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When Canadians talk about Russia or Russians about Canada, their discourse is 

invariably prefaced by references to the many similarities between their two countries. Most 

obviously, they are both very large. Indeed, they are giants among the world’s nations. Russia, 

after a convulsive loss of one-quarter of its territory
i
, is still by far the largest country in the 

world. Canada, half its size, is number two. Their nordicity is another shared point of reference. 

Over 75% of Russia’s territory is classified as belonging to its official North
ii
 – and therefore 

qualifying for special subsidies – while the equivalent figure for Canada is 40%
iii
 (although 

anyone who has tasted a Winnipegian winter would undoubtedly put that figure much higher). 

Russia and Canada are also commonly associated with their natural resource wealth. Russia 

owes 33% of its GDP and 65% of its annual budget to the extraction of minerals and their sale 

abroad.
iv
 Canada is still widely perceived as a resource-dependent country, notwithstanding the 

fact that only 2.3% of its GDP is now generated from such sources.
v
  

 

The two countries also share a deep and multi-faceted love-hate relationship with the 

United States. Most Russians and Canadians envy most Americans’ higher living standards, while 

many of those who do so would also not hesitate to reject the policies and practices that at least 

in part make this greater wealth possible. Then there are the lighter comparisons: the passion 

for hockey, although hockey’s star – for very different reasons - is not nearly as bright in either 

country as it once was.  

 

Anecdotally, but perhaps not insignificantly, both countries were at the millennium’s 

turn led by men known for their penchant for body sports. President Putin is a much-publicized 

black belt
vi
 while Prime Chrétien, who would no doubt prefer that this trait had attracted less 

media attention, is known to be “fast to the fist”. The Canadian Prime Minister is sometimes 

referred to in his country as a “democratic dictator”, owing to the fact that once elected it is 

almost impossible to get rid of him before the subsequent election and until that point his 



 

 

prerogatives are very far-reaching indeed. Here too, President Putin and Prime Minister 

Chretien have much in common. 

 

The similarities then quickly make way for the differences – and profound, of course, 

they are. Canada is one of the world’s richest countries, a seven-time-in-a-row winner of the 

UNDP’s human development sweepstakes.
vii

 Russia has become one of the world’s poorest, 

ranked in 2000 at the level of Spain in GDP terms
viii

, a country with one-fifteenth of its 

population. The two countries’ histories could not be more unalike. The Russian state has 

existed in one form or the other for more than a 1000 years. It has survived some of the most 

severe challenges that any state has faced, including in the last century alone, two world wars – 

for which its own theatre was a key staging point, a civil war followed by a social revolution that 

sought to take its victory in Russia to the rest of the world, an eight-decade long communist 

dictatorship and the wrenching process of transition that came with its demise. Canada is little 

more than a hundred years’ young. As Russia, it has had to contend with trials of cohesion and 

identity but it has no experience of revolution on its soil and while it is no stranger to 

international conflict, its territory has been spared large-scale violence. In large part, these 

contrasts have to do with the fact that the two countries have had to contend with two entirely 

different geopolitical environments. Since its founding, Russia has found itself subject to the 

conflicting pulls of Asia and Europe, and the inter- and intra-state dangers that these vast 

expanses would regularly throw up. Canada has had it unspeakably easier, having through most 

of its history only to negotiate among the competing imperatives of the distant France and 

Great Britain and the neighbouring but, largely benign, United States.  

 

These contrasts go a long way in explaining why Canada and Russia have known such 

different trajectories. At the same time, in their recent evolution the two countries have also 

shared a number of similarities that go to the very heart of their prospects for survival in their 

current boundaries. This paper will attempt to catalogue these similarities and identify the 

common faultlines that the two countries will need to address if they are to survive and prosper. 

It will also examine the question of how they might evolve if they fail to rise to their respective 

challenges. Finally, the paper will suggest some policy approaches that the political elites in the 

two countries may be advised to consider as they grapple with possibly life-threatening 

challenges on what could well be not-too-distant horizons.  



 

 

 

Crises of State: manageable or terminal? 

