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The rule of law is a very 
grand Canadian virtue until, 

it seems, it proves to be a 
barrier to Liberal electoral 

prospects in Quebec. 
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JEN GERSON

There is a particularly 
quaint element to Cana-
da — our smallness, our 

politeness, our insularity — that 
makes many people, including 
many Canadians, assume the 
best about our country and 
ourselves. As if these qualities 
make us inherently purer than 
other, more populous coun-
tries.

It’s true that Canadians are 
a trusting, generous lot who 
generally believe in the greater 
good, institutions and the rule 
of law. Consequently, the coun-
try is prone to imagining itself 
more bound by a mythology of 
its own goodness than it actu-
ally is. But there’s a darker side 
to Canada’s smallness. Our tiny 
network of political, business 
and intellectual elite is insular 
and concentrated.

The scandal  now envel-
oping Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau — a bilingual, femi-
nist, pro-multicultural liberal 
who embodies much of what 
we like to celebrate in our na-
tional character — should put 
an end to this.

At its heart, the SNC-Lav-

alin scandal that threatens 
Trudeau’s leadership is about 
political interference in our 
judicial system. The Globe 
and Mail first reported in ear-
ly February that last fall, the 
prime minister and his office 
pressured Jody Wilson-Ray-
bould, then the justice minister 
and attorney general, to seek a 
Deferred Prosecution Agree-
ment, which is equivalent to a 
plea bargain, for SNC-Lavalin, 
a politically well-connected 
civil engineering firm based in 
Montreal.

SNC-Lavalin has been at the 
centre of corruption scandals 
for decades. (In 2013, the World 
Bank debarred the company 
and more than 100 of its affili-
ates for 10 years, single-hand-
edly putting Canada at the top 
of the bank’s corruption list.) 

In this latest scandal, the 
company faces criminal charg-
es for bribing Libyan officials, 
including Moammar Gadhafi’s 
son, with millions of dollars to 
secure contracts in Libya.

The Deferred Prosecution 
Ag re e m e n t  wo u l d  p e r m i t 
SNC-Lavalin to avoid crimi-
nal prosecution, allowing it to 
continue to bid for domestic 
government contracts. Without 
this, the company might face 
existential peril.

The only person in Trudeau’s 
cabinet who seemed to push 
back was Wilson-Raybould. In 

January, she was put in charge 
of the Veterans Affairs Minis-
try, effectively a demotion.

Last week, she went public, 
speaking before a House of 
Commons committee about 
the pressure she’d been under 
to cut a deal with SNC-Lavalin. 

For hours, she delivered ex-
tensive testimony, citing notes 
and texts, detailing inappropri-
ate levels of political interfer-
ence in a criminal proceeding.

Her account was impossible 
to reconcile with Trudeau’s 
previous flat  denials.  The 
prime minister and his defend-
ers have come across as weak 
and dishonest, more interested 
in protecting a Quebec-based 
corporation than in the inde-
pendence of the judiciary. His 
government is now in chaos. 
On March 4, one of his key cab-
inet ministers, Jane Philpott, 
resigned, saying she had “lost 
confidence in how the govern-
ment has dealt with this matter 
and in how it has responded to 
the issues raised.”

Trudeau came to power in 
2015 on the promise of a new, 
revitalised Liberal Party, re-
moved from the stale old boys’ 
club of yore. The party, though 
it imagines itself as represent-
ing the quintessential ideals 
of Canadiana, has a long track 
record of corruption and chi-
canery, particularly in Quebec.

With an electoral base in the 

country’s most heavily popu-
lated regions, like Quebec, the 
Liberals have enjoyed many 
decades in power. It is not 
without merit that they are 
referred to, derisively, as Can-
ada’s Natural Governing Party.

Power brings with it certain 
habits. This is true everywhere, 
but in a democratic country 
with a population the size of 
California spread across a gi-
gantic landmass, influence 
runs in a geographic network 
that we describe in shorthand 
as the Laurentian Elite, after 
the St Lawrence River that 
runs through eastern Cana-
da. Trudeau, the son of former 
Prime Minister Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau, is very much a crea-
ture of this elite.

