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Usually I find myself at conferences talking about Russia in Canada. It is a great pleasure for me to have the opportunity to talk about Canada in Russia, in particular in this group of distinguished Canadianologists.





By way of introduction, let me give you some background that will explain to you at least in part how it has come to this reversal of roles. 





By training, I am not a Canadianologist but a Sovietologist, one of those who failed to foresee the collapse of the Soviet system. The circumstances in which this happened are not without interest. In 1989, I was action officer on the NATO International Staff for Alliance-wide planning activities. At the time, this brought together once a year planners from the 16 capitals to reflect upon issues of longterm significance to western security. When we met in October 1989, the issue was the future of communism in Eastern Europe 





I recall a question put to the chairman of the session, my direct boss and probably the most brilliant diplomat I ever had occasion to work with, who was asked - this was in early October 1989 - how long he thought the East German system would last, to which he responded: ”probably a good 10 years”, or words to that effect. Roughly six weeks later, the Wall was gone.





This experience had important consequences for me. 


First, it occasioned a shift in my professional focus - from Sovietology to Macrosociology - which for me is the discipline of studying the behaviour of large social groups, in particular as they are organised in states, including but by no means restricted to those on the territory of the former USSR. 





Second, I became interested in scenario-planning, a methodology for thinking about the future that encourages you, rather than trying to predict a single future, to anticipate the various possible futures of a phenomenon as a basis for developing appropriate policy options. 








[Just to give you an idea, here is a viewfoil showing the different futures for the 1990s one might have anticipated for Russia and the Soviet Union in applying this methodology. This particular graph takes, as the main axes defining the Russian futures of the time,


nationalism/internationalism and 


pluralism/authoritarianism - 


there could of course have been others - and suggests four rather different scenarios, all of which are alive in varying degrees in the Russian present.]





The third thing I should tell you by way of introduction is that I returned to Canada in 1995 after 27 years abroad - I had left in 1968 just after Pierre Elliott Trudeau was elected leader of the Liberal party. I returned to a country of stark contrasts, a country that had consistently placed at the top or close to the top in the UN sweepstakes for the country with the world’s best quality of life, and continues to do so. 





At the same time, within just a few months of my return, I was witness to the referendum in which, as you know, just barely under 50% of the population of Quebec and some 60% of its francophone population declared themselves in favour of separation, whatever was understood by this term.





All this has made me particularly attentive to the possibility of a paradigm shift in Canada’s development and very concerned about the need to anticipate the various ways this might unfold. This by way of introduction; what I plan to speak about today can be broken down into four themes:


first, I will address theme of changing states in general terms;


second, I will look at how this manifests itself in the Canadian case;


third, I will review what I think are the different possible Canadian futures;


fourth, I will develop a few ideas about how the problem of the changing state might better be approached in the Canadian context. 








the megapoliticis of statal change





Before addressing the Canadian condition at the end of the 20th century, a few words about the state of states in general. Let me begin with this rhetorical question.





Was the statal change that occurred in the wake of communism’s collapse in Europe - the disintegration of East Germany Yugoslavia, the USSR and Czechoslovakia - a unique set of events, brought about by special circumstances not likely to occur elsewhere? Or, is this part of a process of fundamental, perhaps far-reaching, change in our statal environment?





My view is that the disappearance of these states, their succession and/or absorption into what are thus far 22 states signal not only the end of something but the beginning of something, namely, the beginning of a process of far-reaching statal mutation - a process 


of a radical redimensioning of decision-making competencies among the various aggregate levels of existing states 


of substantial shifts in the attributes of government altogether, and 


in probably more cases than we can presently imagine, the territorial reconfiguration and actual eclipse of many states which currently constitute the international community.





My argument has several aspects to it 





First, the changing state is not an oddity. To take some dramatic examples of the changing state, in the Europe of the 1400s, there were some 1000 states. A hundred years later, the number had decreased by half. Four hundred years later there were only 30. Now there are 55. 





Second, states tend to change substantially in the aftermath of wars. Thus, only six European states survived World War One intact, with no shift in borders, the remaining (29) becoming either completely new entities or being significantly reconfigured. 





