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"The politician will be only too happy to abdicate in favour of his image, because the image will be so much more powerful than he could ever be."– Marshall McLuhan
On March 6, 1988, a popular BBC television personality and intellectual reviewed a book entitled Letters of Marshall McLuhan for the London Observer. The first sentence of his review read: "Marshall McLuhan's intellectual reputation is dead."

The reviewer, Michael Ignatieff, felt safe enough making that statement – it had been more than seven years since McLuhan's death in his Wychwood Park home in Toronto, years in which the academic world largely agreed to ignore McLuhan's work. At the height of McLuhan's fame in the 1960s, this English professor at the University of Toronto had seemed to revolutionize the study of communication. But the fuss had blown over, and it was easy to see why. In the period of his fame, McLuhan succumbed to a "fatal impulse towards incomprehensibility," Ignatieff wrote. His work was increasingly characterized by "intellectual carelessness," by a "preference for pronouncement rather than argument, and an incapacity to respond and adapt in the face of criticism."

Ignatieff's review, it seemed, was one more nail in the coffin of the deceased reputation. But in recent years, disturbance has been noticed in the graveyard where this reputation has been interred. Strange noises and rustling have been heard. Rumours have spread that, in fact, Ignatieff's defeat for the leadership of the Liberal party was McLuhan's revenge from the grave. That had he paid some attention to those "pronouncements" he scorned, Michael Ignatieff might well be today's Leader of the Opposition.

As it is, he will be prominent among the Liberals this Monday, when the House of Commons opens. Will he now follow the example of Pierre Trudeau and dig in for the long haul with help from McLuhan?

Ignatieff, after all, was supposed to be the new Trudeau. Both men were certified intellectuals, both were considered to be a breath of fresh air in politics (although Trudeau was hardly inexperienced politically when he entered the race for Liberal leadership in 1968). Both were handsome fellows, both possessed glamour, both were scions of upper-class families endowed with a generous helping of noblesse oblige and savoir-faire, with no small dash of arrogance thrown in. 

But there is a key difference between Trudeau and Ignatieff – not in their beliefs or attitudes, but in their presentation of self in front of the television cameras, an all-important aspect of their political careers and, as it happens, the domain McLuhan understood so well.

One moment from Ignatieff's leadership campaign stands out in my mind as a key occasion for understanding the difference between the two men. It was a television clip of Ignatieff talking about a new division in the country, the rift between urban and rural Canada. I forget Ignatieff's exact words, but his voice was urgent with emotion, as if this division troubled him to the roots of his soul. It was terrible! It had to be healed! Ignatieff would not rest until he had done something about it!

Now Trudeau felt deeply about certain political issues, but he never betrayed emotion unless it was on rare occasions, such as the murder of Pierre Laporte. Then you felt his anger. Normally, however, Trudeau approached controversy with a certain calm, as if he were slightly amused and above it all.

"Trudeau was a master of television," says Peter Donolo, former director of communications for Jean Chrétien. "He understood the intimate nature of the medium. His voice rarely rose in television. He was very quiet. He had this kind of charm – there was something inscrutable about it."

McLuhan early perceived that certain types of personalities were more adapted to the television screen than others. "Cool" personalities were good on the tube. "Hot" personalities were not. His definition of "hot" and "cool" was not always clear, but basically hot meant high definition.

"TV is a medium that rejects the sharp personality," McLuhan wrote.

Trudeau's inscrutability, his quiet, elusive persona, made him a natural for an intimate medium.

"You don't talk on television the way you would in a cavernous hall," says Donolo.

"With television, you're invited into people's living rooms and you're having a conversation with them. It's as if you're having 20 million one-on-one conversations, as opposed to addressing 20 million people."

This living-room imperative was something Ignatieff never seemed to understand. In a way it was odd, because he had proved a successful "presenter" on BBC television, hosting various shows such as the BBC arts program The Late Show.

In the hurly-burly of a leadership race, however, he couldn't get away from his favourite mode of self-presentation, which was the lecture hall. There he was superb. But those 20 million people into whose living rooms he was entering via television did not want to be lectured.

The repeated sight of an intense Ignatieff, gripping the podium, with a look in his eyes that was almost scary – a look intensified by his occasional breaking into a toothy, mirthless smile – was far too hot for their television screens.

Trudeau, by contrast, was often playful, especially when introducing variations on the theme of his sex appeal. The rose on his lapel was an iconic image of that playfulness and a kind of imaginative daring, along with the pirouettes behind the Queen and the cape he wore to the Grey Cup game.

"The rose was clearly a deliberate ploy on the part of Keith Davey and his other campaign strategists, who understood the power of the image and traded on it," says Warren Kinsella, former aide to Chrétien and now a political consultant.

Same thing with the cape, which made Trudeau look like a dandy. "That again was deliberate," Kinsella comments. "It's not as if the guys in the stands loved Trudeau when they saw that cape, but they probably admired his balls in wearing it. That's using the image almost in a counter-intuitive way."

Political campaigns, Kinsella knows – and McLuhan understood – are wars of images. Kinsella's own use of Barney the Dinosaur to mock Stockwell Day's alleged Creationist beliefs is a famous instance. As a pro, Kinsella has nothing but admiration for the well-known 1990 photograph of Kim Campbell, in bare shoulders, holding up a Q.C.'s robes.

"It said to the viewer that she was new and fresh and unafraid of risk, but at the same time it conveyed a sense of intellectual heft," Kinsella says. "All in one image."

Indeed, just before the 1993 campaign, Campbell was riding high. It took another striking image – Jean Chrétien water skiing on one ski – to counter Campbell's image and begin to turn the campaign around for the Liberals.

What Ignatieff clearly needed was a defining image. "The suspicion was forming during the leadership race that he was out of touch, a foreigner who had never used public transit and was completely disconnected with the lives of Canadians," Kinsella recalls. "He needed something iconic to counter that suspicion."

Ignatieff failed to come up with that iconic image for the same reason, probably, that he could never come across on the television screen as relaxed and comfortable in his own skin. In McLuhan's terms, he could never cool down.

Instead he gave the impression of living completely in his head, with his faintly unreal alarm over the rift between rural and urban Canada – all the while secretly regarding the whole leadership race as a trial.

"It's a crazy business, politics," comments Kinsella.

"People who submit themselves to it should have their heads read. So you've at least got to have fun."

Ignatieff clearly did not have fun. It may have been because he felt, running in this leadership race, that he was violating his inner nature. TVO producer Wodek Szemberg recalls a recent conference in Boston in which Al Gore appeared, and in the course of his address mentioned Theodor Adorno and the Frankfurt School, among other high intellectual references. "I understood why he lost the election in 2000," Szemberg comments. "Gore likes being smart much more than he likes being popular."

In that case, you can expect to be beaten by George W. Bush. Ignatieff has a similar problem. He may not yet be reconciled to the role of political campaigner, to the reality of saying things to a television audience that he would never think of saying in the lecture hall. This may also explain his well-publicized gaffes.

"There's a case to be made for some sort of self sabotage on Ignatieff's part," Szemberg comments. "He began by telling himself, `I will sacrifice my freedom to speak my mind for the possibility of landing a powerful position that will allow me to accomplish things in other ways.' Perhaps in the end he was not certain that he was willing to make that trade."

One thing you can count on: If Ignatieff ever does reconcile himself to the role of politician, he had better take another look at McLuhan.

