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Introduction

The Sources of Multilateralism in
Canadian Foreign Policy

The two inescapable realities of Canadian foreign policy, based on our
geographical and historical development, are: the necessity of maintaining
unity at home, especially between the two founding nations; and living distinct
from but in harmony with the world’s most powerful and dynamic nation—the
USA. These factors tend to restrict initiatives being undertaken by Canada
alone, and favour the pursuit of limited international objectives through
international organizations.

—George Ignatieff, 1980

We have . . . a lasting and visceral commitment to multilateralism which is
ingrained, and endemic to the Canadian character.
—Stephen Lewis, 1985

Introduction

On 12 October 2010 the Canadian government withdrew its application for a seat on the UN
Security Council (UNSC), in the face of what would have been a loss to Portugal in voting by
the UN General Assembly (UNGA). This would mark the first time since the UN was formed
that a decade would pass without Canada being represented on the UNSC. In the acrimonious
political climate of the time, the Conservative government blamed the opposition Liberals for
their lack of support and the Liberals blamed the government for a long period of neglect, not
only of the UN, but of those UN member governments whose support in the General Assembly
was necessary to get elected. This defeat was symptomatic of developments in Canadian for-
eign policy and the wider global community that have affected the government’s commitment
to multilateralism.

Multilateralism has been an article of faith in the practice of Canadian foreign policy for
decades. Since the 1940s, successive Canadian governments have actively supported a wide-
ranging network of multilateral institutions and associations. Much of Canada’s relations
with the international community of states have been conditioned by the country’s member-
ship in institutions such as the United Nations (UN), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO), the Commonwealth, and the World Trade Organization (WTO), among many others.
With the noteworthy exception of its relationship with the United States, multilateral contacts
have generally taken precedence over bilateral ones and multilateral diplomacy has been the
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preferred instrument for the pursuit of foreign policy objectives. This strong and persistent
commitment to multilateralism has survived various attempts to circumscribe or replace it. It
has also survived in the face of opposition from some of Canada’s principal allies to the spirit
of multilateral co-operation and to specific institutions. Finally, the commitment has cut
across party lines and received substantial support from organized groups and the Canadian
public. All this may be changing as Canadian foreign policy-makers chart a course for the
twenty-first century. The change is reflected in both discourse and practice, and while it may
be premature to assess its strength and principal direction, there are enough indications to
warrant a closer examination. This book attempts to do so in its closing chapters where con-
temporary developments in Canadian involvement in and contributions to multilateralism
will be examined.

Canada’s active role in multilateral institutions has beep discussed widely. Numerous
works have reviewed Canadian policies regarding various international organizations, and
countless government statements and public commentaries have identified multilateralism as
one of the most prominent and persistent themes in the practice of Canadian foreign policy.
While many of these have celebrated Canada’s participatory activity as indicative of the coun-
try’s commitment to a constructive and progressive global order, others have questioned its
lack of substance, discounted it as the pursuit of narrow self-interest, or criticized it as a facade
for close collaboration with the Americans in support of an imperialistic and hegemonic
order. As discussed later in this introduction, there is some merit in some of these views.
Indeed, one of the benefits of multilateralism from the perspective of Canadian foreign
policy-makers has been its ability to fuse some very different policy objectives.

The multilateral tradition in Canadian foreign policy is the subject of this work. The cen-
tral objective of this book is to demonstrate the significance and persistence of multilateral-
ism as a guiding principle and operational strategy in the conduct of Canadian foreign policy
across a spectrum of policy issues in the political, economic, and security arenas and to assess
its continued relevance for foreign policy in the early years of the twenty-first century. The
following chapters provide an overview of the history of Canadian involvement in multilat-
eral associations and institutions since the 1940s. This overview reveals the vast range of Can-
ada’s multilateral activities in international institutions with particular reference to the most
significant of these: the UN, the Commonwealth, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT)/WTO regime, and NATO. The book also touches on Canadian involvement in other
associations, such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organiza-
tion of American States (OAS), the Francophonie, and the Conference on Security and
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE).

