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Minority Views

What should be the role of Canada’s diasporas in shaping foreign policy?

Canada Among Nations 2006:

Minorities and Priorities

Andrew F. Cooper and Dane Rowlands, editors
McGill-Queen’s University Press

367 pages, softcover

ISBN 9780773531703

s an inaugural Global Youth Fellow of the

Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation,

I have been extensively exploring the
meaning and relevance of multiculturalism,
diversity and the pluralism of identity for for-
eign policy. I grew up in Africa and have lived
and studied abroad, travelled extensively and
become an active member of Canadian society, so
these issues are close to me personally. They also
run deep in the historical experience and trans-
national ties of my family, and fuel a perennial
desire to understand why identity and diversity
have been a source of conflict in societies as well
as a source of growth and pride, Canada being
no exception.

For a country that takes immense pride in
accommodating diversity, however, Canadians
lately seem edgier than usual on the question of
diversity if judged, prima facie, by the reaction
to the arrest of alleged terrorists in Toronto last
summer and the 2006 evacuation of Canadians
from Lebanon. Maclean’s magazine, taking its
cue from the incident in Hérouxville, Quebec,
asked recently, “Do Immigrants Need Rules?”
while sporting on its cover a woman clad in a
niqab.

It may come as little surprise, then, that I leapt
at the opportunity to review the 22nd consecutive
instalment of the Canada Among Nations series.
This year’s compilation, Minorities and Priorities,
edited by Andrew F. Cooper and Dane Rowlands,
takes as its focus (as described on the back of the
book) “first, how two different forms of minor-
ity—parliamentary and cultural—are shaping
Canada’s international approach and, second, the
emerging foreign policy priorities of the minority
Conservative government.” The book’s title alone
was reason enough to whet the appetite of this
keen student of Canadian politics and foreign
policy, and intriguing enough to get my young
immigrant heart racing.

Farouk Shamas Jiwa is a Global Youth Fellow with the
Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation. Since 2003, he has
been working with several federal departments and agen-
cies (including the Canadian International Development
Agency) and is a senior policy officer with the Department
of Canadian Heritage. The views expressed in this article are
his own.
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Minorities and Priorities is organized in four
sections. The first examines the possibility of
an authentic Conservative approach in foreign
policy, both in light of the party’s minority status
and the transition of power from the Liberals.
The second looks at the nature of partnerships
under a Conservative minority government, from
Canada’s participation in the United Nations and
our relationship with the United States through
to Europe and security policy. The third section,
in my view, represents an attempt to be more
innovative and moves into newer territory for
the foreign policy establishment. Here, we come
face to face with commentaries on immigration
policy, our role in Haiti and engagement with the
Haitian diaspora, and Quebec’s role at UNESCO.
Finally, section four returns to familiar foreign
policy thematics: China, energy, Kyoto, and inter-
national aid and development.

While the scope of Minorities and Priorities
is diverse, one can (although not always) dis-
cern some common Yyet interrelated undercur-
rents. First, and perhaps most clear, is that the
room to manoeuvre and to place a Conservative
“stamp” on foreign policy is available but lim-
ited given Stephen Harper’s minority situation.
The Conservatives’ predicament dictates, as
Hugh Segal rightly points out in an early chap-
ter, balancing the party’s own objectives with
parliamentary consensus. Likewise, recogniz-
ing the thin line of manoeuvrability facing the
Conservatives in his assessment of Canadian
aid to Africa, David R. Black notes that “in the
Conservatives’ quest to win more voters in ...
[Quebec] ... it would seem impolitic to tamper
too significantly with aid spending levels, at least
in a minority context.”

While the room for foreign policy manoeu-
vrability has been showcased in certain clear-cut
decisions, such as the withdrawal of Canadian
aid to Palestine and the designation of the Tamil
Tigers as a terrorist group, it is debatable whether
these actions stemmed from a well-planned
“distinctive” foreign policy regime. From this
perspective, John Kirton’s assertion that Mr.
Harper’s ““made-in-Canada’ foreign policy of
global leadership was presented with doctrinal
consistency throughout the campaign platform
and promises, the election night victory speech,
and the first Speech from the Throne” and his
assertion that “the thrust toward global assertive-
ness was driven by a rapidly educated, rationally
calculating, politically skilled and determined
prime minister who assembled his inexperienced
ministerial team into a well-balanced, coordi-
nated foreign policy decision-making process”
seems somewhat exaggerated. For a government

with a clear focus on its “famous five” priorities,
foreign policy seemingly remained dormant on
the policy shelf. It was only because the early
months in office had surprisingly significant
foreign policy dimensions that by necessity the
Conservatives had to respond and in a manner
that would not hamper their chances for a major-
ity. My East African background compels me
to liken Harper and his approach to a common
Swahili proverb, simba mwenda pole hula nyama
(“the lion who goes cautiously eats meat”), rather
than to some loudly articulated “made in Canada”
foreign policy that is big-C Conservative.