 

Crisis of a fundamental, structural type has in very different ways been no stranger to 

either Canada or Russia. Indeed, one might argue that the seeds of crisis were planted at 

founding moments, in 1867 in the case of Canadian confederation, fifty years later in the case of 

what later became the Soviet Union, and again with the creation of the Russian Federation 

another three quarters of a century later. A second parallel, and one more important for this 

story, concerns the point at which a relatively stabile situation began to turn into an increasingly 

unstable one. Again, one can argue that the Soviet Union was an endemically unstable state, 

whose communist elite was constantly on the offensive against a population, which - if it had 

been asked without risk of sanction - would have resoundingly opposed its rule. While there is 

no such paradigm in the Canadian case, there is all the same a common starting point for the 

emergence of a direct threat to the existing order from within the elite. 

 

1968 was a watershed year for a good part of the world, including for Canada and the 

Soviet Union. In both countries, change and crisis was in the air, and new forms of opposition to 

the established order were in the making. In Quebec, the Quiet Revolution of the early 1960s 

had by 1968 given birth to the creation of the Parti Quebecois (PQ) under the leadership of 

former Liberal, ie pro-Federal, cabinet minister René Lévesque and inspired in part by General 

de Gaulle’s famous proclamation of “Vive le Quebec libre” during his state visit the year before. 

The PQ, in a preview of the constitutional concept that it would put forward in a referendum 12 

twelve years later, was at this point calling for what it saw as Canada’s two nations to be 

associated in a decentralized confederation. (Jean Hamelin et Jean Provencher, Brève histoire 

du Québec, (Boréal, nouvelle édition, Québec, 1997), pp.115-124.). 1968 also saw the election 

of Pierre Eliot Trudeau as the Canadian Prime Minister and the proclamation of a dynamic new 

policy of bilingualism and biculturalism. In many ways, this was also an attempt to respond to 

the new realities that had been stirring in the Prime Minister’s native Quebec since the 

beginnings of the decade and the need for a concept of state with which a new political majority 

encompassing both Quebecois and Canadians of other provinces could identify.  

 



 

 

Trudeau’s concept and that of Lévesque were at loggerheads. They largely set out the 

parameters for the struggle to win the hearts and minds of Quebec that continues to this day. 

This process has been overwhelmingly peaceful, the major exception being the October crisis of 

1970. This turned out to be much less of a threat than the federal and Quebec provincial 

governments surmised at its outset. But by the time it was over 300 federal troops had been 

introduced into Quebec – at the request of the Quebec provincial government – 500 Québecois 

arrested (many of them, as it later turned out on incorrect pretenses) and of the two kidnapped 

officials, the Quebec cabinet minister had been murdered while his more fortunate colleague, 

the British Consul, liberated intact.
ix
 (Hamelin et Provencher, Ibid.). 

 

1968 also brought similar phenomena to the fore in Soviet Union. This was the year of 

the Prague Spring, the campaign for a socialism with a human face, the implication being that 

the socialism that had gone before was neither social nor human. The same year saw the 

emergence of a new Soviet leadership, at first but only fleetingly collective, one dedicated to 

repairing as the official discourse had it the erraticism, the excesses, and the erroneous policies 

of a leader who was both a self-styled anti-Stalinist and an erstwhile comrade-in–arms of the 

infamous dictator. 

  

The second phase of these parallel crises developed through the seventies when in both 

countries new manifestations of struggle against the established order came to the fore, and 

their geopolitical and economic positions weakened. In 1976, eight years after its founding, the 

Parti québecois found itself in power in la belle province.   Quebec was proving however not to 

be the only flash point. Responding to an ill-received federal government white paper from 

1969, Canada’s native peoples’ movement became increasingly strident. In Canada’s West, the 

defining development came in 1973, when the federal government intervened to check the 

effect of OPEC price rises for the Canadian consumer, but in the process alienated forces in the 

West who saw oil price increases as a vehicle for regional growth. This was also a time of rising 

concern in Canada’s eastern provinces about the viability of their traditional industries and the 

effectiveness of compensatory federal subsidies. (Alvin Finkel, Margaret Conrad, with Veronica 

Strong Boag, History of the Canadian Peoples (Copp Clark Pitman, Toronto, 1997) pp.528-543). 