What follows is not intended to be a comprehensive account of Canada’s multilateral
activities or of Canadian foreign policy. There are too many of these to review in a short
volume. It is also not intended to be a definitive account of specific Canadian policies. In
some instances, such accounts already exist. In others, the work remains to be done. Rather,
the primary purpose of this work is to provide the reader with a survey of Canada’s involve-
ment in multilateral associations and to argue that, over time and across different issues,
Canadian policy-makers repeatedly relied on multilateralism in the pursuit of a diverse
range of foreign policy objectives. In addition to arguing that multilateralism has been one
of the most important defining characteristics of Canadian foreign policy, this review will
also illustrate how multilateralism has been used to meet quite distinct policy objectives,
ranging from milieu goals, involving a more peaceful and stable international order, to pos-
sessive goals, intended to satisfy narrow national interests.! Another consideration in writing
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this book is to examine how Canada’s involvement in multilateral associations has changed
over time and across different issues. Finally, given the significant transformations taking
place in the world today and in Canadian foreign policy, and the historic opportunity for a
renewal of effective multilateral co-operation in the interests of a more peaceful, stable, and
inclusive international order involving a wider array of states and non-state actors, it is
important to assess Canada’s continued support for a multilateral order and to speculate on
its potential to contribute in the future.

The book is organized to examine Canadian policy in three different but related policy
spheres and in four historical periods. The three chapters in Part I review Canada’s involve-
ment in the formation of post-war multilateral institutions. The first chapter deals with the
UN and its affiliated agencies; Chapter 2 addresses post-war economic institutions, principally
the Bretton Woods system; and Chapter 3 concerns post-war security arrangements and the
formation of NATO. These chapters discuss the active role that Canadian officials played in the
late 1940s and their efforts to construct a multilateral framework that would offset the domin-
ant and potentially domineering power of the United States and, at the same time, provide a
stable structure of peace and prosperity. These chapters also review Canada’s early experiences
in these institutions.

Part II examines the evolution of Canadian policy in each of these spheres from the 1960s
through the 1980s in the midst of the Cold War. During this period, there was a transforma-
tion in the attitudes of many Canadians towards a multilateral foreign policy. By the end of
the 1960s, many Canadians, including members of the Trudeau cabinet, had become more
skeptical and more critical of the benefits of multilateral connections for Canada, and there
were attempts to steer clear of multilateral commitments. In most instances, these attempts
did not persist. Chapter 4 looks at the effects of the Cold War on Canadian activities at the UN
in such areas as membership, peacekeeping, and arms control. Chapter 5, in examining inter-
national economic institutions during this period, reviews the North-South debates that
dominated the global political economy at the time, the evolution of the multilateral trade
regime, and the demise of ‘the Bretton Woods financial order. Chapter 6 assesses Canadian
policy at NATO during the 1960s as the North Atlantic Treaty, despite Canadian reservations,
was transformed into an unequivocal military alliance with a prominent nuclear strategy. It
also examines Canada’s NATO policy in a period of détente and describes the government’s
effective diplomacy in securing participation in the CSCE. During this period, Canada’s multi-
lateral arrangements often did little to prevent more intensive bilateral arrangements with the
Americans. On the other hand, Canadian officials did seek wider objectives as well. Through-
out this period, Canadian policy-makers attempted on occasion and with limited success to
use the UN and NATO to bridge the East-West divisions of the Cold War. Within the commer-
cial sphere, however, and despite some pretension for reconciling the rich—poor divide
between North and South, the primary concern was to protect the Canadian economy from
the demands of developed and developing economies alike.

Part I11 looks at Canada’s multilateral policies in the aftermath of the Cold War and during
an accelerated phase of globalization. Chapter 7 examines the UN’s role in the “new world
order” and Canada’s contribution to the UN’s more interventionist and normative agendas.
Chapter 8 reviews Canada’s response to the demise of the Bretton Woods system, the global-
ization of the international political economy, and the gradual and inchoate multilateraliza-
tion of a continental trade relationship that had become too large to ignore. It also discusses
Canada’s attraction to and involvement in the more selective plurilateral club, the Group of
Seven (G7) leading industrialized countries that began meeting in annual summits in the
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mid-1970s. Chapter 9 reviews Canada’s participation in the wars against Iraq and Serbia dur-
ing the 1990s and its relationship with NATO as the alliance adjusted to the loss of an enemy,
the Soviet Union, which had been its principal raison d’étre since its formation over four
decades earlier. Each of these chapters addresses in a preliminary manner the profound
developments of recent years that have resulted in a dramatic transformation of the associa-
tions and institutions that have served as the foundation for Canada’s multilateral foreign
policy for the past 40 years.

The final two chapters—Part IV—pick up the story since the turn of the millennium and
consider if and how multilateralism continues to inform the conduct of Canadian foreign
policy across a range of security and commercial policy concerns. This section examines Can-
ada’s response to the developments of this period, including the aftermath of the terrorist
attacks on the United States in 2001 and the rise of a host of emerging powers and attempts to
indicate the direction in which Canada’s multilateral tradition might carry on in the future.

Before undertaking this review, the remainder of this introduction briefly discusses the
phenomenon of multilateralism, considers the sources of multilateralism in Canadian foreign
policy, and reflects on the interests that this policy has served.