Arguably, where the Conservatives have used
the space for foreign policy manoeuvrabil-
ity more distinctively has been on matters of
security, a second common theme in the book.
Afghanistan was Harper’s first international
destination following the Conservative victory,
chosen deliberately for his world debut rather
than the March 2006 Security and Prosperity
Partnership summit with George W. Bush and
Vicente Fox, which transpired just two weeks after
his Afghanistan visit (remember the green fishing
vest?). As editors Cooper and Rowlands note, “the
extent to which the Conservatives have defended
and supported Canada’s role in Afghanistan has
led some observers to suggest that, even though
he inherited the mission from the Liberals, it will
be remembered as Harper’s war.”

Where, undoubtedly, security matters seem
paramount is in our relationship with the United
States. This is where the reader will find the most
food for thought in assessing where and what
space is available for the Harper government
to lead Canadian foreign policy now and in the
future, at least on matters such as defence coop-
eration, terrorism and energy. Ann Denholm
Crosby’s contribution on the North American
Aerospace Defence Command (NORAD) and
ballistic missile defence is particularly striking
in this regard. Denholm Crosby argues that with
the 2006 NORAD renewal Canada is already
effectively part of the missile defence of the
continent, despite Canada’s assertion of “non-
participation.” In addition, in describing Canada
as a growing oil power, Isidro Morales deliberates
on the implications of this role vis-a-vis a U.S.
that is increasingly concerned about its energy
security future. What’s more, Wenran Jiang’s por-
trait of a restless China that is ever more active
in the Canadian oil and gas market presents an
interesting juxtaposition on the balancing act of
Canadian energy integration with our key trade
partner, the U.S., versus relations with an emerg-
ing China, and what these mean for Canada-U.S.
and Canada-China relations generally. Marie
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Bernard-Meunier offers an interesting counter as
well with her chapter on Europe, stating that “the
weight of its big neighbour and the quick rise of
emerging markets should not prevent Canada
from realizing that keeping Europe off the screen
is simply wrong.” Tough choices and important
decisions await us everywhere.

A third theme in Minorities and Priorities per-
tains to “third country” issues. These issues stem
from the appreciation that Canada’s primary
relationship is with the U.S. and that our actions
in other countries should be designed to make
them congruent with U.S. interests. Thus, sug-
gests Christopher Sands, we demonstrate to the
Americans that we are more useful as a sovereign
partner than as a U.S. sub-federal entity such
as California. Sands goes further: “Through its
successes internationally, Canada can go on the
offensive and earn political capital in Washington
that can be used to defend Canadian interests
in the domestic and bilateral realms.” A good
example of Sands’s more general analytical point
is made in Yasmine Shamsie’s essay on Haiti,
where it is clear that a deeper Canadian presence
(which might be in our own interest) would be
congruent with U.S. interests as well.

However, while viewing third-country issues
as a primer to influence the U.S. and simultane-
ously protect our sovereignty,
"the book.does come 'uP.short who
in exploring the possibility of
third-country issues beyond the
lens of the Canada-U.S. rela-
tionship alone. Jiang possibly
attempts to correct this in noting
that Canada should strategically
engage China to play a larger role in Afghanistan.
In spite of inevitable U.S. interest in such a move,
the starting point for Canadian engagement
with China is China itself. One can imagine the
possibility of Canada deepening engagement
with other emerging markets such as India and
Brazil on third-country issues such as the provi-
sion of affordable HIV/AIDS drugs to common
countries, as well as reinforcing relations with
other nations (perhaps European, as Bernard-
Meunier suggests) on third-country issues such
as aid to our African development partners.
Unfortunately, Minorities and Priorities generally
remains silent on these sorts of possibilities.

The final theme in the book is diversity. On
the “cultural” front, Nelson Michaud provides
an interesting account of Quebec’s arrangement
with the federal government to represent itself
at UNESCO. Others such as Jiang and Shamsie
describe, albeit briefly, the role of the Chinese
and Haitian diasporas (respectively) in Canadian
engagement with China and Haiti. More gen-
erally, migration issues are also mentioned in
passing by Roy Culpepper, where his focus is
primarily on the ironic policy dilemma faced
when Canada, on the one hand, seeks to assist
countries in their health sector development and,
on the other, poaches their health professionals
for our own gain.

The notion of diversity in Canadian discourse
these days usually connotes “ethnic” diversity. In
my view, however, taking a broader perspective
leads one to other significant dimensions of diver-
sity such as Canada’s geographical diversity and
its implications for foreign policy. For example,
the growing importance of Alberta’s tar sands and
more generally western Canada’s oil and gas capa-
bilities, as shown by Morales, are having a direct
impact on Canada’s ability to create a coherent
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national policy on cutting global greenhouse
gases and meeting Kyoto targets, as illustrated by
Daniel Schwanen in his contribution. Adding fur-
ther twists to this saga are our natural gas reserves
in the Arctic, the fact that energy infrastructure
is along a north-south corridor to the U.S. (as
opposed to west-east across Canada) and that
some parts of the country are apparently better
placed economically and geographically to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions than others (for exam-
ple, Quebec versus Alberta, as pointed out by
Schwanen). The policy question this raises in my
mind, then, is how to balance Canada’s continued
economic growth sustainably by further integrat-
ing with the U.S., supplying emerging markets
such as China, contending with our domestic
energy needs and simultaneously cutting green-
house gas emissions. What, moreover, does the oil
of western Canada mean for the active represen-
tation of these provinces (in particular Alberta)
in international forums? Approaching diversity
from a “cultural” perspective alone carries the risk
of neglecting these salient issues.