Through this period and beyond key economic indicators continued to disappoint.
x
  

 



 

 

 The 1970s also brought in the Soviet Union new and broader forms of struggle against 

the established order. In 1970, Andrei Sakharov, the country’s leading nuclear physicist broke 

with the regime and aligned himself with the dissident movement, going on to become its 

leading member.
xi
 This was no less important a weathervane for what was alive in the Soviet 

Union than the defection of René Lévesque from the Quebec Liberal party in October 1967.
xii

 

With the signing of the Helsinki Final Act in 1975, organised resistance in the USSR and 

throughout the Soviet bloc was given a moral and ideological tool with which to combat the 

regime, one that bore the signatures of all 32 European sates (all except Albania), including that 

of the USSR.
xiii

 The 1970s were also a period of rising turmoil among the non-Slavic and 

particularly Moslem minorities. In the 1970s the first large-scale anti-regime demonstrations 

took place.(See Note)
xiv

 These incidents had several dimensions. They were mainly about the 

contradictions between the socialist superstructure and the survivalist challenges of everyday 

life, but they also gave rise in the regions to signs of organised regionalism, both ethnically and 

non-ethnically inspired. Here were the beginnings of the centrifugalism that Gorbachev would 

later try to neutralize with his proposals for republican representation in the Party’s leading 

body.
xv

 Later, of course, they would manifest themselves in Yeltsin’s offer to the regions to treat 

the prerogatives of power as a smorgasbord. On the economic front, signs of crisis also 

increased through this period.
xvi

 The initial reformism of the Brezhnev-Kosygin tandem would 

soon degenerate into the stasis of co-called “developed socialism”
xvii

, an expression that 

attempted to cover for more, but actually even less, of the same. It was around this time that 

the economy began losing the advantages of extensive development and had to start coping 

with the much more exacting challenges of intensive development growth. The ruble held 

steady, good growth rates continued to be dutifully reported but the rise in Soviet debt levels 

pointed to a desperate effort to import foreign goods to compensate for those the system was 

incapable of producing and whose consumers increasingly demanded. (See Note)
xviii

  

 

Together with a similar pattern of dissent, defection and the development of 

movements that would challenge not only the status quo but the entire logic of state, we also 

see in this period the first onslaught of the current wave of globalisation
xix

 (need a reference for 

this statement). This brought growing difficulties for both Canada and the Soviet Union in their 

ongoing efforts to defend national systems and procedures in the face of a shrinking, more 

transparent and interconnected, interdependent and challenging world. The regained dynamism 



 

 

of the European Communities in the 1970s with its new members and expanded areas of 

cooperation was part of this challenge. So was that of the USA as it gradually overcame its 

Vietnam syndrome and brought new energy to bear in its quest for economic, technological and 

military supremacy. This was a potentially threatening development for Canada as it pointed to 

the eventual emergence of a two-pillar Euro-Atlantic alliance in which it risked becoming a 

marginal player. The effect on the Soviet Union of these two developments were not dissimilar. 

Europe’s economic successes
xx

 contrasted with the Soviet Union’s weakening growth.  America’s 

new geopolitical and military confidence contrasted with a Soviet sense of geopolitical and 

geostrategic overstretch, the growing Soviet involvement in Afghanistan being the prime 

example.  

 

The third phase in the post-1968 period was characterized by energetic efforts to 

stabilise the regime through major foreign and domestic initiatives. In Canada, these were 

largely constitutional in nature. A deal brokered in 1981, just one year after the first failed 

Quebec referendum, between the federal government and all provincial governments save that 

of Quebec resulted in the Constitution Act, consisting of the British North American Act that had 

created Canada in 1867, an amending formula and a charter of rights and freedoms. (Finkel, 

Conrad with Strong-Boag, pp 582-588.) But for many, Trudeau’s successful repatriation of the 

Constitution, which meant in practical terms that the Canadian government would no longer 

have to defer to Westminister in constitutional matters, would prove to be a pyrrhic victory. The 

repatriation bruised Francophone elite opinion badly. Sovereigntists  descried the failure to 

acknowledge Quebec as a distinct political entity.  Federalists were dismayed by the fallout for 

their hopes for renewed federalism. Both had difficulty with the Federal centre’s tactics. Two 

subsequent efforts to find a formula that would bring Quebec back on board constitutionally, 

the Meech Lake Accord of 1987, which became null and void when not ratified by all provinces 

by mid-1990, and the Charlottetown Accord, put before the voters in a referendum in 1992 

would also fail. (Finkel, Conrad, Strong-Boag) 

