverage 
was twice as likely to be favourable than unfavourable. 
Some would suggest that the reason was the NDP’s 
surging poll numbers. However, closer examination 
of the horse race revealed that the New Democrats 
received relatively little campaign coverage. Where the 
NDP shone was in the evaluations of the leader, with 74 
per cent favourable. In contrast, Harper’s evaluations 
were 85 per cent unfavourable and Ignatieff’s were 80 
per cent unfavourable.
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Double Standards
In the past, the reasonable explanation for negative 

press attention to a particular leader usually had 
something to do with whether or not he or she was 
in government. Government parties, having a record 
to defend, have both the most coverage and the 
most critical attention paid to them. This occurred 
during the 2004 election when Paul Martin was 
given a rough ride by the media. However, this is not 
always the case. For example, in the 2000 campaign, 
while Jean Chrétien received the most attention, it 
was Stockwell Day who received the lion’s share of 
criticism. The explanation at that time was that prior 
to the campaign, the Alliance 
Party had been doing well 
in the polls and thus had a 
chance at electoral victory. 
Journalists, especially those 
who chose to focus on Day’s 
religious beliefs, argued that 
the public had a right to know 
and question the background 
of a leader surging in the 
polls. That would be fair 
game if journalists applied 
the same standards to all 
parties surging in the polls.

Given this logic, however, 
what is the explanation for 
the near universal praise 
heaped on Jack Layton in 
2011? Certainly, a lot had 
to do with his inspirational 
recovery and perseverance 
in the aftermath of cancer 
treatment and hip surgery. 
Because things were going 
so well in the campaign, 
he had a cheery disposition that made him difficult 
to criticize. Even Sun News, which launched during 
the campaign, was not immune. In its bid to show 
that it was unbiased, the morning news show The 
Roundtable invited Jack Layton and Olivia Chow on 
as guests. Rather than provide hard-hitting questions 
about policy, hosts Alex Pierson and Pat Bolland asked 
softball questions about what Layton thought of his 
poll numbers. Near the end of the interview, Chow 
showed solidarity with the female on-air staff by taking 
off her jacket and showing her arms, which garnered 
her additional praise from the network anchors. (In its 
early review of Sun News, Maclean’s magazine called 

the network “Skank TV” because most of the female 
hosts wore sleeveless dresses). 

It would be too easy to suggest that the reason for 
the uncritical coverage of the NDP had to do with the 
ideological beliefs of the journalists themselves. The 
Alberta election of 2012 showed that the pack could 
be just as fawning of a right-of-centre political party as 
it was of a left-of-centre one. The difference however, 
is that in the last week of the Alberta campaign, media 
coverage shifted and examined Wildrose candidates 
and policies much more closely than it examined the 
NDP federally. From outside the province, the one 
event that seemed to change the media coverage was 

Danielle Smith’s comment 
during an all leaders’ debate 
hosted by the CBC that the 
science was not settled 
on climate change. The 
media did not let this go 
unchallenged, and it dogged 
her until the end of the 
campaign. While the media 
may have been content 
to give the party positive 
coverage until that point, it 
seemed Smith crossed the 
line into challenging the 
journalists’ dogma on climate 
change. It seems then, that 
journalists’ personal feelings 
do influence how and 
when they provide critical 
coverage to the different 
party leaders. There seems 
to be much less tolerance for 
conservative ideas than for 
liberal ideas.

In contrast, the biggest 
controversy that faced the NDP was a decades old 
story that Layton may have been caught up in a sting 
that involved Toronto massage parlours. While the 
story had the potential to derail the NDP’s fortunes, 
some alleged the Conservatives were trying to smear 
Layton with dirty tricks. As for more-intense scrutiny 
of NDP policies, there was scant attention paid to 
NDP plans to hire more doctors and nurses, double 
public pensions, decrease small-business taxes by 2 
percentage points or cap credit card fees. Thus, the 
media failed, not because it did not dig up scandals 
on the NDP, but because they allowed the personal 
appeal of Jack Layton to be the defining characteristic 

}From outside the 
province, the one event 
that seemed to change 
the media coverage was 
Danielle Smith’s comment 
during an all leaders’ debate 
that the science was not 
settled on climate change. 
The media did not let this go 
unchallenged, and it dogged 
her until the end of the 
campaign. Smith had crossed 
the line into challenging 
the journalists’ dogma on 
climate change.~



By William Watson

An edited version of a lunch talk given to 
the annual meeting of Civitas, a Canadian 
non-partisan society for people interested in 
conservative, classical liberal and libertarian 
ideas. 

This spring, the New Yorker ran a terrific poem 
called, appropriately enough, Poem by Donald 
Goetsch. It is a cleverly self-referential but 

ultimately moving treatment of how it came to be 
about what it ended up being about. To paraphrase it, 
what might a talk titled “When Krugman is Right” be 
about? 
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of his campaign. Much more coverage should have 
been devoted to the candidates who were running 
under NDP banners, especially those, we later 
learned, who had not ever visited the ridings they 
were about to represent. In this respect, the voters are 
given a shallow interpretation of events rather than 
the serious analysis of party platforms. Even if these 
aspects were not considered newsworthy, surely an 
exposé into Layton’s legislative or personal history 
was warranted, just as the media thought Stockwell 
Day’s religious beliefs had been in 2000.

To answer the title of this article, I do think that we 
are witnessing a dumbing down of political debate. 
However, this dumbing down is not unique to our 
time or our technology. Ironically, it is the fact that 
we demand news every second of the day that makes 
journalists unable to pause or investigate in greater 

When Krugman is 
RIGHT

detail. The onus then is greater on the consumer to 
seek out the voracity of the claims and promises made 
by political actors. It also requires the public to be 
skeptical of media claims of objectivity and reporting 
only the facts. Journalists still have significant power 
in selecting what angle of the story to highlight, what 
to report and what to ignore. Unfortunately, journalists 
still tend to be more critical of right-of-centre parties 
than they are of left-of-centre parties, and therefore 
we must continue to ask about the values and beliefs 
of journalists themselves.♦

Lydia Miljan is the Arts and Science Program Chair and Associ-
ate Professor of Political Science Department at the University of 
Windsor. She is co-author of Hidden Agendas: How Journalists 
Influence the News and Cross Media Ownership and Democratic 
Practice in Canada.



It might be about my brush with Paul Krugman. 
I first saw him in action in a seminar he delivered 
when I was a grad student at Yale. Reconstructing the 
timing from his online c.v., it must have been when he 
himself was a grad student at MIT. He was obviously 
really good: My classmates and I paid him what I’ve 
always thought the sincerest form of flattery: We were 
bitterly envious.  

Or, “When Krugman is Right” might be about 
Krugman’s views. For this talk, I read his last 10 New 
York Times columns. For the record, I agreed with 
the one where he says that President Obama is not 
responsible for higher gas 
prices. Most of the rest were 
about the need for more 
fiscal and monetary stimulus, 
including a deliberate 
increase in the target inflation 
rate for a few years. I don’t 
agree with that. It’s hard to 
see how anyone who lived 
through the 1970s could. 

Still, Watson disagrees with 
Krugman. So what? Watson is 
known, a little, by Canadian 
conservatives. Krugman has 
a Nobel Prize, several best-
selling books, dozens of 
academic articles in the very 
best places and, for 12 years 
now, a regular column in the 
New York Times. True, it’s not 
as if he’s Stiglitz. But still.   

