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INTRODUCTION

This book explores the history and prospects of the post-Cold War conservative cause in Canada. It follows the journey of the conservative movement in Canada over its decade-plus in the wilderness of factionalism, incompetence, and irrelevance back to its return to power in 2006. I began to write this book in 2003, after observing the summer of negotiations between the Progressive Conservative and Canadian Alliance parties. It struck me then that what had transpired that summer between two conservative parties that had railed at each other for a decade needed to be put into a larger context. The final chapter was completed after the 2006 federal election. I hope, for the sake of the party and the country, that the lessons learned by carefully examining the events of these years will help prevent another such lost decade.

The perspective of this book is one of profound respect for the importance of the conservative idea in the dialectic of contemporary political debate. This perspective is tied not to any notion that conservatism must always prevail, but more properly to the premise that without the inclusion of the conservative idea, any debate that matters will be hollow and its outcome unreflective of societys broader and deeper interests and passions. My effort here is at once personal, because I have been an active partisan of the Conservative Party since my youth in the 1960s, and analytical, because my work outside of politics, in the private and not-for-profit sectors, has allowed me to see the conservative process from something other than the boundless optimism of the engaged partisan. These two strands come together in my deeply held view that the Conservative Partysometimes loving, sometimes dysfunctionalis a family, not a private club. It is also an instrument for democratic government: whether in office or in opposition, the party is a public instrument with duties and obligations to the greater public welfare of Canada and Canadians.

One of the key Tory biases is a concern for balance. The absence of balance in political, intellectual, public, and corporate life inevitably leads to failure. Whether in the politics of the right, the left, or the centre, or in the business of investing and generating profit, or in the marketplace of ideas and insight, the absence of balanceof a measured reflection on the competing pressures at handis usually the precursor of a loss of legitimacy. Narrowness on the right or the left, too much intensity on the centralist or decentralist side in federal-provincial relationsthese ordain incipient dysfunction. As I see it, the years from 1993 to 2006 represent a time when this balance within the Tory movement was disturbed by a period of hubris, fragmentation, incompetence, conceit, and a smaller view of our mission, a period that rendered a profound disservice to Canada.

Conservatism has its weaknesses, and they can be disruptive: fear of change, unvarnished belief in tradition, occasional distrust of collective endeavour, and deep tendencies toward division. (Robert Stanfield told me when I was a young legislative assistant that with three conservatives in a room, you would have at least five points of view.) But there is no doubt in my mind that these potential weaknesses are clearly outweighed by the beneficial presence of the conservative movements root beliefs in individual opportunity balanced by the common interests of nation and enterprise and by the overarching framework of democratic freedom and institutional stability. This is the right counterbalance to the liberalism that de-emphasizes collective responsibility, thereby contributing to an atomized society in which individuals primarily seek their own material advance with little sense of responsibility, and in which anticipating the next trend outweighs understanding our history and protecting institutions that preserve order. Conservatism, therefore, has nothing less than a profound duty to the future: it is the duty of conservatives to understand and overcome the factionalist impulse in order not to default on this responsibility.

Allow me to set the political and geopolitical context of this study of one movements recent travels and travails. Political causes and the parties and people that champion them have seasons, and there are histories on which these seasons are built. Those histories not only reach into the past, they also extend with unlimited impact into the future, shaping outcomes and strategies and being shaped in turn by personalities. The current dynamics of federal politics in Canada are not simply the result of the strengths and weaknesses of the present Conservative Party or the recent Jean Chrien and Paul Martin ministries; they are also the result of a complex evolution over a number of years within a convergence of particular histories and contextsan evolution not without connections to the wider post-Cold War conservative movement in the English-speaking world.

Conservative parties in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Canada have experienced more than just the ups and downs of political fortune since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War. In all three countries, the politics of the conservative cause have been marked by internal dissent, dramatic change, and the dynamics of decision and reconciliation. Each of these twists and turns has created real consequences for individuals, policies, and society.

