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Managing Gravity: 
Canada-U.S. Relations in an Age of Raw Power

George Haynal

Synopsis

Our one existential relationship, that with the United States is changing in step with the mutation of 
the world order. We have historically relied on managing the relationship on a form of benevolent 
neglect by the U.S. political system. This required little of us, except to be no trouble, and 
cooperative in how we manage our affairs where U.S. interests were concerned.

We can no longer rely on this uniquely favourable attitude in the U.S. system as forms of 
nativism, protectionism, unilateralism come to characterize the U.S. political landscape. A 
new, deeper Trumpian system may well be in prospect within two years. This could bring an 
entirely new and unaccommodating climate to the relationship, one which could involve both the 
threat of exclusion from the U.S. economy and insistence on a higher level of integration than is 
compatible with our national interests.

There is little time to prepare for such an eventuality, which will require not just intensified 
diplomacy, but a strengthened federation to assert it.

 July 2022



Canadian International Council

President and Research Director  /  Ben Rowswell  

Operations Manager /  Catherine Hume

Chair of the Board  /  Maureen O'Neil

Copyright 2022 by the Canadian International Council.

The opinions expressed in this publication are  
those of the author and do not necessarily reflect  
the views of the Canadian International Council  
or its Board of Directors.

 2

About the Author

George Haynal is a Senior Fellow at the Munk School of Global 
Affairs and Public Policy and was, earlier, Professor of Global 
Practice (Corporate and Diplomatic) and a member of the 
Director’s International Advisory Board. His principal research 
interest is in the role of global corporations in public space.

Haynal was a career foreign service officer. His last domestic role 
was as Assistant Deputy Minister for the United States and the 
Americas. His last posting abroad was as Consul General in New 
York.

An alumnus Fellow of the Weatherhead Centre for International 
Affairs at Harvard University, after retirement, he joined 
Bombardier Inc. as vice president for international and 
government affairs, a position from which he retired in 2012.

Vol. 70  No. 2 | April 2022   



3

THE ISSUE

In the last weeks, the world we have known for three 
generations has been transformed. Great power 
unilateralism is no longer contained by institutions, 
treaties or custom. Raw power is now loose in the 
international system. This development may have changed 
a good deal about the world order and has special 
implications for Canada which is now potentially on the 
verge of a relevance in world affairs not seen since World 
War Two.   

None of these dramatic changes alter our existential 
dependence on the United States. Here lies what may be 
Canada’s greatest vulnerability in a new world of unbridled 
power competition.

Should a Trumpian regime follow the elections in 2024, the 
U.S. may consider itself freer to act unilaterally, including 
towards Canada, than ever before in the post-war period.

Canadian governments manage the relationship on the 
basis of one core assumption: that the U.S. will tolerate 
systemic differences as long as Canada manages its affairs 
in a way that respects U.S. interests. We may no longer be 
able to depend on such benevolent neglect and must 
therefore reappraise our strategy. As our wider 
international engagement remains conditioned by the need 
to support management of the U.S. relationship, it is also 
timely to review our foreign policy framework as a whole.

This brief paper is an attempt to highlight the challenges 
and opportunities that lie ahead of us on both fronts.

HAVING OUR CAKE AND EATING IT TOO

Canada is uniquely privileged by its access to American 
hard and soft power both. We have U.S. protection from 
external security threats at little cost, and access to the 
world’s most powerful economy on easy terms. The double 
privilege is, however, no longer to be taken for granted. 

First, we must pay the market price for our national 
security if it is not to be assured entirely by U.S. hard 
power.
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Unless we invest in our sovereign power to defend 
ourselves, it will be U.S. hard power that will, given our 
close integration, defend us from threats, such 
as cyberattacks, which were unthought of when our 
security partnership was formed.  

Equally, the U.S. will act to protect the North of our 
shared North America if we do not assert our sovereignty 
in our Arctic region. 

The dramatic change in the international security 
environment posed by the invasion of Ukraine also 
demands that we now deploy independent security 
capacity as members of the alliance that is commensurate 
with our interests and vulnerabilities in the wider world.

Second, we must also consider how we manage America’s 
soft power in its relations with us.

Basking in the radiance of U.S. soft power was always two 
edged. The more we integrated our economy with that of 
the United States, the more we made ourselves dependent 
on access to it. We need to consider how to attenuate the 
vulnerability of the Canadian economy to the wave of 
protectionism now building in the U.S.