 

These domestic failures were accompanied by efforts to enter into a closer economic 

relationship with the United States, to which by the late 1980s three-quarters of Canada’s 

exports and from which two-thirds of Canada’s imports originated. (Finkel, Conrad, Strong-Boag, 

pp 491-497. In 1987 the US and Canada negotiated a Free Trade Act; five years later Mexico 



 

 

would join the two in a North American Free Trade Agreement. While the agreements have 

come to be acknowledged by many of their original opponents as paving the way to the new 

economic growth that Canada experienced as of 1995, in the early 1990s, they were widely 

identified as the reason for the country’s economic woes.
xxi

 Their champion, Conservative Prime 

Minister Brain Mulroney, with opinion polls giving him only 12% of popular support, resigned in 

1993.
xxii

 The following year his party, one of the two traditional parties of government in Canada 

was reduced to two seats in the greatest political upheaval that Canadian federal politics has 

ever known.  

 

In the Soviet effort to compensate for internal inadequacy through foreign policy, two 

developments stand out. First was the invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, an event which before 

the withdrawal and admission of defeat ten years later, had cost 13,000 Soviet and, as yet 

unknown number of Afghan lives,
xxiii

 not to mention the material investment.(See Note)
xxiv

 This 

was arguably the first time that the Soviet leadership had attempted a power takeover in a 

country where the traditional power structures had not become more or less totally 

dysfunctional. The second effort - as it turned out, also a failed foreign adventure - involved the 

attempt to decouple the United States and Europe through the introduction of intermediate-

range nuclear missiles. Instead of splitting the Alliance, the deployment of the Soviet SS-20s 

ended up stiffening Western resolve and were matched by the deployment of American Cruise 

and Pershing missiles on the territory of four European members of NATO. All INF missiles were 

later removed by virtue of a “zero option”. (See Note)
xxv

  

 

The argument about what factors were instrumental in precipitating Gorbachev’s efforts 

to reform the socialist system from above may never be resolved. Was it the foreign policy 

defeats in Afghanistan and the INF fiasco, or other signs of strategic weakness such as the 

potential technological challenge thrown up by Star Wars and the growing centrifugal forces 

astir in the Soviet Empire? Was it the huge amounts of Soviet GDP spend on maintaining military 

strength and supporting foreign regimes, and the fact that this investment was showing 

decreasing returns in a country whose economy was itself weakening? Or was reform so 

necessitated by the inefficiencies of the command economy that, regardless of the Soviet 

Union’s international standing, a drive to modernise the country’s economic management was 

inevitable? Another, closely related question, and impossible to answer is how is Gorbachev’s 



 

 

perestroika to be evaluated and whether by whatever criteria are used it can be deemed a 

success? For example, a case can be made for the fact that his economic and political reforms so 

destabilized the country that it felt apart. One can also query, however, how the Soviet Union 

would have evolved had no major reform effort been undertaken.  

 

The crises that built up in these decades in the two countries were of course to have 

very different outcomes. But the stakes were highly similar. In both cases, the issue was possible 

loss of country, as it turned out where the Soviet Union was concerned its actual loss, where 

Canadians were concerned its near-loss. There can be little doubt that had the “Oui” (to 

separation) forces in the 1995 referendum carried the day that not only would Quebec have 

separated but the rest of Canada would have found it very difficult, if not impossible, to forge a 

new consensus around a Quebec-less Canada. In fact, there was every likelihood that the 

country would have splintered in ways that would have not been dissimilar to what happened in 

the USSR.  

 

There too the closing phase of the USSR’s crisis was dominated by friction between the 

Centre and the republics and between the Union’s many peoples and nationalities.  Nor was the 

leadership oblivious to the need for reform as Gorbachev’s attempt to secure representation for 

each Union Republic in the Politburo and the new Union Treaty that was proposed just two 

months before the USSR’s demise.
xxvi

 We have seen through this comparative survey, however, 

that issue of power-sharing among different communities and jurisdictions, however important 

in precipitating the state crises in Canada and Russia, did not act in isolation. Many factors 

conspired against the Canadian and Soviet state. This point is much easier to make in the Soviet 

case where the signs of weaknesses were more complex, more severe and, outside the 

communist world, highly publicized. Still the multi-causality is an important point to retain for 

the future. 