Multilateralism

There has been a proliferation of research and writing devoted to the theory and practice of
multilateralism in global politics. The proliferation in the literature reflects the emergent pat-
terns of global politics in that multilateralism has been used extensively by states and non-
state actors to conduct their affairs in international society. Multilateralism calls attention to
the foreign policy activity of states. States, in designing their foreign policy, can select from a
variety of orientations, ranging from isolationism and economic self-sufficiency to active
interaction with other states. As compared with unilateral or bilateral strategies, multilateral-
ism, as used here, refers both to the practice of multilateral diplomacy and to policies sup-
porting the establishment and maintenance of institutions and associations that facilitate and
support the practice of multilateral diplomacy. Robert Keohane has defined multilateralism
as “the practice of co-ordinating national policies in groups of three or more states, through
ad hoc arrangements or by means of institutions.”> Multilateral diplomacy involves working
with coalitions of states, primarily but not exclusively within formal associations or institu-
tions, to achieve foreign policy objectives. It also implies a willingness to maintain solidarity
with these coalitions and to maintain support for these institutions. In practice, it often
involves greater attention to the process by which decisions are made than to the more sub-
stantive elements of those decisions. Support for multilateral diplomacy also necessitates
encouraging others to follow the same procedures.?

John Ruggie has written that multilateralism should be viewed as having some substantial
content as well as being a process: “What is distinctive about multilateralism is not merely that
it coordinates national policies in groups of three or more states, .. . but that it does so on the
basis of certain principles of ordering relations among those states.” These principles, in Rug-
gie’s view, “specify appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the particular-
isticinterests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in any specific occurrence.”>
When viewed from this vantage point, a commitment to multilateralism involves more than
a procedural strategy for conducting one’s foreign policy. It suggests a subjective approach
and a conscious commitment to the process and substance of the associations—more specif-
ically, a conscious interest in the substantive content of the international order that is
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supported by multilateral activity. Multilateralism, in this sense, shares certain characteristics
with how international regimes have been described in the literature. Support for regimes,
analysts note, derives from their ability to reduce the costs and risks to governments from co-
operation. International regimes also provide a greater degree of predictability for govern-
ments because they make it easier to anticipate the response of other governments involved in
the same regime. Each of these views of multilateralism emphasizes the role of states in the
process of co-operation and tends to look upon international co-operation primarily as a top-
down process, one organized and implemented by states in service to interests that have been
defined by the states involved.

In contrast to this, some analysts have argued that for both empirical and normative rea-
sons, multilateralism needs to be examined from the bottom up. This argument stems from
the increased prevalence and participation of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in
global politics. This new multilateralism, as it has been described, takes a different view from
that of realist, liberal, or constructivist views of multilateralism. In these more traditional
approaches, as Michael Dolan and Chris Hunt describe them, “the actions of elements of civil
society serve to legitimate or delegitimate decisions made in state-centric multilateral institu-
tions, rather than in any way transforming the terrain of political sovereignty.”® In contrast,
“the bottom-up element embodies the reconstitution of civil society, and is most glaringly
manifest in the rise of new social movements, which are ‘no longer willing to allow govern-
ments to act as exclusive agents on [their] behalf””7 In considering this new multilateralism,
Robert Cox has noted that multilateralism becomes “highly ‘schizophrenic’ in that one part is
situated in the present predicaments of the state system, and another probing the social and
political foundations of a future order.”8

Cox has also argued that world order and the multilateral activity that supports it can sup-
port different interests and ideas. He describes world order as “neutral as regards the nature of
the entities that constitute power; it designates an historically specific configuration of power
of whatever kind.”® As a result, world order may exhibit different tendencies under different
configurations of power. Multilateralism, in turn, may support more or less progressive or
conservative ordering principles for global political relations. Furthermore:

Cox’s critical IR [international relations] perspective also points to the way in which
discursive meanings of multilateralism become important in shaping concrete material
practices. This brings in an inherently normative aspect to the new multilateralism, in
that it seeks to uncover whose voices are represented (or not) in international politics
as well as revealing the nature of particular sites of struggle and contestation.!?