In the end, this talk is 
about teams. To a certain 
extent, we conservatives are 
a team. And Krugman, who 
now here assumes a symbolic as well as a corporeal 
existence, is not on our team. The question I want 
to ask is: What courtesies and attention do we owe 
people who are not on our team? My answer is: quite 
a lot. And probably more than many of us have shown 
them lately. 

when we’re out on the ice playing the other teams 
arrayed against us, we go into the corners for each 
other and we watch each other’s backs. 

What do we owe our team? And what do we owe the 
other teams? Let me talk about team loyalty in three 
areas: politics, history (the sequel) and rethinking 
liberalism. 

Politics
The state of politics these days makes you believe 

in regress. And of course, as conservatives do believe 
in regress, things can get worse. 

Why would anyone in 
their right mind go into 
politics? As David Brooks 
wrote recently in the New 
York Times: 
"Candidates enter politics 
wanting to be authentic 
and change things. But 
once the candidates 
enter the campaign, they 
stop focusing on how to 
be change-agents. They 
and their staff spend all 
their time focusing on 
beating the other guy. 
They hone the skills of 
one-upsmanship. They 
get engulfed in a tit-for-
tat competition to win 
the news cycle. Instead of 
being new and authentic, 
they become artificial 
mirror opposites of their 
opponents. Instead of 
providing the value voters 

want – change – they become canned tacticians, 
hoping to eke out a slight win over the other 
side."  

Was It Always Thus? 
I recently downloaded the Lincoln-Douglas debates. 

Reassuringly to us, perhaps, Lincoln and Douglas spent 
the first two or three of their seven debates accusing 
each other of lying about each other’s positions.

The medium is the message, however, or at least 
their debates’ format is my message. Each debate 
was three hours: a one-hour lead-off by one of the 

Some of us, on our team, are strong, even prickly 
individualists, which means one of our core beliefs is 
that we don’t necessarily like teams. Even as prickly 
individualists, however, we are a kind of team. When 
we’re here together in the locker room, as it were, we 
have our disagreements, which are often spirited. But 
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candidates; a 90-minute rebuttal; and then a half-hour 
rejoinder by the first speaker. The arguments were 
complex and detailed. The language was often complex 
and detailed. Both men, but especially Lincoln, used 
humour and even wit. (When was the last time wit 
made an appearance in Canadian politics? We’ve 
been wit-free – witless, you might say – for decades 
now.) Ten thousand to 12,000 people came from miles 
around, many from states neighbouring Illinois, to 
listen attentively. They had to listen attentively or they 
couldn’t hear. Moreover, the debates were printed (and 
widely read) in the newspapers.

You can’t come away from reading these debates 
– our own Confederation debates 
would leave the same impression 
– without thinking 19th-century 
people were better than we 
are. There’s no question 19th-
century politics was often nasty 
and partisan. Lincoln was called 
the most awful things in his 
presidential campaigns. Politics 
then had moments every bit as 
dreary and dispiriting as politics 
now. But, in part because of the 
greater time and space available 
for discussion, politics also had this 
wonderful bedrock of substantive 
argument that seems to have gone 
missing these days.  

What do we have? Question 
Period. Or, to be more accurate, 
Dodge-the-Question Period. Or 
Throw-the-Question-back-at-
Them Period. 

Question: Mr. Speaker, will the Minister tell us 
whether he has stopped beating his spouse? 

Answer: I’m glad the Honourable Member asks 
that, Mr. Speaker, because it reminds the House 
that the Honourable Member’s own spouse 
found his ideas as unappealing as we do and left 
him, which we wish we could do now. His party’s 
spouse policies are sadly lacking. In its years in 
office, they beat their spouses much more often 
than we beat ours. In the next election, spouses all 
across the country will be voting for us, not them.

from them. Under repeated cross-examination by 
interviewers, politicians who we suspect may be of 
at least average and possibly greater intelligence 
repeatedly appear not to understand the question. 
Better to seem thick, their advisers presumably have 
told them, than to let slip the damning sound bite. 

Don Cherry, sage of unintended consequences, tells 
us how bulletproof equipment has, ironically, caused 
more and more-serious injuries in hockey than when 
players were less protected. New technology is doing 
equivalent damage to politics, too. 

They had the Lincoln-Douglas debates. We have 
Tony Clement’s Twitter stream. Should we really 

welcome a new medium whose 
root word is “twit”? When I was 
young, someone “gay” was light-
hearted and full of joy. Someone 
who was a twit, well, you didn’t 
want to become known as a twit. 
But now, we’ve got a whole new 
communications technology 
based on it. Do we really want 
to follow the real-time thoughts 
of people who think their real-
time thoughts so important we 
should follow them? I suppose 
it’s possible a 140-character limit 
will usher in a renaissance of 
epigram, a new age of aphorism. 
But I doubt it.

 Politics obviously is important 
and necessary and in some 
respects not entirely hopeless. 
But as practised these days, it 
is mainly dreary, depressing, 

repetitive, mind-numbing and 
brain-dead. Few of our politicians seem to have 
interesting or even authentic things to say. And even if 
they did, they very likely would be punished for saying 
them by a “Gotcha!” press and Web. Not since Trudeau 
père has the press let politicians say interesting 
things – or even obvious things everyone knows to 
be true. Consider the lightning speed with which 
discussion of abortion or, a closely related subject, 
Michael Ignatieff’s views on separation, was recently 
dismissed. Mature, educated people – and we are, at 
least nominally, more educated than ever – should be 
able to discuss such things. Yet, our politics simply 
can’t handle them.

The rule now in politics is “Concede nothing.” We 
simply can’t admit the other side is even at least partly Everyone has talking points and doesn’t depart 
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right on anything. 

History: The Sequel 
It turns out history didn’t end with the Cold War, 

after all. We are, all of us, much of our time, still 
engaged in discussing how societies do and ought 
to work. In such an enterprise, conservatives well 
know, humility is warranted. Humility is our program. 
Societies are obviously complex. The issues are 
obviously complex. Paul Krugman is a very smart guy. 
It’s not inconceivable that on many questions he is 
right. That doesn’t mean we need 
accept his world view or detailed 
platform. 

At the core of conservatism, 
or at least a certain type of 
conservatism, is skepticism. We 
need to be skeptical of Krugman. 
But we also need to be skeptical 
of ourselves. One of President 
Kennedy’s favourite aphorisms 
was from Liddell Hart: “Avoid 
self-righteousness like the devil – 
nothing is so self-blinding.” 

If you don’t accept skepticism 
and humility on their merits, 
consider them as tactics. The 
other side is getting much 
better at presenting its case. 
The Canadian Centre for Policy 
Analysis’ recent study of the 
incomes of the top 100 Canadian 
CEOs was marketed brilliantly. My 
frequent media adversary Armine 
Yalnizyan is writing columns in 
Canadian Business, of all places. 
The Left is sounding much more 
reasonable. It’s no longer your 
father’s NDP. 

bound to affect their judgment. It’s always frustrating 
to have to rebut what you regard as elementary 
error, but it’s best done cheerfully, thoroughly and, if 
possible, with humour (a lack of which is Krugman’s 
greatest shortcoming). Ordinary folk may be fixated 
by smackdowns, just as they seem fixated by reality 
TV, but at bottom, they know it’s a fixation that’s 
both unbecoming to themselves and harmful to their 
society. 

The arguments are complex. The great thinkers of 
the past who engaged in them are complex. Here’s a 

quiz. Who was it who wrote: 

“Civil government, so far as it 
is instituted for the security of 
property, is in reality instituted for 
the defence of the rich against the 
poor, or of those who have some 
property against those who have 
none at all.”? 