In the United Kingdom, the end of the Thatcher-Major era yielded a Conservative Party that was not so much in decline as in disarray, unable to present cohesive policies and coherent leadership at the same time. This disconnect from the British people not only enabled the rise of Tony Blairs New Labour centrism, but also afforded that movement room to grow on the right, as conservative political vacuums usually do. For Europe, for the transatlantic relationship, and for the geographical balance of the larger world, this conservative failure provided New Labour with great licence, one it has used with some long-term implicationssome good, some less cheeryfor British economic, military, and diplomatic policy. It is a licence that has contributed to challenges and reckonings as far away as Iraq, Sierra Leone, Washington, and Tripoli.

In American conservative politics, the period between Ronald Reagan and George W Bush was one in which the promise of a post-Cold War new world order became, instead, the hard-slogging reality of commitments compromised, capacities overstretched, and naiveties shattered. The emergence of the Christian right in the core dynamics of the Republican Party, along with the isolationist Buchanan wing, conspired to dilute the patrician noblesse oblige of the Republican mainstream and shape a disparate coalition held together, from time to time, by overwhelming prospects for power and inexhaustible amounts of money. The despair during the Clinton years for American Republicans, along with the intensity of the character-assassinating excesses that changed the tone and intensity of American politics, also made a new candidate from Texas, with an old pedigree, the logical Republican option. The vicious attack on America and on innocent Americans by al-Qaeda produced a dynamic all its own within both Republican and Democratic circles. The Republican mindset into which that dynamic intruded so violently, however, was established as much by the conservative stresses within the Republican Party as by the broader political themes and arguments the party had come to embrace.

In Canada, the end of the Mulroney era ushered in a decade of fragmentation based on narrow ideology and regional discontent. Always a fragile and sometimes disenfranchised participant in Canadian politics, the conservative movement deserted the workable if temporary coalitions of leaders such as Diefenbaker, Stanfield, and Mulroney for the less worthy attractions of regional chauvinism, ideological excess, and disunity. At the beginning, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Preston Manning led the forces of fragmentation, from the right of the conservative spectrum; in the new millennium, Joe Clark did so, from the left. As in the case of Great Britain with New Labour, these conceits and diversions gave licence to a Liberal Party in Canada to proceed unchallenged. Canadas facility, effectiveness, and competence diminished over a decade in areas as disparate as health care, defence, provincial fiscal capacity, and Canada-U.S. relations. The truth is, conservative self-indulgence was as much to blame for this state of affairs as were narrow or misguided Liberal policies. The anti-Quebec leanings during Mr. Mannings beginnings and the holier-than-thou Red Tory condescension of Joe Clark all helped and stoked the Liberal victory machine.

What is the impact on the quality of democracy when dysfunction and division dominate the conservative side of the debate? What price does a democracy pay in terms of ideas and the legitimacy of the democratic system itself? What are the genuine prospects for rebirth? What are the real implications for Canada and Canadians?

Part of the dynamism and promise of democratic capitalist societies comes from the very competencies and abilities of competing participants in the domestic politics and economics of those societies. The shape of free economies, equality of opportunity, tax policy, foreign and defence priorities, health care, and education, not to mention the core requirements of both economic productivity and social justice, are all determined in the end by spirited debate, by controversy, and by electoral battles that together produce both electoral outcomes at election time and political balance between elections. What happens when the conservative side defaults in its task, pushing federal voters to the default (Liberal) position? What price do we end up paying in the future? What are the negative forces that conservatism must confront if its contribution to the public good is to exceed its obsession with its internal demons? How do we get beyond the Liberal default position, and our own?

The broader public good requires setting aside the indulgence of ideological and regional nativism; conservatism is a force for good only when it has the courage to lead, balances nation and enterprise, and brings citizens together in deeply rooted common causes that respect the freedom to choose, a freedom inherent in all democratic societies.

When we choose ideological self-indulgence in our leadership or policy preferences, we forfeit the support of the vast majority of Canadiansor Americans, or Europeanswho are profoundly non-ideological. They seek governments that appear to understand the reality of peoples lives, that have principled and realistic proposals to improve that reality, and that do so from philosophic principles that are both coherent and fair. Any party for whom its own ideological purity is more important than addressing reality on the ground not only forfeits but deserves to forfeit the chance to govern.