And so is SNC-Lavalin. Not 

just any company gets its calls 
taken by the prime minis-
ter’s office. Founded in 1911, 
SNC-Lavalin is a crown jewel 
in the Quebec corporate firma-
ment. The company’s lobbyists 
have long ties in both Conserv-
ative and Liberal governments. 
Its lawyers include a former 
Supreme Court justice. A re-
tired senior federal official is 
on its board. One of its corpo-
rate directors also sits on the 
board of the Trudeau Founda-
tion. Quebec’s public pension 
funds own about 20 per cent of 
SNC-Lavalin’s shares.

The decision about SNC-Lav-
alin’s case was being made in 
the lead-up to Quebec’s Oct 1 
provincial election — and that 
was apparently on the prime 
minister’s mind. According to 
Wilson-Raybould’s testimo-
ny, senior staff members from 
Trudeau’s office said the com-
pany was threatening to relo-
cate to London if it did not get 
the plea deal. One such staff-
er, she said, told her “if they 
don’t get a DPA, they will leave 
Montreal, and it’s the Quebec 
election right now, so we can’t 
have that happen.”

Wilson-Raybould recounted 
a conversation with Trudeau: 
“At that point the prime min-
ister jumped in, stressing that 
there is an election in Quebec 
and that ‘I am an MP in Quebec 
— the member for Papineau,’” 

she said. When she asked if he 
was trying to override her inde-
pendence as attorney general, 
she said, the prime minister 
replied, “‘No, no, no, we just 
need to find a solution.’”

Wilson-Raybould was the 
first First Nations person to 
be appointed justice minister. 
She is a member of Parliament 
from Vancouver, British Co-
lumbia, to boot. By virtue of 
this background, she is not 
someone who has been his-
torically well-represented in 
the cozy corridors of Canadian 
power. Why should she care 
about SNC-Lavalin? Why would 
she stake her independence 
and her reputation on the com-
pany’s survival?

It’s no coincidence that she 
was replaced at the justice 
ministry by David Lametti, a 
member of Parliament from 
Montreal who even now has 
not ruled out saving SNC-Lava-
lin with a Deferred Prosecution 
Agreement. 

The rule of law is a very 
grand Canadian virtue until, it 
seems, it proves to be a barrier 
to Liberal electoral prospects 
in Quebec. It is a small country, 
after all.

(Jen Gerson, a contributing editor 
to Maclean’s magazine who writes 
regularly for the Canadian Broad-

casting Corp. and The Walrus, is 
a co-host of the Canadian politics 

podcast “Oppo.”)

NEVER IN THE FIELD OF 
HUMAN CONFLICT WAS SO 
MUCH OWED BY SO MANY TO 
SO FEW.  
WINSTON CHURCHILL
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OF THE 
DAY

Canadian politicians aren’t 
cute. They’re corrupt

The scandal 
surrounding 

prime 
minister 

Justin 
Trudeau 

shows just 
how cozy the 

country’s elite 
really is

Justin Trudeau, prime minister of Canada, with his former principal secretary, Gerald Butts, last year.
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America has no federal 
law criminalizing gun 

trafficking across state 
lines, making it harder 
to stop the flow of illegal 
guns up the Iron Pipeline 
or prosecute traffickers. 
Last week I reintroduced 
my bill to fix that. We need 
to keep illegal guns off our 
streets and save lives.

@SenGillibrand

We wish the new 
members of the Abu 

Dhabi Executive Council 
all success. We are confi-
dent that they will work 
well as a team with their 
colleagues to achieve the 
vision of our leadership in 
driving forward the devel-
opment of the country.

@MohamedBinZayed

In the last five years, 
India’s prestige on 

the world stage stands 
enhanced significantly. 
Value of the Indian pass-
port has increased. Our 
country has emerged as a 
leading voice in the glob-
al fight against terrorism, 
climate change and black 
money. 

@AmitShah

In Moscow, demon-
strators are protesting 

against a new law to cre-
ate an autonomous Rus-
sian internet. Mikhail 
Svetov from the Libertar-
ian Party told @dwnews 
that with restrictions on 
press and political free-
dom the web is crucial in 
Russia. “If they take that 
we will have nothing.”