You might think Noam Chomsky 
or Karl Marx, but, in fact, the 
answer is Adam Smith (Wealth of 
Nations, Book V, Chapter 2, Part ii). 

John Maynard Keynes comes in 
for lots of grief from our side. But 
Keynes was a deep, subtle, and in 
many ways conservative thinker. 
Friedrich Hayek himself respected 
Keynes and got along with him. A 
recent book on the two describes 
how in 1942 they either did or 
might have shared night-bomber 
watches for the Home Guard on 
the roof of a Cambridge college. 
If Hayek respected Keynes, we 
should be able to respect him, too, 
even while judging that some of 
his policy proposals may not have 

been right for 1936 and may be even less relevant to 
the problems of 2012. 

John Crosbie used to say that the most important 
thing in politics is sincerity, and once you can fake that 
you’ve got it made. If we are not, in fact, fair-minded, 
we should at least appear fair-minded. (Philosophers 
and priests can then debate how to distinguish the 
truly fair-minded from those who merely behave in 
a fair-minded way for expediency’s sake.) The vast 
majority of Canadians either has not bought into a 
world view or won’t admit to having done so. If they see 
one side in an argument behaving reasonably and the 
other behaving haughtily and condescendingly, that is 

Rethinking Liberalism
Finally, at the fundamental level of philosophy, we 

may profit by reconsidering some of the other team’s 
arguments. I’m just finishing a stimulating new book 
called Free Market Fairness by John Tomasi, the Brown 
University political theorist. It tries to create common 
ground between libertarians and classical liberals, on 
the one hand, and, on the other, the high liberals who, 
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following in the tradition launched by John Rawls, now 
dominate North American university campuses. 

High liberals, Tomasi argues, give moral weight 
to only a very limited range of economic freedoms, 
while libertarians regard “social justice” as an 
essentially meaningless phrase. As Hayek himself 
wrote, it “does not belong to the category of error 
but to that of nonsense, like the term ‘a moral stone’”. 
The acts of individuals can be just or unjust, but the 
income distribution that results from their voluntary 
interaction has no moral significance. It’s not a 
question of justice or injustice. It just is.

Tomasi believes high liberals need to recognize 
that ordinary people, especially as they become 
more affluent, place greater and greater weight on 
the freedom to make their own economic decisions 
and pursue their own economic goals. So, economic 
freedom should get equal 
billing with democratic 
freedom and civil rights. 
For their part – for our part 
– libertarians and classical 
liberals need to recognize that 
concern for social justice is 
widespread and real. Indeed, 
we often use it ourselves to 
justify free markets: They may 
not be built with the Rawlsian 
intention of making the least 
well-off as well-off as possible, 
but we never cease to argue 
that in fact that is what they 
do and are much more likely to 
do than the highly regulated, 
Tito-esque systems of the sort 
Rawls himself favoured. 

It does seem unlikely that in the next few decades 
libertarians and high liberals will lie down together 
in peace and comity. But you never know what twists 
political theory will take and Tomasi’s approach is 
innovative and intriguing. 

What do we do when Krugman is right? We do what 
adults should always do. We admit it. 

at Union Station. Two were Conservatives but one 
was – surprisingly, shockingly – Tommy Douglas, 
whom Bennett had become friendly with and had 
tutored in the rules and procedures of the House 
of Commons after Douglas’s first election in 1935. 
Another surprising fact to emerge from P. B. Waite’s 
new biography of Bennett, where I learned about 
the Douglas send-off, is that despite being a micro-
manager, Bennett as opposition leader from 1927 to 
1930 could never be sure what the vote for or against 
a given measure would be. Members from all parties 
often voted against their leaders’ positions.  

Preston Manning recently observed that subtle or 
nuanced behaviour on the part of politicians is almost 
impossible in a media environment in which snippets 
of conversation can go viral. The incentives in such a 
system all work toward dehumanizing the participants. 

According to the current rules 
of the game, anyone videoed 
admitting error, uncertainty, 
lack of knowledge, indecision, 
irresolution, even partial 
understanding of the other 
person’s point of view – in 
short all the normal human 
traits – is punished in the 
media. 

Is the situation entirely 
hopeless? Maybe, but maybe 
not. Above all, the media love 
novelty. Any minister who 
behaved in a recognizably 
human way, even by 
admitting imperfection, 
would attract attention. Any 

opposition leader who said a government had done 
something right and left it at that, without any “buts,” 
might well become a YouTube sensation. A newspaper 
or broadcaster that started a “Human Being Watch” 
and rewarded recognizably human behaviour by 
politicians might start a trend. 

If Hayek and Keynes could disagree intensely 
and yet still get along, and Tommy Douglas and R. B. 
Bennett, too, surely we moderns can do better than 
we’ve been doing.♦ 

William Watson has taught in the Economics Department at McGill 
University since 1977. He was the department chair from 2005 to 
2010. Born and raised in Montreal, he writes commentary weekly 
for the Financial Post section of the National Post and every other 
week for the Ottawa Citizen.

Is it naive or utopian to think we can change the way 
political and philosophical debates are conducted? 
Probably so. But different modes of conduct certainly 
are possible. In January 1939, when former prime 
minister, former leader of the opposition R. B. Bennett 
left Ottawa for the last time to take up permanent 
residence in England, only three MPs saw him off 
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The “Tolerant” 
University

By Rodney A. Clifton

In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu said, “It is not 
young people who degenerate: they are ruined only 
when grown men have already been corrupted.”  

If this generation of undergraduate students lacks 
civility and responsibility, we can blame, in part, their 
professors.  I am somewhat to blame, because I taught 
at Canadian universities for 38 years.  However, in 
my defence, I told students “I’m slaving away in this 
House of Correction trying to instill these social values 
in your minds and hearts.”

As a sociologist of education, I have taken a particular 
interest in listening to students and observing their 
behaviour.  I am also a co-author of Recent Social Trends 
in Canada 1960-2000, and I wrote the chapters on 
education.  Since the 1960s, the number of university 
students has expanded much faster than the increase 
in the population.  With this expansion, there has been 
a decrease in academic standards and an increase in 
incivility.  Some of the attitudes and behaviour that 
are becoming more common on university campuses 
suggest that students are replacing traditional values 
with emergent ones based on a pervasive modern 
philosophy – relativism.  Universities need to become 
more serious about educating undergraduates and re-
establishing and enforcing codes of conduct.

University Demography
David Foot and Daniel Stoffman, the authors 

of Boom, Bust, and Echo: How to Profit from the 
Coming Demographic Shift, say that demography 
may not be everything, but it is certainly important 
in understanding present conditions.  University 
enrolment has increased from 113,864 full-time 
students in 1960 to 847,980 full-time equivalent 
students in 2009 (Statistics Canada did not record 
part-time students until 1963).  This represents more 
than a sevenfold increase over the 50-year period 
when the population of the country increased from 
slightly less than 18 million to slightly more than 
34 million, less than a twofold increase.  During the 
same period, Master’s students increased by almost 
tenfold, and Ph.D. students increased by slightly more 
than twelvefold.  At present, slightly more than 16 per 
cent of the full-time equivalent students are graduate 
students (139,684), and there are now, for the first 
time in our history, more Ph.D. students (40,969) in 
Canadian universities than there are full-time faculty 
members (38,904).  In addition, the number of female 
students has increased from about 27 per cent in 1960 
to 57 per cent in 2010.  Females now represent almost 
58 per cent of undergraduate students, 56 per cent of 
Master’s students and 47 per cent of Ph.D. students.

