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The Canadian diplomat and scholar John Holmes once observed: “Coping with the
fact of the USA is and has always been an essential fact of being Canadian. It has
formed us just as being an island formed Britain.” Tom Axworthy, a noted
practitioner of Canada-US relations and studies as principal secretary to Prime
Minister Trudeau and Mackenzie King Chair at Harvard University, suggests that “we
need a constructive relationship with the US, not to please them but to promote
ourselves.” He proposes “4 Ds” to get Canada back on the Washington radar screen:
“defence, development, diplomacy and democracy.” Canada’s defence deficit is all
too apparent, while our development spending is a paltry 0.25 percent of output. In
diplomacy Canada pales beside the effort of Mexico’s 63 consulates in the US.
Afghanistan is one country where all these components, as well as the institution-
building of democracy, all come into play, and can not only enhance Canada’s
standing in the international community, but directly benefit our relations with the
US. “Being an ally means that one is neither a sycophant nor a freeloader,” Axworthy
says. “You are, instead, a partner, and partnership means sharing the load.”

Comme le disait en substance le diplomate canadien John Holmes : le voisinage des
États-Unis a toujours été et reste indissociable de l’identité canadienne, tout comme
l’identité britannique est indissociable de l’insularité du Royaume-Uni. Selon To m
A x w o r t h y, ancien secrétaire principal de Pierre Elliott Trudeau et titulaire de la chaire
Mackenzie King à l’université Harvard, nous devons ainsi entretenir des liens
constructifs avec les États-Unis non pour leur plaire mais pour promouvoir nos
intérêts. Et pour regagner leurs faveurs, il propose un programme axé sur les quatre
« d » de la défense, du développement, de la diplomatie et de la démocratie. Parc e
que notre retard en matière de défense est flagrant, que nous consacrons au
développement un dérisoire 0,25 p. cent de notre production et que, sur le plan
diplomatique, nous faisons piètre figure aux côtés du Mexique et de ses 63 consulats
aux États-Unis. L’Afghanistan offre un terrain propice à la mise en valeur de ces trois
dimensions, ainsi qu’au renforcement institutionnel de la démocratie. Ce qui aiderait
à notre réputation internationale comme à nos relations avec les États-Unis. « Ni
s e rvile ni parasitaire, la position d’allié repose sur le partenariat, affirme l’auteur. Et
tout bon partenaire sait partager les fardeaux. »

T he American moralist Ralph Waldo Emerson advised
that “Virtue is its own reward,” a sentiment heartily
endorsed by many Canadians. At its best, Canadian

moralizing reflects a generous value system of sharing, toler-
ance, civility and diversity that we enjoy at home and wish
others to have abroad. At its worst, it is hectoring of others
who believe in their own virtues and see no need to adopt
ours. Dean Acheson, whose family came from Toronto and
who worked summers in northern Ontario before becoming

one of the greatest American secretaries of state in the 20th
c e n t u ry, gave vent to this feeling when he once admonished
Canada as the “stern daughter of the Voice of God.”

My argument is that virtue is not reward enough.
Feeling good about one’s self is less important than doing
well and to do well in this difficult, complicated world you
need capacity more than rhetoric. Canada has been under-
investing in the tools of international policy for a genera-
tion and we are now in danger of becoming the Uriah Heep
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of the international community,
promising great things but delivering
little. Lest you think I am being undu-

ly harsh, last year the Centre for
Global Development ranked the 21
richest nations on how their trade, aid,
environmental and peacekeeping poli-
cies helped or hurt poor nations, and
Canada was ranked 18th.

This self-delusion would not mat-
ter much except to our self-respect, but
it impinges greatly on the critical issue
of how best to deal with the United
States. Canadians have had experience
in dealing with Americans for over 400
years. For a time — between 1763 and
1776 — we were even loosely united
with our American cousins in an early
British Empire experiment of sover-
eignty-association.

For proponents of sovereignty-
association in general, or union with
the United States in particular, this ini-
tial integration of North America may
not be a happy precedent. But from
the first moments of Canadian history
as the Huron Nation worried about the
Iroquois moving north, or Champlain
heard about Plymouth Rock, or a
young John A. Macdonald joined the
militia to repel agitators intoxicated
with the American invention of mass
democracy, to the present day North
American topics of trade, migration
and security — the United States has
been a daily presence in the lives of
Canadians. John Holmes, the
Canadian diplomat and scholar who
more than any other individual
sparked my interest in foreign policy,
put it best: “Coping with the fact of
the USA,” he wrote, “is and always has
been an essential ingredient of being
Canadian. It has formed us just as
being an island formed Britain.”

Therefore one of the pre-eminent
questions of Canadian public policy has
always been how to peacefully and use-

fully share North America with the
dynamic colossus to the south. As the
s m a l l e r, weaker power, however, our
o v e rwhelming preoccupation with the
United States has rarely been reciproca-
ted. Margaret Atwood developed a won-
derful image to capture this
phenomenon: the 49th parallel, she
said, is like a long one way mirror with
Canadians anxiously pressed to its face
watching the frenzy below while Ameri-
cans careen about endlessly fascinated
with each other and unconcerned with
the world around them. Less politically,
the historian J. Bartlett Brebner made the
same point when he wrote, “Americans
are benevolently ignorant about Cana-
da, while Canadians are malevolently
well informed about the United States.”