 

Common Faultlines  

 

As for the future, both Canada and Russia remain states at risk, even if their economic 

indicators have improved over the short-term and separatist causes are few or weak. Canada 

has not resolved the issues that took it to the brink in 1995. Russia has inherited many of the 



 

 

challenges that plagued the Soviet Union. We will not attempt to predict how these two states 

will ultimately fare in addressing their respective crises. We can however isolate those factors 

that seem to be of the greatest importance in shaping their futures.  

 

If we base ourselves on the developments of the crisis decades of the 1970s and 1980s, 

there would seem to be six factors or what can be termed critical faultlines that the Canadian 

and Russian states share. Again, there are important differences of degree, but I would argue 

that these differences of degree will not necessarily be decisive in determining the two 

countries’ respective destinies. The first and most obvious faultline relates to the ability to 

generate wealth in a sustainable manner. That Canada is far richer than most states is less 

important that the fact that it has become steadily poorer relative to the United States.
xxvii

 

Similarly, Russia’s basis for comparison will likely not be the Ukraine or other CIS states but 

countries to its West expected to join the European Union members later this decade. But even 

in terms of international comparisons, both countries have lost ground. Canada has fallen from 

place x to y, a trend which if it were continue for decade would put it in number x position 

among nations. In ten years, Russians’ standards of living have fallen by over 50%.(See Note)
xxviii

  

 

A second faultline has to do with the way Canada and Russia deal with the outside 

world. Here we are interested in such questions as whether they have an effective say in the 

transnational and international decisions that affect them and whether they are integrated in 

the state groupings that set policy in issue areas of particular national importance. At first sight, 

Canada would seem to be well-positioned to deal with the realities of globalisation. It is a 

member of NATO, the OECD, the OSCE, the UN as well as the G7, G10 and G24.(See Note)
xxix

 It is 

weak however as concerns its most important political and economic relationship, that with the 

United States. Since the entry into force of NAFTA in 1994, there has been an eighty percent 

increase in trade between the US and Canada.
xxx

 But increasing economic interdependence has 

not been accompanied by any enhancement of Canada’s ability to shape the relationship with 

the United States. The country remains reliant on traditional channels of influence as the annual 

meetings between the Prime minister and the President and the trouble-shooting role of its 

Embassy in Washington, scarcely sufficient to manage effectively this crucial relationship. 

Russia, a member of only the G8, the OSCE, the Council of Europe as well as the UN (See 

Note)
xxxi

, is in comparison un-represented. The problem is particularly acute when it comes to 



 

 

the enlargement policies of NATO and the EU. A second NATO enlargement would like the first 

be received in Russia as a sign of the country’s marginal importance in Western councils and of 

the impotence of Russia’s first and second generations of post-communist politicians to stand 

up for the country’s interests. EU enlargement is politically less threatening but its impact on 

Russia’s access to markets in Central and Eastern Europe may over the longer term prove even 

more exacting.  

 

A third faultline concerns the ability of the two states to provide a viable framework for 

the expression of the identities that live within its borders. The most obvious challenges are the 

movements for self-determination in Quebec and Chechnya. How the respective Centres cope 

with these two communities is important for inter-communal relations as a whole in these two 

highly diverse ethnic landscapes that Canada and Russia have become through immigration and 

conquest. Both countries have small but significant aboriginal communities with important 

unresolved questions concerning their status and rights as well as responsibility for their 

relatively disadvantaged socio-economic position. If Canada’s experience is anything to go by, 

these are questions that can only become increasingly prominent in Russia. Regional 

disaffection is not necessarily rooted in ethnic, linguistic or national factors, as underlined by 

anti-Center attitudes in the Western provinces in Canada
xxxii

 or the Far Eastern regions in 

Russia.
xxxiii

  No less that one third of the popular vote in Canada and one-third of parliamentary 

seats are held by regional parties who for opposite reasons do not accept the constitutional 

status quo. Both countries need to rethink the way urban centres are represented in political 

decisionmaking. In Canada, 59% of the population live in the countries 17 biggest cities,
xxxiv

 The 

five larges cities produce more than 58% of Canada’s GDP. (See Note)
xxxv

 Yet these cities have 

little involvement in decisions taken by provincial governments. The latter have moved 

successfully in recent years to amalgamate cities and suburbs into mega-cities against the 

latters’ will. Russia’s municipalities are unlike Canada’s constitutional actors in that they have a 

tradition of bargaining successfully against the interests of the region in which they are located, 

but they too are underrepresented relative to the demographic and economic weight. (Not 

sure that this is true.)  