[World War II also dealt a body blow to the European territorial-sovereign state. Only 7 of 32 states in continental Europe (10 of 37 counting CSCE - ie 32 plus Malta. Cyprus, Iceland US, Canada and the three Baltic states) managed to maintain control of their territory. All of these states but 4 were able to recover their sovereignty after the war, Germany being divided, the Baltic states being absorbed into the USSR, while several other states lost territory to the former Soviet Union. Arguably, the effect of the war was even more important outside Europe where it was a catalyst for the great decolonialisation that unfolded in subsequent decades. ]


My third point is that the present process of statal change in the 1990s goes well beyond what we have known earlier this century. Now the onus is less on change effected through conquest, subordination and diplomatic deal. Rather, change is fomented by forces that call into question the very premises of the Westphalian state, whose 350th anniversary we celebrate next year., ie, premises such as 


only states exercise sovereignty, and possess the authority, power, reach and resources to shape relations within and among large social groups 


possessing territory is the key to this sovereignty 


demarcating, dominating, defending territory are therefore prime functions of state 


rallying populations around the notion that their destiny is tied to a particular territory is essential to this end 


political elites thus tend to seek out ideologies that stress the interdependence of community and territory, ie the nation-state


connected with all this is the notion of no outside interference in the jurisdiction of states as the cornerstone of international affairs. 





In fact , I would go as far as to say that we find ourselves in one of those (thus far) rare periods of history when there has been an acceleration in the rate of change in all key aggregates of science and society, and a quantum shift in the way that they interact and affect one another. The trigger for the acceleration was in my view the end of the Cold War, not only because it brought new communities into the world economy and sparked the restructuring of their societies but because it set the state for a long overdue restructuring of what we have traditionally called the west. 





In other words, I believe that we are confronted with changes that may prove as momentous for the statal environment as those which led to the domination of the Westphalian state, and that will therefore have repercussions for the statal order in the next millennium that go quite beyond those that we have witnessed this century 


�
That is to say, a process not restricted to states which 


have become economically dysfunctional, or


are the ethnically most heterogeneous, or 


have been losers in international war, which as you will recall was a key factor in bringing about the demise of the great empires in the wake of World War I,


but a process that can encompass as well our most developed democracies.





What we see happening under the impact of globalisation, technological change and new synergies in science and knowledge, are half a dozen things that go to the very core of the traditional state: In particular, we see the following:





a decrease in the importance of wealth generated by territory, by farm, forest, mine and sea, relative to that generated by the creation, reworking and exchange of information; in other words, we are witness to  a qualitative change in the role played by territory in the amassing of wealth; 





the emergence of decentralising technologies that militate for a reversal of the centralising trends that resulted in the concentration of political and economic decision-making tending to characterise the development of the modern state through most of this century; decisions that once only could be rationalised if executed at the highest levels of aggregation nationally can now be effected at much lower levels; in fact, there is growing potential for customisation of decision-making, in contrast with the traditional paradigm of centralising responsibilities and resources in order to achieve an economy to scale.





this is encouraged by the democratisation of access to information; the power that the state could once wield as a function of its monopoly knowledge is being steadily undercut by the uncontrollable proliferation of new nuclei of information generation and expanding popular access to their products; democratisation of access to information together with decentralising technologies result in what you might call the revolution into small.





all this has the effect of producing new frameworks for wealth creation that are only partially coincident with traditional states, or are detached from them altogether: what else should we expect in a global economy in which increasingly 


investment is freed from national constraints


industry is less dependent on the state for protection and more portable internationally 


information flow easily transcends state borders 


individuals, at least knowledge workers and the corporate elite, have become more mobile.





as this occurs, we observe this phenomenon that has been called the hollowing out of the state: the transfer of functions traditionally exercised by the state to other levels of aggregation or out of the orbit of state altogether





All this happens extremely unevenly (developmental differentials) both in the international arena and within individual states. Some social groups and even whole states sense themselves marginalised, left behind or threatened. Others prosper. The potential is enormous for the redimensioning of identity, shifts in allegiances and loyalty, and ultimately serious intra- and cross-border conflict. 








CANADIAN FAULTLINES





If it is clear that we live in a community of changing states, whether and how a particular state will prove capable of managing change or whether it will simply be blown away by it, is very uncertain.





What about Canada? Here we see all the signs of the changing state. Its territory has become much less important as an employer of people and a generator of wealth. Decentralisation and devolution are very much in vogue. Canada is at the heart of the information revolution. Wealth creation for Canadians is decreasingly confined to, or dependent upon, the national framework. The hollowing out of the state at all levels is very much in evidence. 