A s the smaller player, Canada has to
be the proactive, informed,

engaged partner in the relationship
because it is simply a fact of life that
while the United States is central to us,
we have always been peripheral to
them. This is not because Americans are
insensitive — though Adlai Stevenson,
twice a presidential candidate, once said
the technology Americans most needed
was a hearing aid — it is because the
United States has been a great power
since the 1860’s, a superpower since
1945, and a hyperpower since 1990,
while we have never been a threat, and
only occasionally an irritant.

In short, in Canada’s international
policy there is the United States and
then everybody else. This is so because a
well-managed American relationship is
central to the achievements of our basic
national interests. National interests,

unlike management fads or popstars,
rarely fade. In preparing these remarks I
thought back to when I first came to

Ottawa in the mid-1960s, as
a young research assistant to
Walter Gordon, a former
finance minister and hero of
the progressive wing of the
Liberal Party. Writing a
book, A Choice for Canada,
soon after the Cuban Missile
Crisis, Gordon outlined our
basic national interests:

● An expanding economy to pro-
vide good jobs for the young peo-
ple who will be looking for them;

● Contributing to security to avoid
the threat of thermonuclear
d e s t r u c t i o n ;

● A fair division of incomes to lift
the disadvantaged from poverty;

● To remain free and independent,
economically and politically, “or as
free as it is possible or desirable for
any single nation to be in the
shrinking and increasingly interde-
pendent world in which we live.”
Last year, J.L. Granatstein, one of

Canada’s most eminent historians and
definitely not a hero to the progressive
wing of the Liberal Party, outlined four
goals, remarkably similar to Gordon’s:
● Canada must protect its territory,

the security of its people, and its
unity.

● It must strive to protect and
enhance its independence.

● It must promote the economic
growth of the nation to support
the prosperity and welfare of its
people.

● It must work with like-minded
states, inside and outside interna-
tional forums, for the protection
and enhancement of democracy
and freedom.

T he critical point is that to secure the
Gordon-Granatstein list of national

objectives, the United States is central to
e v e ry one of them. We need a construc-
tive relationship with America, not to
please them but to promote ourselves.
And to have a constructive relationship
with anyone, let alone the United States
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of America, you have to give as well as
get. What exactly are we bringing to the
party? To quote Walter Gordon again:
“Our influence depends primarily on
the importance of our resources and
p o w e r, both moral and material, and
upon our willingness to contribute aid
and peacekeeping assistance when
called upon to do so.” In other words,
Canada needs capacity to contribute to
the common good. Being an ally means
that one is neither a sycophant, nor a
f r e e l o a d e r. You are, instead, a partner
and partnership means sharing the load.

Now being an ally or partner with
the United States has its own special,
high maintenance characteristics. The
United States has high ideals, all of
which Canada shares, but we often dif-
fer on how best to promote them. Dif-
ferences in means should never obscure
agreement about ends. The United
States is also huge, and endlessly chang-
ing, and we have to understand her, not

the other way around, so Canadians
have to work harder. Then there is Con-
gress. Promoters of the democratic
renewal of Parliament be forewarned:
the US Congress is the most independ-
ent and difficult legislature in the world.
We came from a parliamentary system
where the American ambassador has to
get to know at most 10 or 20 decision-
makers who count. The Canadian
ambassador in Washington has to get to
know all 535 members of Congress
because they all count. The ambassador
and his staff particularly keep a standing
watch on the congressmen and senators
from the 38 states that count Canada as
their largest trading partner. 

And each member of Congress has
a score of assistants, and they all
count, too. As an ally trying to influ-
ence these 50,000 Washington influ-
entials, you must never threaten their
definition of the national interest; you
must have excellent intelligence to

understand how an issue is developing
before the decision gels; you can offer
arguments or support for one side of
the debate, if they are inclined to listen
to you; and if quiet diplomacy fails,
you can try to persuade the American
public, which is the ultimate influence
on Congress and administration.

But to have influence, you must
have an audience willing to listen.
Willingness to listen depends on your
goals, your capacity, and your man-
ners. Do we share the same objective,
can you contribute to achieving it, and
do you have the appropriate style? Mr.
Pearson, for example, usually practiced
quiet diplomacy, he sometimes prac-
ticed public diplomacy, but he never
practiced rude diplomacy.

My argument, therefore, is that
Canada has basic national interests
that have not changed much over
time, that a constructive engagement
with the United States is essential to

On being an ally: why virtue is not reward enough

President George W. Bush gestures to reporters gathered in the Rose Garden of the White House while Prime Minister Paul Martin 
looks on. Tom Axworthy, former principal secretary to Prime Minister Trudeau, suggests that Canada needs to strike a balance 

in its relationship with the US. “Being an ally,” he writes, “means that one is neither a sycophant nor a freeloader. ”
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achieving every one of them, and that
the way to influence Washington is to
have enough capacity or assets to
make a meaningful contribution.

