Civil Society, Middle Powers, and R2P: An Analysis of
Canada’s Response to the Crisis in Darfur
Noha Shawki
This article addresses the question of why Canada has taken
initiatives on a number of issues related to human rights and human
security, but has not provided strong international leadership to
resolve the grave humanitarian crisis in the Western Sudanese
region of Darfur, despite intense lobbying by civil society groups.
Why has Canada not demonstrated leadership on this issue? Why
were civil society groups campaigning on different issues more
successful in influencing Canada’s foreign policy? Two concepts
developed by social movement researchers can help to answer
these questions: the structure of political opportunities and
framing. When civil society groups frame their causes in ways that
resonate with national and international foreign policy priorities,
and when they have allies in key positions in government, they are
much more likely to join forces with governments and to influence
their policy.
Introduction
Middle powers are defined as non-nuclear powers that are politically and
economically significant actors and that enjoy respect in the international
community.1 They are “good international citizens with the resources and motivation to focus on complex global issues such as persistent conflict and Third
World poverty,”2 and they take initiative on issues that the great powers are
reluctant to address. Middle powers are often key allies for global civil society;
scholars who are interested in the relationship between middle powers and
global civil society have argued that “middle powers are developing beyond
their conflicted historic role as the lieutenants of the great powers and the
selective champions of peace and justice, and entering creative high-impact
partnerships with powerful coalitions of non-state actors.”3 They have also
maintained that many middle powers have developed the role and the identity
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of mediators and problem solvers and that “middle-power states are motivated,
capable, and historically primed to play this important role as enablers, supporters, and facilitators of global problem solving.”4
In many ways Canada fits this description of a middle power. It has taken
initiative on several pressing human rights and humanitarian issues. Canada
was among the first countries to adopt a human security approach in its foreign
policy.5 Spearheaded by Lloyd Axworthy, Canada’s foreign affairs minister
from 1996 until 2000, Canada’s human security policy emphasized working
within multilateral forums to address human security issues and forging coalitions with like-minded states and non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
to promote human security initiatives.6 Canada’s concept of human security
therefore represented not only a substantive change in the focus of foreign
policy but also an innovative approach to diplomacy and international negotiations that emphasized the role of non-state actors.7 In addition, given the
tragedy of the Rwandan genocide in 1994 and the inability of the international
community to prevent it, a special emphasis was placed by Axworthy and other
Canadian officials on the prevention of genocide and ethnic cleansing. They
argued that to pursue human security and uphold the principles of the United
Nations Charter, the international community sometimes will have to use
force and violate state sovereignty, as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) did in Kosovo in 1999. In this view, while state sovereignty is one of
the key organizing principles of the international system, it is not absolute, and
it is both necessary and legitimate to violate sovereignty in cases of widespread
human rights violations.8
These novel ways of thinking about human security led to a number of
important policy initiatives in Canada. For example, Canada sponsored the
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS),
which was established to address the problem of how to balance humanitarian
intervention and sovereignty. The report of the ICISS, Responsibility to Protect,
introduces a new norm, which is also known as the “responsibility to protect”
(or R2P, as this norm is usually referred to in academic, diplomatic, and NGO
circles).9 R2P, which was introduced by the ICISS in 2001 and subsequently
adopted by the member states of the United Nations (UN) in 2005, is an evolving norm that establishes a responsibility to protect civilians from large-scale
severe human rights violations. This responsibility lies primarily with national
governments but becomes the responsibility of the international community
when a government fails to protect its citizens. The international community
then has an obligation to protect, even using force if all other peaceful policy
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instruments fail. Thus, according to R2P, state sovereignty is no longer an
absolute value but an instrumental value that facilitates the responsibility of
governments to protect their citizens.10 In addition to the responsibility to
react to mass atrocities, the ICISS report establishes a responsibility to try
to prevent conflict, to rebuild societies after an intervention, and to promote
sustainable peace and development. Although R2P “implies above all else a responsibility to react to situations of compelling need for human protection,”11
it is important to note that the responsibilities to prevent and to rebuild are
integral parts of the concepts of R2P.