Canadian cultural products benefited from easy access to 
the vast U.S. market. Canadian governments have, 
however, always had to contain the reach of those same 
huge U.S. cultural industries over our own system of 
values and identity. We face the ‘culture challenge’ in a 
new form in a new era. Social media has allowed 
unhampered, unfiltered and disruptive access to our 
social and political discourse by American interests which 
do not share the civic values on which we rely for our 
cohesion.

WHY WORRY?

We have grown comfortable in the knowledge that this 
relationship, asymmetric though it be, is based in implicit 
comity. Given the rapid changes in the U.S. and the world 
at large, however, we can no longer count on a “warm” 
embrace by our superpower neighbour. It may become 
very cold and very hot at the same time: both highly 
protectionist and highly intrusive.
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A “cold” embrace would see the U.S. deny access to 
its massive economy, whether for protectionist or 
security reasons. While freezing Canada out could 
do significant damage to localized parts of the U.S. 
economy, it is the Canadian economy as a whole 
that would suffer far more.

The price demanded for avoiding such a “cold 
embrace” might be to accept one that is so “hot” as 
to threaten our sovereignty, if it involved dictating 
regulation of the economy and management of our 
national security.

How do we maintain a warm relationship of mutual 
respect given sudden and simultaneous instability in 
U.S. politics, in the global economy and in 
international security?

In a word, we must make our sovereignty more 
substantive.

BUILDING A TRUE NORTH, STRONG 
AND FREE

Canada has considerable wealth, and should 
in principle be capable of translating that into the 
kind of integrative power that maintains our 
sovereignty. Our capacity to do so, however, is 
hobbled by the dispersal of authority throughout 
our federation.  

We face constitutional constraints on our capacity to 
hold us together and assert ourselves in the face 
of external pressures, depriving us of the 
national institutions and shared sense of national 
purpose we need to put critical national 
interests ahead of provincial particularism. 

The weakness of federal authority has denied 
us transcontinental oil and gas pipelines and 
electricity transmission networks that bypass the 
United States.  It has made internal trade more 
difficult than trade with the U.S.  It has 
hindered our capacity to embrace a national set 
of environmental policies, to implement a national 
system of financial regulation, and to invest in 
developing and protecting the Canadian Arctic.  

This weakness has made us a less attractive locus for 
foreign investment, and deterred us from building a 
defence capacity that meets our NATO obligations.

Canada is so decentralized that some question 
whether we even have a sense of common purpose.  It 
may very well be that the main force that has 
held the country together in the past decades is, 
instead the positive pressure exerted by the United 
States next door. We can no longer rely on that 
pressure to keep us united, particularly if that 
pressure ceases to be positive and accommodating 
of our differences. We must be able to hold the 
country together on our own. 

The times demand that we dedicate ourselves to 
generating a sense of common purpose and 
put forward a program to express it through a 
new relationship between the National and 
provincial governments. 

Such a departure will demand 
unprecedented political courage by our leaders, 
particularly in that it will have to address the 
challenge posed by Quebec nationalism, one root 
cause behind the weakness of the federation. 

Quebec has now achieved sovereignty-association in 
all but name. If Canada is to muster the institutions 
and resilience that it will need to cope with 
uncertainty in the U.S. relationship, all 
Canadians will need to be ready to support 
national interests over regional ones. Quebeckers, 
for their part, will have to be challenged to make 
a clear decision on whether the province remains 
as a part of a more vigorous country, or if it 
should become fully independent. If it decides 
the latter course, its interests vis a vis the U.S. will 
still be identical to that of the rest of Canada, but 
it will be far weaker in pursuing them in 
isolation. Quebec independence could, in fact, 
allow for a much clearer relationship between two 
polities than the one we have within the Federation. 
There are great risks in poking the dragon of 
separatism, including the risk that the rest of the 
country might conceivably fray. The 
alternative, however, is riskier still. We either 
hang together or hang separately.

Vol. 70  No. 2 | April 2022   



5Vol. 70  No. 2 | April 2022   

What would a “grand bargain” that serves to protect our 
sovereignty look like? We should tally up our strengths, 
including the assets we have and to which the United States 
needs access.  What would we want in return that would be 
proof against political instability and economic exclusion? 
Under what terms would we provide it?

The most salient of the assets Canada has to offer is our 
vast reserves of water now flowing north, which are 
increasingly going to be badly needed in the south. (The 
vast mineral and agricultural resources within our 
boundaries and close to the United States will also have 
greater value in an age of global instability).  We have saved 
this trump card through the course of our trade 
negotiations till now.  In return we might secure treaty 
guarantees on trade, energy corridors, perhaps a 
replacement of “Buy America” rules with “Buy 
North America.”