The prominence of multilateralism in Canadian foreign policy speaks to its importance
as both a practice and an idea that for many years has shaped Canada’s identity both at home
and abroad. It is worth making this distinction because both the idea and the practice have
had important, if different, effects on those involved in foreign policy, and as the practice
changes it will have an effect on how the idea of multilateralism will be viewed. On the prac-
tical side, multilateralism has often encouraged Canadian officials to pursue foreign policy
objectives through institutional connections. The idea of multilateralism as a process
through which international order can be organized and sustained helped to shape a Can-
adian identity and, in turn, encouraged policy-makers to employ it in rhetoric and in prac-
tice as a way of constructing a favourable image for Canada and Canadians abroad as a
means to gain public support for foreign policy initiatives. At times, the idea has to be
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reconciled with the practice. Equally important is the effect that the multilateral idea has had
on the Canadian public’s view of and support for foreign policy, conditioning the public not
only to a particular form of engagement but also to support the principle of active engage-
ment in world affairs.

The idea of multilateralism also represents, often implicitly but sometimes explicitly, a set
of normative values. These are often positive values juxtaposing the more favourable image of
multilateralism with the less constructive option of unilateralism, or in Canada’s specific
circumstances, of a bilateral foreign policy attached to dominant and domineering powers—
formerly Great Britain and more persistently the United States. This favourable image and the
attached values do not always correspond to practice.!! Nor does it overtly acknowledge the
specific national interests of Canada that have been well served by multilateral practices. Yet
the positive values that have been attached to multilateralism and the favourable image gener-
ated from Canadian support for multilateralism have helped to define Canadian identity. As a
result, it has been an important source of popular support for foreign policy-makers. Consist-
ently high levels of public support for the United Nations and UN-sponsored peacekeeping,
for instance, provide some evidence for this.!2

Bruno Charbonneau provides a valuable critical perspective on multilateralism’s norma-
tive bias:

As an ideological construction, multilateralism is more than a process for good gov-
ernance: it also entails notions and visions of peace, liberty, human rights, security,
democracy, and . . . the discursive uses of the concept convey normative assumptions
about the nature of multilateral practices, about the characteristics of the global order
it implicitly promotes, and about the boundaries and limits of political possibilities.!3

He further explains that:

Within such an intellectual framework, it seems easy to appreciate how multilateralism
presents a narrative of solutions to the problems of international politics . . . resulting
from patterns of particularism, fragmentation, and confrontation that can lead to con-
flict . . . for which multilateralism offers solutions by substituting configurations of
universalism, consensus, and compromise. 4

The mythical status of some representations of multilateralism such as peacekeeping is
quite evident, and this is one way to interpret how multilateralism has been sold or presented
to the public. There may also be an implicit bias at times for the value of multilateral
approaches, but multilateral approaches can also be viewed as ways of securing and articulat-
ing particularisms in the face of potential universalisms. Canadian officials, for example,
sought to employ multilateral agencies to secure a greater degree of autonomy from the US,
and at one time looked upon institutions such as the UN and the Commonwealth as places
where states of different political and economic orientations could interact. In pursuing such
options they may or may not have served intentionally to reinforce a collective hegemony, but
there are too many instances where such efforts were resisted to suggest that this was not the
original or overriding intent.

This normative dimension of multilateralism is an interesting area worthy of further
exploration, but it cannot detain us here. We should, however, recognize the potential role
that such a view could play in legitimating and reinforcing multilateral practices on the part
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of the Canadian government. “Discourses of multilateralism are imbued with normative
assumptions about the benign and selfless nature of Canadian policies, procedures, processes,
and mechanisms characterized as multilateral.”!> Yet, as Charbonneau implies, this has not
always been the intent, let alone the outcome, of multilateral practices. It is also not the intent
of this particular volume. A good deal of Canadian support for multilateralism has been
rooted in the pursuit of very specific interests such as national security and prosperity. While
these might be good for Canada they cannot and should not be seen as good in any broader
normative sense; after all, the pursuit of these multilateralist objectives has been done at the
expense of other activities.

One reason why the idea of multilateralism has had such an influence on publics, policy
officials, and politicians in Canada is that it has served so many different objectives. These
objectives are worth distinguishing because they have affected the manner in which policy-
makers have promoted multilateralism and the form that multilateralism has taken. They
also have repercussions for how officials and the public assess the benefits of multilateral-
ism and thus the prospects for continuing commitment and support. These distinctions are
not mutually exclusive; indeed, in many instances they have overlapped and/or reinforced
one another.