These changes have important implications.  
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Foot and Stoffman, along with a number of other 
commentators, have suggested that university courses 
and programs – both undergraduate and graduate – 
have become easier largely because of the increasingly 
diverse cohorts of students and a loosening of 
professors’ expectations.  By mathematical necessity, 
over the years an increasing percentage of the less-
able students have enroled in university programs.  
Thus, professors are expecting students to read 
and write less while rewarding them with higher 
grades.  In Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on 
College Campuses, Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa 
note that academic standards, specifically critical 
thinking, are surprisingly low even at the top-ranked 
U.S. universities.  Nevertheless, even with falling 
standards in both Canada and the United States, fewer 
than 60 per cent of the first-
year undergraduate students 
graduate within six years and 
fewer than 50 per cent of Ph.D. 
students graduate within 10 
years.

The Indulgent University
At a recent workshop 

for Canadian university 
administrators, The Revitaliza-
tion of Undergraduate Educa-
tion in Canada, Dr. Robert 
Campbell, president of Mount 
Allison University, noted in 
the keynote address that 
universities have “lost their 
way.”  He said, “The focus has 
been way down at the end 
of the university funnel: at 
graduate studies, R and D, big science ….  We lost sight 
of the broader promise of the universities and lost 
connection with our broader communities,” which, of 
course, results from doing an excellent job of teaching 
undergraduate students so they graduate and become 
productive citizens.

administrators have done little about it.

Dressed-down Decorum 
One of the most obvious signs of the change in 

behaviour is the ubiquitous baseball hat that students, 
both male and female, wear in university classrooms.  
Another sign is the T-shirts that some students wear 
with expressions that are probably intended to shock 
older, more-conservative people: “I’m sexy.  Take me 
home,” “YouTube Myspace and I’ll Google Your Yahoo,” 
“I’m a swimmer – the best breast stroker on campus.”  
Another sign is the provocative clothing that some 
female students wear, revealing more of their bodies 
than students did in the past.  (As a side note, I often 
thought of telling my female student teachers that they 
should not go practice teaching dressed as they do for 

university classes, but I never had 
the chutzpa to tell them to dress 
more modestly.)

More disturbing to my genera-
tion is the way students speak 
and write.  Today, it is common for 
undergraduate students to address 
their professors by their first 
names and not with the honorific 
titles “Professor” and “Doctor,” 
which have been used for hundreds 
of years.  In fact, I have received 
e-mail messages from students 
with the salutation “Hi Ya” and the 
message saying, “I can’t hand my 
essay in till Friday.  I would like it 
returned by Monday.  If you have 
any problems, send me an e-mail.”

Mark Milke said today’s young 
people are “the cursing generation.”  

He reported an incident where three young female 
students were walking along a public path at the 
University of Calgary and one exclaimed, “This b***h 
needs to eat” so loudly that not only her friends 
heard her but so did other students and professors.  
Undoubtedly, most professors have heard similar 
exclamations or the omnipresent “F-bomb” thrown 
around casually by students.  In the past, students 
rarely used such words when adults were present, and 
if they were caught cursing they felt ashamed.

“I’m Sexy and I know it” – But Not Much Else? 
Another example is the experience a group of 

adults, including some faculty members, had in the 

Of course, the good and excellent undergraduate 
students are as good as they have ever been, and they 
are doing well because the universities still serve their 
needs; but there are many more weak students, those 
who are not well-prepared or who are unmotivated, 
and they are not doing well because universities take 
their tuition fees and let them drift.  In addition, over 
time, many students’ notion of socially acceptable 
behavior has deteriorated and professors and 

Volume 6, Issue 3                                                         15 

}I have received 
e-mail messages from 
students with the 
salutation ‘Hi Ya’ and 
the message saying, ‘I 
can’t hand my essay 
in till Friday.  I would 
like it returned by 
Monday.  If you have 
any problems, send me 
an e-mail.~



gritty grotto, an area for weight lifting and running in 
the Physical Education building at the University of 
Manitoba.  The music over the public address system 
was offensive to these professors, the parents of young 
children and some students, because the lyrics were 
about explicit sexual behaviour.  The people who were 
offended circulated a petition that asked the dean of 
the faculty to have the music stopped.  They obtained 
approximately 70 signatures and presented it to him.  
He told the petitioners that the student council was 
responsible for the music, and he would not overrule 
the council.  After a number of e-mail exchanges trying 
to convince the dean to stop 
the music, a professor wrote a 
letter to the president quoting 
some of the offensive lyrics.  Not 
surprisingly, within two days the 
music stopped.  The point is that 
the dean would not assert his 
authority to stop the music even 
when a large group of people 
thought it was in poor taste.  

Texting during lectures is 
another sign of incivility and 
irresponsible behavior.  During 
the last 10 years, I have had a 
number of students who insist 
on texting on their cellphones 
during the time they should be 
engaged in classroom activities.  
I try to shame these students 
into paying attention by joking 
that they have “IFS – Itchy Finger 
Syndrome – a syndrome in which 
you must be in constant contact 
with your mothers.”  I get a laugh 
from most students, but my 
attempt at embarrassing the “IFS 
students” does not always work.  
Some still try to send and receive messages by holding 
their cellphones under their desks.

students, at a price, on virtually any subject.  Maclean’s 
also reported that Professor Christensen Hughes, 
president of the Society for Teaching and Learning in 
Higher Education, conducted a study that showed that 
46 per cent of Canadian faculty members and 38 per 
cent of teaching assistants said they had ignored cases 
of suspected cheating.  More outrageous, Christina 
Hoff Sommers, in a chapter she wrote for Bringing in 
a New Era in Character Education, quoted a philosophy 
professor who said on national television in the United 
States that students should cheat when they find an 

assignment too burdensome.

Relationships on Campus 
Finally, as mentioned pre-

viously, in the early 1960s, 

Rise in Cheating 
Even more disconcerting is the substantial increase 

in the number of students cheating.  Recently, Maclean’s 
magazine reported that more than 50 per cent of 
Canadian university students admit to having cheated 
on assignments and exams.  There are, in fact, many 
online essay mills such as www.termpapersonfile.com 
and www.papertopics.com that provide term papers to 

and then married.  That was the plan, and most often, 
it was carried out.

Today, relationships between the sexes are much 
more fluid.  The demographic evidence shows that 
fewer young adults are getting engaged and marrying, 
and many more are hooking up and having friends 
with benefits, which indicates that they have little, 
if any, commitment to each other.  These students 
are having sex without love, and marriage is not the 
objective of either person.  In The Transformation 
of Intimacy: Sexuality, Love and Eroticism in Modern 

the sex ratio on campuses was 
more than three males for every 
female.  Economists tell us that, 
in principle, rare objects, gold and 
diamonds, for example, are often 
highly valued.  Thus, females were 
probably more highly valued when 
they represented less than 30 per 
cent of the population of university 
students.  Male students fortunate 
enough to have girlfriends treated 
them with respect, because they 
knew that they could easily lose 
them to more-considerate males.  
At that time, university students 
indicated that they were going 
steady when a young woman 
wore her boyfriend’s school ring.  
Later, if things worked out, they 
would become formally engaged 
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Societies, Anthony Giddens, the esteemed British 
sociologist, contends that many Western societies 
are being transformed from a marriage culture into 
a relationship culture where young people focus on 
sexual satisfaction above love and commitment.