A Royal Commission to generate a new Grand Bargain will 
not be enough to jog popular complacency. We must invest 
in broadening the public’s understanding of the 
relationship, and the opportunity for informed debate on 
how different segments of the Canadian system need to 
manage them. 

When Pierre Trudeau's government sought to 
diversify Canada’s international relations by deepening 
ties with Asia, it established the Asia-Pacific 
Foundation to expand public knowledge about the 
region. We lack a similar institution for stimulation of 
discourse about the relationship with the United States, a 
far more critical area for public understanding. A 
proposal for such a North American Foundation has 
been mooted for some time. It is urgent that it be 
established and in operation by 2024.

ASSERTING A SOVEREIGN CAPACITY FOR DEFENCE

The U.S. has looked to us as unavoidable partners in 
continental defence, but much less so as allies offshore. Two 
of the most important Canadian national security 
decisions in the last half century were both refusals to go 

So radical a change in our internal relationships will 
demand informed discourse to prepare the ground. Forty 
years ago, when the future course of the Canadian economy 
was facing an uncertain environment, the Trudeau 
government established the Macdonald Commission, a deep 
study of what we were facing and the possible avenues to 
pursue to ensure our economic future. It produced the basis 
for the Canada U.S. Free Trade Agreement, a historic 
departure. We need such a Commission as a matter of 
urgency now. 

MANAGE THE RELATIONSHIP BY THINKING 
BEYOND HOW WE DO IT NOW

We have built a multidimensional U.S. diplomacy that 
involves every tool available to the federal government.11

Even so, we need to consider the possibility that our 
traditional approach will no longer be effective given the 
protectionist, nativist tone that now colours the U.S. 
political discourse, and could intensify in 2024. 

Canada has occasionally implemented “grand bargains” 
with the U.S. to preserve its sovereignty.  In 1940, Canada 
assumed full responsibility from repelling any hostile third 
country from North America in return for the U.S. not 
establishing its own military bases on our territory.  After 
9/11, Canada significantly aligned border management with 
the U.S., earning renewed access to U.S. markets in the 
process. 

It is time now to consider a new “grand bargain” adapted to 
the times. The USMCA will not protect us against growing 
U.S. perceptions of national interest that favour isolation 
and economic protection. Only more effective instruments 
for mutual benefit (such as cross-border economic zones) 
and a heightened contribution to U.S. security will do that.

______________________________________________________ 
1 These tools include:  a replica of the federal government in 
the Washington embassy and consulates across the U.S. to 
build coalitions of mutual interest with decision makers on the 
ground; deep cooperation between regulators;  intense sensitivity 
to U.S. reactions in domestic policy making; and summit diplomacy 
when the stakes are sufficiently high.
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along with the U.S., first refusing to go to war in Vietnam 
and second, refusing to go to war in Iraq. These were 
principled decisions affirming Canadian values. 

If we are to be able to act independently in this way in the 
future, we will need to be able to act effectively in 
international security issues when we decide to do so. We 
cannot count on both U.S. protection and U.S. forbearance 
for our differences being cost-free in the future.

PURSUE VIGOROUS BILATERAL PARTNERSHIPS AS 
LEVERAGE IN OUR UNEQUAL RELATIONSHIP 
WITH THE U.S.

Modern Canadian Diplomacy has served both to leverage 
US power when it could support our international 
objectives, and simultaneously, to contain it when it 
threatened our interests.

We will and should continue to maintain a broad range of 
state-to-state relations, but there are three areas above all 
where we must focus our engagement in pursuit of these 
strategic objectives in the current international 
environment.

EUROPE

We have complementary and converging economic 
interests, for instance in making an orderly transition from 
carbon to green energy, in effective regulation of new 
technologies as well as in management of global migration, 
protection of cultural assets, and coping with climate 
change. 

We also share many attributes that should make a close 
relationship work effectively, in legal and business culture, 
technological advancement, social mores and organization. 
All this would argue that the Government should invest far 
more effort than it has in deepening the economic 
relationship enabled by the Canada-Europe Trade 
Agreement (CETA).

Most pressing now, however, is the need to share, once 
again, in Europe’s response to Russian expansionism.

A more comprehensive and deeper relationship with the 
EU and UK will not only serve our own core economic and 
security interests, but help both to buttress our defence 
partnership with the U.S. at the same time that it will help 
to diminish our economic dependence on it.