In addition, Canada supported and actively promoted a number of other
human rights and human security initiatives in the 1990s. Most importantly,
Canada was one of the leading states in the global effort to ban anti-personnel
landmines, which culminated in 1997 in an international treaty that bans the
production, use, stockpiling, and transfer of landmines. In this case, Canada
joined forces with the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL),
a global coalition of faith-based groups, human rights NGOs, organizations
providing assistance to refugees, and other civil society groups to secure an
international treaty banning landmines. These examples demonstrate that
Canada has been a good international citizen and that its foreign policy has
been in many ways illustrative of the role of middle powers described above.
Despite the emphasis on human rights and human security in Canadian
foreign policy, Canada has not led efforts to end the crisis in the Western Sudanese region of Darfur, even though civil society groups have conducted very
vocal campaigns to press states to end the atrocities and humanitarian crisis.
Why have these campaigns had relatively little effect on Canadian foreign
policy? Why does a middle power like Canada show commitment to human
security and human rights and forge partnerships with NGOs in some cases
but not in others? Why are some campaigns, such as the ICBL, more successful in influencing foreign policy than others? In other words, why does a
middle power like Canada demonstrate stronger leadership on some human
security issues than it does on others? What explains this variation in foreign
policy, and what is the role of civil society actors in shaping policy?
It is clear that the great increase in the number of peacekeeping and
peacebuilding missions after the end of the Cold War has put pressures on
the countries that are heavily involved in these missions. This increase is one
reason why Canada and other countries are not in a good position to commit
the resources that would be needed to respond effectively to the Darfur crisis.
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In addition, the 11 September 2001 (9/11) attacks in the United States sent
shockwaves across the world and prompted governments worldwide, including the Canadian government, to re-examine their foreign policy and place
a stronger emphasis on national security. In Canada’s case, this has entailed a
steady shift away from prioritizing human security initiatives that were a key
dimension of foreign policy between 1996 and 2000 when Lloyd Axworthy,
who developed the human security agenda, was foreign affairs minister. However, as will be discussed in more detail below, these are not the only factors
that explain the response to the crisis in Darfur. I argue below that to answer
these questions, we need to examine other aspects of Canadian politics and
the international environment, including the election of a Conservative government in Canada in 2006 and the international status of norms governing
humanitarian intervention.
The paper proceeds with three main sections. The first section reviews
Canada’s response to the Darfur crisis and summarizes some of the analyses
that foreign policy observers and scholars have formulated. The second section
reviews the recent theoretical literature that seeks to explain the effect of nonstate actors on foreign policy process and outcomes. The third section–the
bulk of this paper–analyzes the effect Darfur advocacy groups have had on
Canadian foreign policy and compares their campaign to other campaigns
that have sought to change or influence Canadian foreign policy. The paper
concludes that two key variables can help us understand the effect of Darfur
advocacy groups on Canada’s foreign policy: the structure of political opportunities and framing.
Canada’s response to the Conflict in Darfur
Since the beginning of the Darfur crisis, Canada has made considerable effort to
address the humanitarian consequences of the crisis and bring more peace and
stability to this troubled region in Western Sudan. Even though only a small
number of Canadian personnel is deployed in Sudan, Canada has provided
substantial financial support for the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS)
and continues to support UNAMID, the hybrid UN-AU mission in Darfur.
Canada is currently the fourth largest donor of aid to Sudan and the third
largest bilateral donor, if we exclude multilateral donors such as the European
Union.12 This is a substantial amount of aid. Canada has also provided training for AMIS commanders and other services for AMIS. In addition, Canada
has provided humanitarian assistance for civilians in Darfur through UN aid
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agencies and aid and development NGOs. Finally, high-ranking members of
the Canadian government have participated in international meetings that have
devoted considerable time and attention to the Darfur crisis.13 The Canadian
foreign affairs minister visited Sudan in March of 2008. Other government
officials continue to travel to the region and to European capitals to coordinate
international efforts to resolve the conflict. Canada continues to work with its
international partners within the contact group to find innovative approaches
to peace, mobilize resources, and promote sustainable peace in Darfur. In
short, Canada has committed substantial diplomatic and material resources to
responding to the crisis in Darfur.14
Still, the Canadian government has been criticized, and activists, scholars, and policy observers have called on the government to exercise more
international leadership to resolve the conflict in Darfur. Analysts of Canadian
foreign policy differ somewhat in their assessment of Canada’s response to the
Darfur crisis. Kim Richard Nossal has described it as “conservative, limited,
and symbolic”15 when compared to Canada’s declared commitment to R2P.