The conservative movement in Canada was to learn this the hard way, as this book lays out in somewhat gory detail.
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LOSING DIRECTION





1
A FATEFUL CHOICE

When it was announced that Prime Minister John George Diefenbaker would be coming to our parochial school and presenting a copy of the Canadian Bill of Rights to our principal, Dr. Melech Magid, and the United Talmud Torah Academy board president (and my great-uncle), Ben Beutel, I was quite excited. As I have also recalled in my book No Surrender, it was the early spring of 1962, and I was twelve years old, a grade-seven student at UTT, on St. Kevin Avenue in Montreal. To the north of this school and our secondary school, Herzliah High School, was the Spanish and Portuguese synagogue where I assisted Lionel Kaufman every Saturday at the junior congregations Sabbath services. Kaufman was a distinguished gentleman with a British accent and an arm and leg in a brace, with which he walked laboriously. He always seemed to tear up as he read the Prayer for Queen and Country every Saturday after that weeks Torah reading. Rabbi Solomon Frank, who was in charge, told me on several occasions that Lionel was a British fighter pilot who after many successful sorties, with Canadians, was shot down and seriously wounded over Englandand had emigrated to Canada. Kaufmans belief that life was about duty, service, loyalty, faith, and freedom had an osmotic effect on me as a young congregational assistant. Rabbi Frank, meanwhile, meant much to both me and my family. After all, he was the Canadian Army chaplain who found my Uncle Max in a Canadian field hospital in Europe after he had been seriously wounded after charging the German lines with the Princess Louise Dragoon Guards at Monte Cassino in 1944.

I had never seen a prime minister before other than on television. Our riding was one that always voted Liberal (a classic rotten borough, Mount Royal), so it was clear that this visit was not aimed at pulling in a swing seat. I had no idea what to expect.

Our vice principal, Sadye Lewis (she of the heart-stopping whistle around the neck), had lectured us on the comportment a prime minister deserved from UTT students. Anyone who misbehaves, does not come to school with pressed pants, or shows any lack of decorum will wear the embarrassment that he or she brings to UTT as a badge of shame forever. This was not just guiltthis was a preloaded, explosive guilt artillery shell aimed at ones entire structure of self-respect. So when the prime minister, the local Conservative candidate (Stan The Man Shenkman), the members of the UTT board, and Principal Magid entered the hall with other local worthies, while choirmaster Botvinik played a Haganah march on the upright piano, there was a definite air of expectancy.

I remember the PMs visit as if it were yesterday.

The welcoming speeches, the description of our school and its mission embellished for the prime ministers appreciation, the school choirs singing of Land of the Silver Birch after a rousing rendition of God Save the Queen and Hatikvahall these passed without great moment. I noticed how Diefenbaker seemed to grow in stature as he sat through the part of Ben Beutels introduction that stressed the 1961 passage by the Parliament of Canadaand the Diefenbaker governmentof the Canadian Bill of Rights.

When Diefenbaker came to the podium in his dark blue pinstriped suit with a red, white, and blue tie and a handkerchief in his breast pocket, he referred to the folks on the stage respectfully. He mentioned Lionel Kaufman and his distinguished war service, and then he took his glasses off, set aside his text, looked out at all of us kids, and began:


You young people are here, and are part of the Canadian family, because some of your parents and grandparents either chose Canada to build a life free of persecution and deprivation, and others among your parents fought in World War II to keep Canada free. They knew why they chose Canada, and were prepared to die for Canada. And they did that all so you could have a free Canada and make this country great.

I know something of this school and what it is trying to do. I know that in your classrooms at the front of each class there is a large photograph of Her Majesty the Queen. I know that the idea here is that you spend half a day learning what all students learnmath, history, French, English literature, geography, compositionand in the other half you learn the Hebrew language, the Bible, the history of the Jewish people, the great literature and stories of your people. I think that makes you better Canadians, and I think that makes Canada stronger.

You know, I could have used my mothers name from the British Isles of Bannerman. But I am a Diefenbakera Dutch name. I was born in an area of Dutch-German settlement in Ontario and have lived all my adult life in Saskatchewan. Out there we have many CanadiansFrench, Mtis, Ukrainian, Polish, German, Dutchand they are all Canadian to me. There were no French- or English- or Ukrainian- or Indian-Canadians on Juno Beach in 1944. They all wore the Canadian patch on their shoulderthey were all-Canadian, and all Canadians.