My final point is that we are not
investing enough in the capacity needed
to defend our national interests. Let me
briefly refer to the 4 D’s: defence, devel-
opment, diplomacy and democracy.

T he primary responsibility of the
state is to defend its citizens from

harm. The privatization of war through
malignant individuals gaining access to
powerful weapons, plus the failed states
which give terror a place to breed, is an
immediate threat to the security of
Canadians. Yet, the Canadian armed
f o rces have been so run down that a
report from Queen’s University, C a n a d a
Without Armed Forc e s, forecasts that in
five to ten years, as trained personal and
technicians retire, Canada will be with-
out effective military resources. If that
occurs, the government of Canada will
be negligent in its first duty of protect-
ing us from harm and we will be reneg-
ing on the 1938 pledge of Mackenzie
King that, “we too have our obligations
as a good friendly neigh-
b o u r, and one of them is
to see that…our country
is made as immune from
attack as possible…and
that enemy forces should
not be able to pursue their
w a y, either by land, sea,
or air to the United
S t a t e s . ”

Canada does not devote enough
r e s o u rces either to development, trade
access or trade promotion. Aid is impor-
tant, and here Canada’s giving has fallen
in half from 0.54 percent of GNP in the
1970s to 0.25 percent today. But the best
way to reduce world poverty is to give
developing countries access to developed
markets. This would also give Canadian
consumers a break. Yet, we are as restric-
tive as many and more restrictive than
some. We should be a G20 leader in uni-
laterally reducing protection against the
most disadvantaged and in wiping out
debt. In trade promotion, Mexico has just
signed a trade pact with Japan, and we

h a v e n ’t even signed a free trade agree-
ment with Singapore that was all but
ready months ago. Trade diplomacy
diversifies risk and promotes growth. We
should be the world’s greatest free traders.

In diplomacy, Mexico too has been
a North American leader with 63 con-
sulate offices in the United States and
with close fraternal ties to the huge
Hispanic population in the southwest-
ern United States. Canada, too, has a
large body of well-connected expatri-
ates in the United States but this
r e s o u rce has never been organized. We
need, as well, a people-to-people diplo-
macy linking school boards, cities and
states with their respective partners.

S easoned and numerous profession-
als should be the first line in our

diplomatic efforts but right behind we
should mobilize the power of shared
understanding. Since the time of
Immanuel Kant we have known that
the internal characteristics of a regime
— authoritarian or democratic — have
had an impact on peace and war. Many
Canadians, in individual capacities,
contributed to democracy abroad but

until now we have had no organized
Canadian structure to undertake to the
effort. We should create a Canadian
democratic institute, reporting to
Parliament, not the government, and
using the talents of parliamentarians
and retired politicians from all parties
to work on democratic governance
abroad. And in Afghanistan, where
Canada today has both our largest aid
commitment and our largest troop
deployment, we should join our NAT O
partners by agreeing to stay in
Afghanistan in a meaningful capacity
by undertaking a commitment to staff
a provincial reconstruction team.

Talk is cheap. Capacity costs
money. But the best way to enhance
our partnership with the United States
is to be seen making a real contribu-
tion to shared goals. And once this is
recognized, temporary disagreements
about means will be the normal dis-
putes of diplomacy, not national
crises. The recent budget forecast sur-
pluses in the order of $4 to $5 billion
for years to come with debt repayment
being the goal. Instead, the budget
should continue to be balanced but
any surplus should be invested, with a
third applied to reducing the tax bur-
den on Canadian business, a third to
investing in domestic social and phys-
ical capital, and a third to reduce the
capacity gap with the lion’s share
going to national security needs. In
particular, the Canadian armed forces
need steady annual increases first to
maintain existing capacity and then to
expand it. Virtue, yes, but a new virtu -
ous circle where capacity matches our
goals and both are supported by the
Canadian public.

Robert Kennedy once said sarcasti-
cally, “Canada has given us all support,

short of help.” Our goal for the 21st
century should be to ensure that no
one can ever say that about us again.

Thomas S. Axwort h y, former principal
s e c re t a ry to Prime Minister Trudeau, is
p resident of the Historica Foundation
and chairman of the Centre for the
Study of Democracy at Queen’s
U n i v e r s i t y. This article was adapted
f rom a presentation at the IRPP confer-
ence “North American Integration:
Migration, Trade and Security,” which
took place in April 2004. The confere n c e
papers can be found on our Web site
( w w w. i r p p . o r g ) .
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We came from a parliamentary system where the American
ambassador has to get to know at most 10 or 20 decision-
makers who count. The Canadian ambassador in Washington
has to get to know all 535 members of Congress because they
all count. The ambassador and his staff particularly keep a
standing watch on the congressmen and senators from the 38
states that count Canada as their largest trading partner.


