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For decades now, the spectrum of Canadian foreign policy has been forged and influenced by the assessment made after the Second World War that Canada is a middle power. This is a highly populist notion, promulgated by both academics in the field and by practitioners such as the Prime Minister and the various Minister’s of Foreign Affairs throughout this timespan. Its appeal has been both quantitative and qualitative in nature – in numerical terms, Canada appears to have neither the economic clout nor the population to support any theory suggesting its possible greater power, nor does it have the economic and political insignificance to suggest it is merely a satellite state of the United States. Qualitatively, Canadians have a great deal of difficulty coming to grips with either extreme perspective of Canadian power, whether it be an interpretation of ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ power or an overall assessment of Canada being either amongst the great powers of the world or amongst those dependent on the successes and strengths of others. The middle power framework offers a comfortable medium in which to place Canadian statecraft and diplomacy – in it, we can be neither a gun-toting coercive superpower nor a submissive chore-boy. Whether it be deemed a reflection of the Canadian tendency for the middle-ground in virtually all domains, or a reflection of reality in the post-World War II global picture, the middle power notion has acquired and continues to hold the respect of foreign policy analysts.


However, merely because it is comfortable does not mean it is completely valid. Arguable, by virtue of the highly indisputable facts offered by both proponents of the foremost power approach as well as the dependent state theory, the middle power approach is a weak compromise. In any case, it affords a context in which to analyze the possibilities of future Canadian foreign policy evolution. Clearly, there exists a heightened potential for principal or foremost power status and diplomacy for Canada within the framework of the middle power perspective. And so it is the purpose of this paper to examine this potential in light of, firstly, the defined parameters of both the middle and principal power frameworks; secondly, the growth of Canadian international influence since the end of the Cold War; thirdly, the new efforts to influence international affairs through the soft-power approach; and lastly, the potential for the acquisition of foremost stature through soft-power diplomacy and through the re-examining of the middle power notion.

The Frameworks defined

As it has been stated on numerous occasions, the state that is considered to be a middle power bears certain characteristics. One of these fundamental aspects is the belief within the state that it cannot, on its own, act to affect world affairs effectively, therefore requiring multilateral assistance and cooperation to achieve international goals. Perhaps implicitly, a middle power does not possess great power attributes, yet it does retain the ability to influence and have an impact on international politics, particularly via regional and issue-oriented politics.


There are essentially two approaches to defining the middle power framework – firstly, in terms of national ranking relative to other nations, and secondly, in terms of foreign policy style. In regards to national ranking, varying attributes have been used to determine middle power status: population, economic and military power, and status in the global forum. As Kim Richard Nossal suggests: “Middle powers were those of medium attributes of national capability. They were also in the geographic middle: Canadians, for example, were prone to consider themselves sandwiched between the Soviet Union and the United States…”
. While it is evident that Canada, like other countries of similar size, namely Australia, India or Brazil, are not great powers in the traditional sense of military prowess and economic might, they nevertheless fail to qualify as minor powers due to their level of development, international status and population.


In regards to foreign policy style, the middle power framework is confirmed, suggested by the style approached by the Canadian governments of the 1950s and 1960s which demonstrated a “special brand of diplomacy”, what John W. Holmes termed “middlepowermanship”.
 As a result of endemic Canadian fears of yet another global war, Canada aimed for this particular style of statecraft, “predicated on the primacy of systemic peace as Canada’s dominant foreign policy objective”. 


The principal power framework has received far less attention or academic repute; however attractive it is to non-selfconscious Canadians, it remains a fringe perspective, perhaps even more so than the idea that Canada is little more than the fifty-first American state. David Dewitt and John Kirton attempted in 1983 to define the parameters of the principal power, creating in effect the most “unabashed perspective of Canada as a major power”
. This approach focuses on the nature of principal powers, and inherently the nature of Canada fitting into these parameters: firstly, principal powers are states that “stand at the top of international status ranking”; secondly, principal powers are states that “act as principals in the international system, and not as the agents of other states”; and thirdly, principal powers are states that “have a principal role in establishing, specifying and enforcing international order”
. All of these define the nature of a principal or foremost power, and arguably Canada belongs to this elite grouping of world nations.