THICKEN THE MEXICO RELATIONSHIP AND 
INVEST IN RESCUING CENTRAL AMERICA

The countries of Central America are nodes of misery, 
victims of corruption, crime and exploitation. Creating 
special opportunities for migrant and skilled workers 
from the area would both help enrich Canadian society 
and make a visible contribution to the control of illegal 
migration to the U.S.. Special emphasis on 
Central America in our development assistance 
programmes, focussed on creating economic opportunity 
and physical security would be another way that we 
could usefully engage in a way that would make us 
indispensable U.S. allies and bridges. Our international 
development efforts are now spread very wide and often 
respond to domestic constituencies. A focus on 
Central America would provide great impact at little 
cost.

Mexico is now an important Canadian economic partner 
but expanding the relationship further could have an 
impact on Mexico’s own development and, in some cases, 
be helpful in managing our own interests vis a vis the 
United States. 

Making Mexico more “North American”, e.g., helping it 
to establish a more stringent system for the rule of law, 
heightened workers’ rights and commitment to 
environmental protection are in our interest as 
neighbours and close economic partners. It will also serve 
to support the U.S. in its own need to “modernize” its 
relationship with Mexico.

Trilateral relations have advanced considerably since the 
conclusion of NAFTA. We are, however, condemned to 
be rivals for favourable U.S. treatment in pursuit of 
different sets of issues. That said, we stand to benefit from 
cooperation with Mexico in pursuing our own issues with 
the United States, including through joint effort to form 
coalitions of influence, working with Mexico’s 
system of 50 consulates across the U.S. 

SYMBIOTIC COEXISTENCE WITH CHINA Successive 
Canadian governments have sought to build a 

relationship with China, one that would, among other 
things, offset our dependence on the United States. 
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several centuries. Rather than seeking to “compete” with 
China for the favour of developing countries, (recreating 
the Cold War model) we should look for opportunities 
where the impact of our development assistance and those 
of Chinese investment are mutually supportive.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has also changed the 
place of China in the international system. Its own 
territorial and regional perspectives will evolve one way or 
the other depending on the course of the war in the 
Ukraine, and consequent Russian behaviour. This is a 
moment of unique opportunity to engage with China on 
the shape of the global order, but we can only engage in 
that dialogue if we have Chinese respect and offer the PRC 
a viable basis for engagement.

We need, in short, to formulate a policy framework of 
“symbiotic coexistence,” one that recognizes both realities: 
we are very different, and we are very interdependent. Any 
Canadian government must be clear in articulation of a 
China policy that respects the differences where they are 
inevitable, seeks to bridge those that are manageable, and 
profit from economic flows that are mutually beneficial. 
Neither must we let our guard down against Chinese 
abuse of such a relationship.

Championing “symbiotic coexistence” could have great 
diplomatic as well as economic and security 
benefits.While anathema for the short term in U.S. 
politics, articulating such an approach would be an 
important contribution for when the United States itself is 
ready to establish a new, balanced relationship with 
China. We may, in taking the initiative, actually play the 
“middle power” bridging role in which we have taken so 
much pride. Failing to follow this path will, however, 
condemn us to only a relationship with China that the 
U.S. allows us.

CANADIAN MULTILATERALISM

While modern Canadian governments have consistently 

Yet, we have lost control of our capacity to set our own 
direction in this relationship, swept up in the U.S. push to 
reverse the rise of China as an alternative and ascendant 
superpower. 

We need to reboot our China policy.

Like those of all the other industrialized 
countries, Canada’s economy is so dependent on 
supply chains originating in China that we cannot 
think of a “containment” strategy like the one that the 
West pursued with an economically irrelevant 
USSR.2  We need China to remain a successful economy, 
so ours can remain so.

While Chinese society has made revolutionary gains in the 
past four decades, the PRC’s record on universal human 
rights is abysmal, and there is no reason that we should not 
seek to correct China’s rights framework. That said, 
we cannot just dismiss China’s accomplishment in 
bringing billions of people out of absolute poverty in forty 
years.  

If we are ever to succeed in expanding the notion of rights 
in China, we must find ways to engage that are 
conscious of the root causes for our differences. The 
West has experience with building a relationship with 
a human rights-abusing superpower. “Peaceful 
coexistence” spawned channels of influence with the 
USSR. One institution that proved particularly useful in 
the depth of the Cold War of the late 20th century was the 
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(CSCE). We need to find mechanisms like the CSCE to 
serve the same purpose with China today.