 

This brings me to the fourth faultline, the weakness  of the democratic system in the 

two countries. This is not surprising in the case of Russia whose fledging democracy is only ten 



 

 

years old this year. The same problems that afflict Russian democracy are however paralleled in 

the Canadian system. This has a number of aspects to it. Canadians question the ability of their 

elected representatives to cope with the challenges of modern society. This is hardly surprising 

when one considers that the only two significant innovations in the last century were the 

extension of the suffrage to women and the introduction of opinion-polling, while society, 

science and technology have undergone one transformation after the other. Canadians also 

question whether their vote really counts. In a poll taken in 2000, two Canadians out of three 

stated that they had no influence on decisionmaking at the federal, provincial and municipal 

levels of government. This is largely due to the fact that in order to run elections and support 

political activities between elections, Canadian politicians need to curry favour with  lobbies and 

special interest groups, who contribute money to these causes as opposed to the individual 

elector who only contributes his vote. The result is a crisis of confidence and credibility of 

serious proportions. In relative terms, this is at least as dangerous for the Canada state as 

Russia’s own democratic shortcomings are for it. Russia.(Need some equivalent information on 

Russian attitudes towards democracy and the way parties are funded).   

 

A fifth problem faced by Canada and Russia concerns the existence of alternative, 

potentially more attractive, models of state. The trend globally is towards more and smaller 

states. There are several reasons for this. One is the decreasing importance of wealth generated 

through the exploitation of natural resources and the declining need for states to maximise 

territorial holdings. Russia is an obvious exception to the rule. Another is the proliferation of 

trading blocks, which has given small states access to larger markets and given them greater 

chances to partake in the benefits of a globalising world. A third is the fact that since World War 

Two few small states have lost territory to larger predators.
xxxvi

  Fourth, and most important, is 

the fact that smaller states tend on average to be richer than larger states. Of the world’s ten 

biggest states by population, only two – the United States and Japan – are rich. Canada with a 

population of some 30 million is an average-sized state. But the argument that Quebec or British 

Columbia or even Prince Edward Island are too small to be viable does not hold up to scrutiny. 

45% of the world’s states have populations under 5 million. 30% have populations of fewer than 

2.5 million. And 18% have populations of fewer than half a million.
xxxvii

 This does not mean to 

suggest that the world will count 600 states at the end of this century – which would actually 

represent an equivalent change to what happened in the 20
th

 century.
xxxviii

 It does suggest 



 

 

however that there is a prejudice within the international system towards a process of statal 

downsizing, which can make larger states vulnerable. Another dimension of this problem, a 

concern for Canadians and Russians alike, is that they have as neighbours two states or state-

like entities that could potentially offer a haven to a province or region that wished to defect. 

Americans live on average better than do Canadians. Europeans and Japanese live on average 

much better than do Russians. Under these circumstances, it is not too difficult to image a 

situation in which one or the other constituent part contiguous to the US or the EU could 

envisage changing allegiances as an alternative to a worsening economic status quo.  

 

The best way to prevent defections is to address successfully the five challenges 

outlined above. Failing that, the fall back position is to use force. One has to wonder whether 

the Canadian Federal government would be in a position today to carry out an action similar to 

that during the Quebec crisis of 1970.  Would the country support such an action? Would the 

armed forces be in a position to carry it out? Would the government have the political will to 

see such an action through?  The case of Chechnya – where very different circumstances have 

prevailed – underscores that the political will does exist in Russian government and military 

circles to use force to prevent defections. But the jury is still out on several questions. Will the 

action result in a military victory? Would a military victory secure the preconditions for a 

political settlement and the re-integration of Chechnya into the federation. Finally, there is the 

question as to what has been – and what will ultimately be - the impact of the action in 

Chechnya on perceptions elsewhere  – in the Caucasus as a whole, in the Moslem population, 

within the elite and at street- level throughout the Federation.  