In other words, while Canada has endorsed the “responsibility to protect” and
emphasized that state sovereignty is not an absolute value when that state is
unable or unwilling to halt serious human rights violations, this position has
not translated into a more pro-active and assertive military response to the
Darfur crisis. Nossal therefore concludes, “in contemporary Canadian foreign
policy, rhetoric and reality operate in discrete spheres, with the rhetoric itself
far more important than policy action.”16 Other scholars, including, for example, Elizabeth Riddell-Dixon, evaluate Canada’s response less harshly but
still conclude that Canada could do more for the people of Darfur. While
Canada has been an important norm entrepreneur and has been very active in
the processes of norm creation and diffusion, the Canadian government has
not demonstrated strong leadership in the implementation of the new norms
of R2P that is commensurate with its commitment to human security and the
international responsibility to protect civilians from egregious violations of
their human rights.17 Students of Canadian foreign policy have reached similar
conclusions in studies of cases other than Darfur. T. S. Hataley and Nossal
have argued that even though Canada did provide troops to serve in the International Force in East Timor, Canada’s response to the human security crisis in
East Timor was “slow, cautious, and minimalist.”18 Finally, in an op-ed article
published in the Globe and Mail in January 2008, former Canadian foreign
affairs minister Lloyd Axworthy and former Canadian ambassador to the UN

Civil Society, Middle Powers, and R2P

29

Allan Rock lamented that, “Missing in action in this contemporary debate
(about R2P)–and particularly absent on the question of how to properly
implement the R2P-inspired UN mission in Darfur–is Canada. The champion
of the principle has retired from the ring . . . ,” and they called on Canada to
assume a leadership role in responding to the crisis in Darfur, explaining that
“Canada’s renewed commitment is urgently needed in order to protect and
consolidate the progress made on the R2P concept to date . . . .”19
How can we explain the difference between Canada’s international leadership as a norm entrepreneur and its reluctance to translate its commitments to
the norms of human security and R2P into foreign policies that promote these
norms more pro-actively? Why has Canada historically been an international
leader in peacekeeping, in establishing the ICISS, in mobilizing the international community around a worldwide ban on landmines, and in implementing the provisions of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court
(ICC), but has demonstrated weaker leadership in advocating the use of force
in accordance with the norm developed in R2P?
These important questions require that we explain when middle-powers
are prepared to exercise leadership to promote moral values such as human
rights. Historically Canada has had a strong commitment to peacekeeping.
In addition, the Canadian public has demonstrated relatively strong support
for Canadian participation in peacekeeping missions. Strong participation in
peacekeeping missions helped Canada develop its own distinctive international
identity and foreign policy after World War II, and Canada’s role in peacekeeping operations resonated well with the way the country viewed itself and its
responsibilities as a middle power in world politics. “Middlepowermanship”
became part of Canada’s political culture.20
	One obvious answer to these questions is simply cost. As RiddellDixon argues in her comparison of Canada’s policies regarding the ICC and
Darfur,
The International Criminal Court is a big bang for a relatively
small number of bucks. It is a valuable institution that promotes
Canadian values abroad and it does so at much lower costs than
those incurred by sending peacekeepers on UN missions or
allocating major increases to our foreign aid budget. It is not just
a matter of money. UN peace operations are frequently dangerous
and there are political costs to the government of having its soldiers
return home in body bags.21
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Other activists and observers also point to Canada’s deep involvement in Afghanistan and argue that Canada does not have the military capacity to deploy
troops in other crisis areas because most of the country’s military resources are
being used in Afghanistan.22
There is no question that since the end of the Cold War the number and
scope of UN missions have expanded very significantly. Since 1990 a substantial number of crises and problems required not traditional peacekeeping but
peacemaking and peacebuilding operations. These operations required many
resources to achieve their goals, which put additional pressure on Canada’s resources.23 This problem has created many dilemmas and challenges for the UN
and its member states. It is also clear that Canada’s forces are already stretched
thin because of their participation in the NATO mission in Afghanistan.