My governments Bill of Rights establishes once and for all, and for the first time as an Act of Parliament, that this is not a country where official discrimination for reasons of race, colour, creed, language, or land of origin will ever be tolerated.

This is a land where, whether your name is Kaufman or Diefenbaker, Baker or Mazankowski, Sevigny or Yuzyk, we are all welcome at the Canadian table. The Queen, our history, our democracy, our rights, our freedoms, are the property of every Canadianhowever many syllables he has in his or her name. Whether working in a shirt factory in downtown Montreal, rising before the sun to milk the cows in eastern Ontario, working the combine till late at night on a prairie farm, or teaching school right here at UTT, this is your birthright, your heritage, your inheritance.

The idea of Canada, the ideas of our history and tradition, the idea that humble people can make great contributions, these make up the real idea of this country. This is what Canada is. Order, stability freedom, a land of hope and opportunity, a place where government knows its place, a place where the freedom and spirit outside of governmenton the family farm, the small business, the fishing boat, the corner store, the high school auditoriumis the spirit that inspires this great land. This is your country. Your parents have chosen it, strengthened it, defended it, and now, in you, they will continue it. They did not let you down. Canada did not let them down. Rich or poor, rural or urban, west or east, Christian or Jewish, this is who we areand this is their inheritance.

Our dutyyour duty? To keep it strong; to keep it free; to keep it a place of hope and opportunity. At the end of the Bill of Rights which I will now present to your principal, there is a final sentence that reads:



I am a Canadian, a free Canadian, free to speak without fear, free to worship God in my own way, free to stand for what I think right, free to oppose what I believe wrong, free to choose those who shall govern my country. This heritage of freedom I pledge to uphold for myself and all mankind.



Thank you alland God bless you all!



We students were thunderstruck. The old men on the stage and the teachers had tears in their eyesalthough few if any had ever voted Conservative. The waves of applause cascaded off the gym walls and the screen-mesh windows.

Miss Lewis stood at the microphone, and the whistle from the heights of Olympia blew. Students, please rise for `O Canada. Botvinik hit the introductory chords on the old upright and that anthem was sung with more force and emotion than I had ever heard before. (I did hear a more forceful version a few years later at the Montreal Forum, after the Junior Canadiens, with Jacques Plante in the net, beat the Moscow Selects with a comeback two goals in the last three minutes of the game.)

Emotionally, for me, that sealed the deal. If that was what conservatism meanttradition, respect for diversity, a strong sense of Canada as a family, a pan-Canadian view of what we meant to each other, a duty to the past, a respect for faith and history, a frankness about discrimination and a will to fight it, a sense that the state had a role to play but ought to know its place, the understanding that it was not in government that societies were built but out in schoolyards, homes, churches, factories, farms, coastal fisheries, and small businessesthen I was a conservative, and a Conservative.

My enthusiasm that night at Friday dinner was met with a stern rebuke from my dad. After all, he was a lifelong Liberal and a poll captain for Milton Klein, the Liberal MP for the riding of Cartier. It was met with loving derision by my grandfather, a tailor in a womens cloak factory, an NDP supporter, and a long-time supporter of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, having been a shop steward for many years. My mom, meanwhile, was conciliatory, eager not to have a political row ruin the Friday night meal. She urged me to write all four parties (including the Social Credit Party of Canada, then led by Robert Thompson) for information before making a final choice.

I learned several things from that event and its aftermath. Conservatism, I could see, was a minority taste, certainly in the Montreal where I grew up, though being in the minority did not mean being in the wrong. Conservatism, I began to sense, was concerned with history, hope, and inclusion. I saw that when it reached out, it could inspire and motivate, and when it did not, it would be outsold by hope nine times out of ten.

I learned in the Montreal of the 1960s that the Canadian establishment was deeply Liberal, and that while this was not without good reason, the establishment was not always right. I learned that Liberalism was the establishment view because Conservatives were outsiders, or because the establishment felt safer with the Liberal Party and its approach to the role, nature, and purpose of government.