@EmilyCSherwin

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

1968
NASA launches Apollo 7, the 
first successful manned Apollo 
mission.

1972
A race riot occurs on the United 
States Navy aircraft carrier Kitty 
Hawk off the coast of Vietnam.

1976
George Washington is 
posthumously promoted to the 
grade of General of the Armies.

1984
Aboard the Space Shuttle Chal-
lenger, astronaut Kathryn D. Sul-
livan becomes the first American 
woman to perform a space walk.

TODAY 
DAY IN 

HISTORY

 KRISTEN R GHODSEE

About a decade ago,  I 
stopped sending flow-
ers on Mother’s Day for 

political reasons. My mom, a 
high-school-educated Nuyori-
can with a soft spot for Hallmark 
holidays, was not pleased. 

“But I don’t want to celebrate 
you only as a mother,” I tried to 
explain.

A resilient woman who once 
worked two jobs after my fa-
ther abandoned her with three 
mortgages, two kids and no child 
support, she was more than just 
a parent to me. She was a super-
hero. 

“ I  wa n t  t o  a c k n ow l e d g e 
everything that you are,” I told 
her. “The whole person.” I start-
ed sending my mom flowers on 
March 8 instead.

It didn’t go over well the first 
year. The date meant nothing 
to her.

“It’s International Women’s 
Day, and it’s celebrated all over 
the world,” I persisted. “The 
United Nations declared it an 
official holiday in 1975.”

“I’ve never seen a card for 
that,” she said.

“Well, it’s not celebrated in the 
United States.”

At this, my mom harrumphed. 
“Why not?”

That’s complicated, I told her.
Although a National Women’s 

Day was first proposed by the 
Socialist Party of America and 
observed in New York in 1909, 
it was Clara Zetkin, a German 
Marxist feminist, who formally 
instituted an international day to 
celebrate working women at the 
Second International Congress 
of Socialist Women in Copen-
hagen in 1910. Millions began 
marking International Women’s 
Day annually after March 8, 1911.

On International Women’s Day 
in 1917, Russian women demon-
strated for bread and an end to 

World War I, and sparked a rev-
olution that forced the Czar’s 
abdication. 

After the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, Vladimir Lenin and his 
newly appointed commissar of 
social welfare, Alexandra Kol-
lontai, declared International 
Women’s Day an official holiday 
in the Soviet Union.

From Europe, I explained 
to my mom, the celebration of 
March 8 spread across the globe. 
The early socialists yearned for 
a world where men and women 
were equal. They understood the 
inherent misogyny and sexism 
that underlay patriarchal cul-
tures. By establishing a special 
day to recognise women, they 
called attention to the obstacles 
women face the other 364 days 
of the year.

Socialists embraced the radical 
idea that a woman is more than 
a mother, though she may be 
that, too. They fought to create a 
world that also valued women as 
workers, as citizens and as fully 
equal members of society. 

They desired an economic sys-
tem in which a woman need not 
be dependent on a man, where 
she would not have to be a su-
perhero to successfully raise two 
kids after their father abandons 
them.

Of course, 20th-century so-
cialist states did not create the 
world they wanted, but it was 
not for lack of trying. Different 
countries implemented different 
policies, but none achieved the 
full equality they had promised. 

Over a century after socialists 
expressed their goals, women 
still earn only 63 per cent of what 
men are paid, 35pc of women 
will still be the subject of physi-
cal violence by men, and divorce 
often still means financial ruin.

More than 25 countries mark 
International Women’s Day as 
an official holiday, and it is ob-
served unofficially in at least a 
dozen more. 

In some countries, women re-
ceive flowers and gifts, while in 
others it is a day of parades and 
protests for women’s rights.

But Americans have ignored 

it, largely because of its socialist 
origins and its historical asso-
ciation with the Eastern Bloc. 
After the Cold War ended, Rep-
resentative Maxine Waters of 

California and 79 co-sponsors 
tried to introduce legislation 
to designate March 8, 1994, as 
International Women’s Day in 
the United States. The bill never 
made it out of committee.