But if Canada is very much a changing state, the future shape and circumstance of change are highly uncertain. The recent elections, for example, had the re-elected Prime Minister of Canada exclaiming in his victory speech that the result for the Bloc Quebecois was the lowest achieved by the sovereignistes since the mid-1970s, and that therefore the separatist option was on the run. For the Premier of Quebec, however, this was the last federal election in which Quebec would participate. Beyond these views. what this election signaled in no uncertain terms that there are three or four fundamentally different views as to where the country was and where it should go, each concentrated in a distinct region of the country. 





Quebec’s future in confederation is clearly a central factor. But it is in my view part of a much larger question, namely, the ability of the Canadian state to re-engineer itself under the conditions of historic transformation. 





This in turn will it, I think, depend on how Canadians deal with what I see as the three fundamental issues challenging the viability of the Canadian system: 


first, the sense of a common purpose or mission; 


second, the credibility of the federal elite;


third, the perception in a significant segment of the population that there are reasonable alternatives to the traditional Canada. 





As concerns the first issue, the sense of a common purpose or mission, it is, I think, self-evident that one of the faultlines running through the Canadian reality is 


that the original purpose of Canada simply doesn’t jive with the contemporary reality of the country, and moreover


it is not certain whether it will be possible to forge a new “projet de vie”. 





The Canada of Confederation sought to 


protect the delicate balance between its French- and English-speaking, Catholic and Protestant, populations, 


defend strategic interests that differed from those of the United States, in particular through the maintenance of allegiance to Great Britain 


foster a strong economic community along an east-west axis, inter alia through nation-building projects and support of less advantaged regions by more fortunate ones. 





This was the basis for an often difficult but generally functioning consensus that brought Canada great wealth, stability and even renown. The problem is that the Canadian internal and external environments have since evolved in ways that call into question the relevance of these functions, without developing another model that enjoys widespread support. In particular, 


the composition of the Canadian population in the latter part of the twentieth century is such as to challenge the relevance of the founding role of English- and French-speaking Canadians. 


this has also led to a fading in importance of the association with Britain, at the same time as Canada has become almost completely reliant on the United States for its defence, and in particular, 


North-South economic interdependence has boomed at the same time as economic solidarity within Canada has suffered.





The second problem concerns the credibility of the federal elite, by which I mean the political forces that have traditionally assumed responsibility for the governing of the country. The federal elite is under fire from several angles. 





In general, the political system in developed democracies is in trouble because it has failed to bring the system in line with technological possibilities and the realities of post-modern society, in particular as concerns the representativity, methodology and professionalism of the political elite. 





The Canadian federal elite labours under this general difficulty. Beyond that, it is burdened by two distinctly Canadian demerits: that is, 


successive failures in finding a new constitutional arrangement following the repatriation of the constitution in the 1980s.


a growing decalage between the Canadian-based decision-making of the federal elite and the North America-based reality of the Canadian economy; this is manifest in several dimensions of economic activity and raises the issue whether the mechanism of the Canadian/US annual summit and the overall bilateral relationship can convincingly address the growing interdependence of the two North American states.
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At the same time, like its counterparts in many other OECD countries, the federal elite is vulnerable because of the mushrooming of the federal deficit under successive liberal and conservative governments. A further difficulty is that as the federal elite has downsized - in an unavoidable effort to respond to the deficit and the debt - it has forfeited tools that it has traditionally deployed to cement loyalties in less prosperous parts of the country and less advantaged sectors of the population. The risk of defection is great.





Altogether this adds up to a considerable mortgage on the credibility of the federal elite and its ability to lead the country towards a new paradigm. 





As regards the third issue, the state of the alternatives, there is additional reason for concern. Over one-third of the seats in the new parliament representing some 30% of the popular vote are held by political forces that hostile to the traditional concept of Canada. 





The intention of the Bloc Quebecois is of course that Quebec should become a sovereign state. There are several dilemmas here of course, but let me just mention two 


to seek sovereignty in today’s world is akin to chasing a rainbow; in the case of Quebec it can raise more problems than it can resolve, because of the price of dislocation in terms of the economy in general and in particular because of the resulting shrinkage in resources available for supporting the cultural and linguistic identity of Quebec;


to seek and to find sovereignty means almost certainly the end of Canadian identity and of Canadian confederation. 





At the other end of the political spectrum, the Reform Party, concentrated in Western Canada, wants 


no distinct society for Quebec,


strict equality for the provinces, and  


all this in a Canada with far fewer federal powers 





It does not require too much imagination to see that how Reform Party politics could lead to an outcome for Canada that is similar to that likely in the case of a successful referendum in Quebec. 