Over time, as I read Disraeli and Churchill and pondered the writings of Michael Oakeshott and Donald Creighton and even the work of William F. Buckley, Jr., I realized that the tyranny of the idea and its importance to conservatives made us idealists of the most naive kind: idealists regarding the right mix of history, order, and freedom, and idealists regarding the tough choices that voters could be asked to make. Our realism about society, about affordability, about the communist enemy during the Cold War, about the value of tradition, parliamentary democracy, and Canadian sovereignty (when we opposed the Americans on the Bomarc missile issue and after the Bay of Pigs) made us easy pickings for Lester Pearson and the U.S.-assisted Liberal Party campaign of 1963.

Over time, I realized that Diefenbakerwho was outstanding in front of high school audiences and who answered the letters of twelve- and thirteen-year-olds (I had dutifully written following my mothers counsel) with sincere, personally signed letterswas less than perfect in how he led his government and party, creating many of his own problems. His focus on control and his disdain for the press launched forces that were eventually trained on him, causing his downfall. Yet he came, he fought, he won, he stood, and he was formidably defeated. The populism of his appeal, the honesty of his approach to public life, and his identification with the average person on the street were the traits of a man who had gone up against the establishment of his own party and Bay Street and who, in 1958, had won the greatest majority to that point in our history.

The chord he struck in me transcended party affiliation to create a vision of our nations soul, our countrys real personality, unbuffed and unmanaged. How that soul is nurtured in different political traditions and cultures is part of the classic modern challenge facing a range of conservative leaders.

That populist tinge was certainly not where I began my conservative journey. My early connection to the populism and inclusion of the Diefenbaker brand of Prairie conservatism was, however, a very real constraint on my deeply held biases of a more Tory sort. Coming from the most humble of working-class origins, my biases had and have little to do with aristocracy, at least not in any personal sense. They come more from my sense of order and continuity and how vital they both are to genuine freedom and community.

The front of every class in my grade school was festooned with drawings (obviously not from memory) of various Old Testament prophets and personages: Joseph, Moses, Aaron, King David, King Solomon, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the rest of the great and sometimes holy. At the centre, and above, was always a photograph of Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip (he in his Royal Navy uniform). When I inquired in grade four why this photo was in the place of honour, the response of my home room teacher, Mrs. Handelman, was, Because under the Crown, we are all equal before the law, which is why we are free to practise our faith and worship freely in Canada.

This was before Diefenbakers 1961 Bill of Rights. In a school whose ranks included both immigrant and first-generation Canadian teachers and students, and the children of Holocaust survivors, this was a significant consensus. The lone dissenter was an Israeli import who taught Hebrew grammar and literature and who brought the late-1940S anti-British bias of many of his Israeli generation to our classroom. I viewed his ramblings as just thatand as profoundly un-Canadian and ahistori-cal. I believed then, and continue to believe, that the notion that any other colonial power would have withdrawn with as much civility or grace as the British did is pure fantasy. (Imagine the Russian, German, French, or Chinese in a similar circumstance. They would have been the imperials who never left.)

I am reminded of being in a large crowd and sitting on Dads shoulders (I was five and a half) on the day in 1956 that Queen Elizabeth arrived in a huge Cadillac to visit our city hall, Htel de Ville dOutremont, a Georgian building of some character on Cte Ste-Catherine. Her Majesty was in Montreal as part of the celebration of the opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway, which she and President Eisenhower would rightly commemorate as one of the great engineering wonders of the world. The Queen used the time to visit Quebec and Ontario, no doubt encouraged by a St. Laurent government that was both royalist and facing an election in a year or so.

Now, one does not feel fully integrated into the larger society when one grows up in an immigrant family where Yiddish is spoken at the dinner table by ones parents and relatives, where the children attend parochial school, where attendance at an Orthodox synagogue is normal and regular, where ones house is strictly kosher, and where ones entire circle of friends and relatives are of the same faith and from the same part of Eastern Europe. In fact, I suspect that for every generation of immigrants, the demi-world of our own kind is the formative experience from which some never emerge. The demi-world can be at once a place of support and welcome and, over time, a prison from which escape is either impossible or emotionally very expensive.