Understanding Students’ Authentic Selves 
No doubt, the incivility and irresponsibility of some 

students is very discouraging to the many honest and 
respectful students, the many serious and scholarly 
professors and the many dedicated and competent 
administrators.  Nevertheless, the evidence suggests 
that Montesquieu was correct when he said that 
adults have participated in corrupting the young.  It is 
clear that an increasing number of 
university students do not realize, 
or care, that wearing hats and 
revealing clothing, texting in class, 
addressing professors by their 
first names, using disrespectful 
language and even cheating on 
assignments and exams depart 
from traditional values.  As well, it 
is equally clear that a substantial 
number of professors and 
administrators have done little to 
curb this behaviour.

Throughout their schooling 
from kindergarten to university, 
students have internalized the 
lesson of relativism, both in its 
cultural and individual varieties.  
In their minds, cultures differ, 
but there is no way of judging 
them as being good or bad, moral 
or immoral.  Moreover, to these 
students, every individual has a 
point of view, and there is no absolute truth; people 
only have relative, subjective values depending on 
their cultural and individual experiences.  As such, 

and responsibility, so familiar to these students’ 
grandparents, is missing.  To students, these social 
values are archaic and have little, if any, relevance to 
their lives.  But, in the past, these values were used 
to confer status on students by professors who were 
serious about guiding them into mature adulthood.  
In the past, professors were more likely to show their 
intolerance toward incivility and irresponsibility.  
Professors had a right to judge students, and many 
students responded by  shaping up; that is, they 
changed their behaviour.

Even though civility and responsibility are degraded 
in universities, these values still have a modicum of 
support in the wider Canadian society.  For example, 

males and females are still 
offended when they hear 
specific, but different, words 
about their character.  For men, 
honour has traditionally meant 
bravery while for women it has 
meant chastity.  Thus, it is a 
serious insult, even today and 
even if it is true, to say that a 
man is a coward or a woman 
is a slut.  Similarly, Christians 
understand the importance of 
responsible behavior when they 
recite the Apostles’ Creed or the 
Nicene Creed: “Christ will come 
again to judge the living and the 
dead.”  Christians also know 
that Jesus expelled the money-
changers because they were 
dishonoring the synagogue.  
Devout Muslims live by the 
dictates of Islamic religion and 

culture.  Likewise, the military and police forces are 
serious about their codes of honour.  Even street gangs 
are serious about codes of respect.  They know that 
dissing – disrespecting – others is dishonoring them, 
which often leads to physical violence.

Today, the social values of civility and responsibility 
have become weaker in Canadian society, but they have 
not entirely disappeared.  However, relativism, leading 
to the tolerance of bad behavior, pervades universities 
(and public schools), and it has pushed civility and 
responsibility to the sidelines in the everyday social 
interaction of students.  In the recent workshop on 
revitalizing undergraduate education at Canadian 

throughout their schooling, these students have been 
coached and cajoled by their peers, and unfortunately 
with the support of increasingly more teachers, into 
believing that their wishes, desires and behavior are, 
without a doubt, good because they represent their 
authentic selves.  No wonder many university students 
are unconstrained by traditional social values.  In their 
minds, intolerance of the authentic self is the only 
absolute wrong.

In the culture of relativism, the language of civility 
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Debate: Be it resolved that Canada is progressive
Michael den Tandt says yes, and good riddance to most 
conser vatism
By Michael Den Tandt 

Incremental conservatism, they call it – the notion 
that over a span of years, Canada and her people 
may move, inch by inch, into the “big blue tent” 

and beyond into the Conservative fold. Indeed, when 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper speaks before crowds 
of Tory loyalists, this is precisely the shift he claims to 
have led. 

“Well, you and people like you, in every corner of 
Canada, got to work,” Harper told a Calgary Stampede 
audience in July. “Volunteers, taxpayers, citizens, who 

universities that was mentioned above, Campbell 
captured this sentiment when he said, “We all feel 
and know that the character of the undergraduate 
experience has deteriorated in our lifetimes, especially 
so in the last decades.  And we know in our heart of 
hearts that this experience can and should be much 
better.”

I hope that universities are beginning to realize 
that they are responsible for transmitting some of the 
traditional social values, particularly responsibility 
and civility, to their students.  To do this, universities 
must refocus on teaching undergraduate students, 
as Campbell said, so that many more graduate with 
degrees, and universities must re-establish – and 

enforce – stronger codes of conduct that will help 
students learn what it means to live in an intellectual 
and moral community.

Rodney A. Clifton is a Senior Scholar at the University of Mani-
toba, where he has taught in the Faculty of Education since 1979, 
and a Senior Fellow at the Frontier Centre for Public Policy (www.
fcpp.org).  He received his B.Ed. and M.Ed. from the University of 
Alberta, his Ph.D. from the University of Toronto and his Fil. Dr. 
(Ph.D.) from the University of Stockholm.  His most recent book, 
What’s Wrong with Our Schools and How We Can Fix Them, was 
published in 2010 and was written with Michael Zwaagstra and 
John Long.  He thanks Brianna Heinrichs and John Long for their 
helpful comments.

loved this country and loathed what the other parties 
were doing to it. And we built a party, a party to carry 
conservative ideas to Ottawa.” Loud huzzahs. 

It is a powerful idea. It resonates not only with 
Conservatives but also with their foes who also wish 
to believe the country has been transformed, though 
for different reasons. For New Democrats and many 
Liberals, the inexorable rightward creep is the 
dominant article of faith in the demonology underlying 
their view of Harper and his cabinet. 

But is it true? 

Without question, there is some small-c conservative 
policy emerging above the waterline now, mainly via 
the 2012 budget, in a way that was not evident in the 
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minority years. Corporate taxes are coming down; 
the public service is shrinking. The budget is on 
track to come into balance by 2015. The immigration 
and refugee systems are being overhauled. Ditto 
Employment Insurance (EI). Old Age Security (OAS) 
is being tweaked, with the age of eligibility due to rise 
gradually to 67 from 65, beginning in 2023. 

In a nod to Conservative symbolism, the monarchy 
is back in the names of the Canadian military services. 
The long-gun registry is, of course, dead; the Wheat 
Board monopoly is abolished; and Canada is a 
nominally less hospitable environment for marijuana 
entrepreneurs and petty gun criminals. 

The Harper government is pursuing trade 
liberalization on a global scale, with Indian and 
European deals imminent. Perhaps most obvious, 
the government is now aggressively extractivist. The 
Conservatives have staked their 
political future on easing global 
market access to Canadian natural 
resources, whether by streamlining 
the environmental review process 
or by pushing for new pipeline 
construction (though, so far, with 
mixed results). 

Moreover, one could argue that 
the country’s socio-political goal 
posts have been moved sharply and 
perhaps irreversibly rightward, 
simply by virtue of the new 
Conservative coalition between 
Ontario and the West, forged in 
the 2011 federal election. Of 166 
Conservative seats won, 145 were west of the Ottawa 
River. Only five were in Quebec. This is deemed to herald 
the eclipse of the so-called Laurentian Consensus – a 
coalition of Eastern liberal elites – that ruled Canada 
virtually uninterrupted in the last century. 

Could the Conservatives in the House Please 
Stand Up?

We may bring it to light by posing this question: 
Is there a single policy measure in Budget 2012 that 
could not conceivably have been introduced by, 
say, a John Manley- or Frank McKenna-led Liberal 
government, given economic circumstances similar 
to those faced by the Harper government today? 
Setting aside questions of inflection and tone – that is, 
political personality and brand marketing – just how 
transformative has the great transformation been?

The last significant consumer tax cut in Canada – 
Harper lopped two percentage points off the GST in 
his first mandate – is now a fading memory.