However, this explanation is not complete because we know from previous
research that states sometimes pursue costly policies to promote certain moral
values. We also know that states in some situations respond to pressure from
civil society groups to adopt more proactive stances on human rights and
humanitarian issues. In other words, there is evidence that states engage in
what international relations scholars have described as costly moral action in
response to societal pressures.24
In addition, aware of Canada’s substantial commitment of resources to
the mission in Afghanistan, many civil society groups and individual champions campaigning for a more proactive policy to resolve the Darfur crisis are
not lobbying the Canadian government to deploy Canadian troops in Darfur.
These groups are only demanding that Canada devote more of its credibility,
political capital, and diplomatic resources to intensify efforts to fund, equip,
and support UNAMID and lead international initiatives to resolve the conflict
in Darfur.25 Since these demands do not require the high costs associated with
troop deployment, our questions therefore remain only partially answered:
when and under what circumstances do states choose to pursue costly policies
to promote or uphold moral values? When are civil society campaigns successful in influencing foreign policy outcomes?
Explaining Moral Action in Foreign Policy
Veto Player Theory
Joshua William Busby recently developed an explanation of costly moral
action that emphasizes both the role of civil society actors and their ability
to frame their cause in terms of widely-held values as well as the domestic
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institutional context. It especially takes into account the number of key
domestic institutional players whose support is critical for the adoption of
the costly norm-based foreign policy– that is, policy gatekeepers–that civil
society groups are advocating.26 In short, Busby emphasizes “values, costs,
and institutions.”27 In doing so, he draws upon two strands of research:
strategic framing and policy gatekeepers or veto players.
Veto players are domestic political actors whose support of policy
change is necessary for that change to occur. George Tsebelis explains that
“to change policies–or . . . to change the (legislative) status quo–a certain
number of individual or collective actors have to agree to the proposed
change.”28 These actors are the veto players, and to influence political outcomes, civil society groups must convince the veto players of their cause and
their policy proposals. Veto players can be either institutional or partisan
players. The former are actors whose roles are based on the constitution;
the latter are actors within institutions whose roles result from the political
game, including, for example, the party holding a majority or the parties
forming a majority coalition in a national parliament.29 Since veto players
are able to block policy change, it follows that in policy areas with a number
of different veto players, a change in the status-quo will be more difficult
to bring about and will require that civil society groups “win over” more
actors to change foreign policy. This is especially true when the policy positions of veto players are far apart because in this case campaigners will have
to tailor their arguments to the specific values and policy priorities of the
individual veto players.30 In short, “the greater the distance among and the
number of veto players, the more difficult it is to change the status quo.”31
It is important to note that specific individuals can also be veto players in
certain policy areas. In the United States, for example, individuals serving
as Senate committee chairs can be veto players in some instances.32 This is
very important in the context of this paper because it focuses specifically on
individual policy gatekeepers, who are individual veto players “empowered
by their institutional position.”33 Finally, different individuals occupying the
same gatekeeper position at different times in a political system may have
different political priorities and varying degrees of influence.34
Busby makes a central point that the ways in which social movements
define and frame their issues and causes have to be tailored to the values and
beliefs of the veto players (more on framing below). If the frames resonate
well with the veto players, the proposed policies have a better chance of being adopted and promoted by key decision-makers. And if they can forge
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alliances with key leaders and decision-makers who share their values and
goals, these policy goals are more likely to be implemented. The implications
of Busby’s application of veto players theory to the study of social movements
and policy change is that individual leaders, their institutional roles, values,
perspectives, and preferences matter in terms of (foreign) policy change. This
brings us to the social movement literature that addresses issues of framing
and frame resonance, the second strand of theory that Busby draws on.