J. J. Zlotnick was the rabbi-in-chief of the near Beth Moishe synagogue at Durocher and Lajoie in lower Outremont, where we grew up. He was not without humour, but he could rain down fire and brimstone over the risks of intermarriageand of losing the purity of ones faith and failing to observe the six hundred plus daily commandments that an observant Orthodox Jew was to try to perform. (Because no one, in the modern age, could come close to performing more than about half of them, the daily guilt of incompetence and failure dogged our every step. This is something some Catholics and Presbyterians would instantly recognize in their own religious experience.) Whatever his many gifts as pastoral guide and orator, a passionate proponent of integration he was notin fact, if anything, he created a sense that simply chatting with a gentile was a step down the slippery slope.

Yet I remember looking at the platform of local worthies awaiting Her Majestys arrivalthe mayor, the local MP and town councillors, and the MNA were there. The local clergy, both French and English, were out in force: Catholic, Anglican, and Greek Orthodox priests; local Protestant clergy; and, in the last row, with homburg hat and bespectacled round face and funeral suit, our rabbi. There he was, actually sitting next to and perhaps even rubbing the odd shoulder with clergy of other faiths. And, as my dad explained to me, the person about to arrive was not only the head of the Commonwealththe person we rejoiced over while singing God Save the Queenbut also the titular head of the Church of England.

The Queen was welcomed by the federal minister and the local militia colonel and took the salute, then she proceeded to the platform and addressed the large crowd in flawless French and Englishbut not until she had shaken every hand on the platform and had a brief word with each person there assembled. Her Majesty shook Rabbi Zlotnicks hand, and they spoke for what seemed like an hour but was probably thirty seconds or fewer. I was mesmerized. By an act of simple royal courtesy, Elizabeth II had redefined community for me, and what being a Canadian (as opposed to being a Russian immigrants son living in Canada) actually meant. In subsequent Sabbath services I would pester the rabbi for what the Queen had said. His response, spoken with some nobility and aloofness, was always, Hugh, it is not appropriate to disclose the sovereigns comments. I noticed that the Prayer for Queen and Country was moved up during the service from next-to-last to right after the Torah scroll was returned to the ark: a very honoured place in the liturgy.

It was after the prime ministers speech at my school in 1962 that I made my fateful choice to be conservative and Conservative. I say fateful because my choice has taken me on a fascinating pilgrimage at once frustrating and fulfilling, from youthful idealism and partisanship to the experiences recorded in this book that were part of the Conservative Partys long road back to power. Forged in me through my early experiences was my deep and abiding sense that it was from history and institutional stabilityfrom the generations that linked through the ages to the origins of our laws and constitutionthat freedom comes. The Queen could well have simply made a speech, performed the usual walkabout, and moved on. Instead, a hand from an individualand a link directly to Magna Cartawas extended, and communities were touched and united to be part of the larger historical reality of this then young Dominion.

Part of the conservative mission in modern society is to shape the future out of a sense of common duty to the pastto the people: some royal, some made up of those who sacrificed themselves in peace and war, some who built and broadened, some who worked honourably and paid their taxes and defined street-level civility. This maybe elitist in that we celebrate those who volunteered to serve as opposed to those who abdicated their duty, and we celebrate those who toiled and achieved as opposed to those for whom the selfish pursuits were all there was. But it is also profoundly conservative. It is a mission that can be tolerant of what is new and fashionable in our politics, while also being deeply discerning. There are core institutions and values that, while not perfect, must be sustained, largely because there is no alternative with which to replace them.

These are the mileposts of our way ahead. If we do not follow them, the possibility of mayhem and disintegration truly increasesa reality in which excessive self-regard replaces concerns about the public good. One thing is true of American politics, both of the anti-war left (they usually oppose all warsuntil they see how they go) and of the anti-government far right, who have institutionalized selfishness (to paraphrase Sir Keith Josephs comment about socialism): that disengagement from the past is nearly total among their respective prophets.