The growth of Canadian international influence 


Combined with the demise of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, the impact of a more economic-oriented foreign policy, increased support for free-trade liberalism and a diminution of concern regarding Canadian sovereignty, the role and status of Canadian foreign policy has changed. This alteration in recent years, suggested by a dominance of trade and domestic policy over foreign policy, has “led to a renewed confidence that foreign policy led by the Prime Minister can enhance rather than detract from Canada’s international influence”
. Indeed, the fall of the Soviet bloc and the inability of Russia to retain its relative capabilities has given “Canadian prime ministers a new conception of Canada as a rising power in the world”
. Clearly, this optimistic view of Canadian future influence and power rides heavily on the collapse of the superpower polarity, which in turn has opened a figurative can-of-worms in terms of world-wide uncertainty under the non-hegemenous new political order. It is this new order which has seen the decline in influence and importance of superpower politics and the rise in great and middle power politics – a broader politics of diplomacy, negotiation, summitry, and cooperation more in tune with Canada’s foreign policy thrust. Indeed, the end of the Cold War has “witnessed the erosion of many of the traditional boundaries of Canadian foreign policy praxis”
, allowing it a new berth in terms of flexibility and influence. As Ann Medina states in her article “Canada’s Information Age”, it is a matter of Canada’s overwhelming success in peacekeeping, in international mediation, and in the development of essential information and communication technologies that suggests that, truly, the “post-Cold War landscape is ready-made for Canada to flex its soft power muscle”
. 


There are a number of aspects which help to define Canada’s growing international influence, a number of which reflect on the dynamic nature of late-20th century Canada. There is a fundamental emphasis on Canada’s position of leadership among like-minded countries, its connections in the Asian-Pacific region, its obvious access to the anglophone and francophone worlds, its geographic location, cultural heritage, its active membership in the G-7, its history as a non-colonizing nation, an international mediator and an effective multilateral world player that all contribute to the notion that Canada sits on the precipice of greatness or mediocrity – there exists the potential for both – and yet one seems the most likely, combined with the effective maximization of these attributes to define Canada’s true power.

New efforts to influence international affairs through the soft-power approach


In recent years, under the leadership of the Chretien government, foreign policy initiatives have begun to reflect a more pro-active approach to international issues and external matters. The use of Canada’s strengths in regards to soft-power has proven beneficial in bolstering Canada’s global image and in assisting in major issue-oriented concerns abroad. The foundation of Canada’s soft-power diplomacy stands firmly on the basis of the Canadian international identity as being a fair, just, compassionate and altruistic nation. Whether this is truly the case is quite irrelevant; the perception of Canada as the world’s good guy has remarkable benefits as well as a few drawbacks. The drawbacks stem from the restrictions such a perception place on Canada - namely, that Canada cannot simply act in such a manner that would contradict or undermine this perception. An example can be made of the 1995 fish conflict with Spain, which marked a considerably more aggressive stance on foreign relations with another country. Despite these drawbacks, the advantages of this world perception have allowed Canada the diplomatic power to persuade and co-opt other states to act according to a common goal. A number of issues are proof of this, reflected in the work of Foreign Affairs Minister Lloyd Axworthy, who has “seized the initiative on…  the campaign to ban anti-personnel land-mines, peacebuilding, child soldiers, and human security”. Clearly issue-oriented policy initiatives, these efforts reflect the soft-power approach to international relations in working to affect global policy in key areas where Canada can wield considerable power and influence. In so doing, Axworthy has “placed Canada at the forefront of coalitions of the ‘high-minded’ whose aim is to create a better and more just world order that will improve the lot of humankind”
.


The Anti-personnel land-mine ban treaty established in Ottawa is a fine example of this soft-power diplomacy at work, putting Canada in a foremost position in influencing world affairs. It has been dubbed ‘fast-track’ diplomacy in the case of the AP mine issue, whereby an issue was recognized, analyzed, discussed and dealt with accordingly within a brief period of fourteen months. Indeed, this very modern and highly intense form of foreign policy mobilization is a vivid realization of Canadian soft-power approach in reaching the world. As Lawson put it:

With its clear objectives, deadlines for collective action, coalition-building across traditional political boundaries, and full use of the new tools of the information age, fast-track diplomacy in the style of the Ottawa process is a welcome addition to Canada’s multi-lateral tool-kit.
 

Potential for the acquisition of foremost stature
Arguably, there exists a considerable potential for the acquisition of foremost stature for Canada through soft-power diplomacy and through the re-examining of the middle power notion. While not a principal power player in the traditional sense, Canada does bear the capacities to become a major power in this new era of advanced technologies, broad-based communication, and political multilateralism in the midst of a greatly diffused world political landscape. In terms of technology and communications, Ann Medina stated it clearly enough:

[While] hard power was, obviously, the military might of missiles, navies, tanks, and bombs … soft power deals with knowledge and ideas and the technologies that can transmit them further, faster, and with greater effect. Although Canada was not one of the superpowers during the Cold War, it has the potential to play a major role in this new test of strength.