New consumer tax cuts were promised during 
campaign 2011, but they take effect after the 

budget is balanced in 2015-2016. 
Fiscal conservatives within the 
Conservative Party of Canada were 
pushing hard, last winter, for more-
aggressive action on spending. 
They were overruled. A proffered 
$8-billion in spending cuts became 
$5-billion on budget day. 

It is true that immigration is being 
overhauled. Nonetheless, anyone 
with more than a cursory knowledge 
of the file will acknowledge that 
Minister Jason Kenney’s reforms 
are more commonsensical, cleaning 
up backlogs and harmonizing 
selection with economic needs, 

than ideological. Through the Tories, tenure levels of 
immigration have been steady at roughly a quarter 
million newcomers a year. There is no question of 
reductions, as might once have been the case under a 
“right-wing” conservative regime.

With Alberta on the ascendant economically and 
demographically, as the 2011 census confirms, and 
with 30 new seats pending in the House of Commons, 
mainly to the advantage of Ontario, Alberta and British 
Columbia (Ontario gains 15 seats, Alberta and B.C. six 
each, Quebec three), it stands to reason that the West’s 
influence will only grow, as Quebec’s declines. Since 
Quebec is the most conventionally progressive major 
region of Canada, that does not seem to augur well for 
progressives. 

However, there is another way to look at all of this. 

If anything, the number of newcomers is likely 
to rise. Conservatives have correctly identified 
immigrants as a potentially active source of support. 

There has been a hue and cry from the opposition 
parties about reforms to OAS and EI. However, here 
too, the rhetoric mostly does not withstand scrutiny, 
from a strictly policy perspective. Raising the age of 
eligibility for OAS is common sense, given an ageing 
population, greater longevity and the looming labour 
shortage. It is unfair, most reasonable people would 
agree, that workers in seasonal industries can benefit 
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annually from EI while others contribute year-round 
and collect seldom or not at all. People who are out 
of work should have a greater incentive to accept a 
job, even if it is not the perfect job, than to collect EI. 
This is not controversial on Main Street or particularly 
conservative.   

Crime and Punishment
The long-gun registry, though a flashpoint for 

Conservatives supporters, was always more of a rural-
urban issue than a conservative-liberal one. 

Polls showed that upwards of 80 per cent of 
respondents in rural 
areas favoured abolition 
of the registry. Even 
in New Democrat-held 
ridings in Northern Ont-
ario, sentiment was 
over-whelmingly anti-
registry. It makes sense, 
therefore, that although 
all Conservatives may have 
been opponents of the 
registry, not all opponents 
of the registry were 
Conservatives or even 
conservatives. This makes 
the registry an imperfect 
bellwether for trending right-wing sentiment. 

Crime? Well, yes, the Conservatives have 
“cracked down” on some criminals, with Bill C-10, 
the Conservative’s omnibus crime bill. But on the 
biggest justice question of all, from a social or moral 
standpoint – capital punishment – they have steered 
well away. Why?

Despite polls showing that a clear majority of 
Canadians are in favour of capital punishment for 
certain crimes, the debate is deemed too fractious and 
potentially divisive. Possible costs outweigh perceived 
benefits.

Again, this is not a sign of rightward drift. 

delaying of the Keystone XL pipeline last winter – is 
the kind of veiled anti-American rhetoric that once 
drove Conservatives barmy. 

Harper has not touched publicly funded and 
delivered health care. Federal health spending 
increases are set for six per cent annually to 2017, after 
which increases will be tied to nominal GDP, with a 
floor of three per cent annually. That may be cowardly, 
given the demographic and funding crisis facing the 
system in the middle term, but it is not particularly 
conservative. 

“Third Rails” 
Last but not least are 

the two issues that were 
once reputed to be at the 
heart of Harper’s social-
conservative “hidden 
agenda”: a repeal of gay 
marriage and a new 
abortion law. Because they 
do internal polling, the 
Tories have long known 
what an Ipsos Reid poll 
recently showed, yet again. 
That is, most Canadians, 
upwards of 60 per cent, 

no longer care if gays and lesbians marry. Only a small 
fraction – six per cent – would see abortion banned.

Hence, the Conservatives’ unipolar focus on the 
economy above all other issues. It is, they believe, what 
all Canadians have in common. 

Potemkin 
Progressivism

Trade and Health Care
The trade question is moot. Liberals under Jean 

Chrétien aggressively pursued trade liberalization, too. 
If anything, the Harper government’s move to broaden 
free trade beyond North America has a Canadian 
nationalist whiff.

Harper’s explicit promise to open up trade with 
China – a direct response to President Barack Obama’s 

Provincial Election Outcomes 
Perhaps the best argument against the notion of the 

country’s inexorable rightward tilt, however, can be 
found in the provincial capitals. 

In British Columbia, Liberal Premier Christy Clark 
– a conservative – is running a distant second in the 
polls behind the New Democrats. In Quebec, now 
former Liberal party leader and (former) Premier Jean 
Charest just lost against a resurgent Parti Quebecois. 
In Ontario last fall, an unpopular, scandal-plagued 
Liberal and liberal government led by Dalton McGuinty 
won re-election (albeit with a minority), partly due 
to a perception that the challenger, Conservative Tim 
Hudak, was making immigrants into scapegoats. Last 
spring in Alberta – putatively the most conservative 
of conservative bastions – Progressive Conservative 
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Premier Alison Redford – a liberal – trounced up-
and-comer Danielle Smith and her Reform-inflected 
Wildrose party. 

That outcome was attributed to so-called bozo 
outbreaks among Smith’s candidates, in which they 
made socially conservative (read regressive) remarks 
that set Albertans’ teeth on edge.

The upshot, in terms of the national temper, is stark. 
The Harper government, like that of Jean Chrétien 
and Paul Martin in the 90s, is free to make market-
oriented, somewhat fiscally conservative adjustments 
to policy. It is not free to make radical free market-
oriented reforms.

Nor is it free to introduce measures that offend the 
increasingly entrenched consensus that the state has 
no business meddling in the private, personal or moral 
lives of citizens. As Pierre Trudeau famously said in 
1967, purloining a phrase from then-Globe and Mail 
editorial writer Martin O’Malley: “There’s no place for 

the state in the bedrooms of the nation.”
The new polarization of Canadian politics, in other 

words, is a chimera.
As a people, we remain, rather determinedly, what 

we have always been: socially progressive, fiscally 
conservative. The Harper Conservatives, albeit 
grudgingly, appear to have reconciled themselves to 
this reality.

It remains to be seen whether the New Democrats 
can do so or will do so.

Equally unknown is whether the Liberals, who once 
owned this particular patch of political earth, intend to 
try to take it back.♦

Den Tandt is a national political columnist for Postmedia News, 
which is based in Ottawa. His columns appear regularly in the 
National Post, Ottawa Citizen, The Gazette, The Chronicle Herald, 
Calgary Herald, Edmonton Journal, The Vancouver Sun and on 
Canada.com, among other publications. Twitter/@mdentandt

Potemkin 
Progressivism

Debate: Be it resolved that Canada is progressive
Peter Jon Mitchell says yes, but it’s a Potemkin “reality”
By Peter Jon Mitchell

It is fair to say that Canada has indeed become 
a progressive country over the last 50 years. 
The question Canadians should ask though is 

not is Canada a progressive nation, but why is the 
country not more progressive – and will it remain 

so for much longer?

Progressivism in Canada is like the assembly of 
a locomotive engine built piece by piece through 
successive government policies and programs. 
Taxpayer money keeps the locomotive on the track, 
whether it is through funding Status of Women Canada 
to lobby at home and abroad for issues on the fringe of 
feminism, funding NGOs with leftist tilts through the 
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Canadian International Development Agency, through 
the recently discontinued Court Challenges Program 
or through other taxpayer-funded channels.