 

Change Patterns 

 

The reshaping of the contours of a state is a rather common process. In fact, some research 

suggests that over 90% of all the states that have ever existed have disappeared through one or 

the other form of merger or assimilation.
xxxix

 Nonetheless political science pays relatively little 

attention to the question of how a state will actually end up transmogrifying once that process 

has been effectively engaged. The graph below shows several different possible patterns of 

significant transformation that could intervene in the case of either Canada or Russia.  
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The upper right part of the graph shows the different kinds of change patterns that 

could be envisaged within the two states’ current borders. There are four main patterns here. 

Devolution of central powers to the regions, which Russia experienced in the 1990s, 

recentralisation, which is the main vector at present, reconstruction, which could mean in this 

scheme the elevation of the 7 federal districts into fully fledged centres of powers usurping 

regional powers but in this context sharing power with the Centre or the, and sovereignty-

association, a special status of the type that Tatarstan has enjoyed.
xl
 The same patterns are 

relevant to the Canadian case, including that of reconstruction, which here could mean the 

transfer of powers from provincial governments to regional governments –five is the usual 

number envisioned. In the bottom part of the graph, we move into situations of multiple 

sovereignty. A part of Canada or of Russia separates and the residual state is left to reorganise 

itself in its new borders. In both instances, this could lead to the establishment of a multitude of 

new sovereignties as in 1991 along the then existing republican borders or the formation of a 

more limited number of states around those entities that could be considered to represent the 

“core” state: perhaps the unification of Quebec and Ontario along the lines of the 1840 Province 

of Canada and, in Russia, the Muscovy of the ninth century. Moving to the next quadrant, we 

see that another variant would be the merger of erstwhile Canadian or Russian entities with 

other states. The last variant would be the creation of what is designated here as a post-modern 

commonwealth. NAFTA is the possible seed of such a development for Canada as is the CIS for 

Russia. Strikingly, while most Russians would favour this development most Canadians would 

not.  

 

Another way of looking at the phenomenon of statal transformation in Canada and 

Russia is provided by scenario planning. This methodology requires the identification of the key 

forces shaping the evolution of a phenomenon, in the case that of the Canadian and Russian 

states, and their crossing along an X-Y axis. The resultant spaces give the structure of the 

different ways the present can become future.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

In the above graph, our variables are the state of the economy – expansion and 

contraction being the variables - and the state of democracy, its revival at one extreme and its 

demise at the other, a process labelled here as dedemocratisation. By democracy is meant not 

only individual democracy but also group democracy, the ability of individual groups to defend 

their legitimate interests within the political system. Economy and democracy so defined would 

seem to be the two crucial variable for both Canada and Russia, however differently these 

forces manifest themselves in the two countries. The four scenarios are as follows. In an 

environment in which the economy expands and democracy flourishes, both Canada and Russia 

would be likely to prosper, so much so that Canada would be able to safeguard its place in the 

G7 – for economic, not mainly political, reasons as is now the case and Russia would be able to 

become a full member of the G7 , not an asterisked member of the G8. In an environment in 

which the economy expands but democracy falters, Russia’s best prospects would be that of a 

large Singapore. As for Canada, it is very difficult to imagine its advanced economy operating in 

a situation of dedemocratisation, although as we have seen elements of this process are clearly 

on display. The third scenario of a faltering economy and a failing democracy would bring the 

greatest risk of large-scale defections in both countries. The fourth scenario, one in which 

democracy revives but the economy contracts, is also problematical. Interest in defection in this 
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scenario is muted because democracy is working. Those attempts to separate that are 

nevertheless forthcoming are however manageable, again because there are rules to govern 

relations between the Center and subnational entities and a culture of civility. 



 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

To conclude, let me summarize my key points. Canada and Russia, notwithstanding their 

contrasting heritages, economies, societies, polities and geopolitical environments, share a 

number of key features. Their evolution over the last third of a century, from radically dissimilar 

starting points through the very different shocks that they experienced in 1991 and 1995 to 

their present situations, shows a number of similarities that can be instructive for both states. 

The operative words for Canada and Russia are economy, integration, identity, democracy, the 

existence of attractive alternative models of state and the ability to prevent defections. There 

are furthermore striking similarities in the ways that these two states may over time evolve. 