The essential Tory is not, and never has been, defined by right or left; he or she is concerned with tradition, lineage, civility, and balancesomething Margaret Thatcher did not fully understand. Something the neocon mind cannot really grasp. Something the Canadian Liberalthat curious creature to whom we turn next in attempting to understand the reality that Conservatives always faceis too consumed with trends to actually even notice.





2
THE DEFAULT REALITY

Of course, I did not realize at the time that the road I had picked for myselfor that had picked mewould lead me into periods of wilderness experience. I was to learn pretty quickly however, that federally, I had picked the nomadic side. I say this because the default position for Canadian voters has not really changed since the defeat of Sir John A. Macdonald in 1871 over the Pacific Scandal. It is the position of choosing, more often than not, the supposedly managerially competent Liberals over any other option. It is the position of choosing the Liberals and their confidence and coherence about maintaining power over the often idea-driven Conservatives, who, on the core concerns of competent government, internal unity, and focus, seem less resolute than Liberals.

Conservatives such as Robert Stanfield, Joe Clark, Kim Campbell, Jean Charest, Preston Manning, and Stockwell Day have all been sent packing at one level or another by Canadian voters. This was not always because their ideas were extreme. Often it was because they could not portray even the most rudimentary patina of competence and coherence. In 1993, the Liberals Jean Chrtien offered hope. We, in contrast, offered a mismanaged campaign and an awkward callousness about hope. In 1997, we offered compelling national leadership in Charest but a stunningly irresolute lack of clarity on the rules going forward regarding any Quebec referendum. In 2000, we received, under Clark, the lowest percentage of PC votes ever recorded, with the Reform-Alliance part of the conservative family doing its best ever under Day.

The current Stephen Harper government notwithstanding, we have achieved a remarkable run of institutional and electoral irrelevance. And what is even worse than irrelevance? A lack of party unity and a tendency toward extremismtoward radical, overly simple solutions to complex policy problems. For example, Clarks well-meaning embrace, in 1979, of a new Canadian embassy in Jerusalem, the result of hollow pandering as opposed to solid diplomatic initiative, spoke deeply of an apparent lack of simple political skill. The lack of internal discipline in the 2004 election produced outbreaks of anti-Charter of Rights, anti-choice, and homophobic excess, helping the Liberals retain power one election more than was necessary.

These two factors not only render a political party essentially unelecta-ble, but further aggravate and corrode the basis of a competitive democracy. When a political party gets to this point, it has stopped harming itself and begun harming the country and its people. This is, unfortunately, where we were before the 2005 party conference in Montreal.

I make no secret of the fact that I have voted Conservative all my life. I have served as the chair of the 2004 transition-planning committee, as well as in a host of senior roles, and I even sought the leadership of the party in 1998, against Clark. From this perspective, it was important for me to try to understand what it is that keeps Canadians running back to a federal Liberal government.

When Conservatives come around who break the mould, such as John Diefenbaker or Brian Mulroney, the level of establishment angst and vilification implies that Conservative government is simply an unnatural state of affairs, one that the very rhythms of Mother Earth require to be corrected as soon as possible. The fact that Conservative governments often contribute to a rapid return to the Liberals is one manifestation of how the default position renders Conservatives profoundly inexperienced in government, which itself becomes a circular and self-fulfilling prophecy.

After a long decade of such frustration, the question needs to be asked: Does Canada need the Conservatives? Is Canada essentially a one-party state with anyone other than the Liberals present merely to legitimize a democratic process whose result is essentially predictable 90 per cent of the time? Is it really the role of the NDP simply to pull the Liberals to the left on occasion in order to keep Liberals campaigning from the left while governing from the right? Is it really the role of Conservativeswhether fragmented or unitedto exemplify what Liberals and most moderate Canadians oppose so that election after election becomes a sort of Groundhog Day recasting of Liberal restoration?

Is there something endemic to the premises, history, or essence of the Conservatives that makes the Conservative option unacceptable to Canadians? Is there something fundamentally more decent, fair, honest, or reasonable about the Liberals that makes them far more acceptable and comfortable? Or do the Conservatives suffer from a deficit in the core competencies of government, political organization, policy development, or leadership that has caused success to elude them?
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