A broader perspective on diversity, however,
also reveals where the book is weakest. While the
discussions on Quebec, Haiti, China, immigra-
tion policy and, to a certain extent, development
do raise some pertinent issues such as the role of

has the right to be heard or to be
directly involved in foreign policy, when
Canadians supposedly have equal rights?

provinces, diasporas and migration in Canadian
foreign policy, with the general exception of the
chapter on Quebec, these issues are treated super-
ficially and often come out flat. For example,
nowhere does the book investigate in detail the
impact diasporas are actually making on the
countries from which they originate (or the tools
available for them to do so), let alone the influ-
ence they are having on our government here
at home. This is particularly significant because
the consultation and involvement of diasporas
in foreign policy may be (and, arguably, is) per-
ceived by some in the foreign policy establish-
ment as constituting a “hijacking” of Canadian
“national interests” by specific ethnic groups, and
thus a growing source of fear. This is a subject
that urgently needs discussion. Second, the edi-
tors treat diasporas and Quebec as though they
are internally homogenous when in fact they are
diverse and complex. The book seems to operate
from the assumption that place of origin or pos-
sibly language equals one’s only identity; there is
no nuanced definition of who constitutes Quebec
(the province? la nation?) or diasporas. Third,
perhaps most poignantly, is the total absence of
discussion on the role of our aboriginal peoples
and their active involvement in foreign policy.
This is particularly striking because our aborigi-
nal peoples have been fighting long and hard on
the international stage on landmark foreign policy
issues such as the UN’s Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples and circumpolar affairs,
amongst others. In my view, for a book that is
concerned with the constitution of priorities, it
is imperative to include an aboriginal perspective
in the compilation in order to answer this ques-
tion: Are the government’s priorities generally in
sync with the priorities of our aboriginal peoples,
whom the government is unequivocally supposed

to represent? For example, while the Canadian
government may choose to invest billions of dol-
lars in Arctic sovereignty initiatives, does this in
fact constitute the priority of the Inuit? Would
the Inuit, for example, prefer to see that money
invested in combating climate change, which is
arguably having a greater discernable impact on
Inuit well-being in the North?

Resting content in a superficial treatment of
diversity issues has other very important rami-
fications as well. For instance, the very fact that
the book lumps Quebec and diasporas into “cul-
tural minorities” obfuscates what some may see
as genuine differences between the constitution
of historical diversity in Canada (the so-called
“founding nations”) and immigrant diversity,
let alone the geographical diversity mentioned
above, and the implications of these dimensions
for foreign policy. One can see the importance
of this, for example, when considering ques-
tions such as who has the right to be heard or
to be directly involved in foreign policy, when
Canadians supposedly have equal rights? Whose
claims take precedence over others? What does the
involvement of minorities mean and who legiti-
mately represents whom? And do we risk halving
our horizons in foreign policy by seeing diver-
sity through the lens of homogenizing, unique
identities such as “Quebec,” the
“Haitian diaspora” or, more
recently, “Muslim,” when in fact
people such as me have multiple
identities and affiliations—that
is, a pluralism of identity (global,
Canadian, Ontarian, Indian,
African, Fast African, Tanzanian,
Kenyan, Zambian, Muslim, immigrant, male,
heterosexual, a long-distance runner, a believer in
gay and lesbian rights, etc.)? These questions are
particularly important when it is understood that
reasoning and choice are relevant for identity and,
furthermore, that Canada is and will increasingly
become more diverse, especially from the stand-
point of immigrant diversity, in a globalizing,
post—September 11 world that is presenting new
opportunities and challenges.!

To be fair, the editors do note that “one of the
original ideas was to examine the role of minority
groups in the making of Canadian foreign policy.
This theme will have to await a future volume.”
Somehow, this does not inspire confidence. I do
hope the editors can take a broader view of
diversity and its relationship with foreign policy
when they set out to develop the anticipated
volume. For now, I would highly recommend
Minorities and Priorities for those readers seek-
ing to contemplate the actual and possible roles
of Canada’s parliamentary minorities in foreign
policy (particularly Mr. Harper’s) as well as the
state of the art on Canadian foreign policy issues.
For those desiring a deeper understanding of the
role of “cultural minorities” or diversity generally
in foreign policy beyond the superficial, with the
general exception of Quebec, I would suggest
holding off a little while.

In the meantime, it will be interesting to
observe what outcomes result as the cautious
lion and his minority continue to navigate the
diverse plains of Canadian foreign (and domes-
tic) policy.[J

Note

1 On the relevance of reasoning and choice to identity, see,
for example, Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: The Illusion
of Destiny (W.W. Norton and Company, New York, 2006).
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