Progressivism: Paid for by you and me 
Billions of dollars have been poured, directly or 

indirectly, into the promotion of a progressive agenda 
through social reform embedded in public education 
policy. Therefore, it is no great surprise that Canada 
displays some thoroughly 
progressive trademarks. Yet, 
there are indications that the 
progressive locomotive is losing 
steam and may break down in 
the years ahead. 

Much has been said about 
culture-war fatigue; Canadians 
have moved on from the divisive 
debates of the 1980s and 
1990s. In the dumbing down 
of public debate, progressives 
have brandished slogans about 
equality and choice and have 
claimed that they stand for the 
opposition of discrimination. 
Conservatives, particularly those 
focused on social issues, have 
been defined not by those values 
they support but by two issues 
they oppose: abortion and same-
sex marriage. 

Perhaps a better proposal, 
but one that still risks 
oversimplification, is to say that 
progressives favour equality of 
position secured by the state if 
necessary, while conservatives 
favour equality of opportunity 
under the rule of law, achieved 
through the preservation of 
strong social institutions.

Canadian history. To show their influence, Canadian 
sociologist Reginald Bibby reports that in 1975, 67 
per cent of boomers believed “women do not have 
sufficient power in national life” compared with 46 
per cent of the rest of Canadians. Who would not 
applaud women in influential positions today? Despite 
the pervasive influence of the boomer generation, two 
emerging trends threaten Canada’s progressive future.

“The New Traditionalists”
First, as influential as the baby 

boomers are, today’s Millennial 
generation, born after 1989, 
appears in some ways to be more 
conservative, earning the label 
“the new traditionalists.” While 
it would be easy to overstate 
this turn to traditional values, 
it is worth giving consideration 
to what this might mean for 
the course of progressivism in 
Canada in the years to come. 

Millennials expect to 
participate in traditional 
institutions such as marriage. 
The 2008 version of Bibby’s 
Project Canada survey revealed 
that 90 per cent of teens expect 
to get married, up five per cent 
from 16 years earlier. What 
is remarkable is that teens 
expressed this expectation 
despite growing up in the era 
of no-fault divorce with the 
divorce rate hovering around 38 
per cent. Furthermore, Bibby’s 
data show that 45 per cent of 
teen girls expect to stay home 
and raise children some day 
compared with 35 per cent 16 
years ago.

The results are surprising considering that 
marriage and family receive little positive support in 
popular culture, in school or in law. Psychologist Paul 
Vitz of New York University examined more than 100 
high school textbooks in the social sciences without 
finding a single positive affirmation of marriage or 
motherhood. Vitz quickly identified feminist ideology 
as the dominant theme. To be clear, this is not the 
feminism of equal rights and empowerment but a more 

The progressive agenda has been constructed 
through policies such as no-fault divorce in 1968, 
the 1971 multicultural policy, the creation of Status 
of Women Canada in 1973, the 1982 Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms and court decisions such as 
Morgentaler in 1988 and the court challenges that led 
to the redefinition of marriage in 2005. 

These policies coincided with the coming of age of 
the baby boomers, the most progressive generation in 
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extreme ideology that is hostile to marriage, declaring 
it to be patriarchal domination over women.  

It is true that Canadians are marrying later and 
many are choosing cohabitation rather than marriage, 
particularly in Quebec. However, the expectation to 
marry reveals that the institution is still valued among 
young people. 

Baby Boomers are Progressive, Demography is 
Not  

The second trend of note is the demographic 
transition Canada is currently experiencing. As the 
Boomer generation nears their twilight years, the tax 
base that has fuelled the progressive locomotive will 
shrink while the demand 
for social services will 
increase. By the end of 
this decade, there will 
be more Canadians over 
the age of 65 than under 
the age of 15. With 
the birth rate below 
replacement, there 
will be fewer working 
Canadians to support 
social programs aimed at 
assisting those in post-
retirement. Canada will 
not be able to sustain 
the level of spending 
on social programs 
that progressive values 
demand, let alone frills 
such as the $1-billion 
plus that Status of 
Women Canada has 
consumed since 1973. 

are “indispensable to our social and economic success,” 
Crowley writes. 

Public intellectual and author William Gairdner 
takes it a step further in The Trouble with Canada...
Still, predicting a radical reversal of progressive policy 
after what he calls the “great die off” of the baby boom. 
He argues that demographic and economic realities 
will cause panicked governments to roll back many 
progressive policies as a means of survival. 

Hot-button Issues 
It may be easier to conceive of a smaller pendulum 

shift away from the progressivism Canadians have 
come to know rather than a complete roll back. While 

the hot-button issue 
of same-sex marriage 
has cooled, the larger 
question about the role 
of marriage in society 
may still be on the 
horizon. 

No one should 
declare the abortion 
debate over, as 
even the progressive 
Toronto Star has noted 
the large number of 
young people who 
are attracted to the 
pro-life movement. 
Average Canadians 
feel some queasiness 
around the issue. A 
2010 Ipsos Reid poll 
reported that 36 per 
cent of Canadians find 

the lack of some level of restriction unacceptable.
There may be little debate over whether Canada 

is a progressive nation. However, it is conceivable 
that the day is coming when demographic and 
economic realities along with a millennial generation 
sympathetic to traditional institutions will cause 
governments to have sober second thought about tax-
funded progressivism. Canada’s current progressive 
train may be rerouted if serious mechanical failure 
does not cripple it first.♦ 

Peter Jon Mitchell is a senior researcher with the Institute of Mar-
riage and Family Canada, a social policy think-tank based in Ottawa 
(www.imfcanada.org). 

As the state struggles to keep the social safety net 
taut, healthy families bear the load. Economist Brian 
Lee Crowley argues in his book Fearful Symmetry that 
marriage and family were once part of the bedrock 
of Canada. He maintains that the decline of marriage 
and family is connected to a ballooning state and “a 
moral permissiveness and hedonistic individualism, 
all of which is about to become much more difficult to 
maintain in the face of the reversal of the baby boom 
....” He says that the burden of the social safety net has 
been placed on those who are married and working, 
and their numbers are declining. Yet the benefits that 
marriage and stable families offer the next generation 
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An Interview with Michael Coren

C2C: What led you to write the book? Is 
there one experience of someone slamming 
Christianity that stands out for you?  

MC: I wish it was just one, but it would be almost 
impossible to choose one, two or even a dozen. I’m 
particularly exposed to it, because of being involved 
in journalism, particularly popular journalism, talk 
radio, TV and so on. Especially radio: Over the years 
of hosting a show, there were both malicious and 
well-meaning people who just knew so little about 
Christianity….

The number of times I’ve heard people say, “Jesus 
says you must not judge anyone.” So, what they are 
saying is “Jesus says I shouldn’t have an opinion.” Now, 
is that really what he says? Because it seems to me, 

Jesus had lots of opinions. He said [that] some people 
would be thrown into the deepest part of the ocean 
with a huge weight around their neck. That sounds 
pretty judgmental. 

They always cite the story of the woman caught in 
adultery. So you say, “Well, what it is really about is 
hypocrisy. Here’s a group of men who have all lusted 
after this woman, and they’ve caught her in adultery, 
and they are trying to test Jesus. And Jesus says, ‘Look, 
if any of you have never looked at her, you’ve never 
thought about that, fine, stone her.’ And they realize 
they are all being hypocrites. Then Jesus says to her, 
‘You’re forgiven,’ i.e., ‘you’ve done something wrong 
and I forgive you,’ but two, He says, ‘Don’t do it again.’ 
It’s not ‘Be safe and use a condom,’ but ‘Don’t do it 
again.’” This is actually extremely judgmental, but also 
showing that there is grace and forgiveness. 