Instead, Americans celebrate 
Mother’s Day, a holiday whose 
precursors united mothers 
around charitable works and 
pacifism. Following the Civil 
War, Anna Reeves Jarvis organ-
ised “Mothers’ Friendship Days” 
to promote reconciliation. In 
1907, her daughter, Anna Jarvis, 
began lobbying to make Mother’s 
Day a national holiday, flooding 
Washington with letters until 
Woodrow Wilson formally es-
tablished it in 1914. In Jarvis’ 
vision, it was a day to quiet-
ly acknowledge the sacrifices 
mothers made for their children. 

But merchants soon co-opted 
Mother’s Day, using the occasion 
to sell more chocolates, flow-
ers, gifts and yes, greeting cards. 
Jarvis spent the rest of her life 
fighting the commercialisation 
of Mother’s Day. She hated the 
holiday so much that she actual-
ly tried to have it removed from 
the American calendar.

For my part, I despise that 
Mother’s Day values women only 
as mothers. It reinforces the idea 
that this is our most important 
role: giving birth and sacrificing 
enormous amounts of unpaid 
labour towards raising the next 
generation of citizens. We are 
more than our wombs.

Despite my rationalisations, 
my mother remains skeptical. 
She is a lifelong Democrat and 
we tend to agree on most things, 
but I know my leftist feminist 
politics are a bit too radical for 
her. I’m sure she would prefer 
to get her blossoms on Mother’s 
Day like all of the other women 
with “normal” daughters.

Still, I have stuck to my guns. 
Each year I send a bouquet in 
March instead of May, trying to 
win her over. I forward her arti-
cles about International Wom-
en’s Day celebrations from Af-
ghanistan to Zambia, and share 
photos of rallies in Brazil and 
Nepal. 

Since November 2016, I’ve 
been helped by increasing media 
attention to March 8, the grow-
ing radicalisation of American 
women and a rising interest in 
democratic socialism. I imagine 
a fellow Puertorriqueña, Alex-
andria Ocasio-Cortez, may cel-
ebrate International Women’s 
Day as well.

Today, my mom tolerates my 
hatred of Mother’s Day. And not 
only because she gave birth to 
me. Also because she is a ca-
pable, open-minded and loving 
human being who has faced and 
overcome many obstacles in life, 
the least of which are her daugh-
ter’s militant idiosyncrasies.

(Kristen R Ghodsee, a professor of 
Russian and East European studies at 
the University of Pennsylvania, is the 

author of numerous books.)

Have you wished your mother a happy 
international women’s day yet?

Forget mother’s day. Today we celebrate women as friends, sisters, workers and comrades, too

Bernie finally receiving more scrutiny

I have been pleased to see that, even at this early 
stage, Bernie Sanders’ record is getting more 
scrutiny than it did in 2015 and 2016, where it 

received virtually none. If it had, it would quickly 
have become clear that his progressive bona fides 
are illusory.

His vote in support of the racist 1994 crime 
bill (that his supporters used to smear Hillary 
Clinton, who was not even in Congress), his 
vote for endless war with the 2001 AUMF, his 
not so clear positions over the years with LGBT 
folks and their rights, his appearance on Lou 
Dobbs’ show where he just nodded along as 
Dobbs blamed Latinos for the economic woes 
of working class whites, his support for send-

ing his state’s toxic waste to poison indigent 
minority communities in Sierra Blanca, his 
weak record on gun control and his sneering 
dismissal of women and minorities’ issues as 
“identity politics.” Any one of these things 
should disqualify him from seeking to lead the 
Democratic Party in the 21st century. Certainly 
no serious-minded progressive could possibly 
defend that record.

Hopefully a meaningful reckoning of Sanders’ 
deeply problematic record is in the offing, rather 
than the cult-like fanaticism we saw in his 2016 
campaign.

S Nabozny 

For my part, I despise that 
Mother’s Day values women 
only as mothers. It reinforc-
es the idea that this is our 

most important role. 