Under such circumstances, muddling through can appear to be an attractive policy option, but this too has its dangers as members of this audience will well know. As systems undergo qualitative change, there is a distinct danger of fractal disintegration, a situation in which 


the macro-level tries to reassert itself as it loses its grip, 


it fails and in the process, 


it sparks an effort on the part of lower levels of aggregation - in the Canadian case, the province and the municipalities - to compensate for the misfunctioning of the centre, 


which then has the effect of exacerbating the dysfunctionality of the entire system.





canada futures





That being said, how will Canada evolve in the next decade or so? The following viewgraphs attempt to capture the different possibilities. 





Sequence assessment: 


the first graph maps out different paths from the next provincial election in Quebec. The path to the left suggests that we could have a situation in which a provincial liberal party victory stops the threat of separatism in its tracks, and paves the way to what I have called a “new Canadian deal”.





Canada graph: 


this graph takes as its two main variables the popular disposition towards constitutional alternatives and the extent to which the political elites are prepared to cooperate, combining them to project four very different futures. 





Canada futures: 


the last graph attempts to project a more complex array of Canadian futures;


the circle has been segmented twice, one to show one state as opposed to variants with multiple sovereignties, the other to show Canadian futures in a North American context, as opposed to a Canada-only context.





This gives us eight possible futures.
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what to do?





To conclude, my thinking suggests that while the break-up of Canada is by no means certain, it is enough of a possibility that we cannot afford not to think through the possible repercussions of a break-up and how they would be dealt with. Some believe to do is to tempt fate - and understandably so, for there is always the danger that discussion of a contingency situation can prove destabilising in its own right. On balance, however, I believe that it is better to discuss worst-case scenarios before they happen because as they happen it can prove extremely difficult to address challenging issues with cool heads. 





There is namely a very great danger that as Canada restructures itself, one or the other or even most of the Canadian political elite engaged in the issue will try to hijack it for its own purposes, or to be quite blunt, to make its survival the independent variable and the best option for Canadians one that is subordinate to it. We have already seen some of this in the Canadian debate. And we have seen a very great deal of this in countries coming under ethnic stress in post-communist Europe. 





Just a few ideas on what to do about this to conclude.





First, it is important to put the issue of Canada’s futures in context. In context in the sense that what Canada is going through is part of the process of the changing state worldwide, but also in context as part of a long process of change in this territory called Canada that well predates its emergence as a state. What I am advocating is a certain intellectual openness to the phenomena of statal change. 





The second idea is that the entire methodology and jurisprudence for dealing with changing states is grossly underdeveloped. To give you a few examples out of the current Canadian debate, there is wide disagreement and little guidance on such issues as 


whether a referendum on separation would have to be won by significantly more than 50% or whether a 50% plus 1 vote would suffice


whether parts of Quebec could hold their own referenda to decide whether or not to stay in a separating Quebec or in a Quebec-less Canada


whether voters outside Quebec, since their country would be dramatically affected by the departure of Quebec, should also have to approve a Quebec decision to separate


whether francophones outside Quebec wanting to maintain a link with Quebec, or Quebec residents wanting to maintain a link with Canada, could maintain passport and citizenship rights, and 


whether and how Quebec could become a member of the international organisations and agreements to which Canada is party





And so on - I am sure much of this will sound familiar to the audience. Of course, issues like these inevitably require negotiation. Still, these negotiations can be well served by efforts to establish a more focused  and transparent body of thinking on the kind of issues that they have to address. 





The third point is that the cause of a soft landing would be well served if Canadians could call on outside monitoring and, as necessary, mediation. The OSCE is not customarily involved outside Europe, even outside formerly communist Europe, which is one of the reasons why it is so little known in North American despite the activism of its two North American members. But the OSCE does have substantial experience in dealing with collapsing states and several mechanisms that might prove useful in facilitating a civil and responsible approach by the politicians in Quebec City and Ottawa.





Finally, I would like to underscore the importance of Canada managing a soft landing, both to itself and to the international community as a whole. If a country like Canada, a G7 member, one of the richest in the world with a tradition of social peace and engagement for social peace in other countries proves incapable of meeting the challenge of statal change, then the world in general is in stock for some tough jolts. The other side of that coin is that particularly because of these descriptors Canada is extremely well-placed to show the way to other troubled states. Let us hope that it is this characteristic that will dominate in the emerging Canadian futures.
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First and foremost, there is the ability of the Canadian state to remain relevant in view of the new realities of the continental and world economy. The traditional role of the Canadian centre was to build strands of East/west cooperation within the country that could withstand the north/south pulls within North America. This role has become largely defunct with the conclusion of the NAFTA agreement and the take-off in North American trade. After a shakey start, Canadian firms have shown themselves capable of competing with the best firms south of the border. But note, this has tended to happen in those sectors where government has agreed to get out of the way. 