Framing
Social movement theory suggests a number of factors that can explain the influence of civil society campaigns on political outcomes. One of these is framing
a cause to resonate with the values, beliefs, interests, and political priorities of
the general public and decision-makers. As Busby argues, “advocates are more
likely to be successful when their goals are perceived to fit with the deeply
held preferences (over ends) the public and policy makes already have,”35 and
the arguments of activists need to be “finely tuned to the specific interests and
values of the veto players.”36 This argument is well established in the literature
on social movements.
The framing approach has been used by social scientists to study diverse
topics such as social movements, political communication, and decision making.37 In research on social movements, “. . . framing refers to the interactive,
collective ways that movement actors assign meanings to their activities in the
conduct of social movements activism.”38 The underlying assumption of the
concept of collective action frames is that meanings do not inhere in the issues
around which social movements mobilize but are attached to them by social
movement leaders and participants.39
Collective action frames are more articulate and enhance the movement’s
legitimacy when they define the cause in terms of widely held values or norms
and/or political priorities. The political and cultural grounding of collective
action frames is a central argument in social movements literature. Scholars
have found that social movement organizations often draw on existing values,
beliefs, and collective understandings about “right” and “wrong” that resonate
well with the public in order to mobilize significant segments of the public for
a cause.40 At the same time, however, social movements also need to introduce
new values and ideas that will challenge the status-quo they seek to transform
and create momentum for (policy) change. This is a fine balance that movement leaders have to strike.41 Social movements also need to develop collective
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action frames that resonate with existing values and yet mobilize people for
policy change. This is an important element of well-crafted frames and a central strategy that social movements use to promote their agendas.42
Several strategies are used to accomplish this task and to develop coherent and articulate frames, including frame alignment.43 Frame alignment is a
concept that essentially refers “to the linkage of individual and SMO [social
movement organization] interpretive orientations, such that some set of individual interests, values and beliefs and SMO activities, goals, and ideology are
congruent and complementary.”44 A number of different processes of frame
alignment serve this purpose.45 For example, one such process entails drawing
on preexisting and well-established norms and defining an issue or cause in
terms of these deeply-held values to acquire more public support.46
This process also applies to international issues, and it is important to
consider the international normative framework in the case under study here
because, even though Darfur advocacy groups are lobbying the Canadian
government to change its policies on the Darfur crisis, Canada cannot pursue
its own policy in isolation from other actors in the international community.
The resonance of Darfur advocacy groups’ frames with international norms,
agendas, and priorities can therefore help us understand the prospects for
Darfur advocacy. Many scholars studying transnational advocacy networks
(TANs) do emphasize the effectivness of framing demands and causes in terms
of widely-accepted and powerful norms. The importance of international
norms has been a main argument of the research program on TANs since its
beginning.47 Beside Margaret E. Keck’s and Kathryn Sikkink’s seminal book,
Activists Beyond Borders, research by other scholars also emphasizes the importance of norms.48
For example, in a recent study of activism surrounding indigenous
rights, Rhiannon Morgan explains how campaigns to secure the (human)
rights of indigenous peoples over the past three decades succeeded in influencing the content of the 1994 UN Draft Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples. She maintains that this success is in no small part a result
of successful framing strategies and frame alignment processes undertaken by
activists.49 Morgan explains that activists linked indigenous rights, including
the controversial right to self-determination, to three key values or salient
concerns in the international community: non-discrimination, peace and
security, and the environment. Linking indigenous rights to these three issueareas is evidence that indigenous leaders and activists had “an appreciation of
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both epoch and context” and that their frames were “constructed in relation
to contemporary global concerns and the institutional culture of the United
Nations.”50
The Structure of Political Opportunities
Another variable that social movement research demonstrates is significant
in explaining social movement impact is the domestic structure of political
opportunities. I add this factor to the analysis here because ample evidence
points to the significance of an open structure of political opportunities for
successful social movement outcomes.