We also decry Chinese interest in the natural resources and 
infrastructure of the world’s low-income countries, in spite 
of similar interests many European countries had for 

_______________________________________________ 2 
The PRC accounts for 70% of those who were raised above the 
poverty line in the entire world despite Western and 
Soviet development efforts over the past 70 years.
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The UN’s numerous specialized agencies are far more 
effective for the most part than the General Assembly or 
Security Council. Organizations such as the World Health 
Organization do real and necessary work on a global level 
but are badly underfunded and their management 
sometimes rife with rent-seeking. Rather than playing up 
our commitment to the political instruments of the UN in 
New York, we could make a substantive difference by 
focussing our diplomacy and resources on some of the key 
specialized agencies such as the WHO, the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, the UN Environment 
Program, the World Food Programme and the Food and 
Agriculture Organization, all of which are helpful to the 
U.S. in managing global crises that it cannot address in 
isolation.

THE INTERNATIONAL TRADING SYSTEM

Leading a rethink of the World Trade Organization may 
also help us manage the U.S. trade relationship. Trade 
liberalization, originally intended to flatten tariff barriers 
has now expanded to prescribing domestic policy. This is 
no longer a viable vision of global trade, given the 
vulnerability of global supply chains and the often 
grinding impacts of “structural adjustment” that are 
straining the legitimacy of liberal democracy. Canada is 
now just part of the orthodox trade policy pack. We could 
be a forceful actor in favour of rethinking the rules of 
international commerce in a way that recognizes and 
mitigates the painful domestic impact of intrusive 
international trading rules and brings China to the table as 
a committed member of the system, rather than a 
reluctant and recalcitrant one. ” Fair Trade” is already 
driving much of actual trade policy, especially in the 
United States, but it remains undefined and without rules. 
Canada could help itself manage U.S. protectionism more 
effectively and help create more realistic trade rules for a 
globalized economy by leading efforts to give it agreed 
language and structure. 

CONCLUSION
We have to adapt our domestic and international policies 
in recognition of rapid and profound changes both within 

pursued a wide ranging, constructivist international agenda, 
we have always done so with a view to serving a core 
agenda:  to be close to the U.S. as international partners 
where our interests allowed, but also to build multilateral 
systems of disciplines to contain American capacity to act 
unilaterally towards us.

The “helpful fixer” role we sometimes played in conflicts 
such as Suez where the U.S. could not intervene directly 
helps to create a positive brand among U.S. foreign policy 
makers. They, in turn, influenced U.S.  Administrations' 
attitudes positively towards us. More dramatically, 
Canadian interventions with a “human face”, like the rescue 
of U.S. hostages from Iran in 1980” have had profound and 
positive impact on U.S. publics in favour of Canada, as has 
the spontaneous show of solidarity in the 9/11 crisis, now 
immortalized in a hit Broadway play.

The trend to unilateralism in the international system may 
well make our role as helpful middle power less valuable to 
the United States and less effective in conditioning U.S. 
behaviour. We need to think about how we can continue to 
pursue an independent international agenda which also 
serves to contain U.S. tendency towards unilateralism in our 
relationship. That will demand a higher independent 
investment in areas where the U.S. political system might 
consider that we do not pull our weight. The first of these is 
as an international security actor,but it will need to include 
revitalization of the multilateral system as a whole.

THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM

Some of our most astute diplomats have served us in the 
UN, and have had considerable positive influence, but this 
has often been more a matter of personal accomplishment 
than Government engagement. Other countries’ perceptions 
of our relevance to the institution have been repeatedly 
brought home to us by the failure of successive efforts to 
secure a temporary seat on the Security Council.

Should we change tack in how we approach the United 
Nations?
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the United States and in the U.S. based global order on both 
of which we have depended for our prosperity and security.

The seven elements of that policy framework include:

1) Build more robust national institutions, develop 
strategic economic assets, expand our defence capacity and 
our physical infrastructure in order to reinforce our 
sovereignty;

2) Negotiate a more comprehensive bilateral relationship 
that goes beyond USMCA and our established, highly 
asymmetrical sharing in continental security;

3) Pursue domestic and international policies in a way 
that help to attract powerful international partners to 
provide us with leverage in the partnership with the 
United States;

4) Lead the West in building as stable a relationship of 
“symbiotic coexistence” with China;

5) Intensify our commitment to ensuring 21st century 
collective security of liberal democracies or face the 
United States doing it for us;

6) Focus our global social development efforts and 
immigration policies on areas where our interests and 
those of the United States are directly engaged and 
where we can make "a difference”, most particularly the 
Caribbean and Central America; and

7) Invest in strengthening functional, rather than 
political multilateral institutions to help contain recourse 
to Great Power unilateralism, including by the United 
States.
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