First, and perhaps foremost, multilateralism has been used to promote Canadian interests.
Such interests include substantive ones such as protecting Canadian security, advancing Can-
adian economic interests, and securing Canadian sovereignty to less tangible interests such as
promoting Canada’s status or recognition in the international community. From this vantage
point, multilateralism has served to enhance Canada’s influence, or at least its ability to secure
what have been defined as its principal interests and/or values over time. In addition, multi-
lateralism has been used to deflect, corral, or temper the imperial pressure of close allies—
Great Britain in the past, the United States at present. Examples of such multilateral practices
include Canada’s involvement in the Imperial War Councils through to its active participation
in NATO. Some would question the effectiveness of such practices, while others view these
multilateral associations as an opportunity for dominant powers to discipline other states and
garner support for their hegemonic position.!¢ Finally, multilateralism has been used to pro-
mote international order. This has been interpreted from both idealist and realist viewpoints.
In its idealist version multilateralism promotes a radical transformation of global governance
using international institutions and international law as the foundation for a cosmopolitan
global order. Against this more idealist conception stands a more limited view that considers
multilateralism to be rooted in mutual recognition, peaceful co-operation through diplo-
macy, and the sort of generalized principles of conduct highlighted by Ruggie as the basis for
an international order composed of a society of states.

Multilateralism has also taken different forms, with implications for the manner in which
multilateral diplomacy is practised and received. The most common form of multilateral
practice is that which takes place in and around formal institutions with inclusive member-
ship such as the UN and including various regional and special-purpose institutions. A
second form of multilateral practice, sometimes referred to as plurilateral, involves a limited
and exclusive collection of states in more formalized settings such as the G8 and now the
G20. Finally, a third and seemingly more common form of ad hoc multilateralism takes place
outside of formal institutions in coalitions organized for very specific and often highly spe-
cialized purposes. These are the so-called coalitions of the willing, about which Andrew
Cooper has usefully distinguished between those that take a more top-down approach and
those that take a bottom-up approach.!” These coalitions may involve various non-state
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parties—businesses, NGOs, or epistemic communities. Such variations in practice take on
significance in determining how multilateralism will be received and adopted, both by par-
ticipating states and by those states and non-state actors left on the outside. In turn, the
particular form and forum of multilateralism have implications for the authority and legit-
imacy of decisions taken, not to mention the efficacy of such decisions. The decision about
how to participate in these different forms may also be indicative of the idea of multilateral-
ism that motivates a government’s foreign policy.

Perspectives on Canada’s involvement in multilateral practices range across a number of
themes. For example, Denis Stairs has taken the view that multilateral diplomacy, especially in
the immediate post—-World War II period, reflected a realist approach to international order.
“Canadians contributed to the construction of the postwar international order—to the cre-
ation, that is, of institutions of global governance—with clearly defined interests in view and
on the basis of a ‘realist’ calculus of power from which they derived relatively clear notions of
what they could get away with and what they could not.”8

Among the more common critical views is that multilateralism has been used to create
and reinforce an unjust global order that serves the interests of hegemonic powers and a dom-
inant capitalist class. Mark Neufeld has argued that Canada’s interest in multilateralism or
middle power diplomacy serves the interests of a hegemonic and unequal world order that
reinforces and legitimates the interests of dominant capitalist powers such as the United
States.!? David Black and Claire Turenne Sjolander concur: “The norms and principles associ-
ated with [multilateralism] have been central to the construction and preservation of hegem-
ony, at the levels of both world order and the Canadian social formation.”2? This more critical
reading of multilateralism and of Canada’s contribution to it in the post-1945 world suggests
that the rhetoric or assumption of multilateralism as a benign, pacifying, equalizing approach
to global order has seldom been matched by the actual practice or results.

Another source of criticism comes from those who argue that support for multilateralism
has been at the expense of Canada’s real national interests, which would be much better served
through close alignment with the United States. Far from seeing multilateralism as a support
for a US-dominated hegemonic order, this view looks upon multilateralism as an abandon-
ment of the United States and believes national interest is best served with closer integration
with the United States. Michael Hart is among those who take the view that, too often, the
government has given too much time and attention to the UN or other multilateral commit-
ments at the expense of working in close concert with the US.2!

Robert Bothwell offers a different critique, claiming that multilateralism has been exagger-
ated and does not represent anything particularly distinctive or significant for Canadian for-
eign policy: “It is entirely possible that Canadians confused multilateralism, a small power’s
logical policy, with a higher status. Canada was multilateral by inclination even if, much of the
time, the fruits of multilateralism were difficult to imagine, let alone seize.”22 A final perspec-
tive, raised by Jennifer Welsh among others, concerns the current state of international insti-
tutions, their capacity, credibility, and legitimacy, and questions the value of a multilateral
foreign policy when the institutional framework on which it relies is so grossly inadequate and
performing so poorly.??

These perspectives are worth considering as we review Canada’s multilateral activities.
One should not assume that support for multilateral processes and institutions is inherently
enlightened and reflects an abnegation of national interests, nor that there is an inconsis-
tency between the pursuit of milieu goals and serving national objectives. On the contrary,
as will become clear in examining Canada’s policies and practices, multilateralism has