It is very frustrating, [discussing Christianity] with 
people. You have to start at the very, very beginning. 

Caricaturing 
Christianity:  

Michael Coren joined C2C board member Andrea Mrozek 
to talk about the state of knowledge about Christianity in 
Canada today.
By Andrea Mrozek
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C2C: How did we come to be this poorly 
educated? When do you think it all began? 

MC: If you read letters written home from the 
Second World War, [letters written by] men who didn’t 
have much education and really never dreamt of going 
to university, they are lyrical; they are poetic. You 
read letters from black men who have just been freed 
from slavery in the American Civil War and they write 
letters that are something a PhD student couldn’t write 
today, quite beautiful. So, the first is the inevitable, that 
there was no alternative to the written word. No TV, 
no radio, no Internet. ...I think the real problem is the 
sound bite. Everything has 
been crystallized down to 
a few moments. 

We also exchanged 
information for feeling 
a few years ago. The 
apotheosis of that is 
Oprah. So now, it’s not 
what you know but how 
you feel. …C. S. Lewis in 
The Screwtape Letters, 
which was first published 
in the 1940s, in it he has 
a senior devil teaching a 
junior devil how to “win 
souls,” and he says, “Look, 
there was a time when the 
other side, God, could use 
information and intellect 
and win the argument, but 
we’ve taken care of that.” 
In other words, even back 
then, it was a problem, and 
Lewis was so cerebral. So, 
it has been a long time in 
coming. I’d say [in] the last 
fifty years, there’s been a 
radical change. And I don’t want to sound like some 
old fart who is always saying the world is going to Hell, 
because you still have some wonderful people around, 
but if you speak to university professors, they will say 
to you that they are getting first year students who are 
barely literate. I’m not saying that to be cruel. Tweeting 
and e-mail, people are losing the ability to write. 

C2C: In your book, you discuss both hatred 
of Christians and simple ignorance, which 
are two different things. In Canada, is not 
apathy a bigger problem than hatred? Could 
you comment on that? 

MC: I would agree with you. There aren’t many 
people who really hate Christianity. …Generally, it is 
indifference; it is apathy. People assume it’s simply 
irrelevant. And the worst thing for Christians to do is to 
try and be “relevant.” They just become fashionable, and 
fashions change quickly, and you become completely 

irrelevant again. The kids 
today aren’t angry with 
the Church; they just don’t 
care. They don’t think 
it does not matter. …A 
little bit of persecution, 
and it probably would 
matter to them. Generally, 
people are indifferent 
to Christianity; they 
don’t hate it, and a lot of 
Christians just fade away. 
They can’t be bothered 
any more. Perhaps if there 
was more persecution 
and hatred [of Christians], 
they would be a bit 
firmer. 

C2C: Some 
denominations 
call themselves 
Christian and 
actually encourage 
misconceptions 

around Christianity. Could you comment on 
the phenomenon of Christian heresies being 
nurtured from within the Church? 

MC: There is the phenomenon of post-Christian 
churches. You have to be careful not to blanket, because 
there are still people in these churches who are fine, 
devout people. …But in the United Church, and there 
are degrees of this, you have people who are actually 
atheists. You have United Church ministers who say 
they do not believe in God. There are many United 
Church leaders who would say they do believe in a sort 

Caricaturing 
Christianity:  

When it comes to religion, you combine this with 
a conscious attempt to remove religion and scripture 
and Christianity from public education and religion 
has suffered the most. 
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of God, but they don’t believe in the virgin birth. 
It’s really very simple: You don’t have to be a 

Christian, but if you are a Christian, you have to be a 
Christian. You have to be able to say the Creed. If we 
think about the pale of orthodoxy, “mere Christianity,” 
and that includes quite a lot of people, you have to be 
able to say the Creed without your fingers crossed 
behind your back. If you can’t say it and believe it, 
then you are not a Christian. So, if you don’t believe 
that Jesus is the son of God, if you don’t believe in the 
virgin birth, if you don’t believe He died for our sins, if 
you don’t believe in the physical, literal Resurrection, 
if you don’t believe that through Him you have eternal 
life, then you are not a Christian. You can be a good 
person, but you are not a Christian. I have no problem 
with a Jew/Muslim/atheist/Hindu/
Sikh saying, “I don’t believe that,” but 
I have a bit of a problem with people 
who are too cowardly to say, “I’m a 
Christian, but you’re not.” It’s not an 
abstract term; there’s a definition to it. 
If Justin Trudeau stood up to say, “I’m 
a conservative,” you’d say, “No, you’re 
not.” 

C2C: Do you think Canadians 
realize we live in a post-
Christian country? Is that 
knowledge lost on the 
majority?

MC: I don’t think people think very 
much about it at all, and I wouldn’t 
scold them for that, because they are 
too busy doing real things. I think most 
people would probably say they still lived in a Christian 
country. That would generally be the view; even non-
Christians would probably say that, by and large. You 
are probably right; that probably has escaped most 
people. People would realize it more in Europe. 

I think. The United States is still deeply religious and 
Britain is deeply secular, and so I’d say with Australia 
and New Zealand, we are in the middle. 

Michael Coren is the host of The Arena, a nightly television show 
on Sun News. He is also a weekly columnist with the Toronto, Otta-
wa, Calgary, Edmonton and Winnipeg Sun newspapers, and in more 
than a dozen other daily and weekly newspapers across Canada. 

He is the best-selling author of fourteen books, including biogra-
phies of G.K. Chesterton, H.G. Wells, Arthur Conan Doyle, J.R.R. 
Tolkien and C.S. Lewis and most recently the author of Heresy: Ten 
Lies They Spread about Christianity (McClelland & Stewart, 2012). 
His forthcoming book to be published in January is called Man & 
Wife: A Defence of Traditional Marriage (Random House). 

C2C: How would you place Canada in 
the Anglosphere? Are we further along 
this road? How do we compare with 
Europe with the state of knowledge about 
Christianity? 

MC: In the Anglosphere, we are right in the middle, 

C2C: What do you think the solutions are for 
rectifying the situation? 

MC: I’m better on criticism than solutions, I have to 
admit. Someone said to me the other day, “How do we 
solve the problem of Catholic education in Ontario,” 
and I said, “Give me 500 very Catholic young teachers 
and we can probably take back the system in a few 
years.”

In terms of Christianity, there is a revival. The 
evangelical churches are about the same as they always 

were. They’ll lose people; they’ll 
gain people. …The Catholic Church 
is more orthodox than it has been 
in two generations, and it’s going to 
be smaller. It’s reached its low point 
and held steady; it’s coming up a bit. 
It’s going to be a smaller church but 
a much more Catholic Church. 

As for solutions: If you mean 
having more educated, believing 
Christians, I don’t know what the 
answer is. I’d concentrate now on 
having a Church that was made 
of people who really had a solid 
orthodox faith. And I think that is 
going to happen, because I think a 
lot of the people who have held on to 
really liberal Christianity are simply 
leaving it now.

There are many signs of 
encouragement. The most important one, of course, 
is that we are told the story has already been written 
and we are going to be fine.♦ 
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}Christianity 
is not an 
abstract term; 
there’s a 
definition to 
it. If Justin 
Trudeau stood 
up to say, ‘I’m 
a conservative,’ 
you’d say, ‘No, 
you’re not.~