The Canadian state as an economic actor is further threatened by the federal budgetary deficit and overall debt. The fact that successive central governments allowed the indebtedness to assume such proportions has resulted in a widespread mistrust of the centre, and the political parties that have traditionally occupied it. 


The ongoing effort of the Liberal government to address the issue is an unavoidable response to an international marketplace where financial fitness is a stark necessity. But this also means resulted in a certain mission shrink on the federal level. 


The centre has been denied the resources it would normally have drawn on to display leadership role in addressing such issues as unemployment. 


At the same time, there have been fewer resources available for it to seek to act as the great equaliser between richer and poorer provinces. 





As the federal state has downsized, the risk of a creeping kind of fractal disintegration has become apparent. The provinces that have traditionally bankrolled the less fortunate ones have themselves fewer resources and less inclination to support transfers to them. The overall effect is to encourage the provinces to be less reliant on or less forthcoming towards the centre.





Less state is forced upon the Canadian centre as a response to fiscal emergency. But it interfaces with the opportunities provided by technological change to move many more decisions than previously much closer to the citizen in whose name they are made. So the self-weakening of the Canadian center is reinforced by the increasing scope for devolution to provincial, sub-provincial and neo-provincial levels, such as the new province of Nunavut that will take form in Canada’s north in 1999. 





In this kind of environment, the question can easily arise for at least certain constituent parts of Canada as to why or whether the centre is needed at all. The response in some cases can of course be that a representation, federal or provincial, in Canberra is an unnecessary luxury. But in others, it can be that the Canadian center is too far away and too all encompassing to be able to represent effectively the interests of so many different regions. 





Canada’s crisis is anything but a Quebec crisis full stop. It is a crisis between the Western provinces and the centre, between the Maritime provinces and the centre, between the aboriginal communities and the centre. But the relationship between Quebec and the center is the most challenging of them all, because without its resolution, a Canadian future is virtually unimaginable. The dilemma, without wanting to downplay the issue, is the following. Canada was born of the different but mutually reinforcing interests of people of British and French stock living in what we know as Canada 130 years ago. At that time, they formed roughly x and y percent of the population respectively.





In the meantime, the proportions have changed: the aboriginal population, scarcely a player then, has risen to assume its own rights. Many of the English-speakers have difficulty identifying with a deal that gives more rights to French-speakers throughout the country that to Italian speakers in Toronto or Mandarin/Cantonese speakers in Vancouver. But not to champion those rights is to renege on the original constitutional deal of 1867 and to open the floodgates. No distinct society for Quebec suggests that the rest of Canada wants its assimilation. Distinct society for Quebec says to the rest of Canada that one province is more equal than the others. And that it is in the sense of Canada’s distinctiveness - without Quebec, Canada loses its birthright. While it is still possible to elect a government with a majority that supports the concept of the two founding peoples, the most recent election popular support for the idea looks very shakey indeed. 





Two final considerations will be decisive in playing things out. One is the state of the Canadian political process. Of course, Canada is a democratic country. The real issue is whether the Canada’s political elites an democracy is capable of producing meaningful choices for the country as it agonises its way through the constitutional process. The failure of the various efforts at constitutional reform in recent years may say to us that it has become impossible to forge a workable constitutional consensus. But it may also point to the fact that the Canadian political class is simply not up to the job. 





If this were the case, this would by no means be a Canadian problem alone. Indeed, I would venture the idea that if the progress made in recent years towards democracy, in this part of the world and others, is to be sustained, then we will need to see a major effort in the developed democratic world to rethink and renew the political process. In terms of representativity, professionalism, and working methods, there has not been much structural 


innovation in the western democracy since the days of the sufragette. 





The other issue is the existence of a viable alternative for constituent parts of Canada that may be inclined to go their own way. A major argument for the continuation of Canada among disaffected Canadians is that the alternative would be worse, in some case much worse, than the status quo, let alone a re-engineered confederation. The uncertainty of the terms of a radical restructuring of Quebec’s status deters. Beyond that, Quebec or any other independent provinces might for example face higher costs for foreign policy and defence without necessarily being any more able to assert their interests than under the present setup. Inclusion into the American union might seem a logical option but as US states’ rights are presently conceived, most Canadian provinces would lose politically. 





To be concluded…
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