Much of this has to do with the fact that Russia as a very large state and Canada as a medium-

large state have to contend with a historic trend towards smaller states. The possible futures of 

the two states are display significant similarities. All that being said, are there relevant 

conclusions that can be drawn for how to approach these processes in future?  

 

In my estimation, there are a number of policy considerations that are commonly 

applicable. 

 

First, it seems vital to put what is happening in states such as Canada and Russia in context. 

The world, and its constituent parts, find themselves in a period of historic transition, a 

revolution if you will, which is redefining not only the factors of production and productive 

relationships, but also the way in which we relate to the states that we live in. Economies have 

to perform within the constraints thus imposed, states have to manage the challenges posed by 

an ever more interdependent world, individuals and groups have to feel that their states 

provide them with reasonable opportunities to express their identities and concerns, and their 

states have to do so in a way that effectively counteracts the opportunities alive in the 

international system for changing allegiances.  

 

A second challenge is for the publics involved to ensure that their elites stay in line. There is 

a very great danger that as the ongoing processes of statal reorganisation in Russia or Canada 



 

 

continue, elites engaged in the issue will try to hijack it for their own purposes, or to be quite 

blunt, to make their survival the independent variable and the best option for the communities 

involved one that is subordinate to it. We have already seen some of this in the Canadian debate 

of the last ten years. And we have seen a very great deal of this in Russia and in other countries 

that have come under ethnic stress in post-communist Europe during this period. 

 

A third point is that the entire methodology and jurisprudence for dealing with changing 

states is grossly underdeveloped. We sorely lack reliable internationally accepted guidelines on 

a series of crucial issues pertaining to separation and the terms under which it can happen. A 

landmark decision in this regard was reached by the Canadian supreme court in 1997 when it 

ruled that Quebec could become independent on the basis of a democratically executed 

referendum, but that in such an event the central government would be obliged to negotiate 

with it the terms. Russia, despite the longstanding recognition by its predecessor state of the 

nominal federalism shared by its constituent parts, still has a very long way to go. 

 

A fourth point is that all states need to become more open to outside monitoring and, as 

necessary, mediation. The OSCE has clearly a role to play in Russia but also in other Euro-Atlantic 

areas where it has not customarily been involved. The prejudices against using the OSCE’s 

substantial experience in Western Europe and North America in dealing with states under 

duress needs to be overcome. This would not only enhance prospects for conflict resolution, but 

also bolster the overall integrity of the norm-setting mechanisms within the Euro-Atlantic area. 

 

Fifth, we should begin to think more creatively about ways of giving political expression to 

the crossborder realities that the states of today’s international community. As concerns Russia, 

it is probably too soon for the outside world to think in terms of encouraging an effective 

structure for the former Soviet Republics, but the time may come when it will be advantageous 

to promote a a functioning federal CIS. In the same vein, the EU has a political but also an 

economic interest in thinking about how it can harness and direct Russia’s potential in a way 

that will be enriching for both the EU and the Federation. Policy options that seek to maximize 

benefits to the EU’s expected new members, while ignoring the need for Russia’s integration, 

are recipes for disaster.  

 



 

 

As for Canada, the step to NAFTA has been taken. In time, it may be necessary to consider 

the merits of a NAF, a North American Federation. There are several issues that simply cannot 

be resolved by Canada and the United States in isolation from one another, or through bilateral 

mechanisms of decisionmaking alone. Canadian provinces can be forgiven for doubting that the 

Prime Minister can defend their interests effectively in the annual Canadian-American Summit. 

It would be appropriate for Canadian provinces to have a voice that is a strong as that of the US 

states in addressing issues of common continental concern. In time, this is an avenue that could 

provide scope for overcoming the historical contradictions between anglophone and 

francophone Canada. Certainly, as power continues to be devolved away from federal capitals, it 

will be increasingly be the differences at the sub-sovereign provincial and state levels that count 

rather than those between the federal levels. 

  

Finally, there is the importance of Russia and Canada managing a soft landing. For Russia to 

fail to reengineer itself will raise the prospects of Yugoslavia-like conditions with harrowing 

global repercussions.  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 and Russia are extremely well placed to show the way to other troubled states. But if 

either of these large states were to fail, there would most certainly likely be extremely serious 

ramifications for others and for the overall complexion of 21
st

 century security.  
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