The argument continues in regards to this soft-power strength derived from Canada’s highly advanced technological communications realm, wherein Canada has already earned the rank as one of, if not the single most, wired country on the planet. Whether this is due to geographic necessity, climate or cultural tendency, Canada is second only to the United States in terms of internet domination, and per capita exceeds even the Americans in internet and other hi-tech communication services.


The defining character of the new information age fits our values of access, pluralism, and mediation. And they can effectively promote our values of human rights, compassion and democracy. Combined with our sophisticated development of the technology, we can exercise a lot of ‘soft-power’ clout.


James Eayrs in 1975 emphasized the foremost or principal power framework to analyze Canadian foreign policy, advocating among an elite few that Canada had become, or was about to become, a major world power not unlike the other great powers - including Japan, France, Britain, and Germany. He argued that three critical changes had altered the Canadian vantage point in terms of affecting world affairs after 1970, changes that “warranted a reconsideration of just how powerful Canada was”: that the rise in prominence of oil-producing countries after the oil-crisis put Canada in a position of authority, that the growing importance of natural resources (food and fuel) in international relations put the onus on those able to provide, such as Canada, and that in lieu of the decline of the United States as a hegemonic world power Canada stood to rise above the ashes of the old bipolar world system.


In reference to these and other significant changes in Canada, as well as abroad, it was evident that something was about to drastically change. As we can see through the more illuminating nature of hindsight, this presumption was largely false - that is not to say Canada could not have emerged a larger world player than it did; it is to say, however, that Canada failed to harness the winds of change to rise to its potential position among the greatest, most powerful and influential nations on Earth. As Nossal outlined in his perspective: “the comfortable idea of Canada as a middle power should be critically re-examined, and that Canadians should begin to see their country the way others, including the United States, saw it: as a ‘major power with the international interests and capabilities such a term implies’”
.


Evidence of Canada’s principal power status, if ever there was proof, can be found in its placement in the G-7, the highly exclusive group of the seven most industrialized and developed countries. If there is question to Canada’s economic clout, and therefore international influence and significance, this very fact should arguably put such concerns to rest. The G-7 is not simply a conglomeration of large economies, but of the seven most powerful nations - and, in light of Russia’s inability to fully join and expand the group to a G-8 in recent years, it is safe to say that the power of the G-7 countries is not determined merely by traditional power derivatives such as military might and superiority. John Kirton, in his study, suggested this very fact by stating that “Canada’s elevation to the status of a ‘major and fully engaged G-7 player’ as evidence of its principal power credentials”
. Many have argued over Canada’s placement in the G-7 as questionable at best, suggesting that Canada does not fit in the big leagues of world powers despite its comparative economic clout, noting that other than this simple aspect Canada stands well outside the realm of foremost nations. This may be true; nonetheless, to bear such economic significance by being a key member of a major world organization affords Canada a degree of economic influence it would not otherwise have nor wish to use. While Canada may be restricted to carry out economic policies in tune with other G-7 nations, it is benefited by the prestige, the influence and the overall world perception of Canada as not merely a lump of ice north of the 45th parallel, but as an economy of considerable size and importance world-wide.

Conclusion


Clearly, the middle power framework in it of itself lacks the aspects of foremost power theory that make it possible for Canada to be more than a mere world mediator, and instead, become a major leader in either key issues or on broad-based platforms of international relations. It is similarly evident that the foremost nature of Canada is not merely a myth or the dreams of ultra-nationalist patriots, nor is it a reality - yet. There exists the potential for movement in today’s dramatically changing and uncertain world that can, if used properly, may propel Canada to the forefront of international influence, power and prestige. 


Chretien has been willing to launch specific initiatives to show off and sell Canada’s economic and technological prowess throughout the world. His projection of Canada, nonetheless, has remained low-key and utilitarian: “We are not a superpower… and we don’t want to be. We are a bilingual, incredibly diverse nation. A G-7 nation that is also a middle power. These advantages will continue to give us the edge in the years to come.


Indeed, an edge that may provide the ground-work to put the comparative advantages of the Canadian people, the land, institutions and structures, to use in defining Canadian foreign policy through soft-power in developing a greater notion of Canada in the new world order.
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