Political opportunity structure (POS) encompasses a range of different
structural features of political systems that together make a political system
more or less insulated from civil society and more or less open to the demands
of social movements. For example, decentralized systems, including federal
systems, are in general more open than centralized systems. Similarly, political
systems with a high degree of separation of powers are generally more open
than systems with lower degrees of separation of powers.51 The electoral system
is also part of the POS: Proportional electoral systems are usually more open
and provide more access to social movements than majoritarian and plurality
political systems.52
More important in the context of this paper than the structural dimensions of political opportunities are other contextual factors that enhance or
limit the political opportunities available to social movements. These include
what is referred to as the configuration of actors. This term refers to allies,
adversaries, counter-movements, and the larger public or the audience, all
of whom can shape the structure of political opportunities in ways that can
facilitate or constrain social movements.53
More specifically, influential allies that are able and willing to support
a movement’s cause can be a significant dimension of the POS.54 These allies
can be members of the political elite or political establishment. In some cases,
divisions within political elites can result in new alliances between sections of
the elite and social movements. Other allies can include other organizations
such as political parties, interest groups, churches, other social movements, or
other organizations whose interests and values coincide with those of the social
movements. Allies can provide social movements with key resources they lack
and can draw on the energy, creativity, and novel ideas that characterize social
movements.55 This aspect of the POS dovetails nicely with Busby’s discussion
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of veto player theory: Securing the support of veto players and cooperating
with them as allies can greatly expand the political opportunities available to
social movements to effect policy change.
There is some evidence linking the POS causally to the political outcomes
of social movements. For example, in their study of the women’s suffrage movement in the United States, Holly McCammon and her colleagues emphasize
the significance of political opportunities and gendered opportunities.56 Prior
to the 1920 Nineteenth Amendment, which granted women in the USA the
right to vote, twenty-nine states granted women full, presidential, and/or
primary suffrage. The authors argue that among the factors that explain the
granting of full voting rights in some of these twenty-nine states are a number
of favourable gendered opportunities and political opportunities. Gendered
opportunities refer to the changing views about women’s roles in society in
the early twentieth century. As discussed above, political opportunities refer
to the degree of openness in the political system and to the interests and political perspectives of political elites and the political conflicts among them.
The authors find that differences in gendered and political opportunities in
conjunction with other factors can explain the variation in the outcomes of
suffrage movements in different states.57
Understanding The Effect of Darfur Advocacy
Groups on Canadian Foreign Policy
The theoretical approaches reviewed above each explain in part Canada’s
response to the crisis in Darfur. As we will see below, the structure of political
opportunities can help us understand variation in Canada’s foreign policy, and
a brief comparison between the response to the Darfur crisis and the leadership
role that Canada played in the global effort to ban landmines demonstrates
how a favourable policy environment and the support of influential allies and
veto players can be crucial in allowing civil society groups to promote their
causes and agendas. In addition, since the norm of R2P is the international
norm most applicable to the Darfur conflict, and the conflict is generally seen
to be a test case for R2P,58 civil society groups stressing the international moral
responsibility to protect civilians explicitly or implicitly invoke R2P. As well,
the status of the international norm can help us understand why framing the
Darfur crisis as a human security issue does not help advocacy groups advance
their goals. Here again, a comparison with the landmine case is instructive, as
will be demonstrated below.
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The Structure of Political Opportunities
As far as the structure of political opportunities is concerned, Canada’s foreign
policy priorities under the current Conservative government have changed
significantly.59 Canada had Liberal governments from 1993 until 2006, which
were headed by Jean Chretien (prime minister from 1993 until 2003) and Paul
Martin (prime minister from 2003 until 2006). Under these Liberal governments, human security became an integral part of the foreign policy agenda
of Canada and was an important international priority for the country. When
Stephen Harper, the leader of the Conservative Party of Canada, took office
as prime minister in 2006, there was an important shift in the foreign policy
agenda away from an emphasis on human security and toward a stronger focus
on other issues or on specific regions. Finally, in addition to the shift away
from human security, hemispheric security and Latin America have become
a bigger priority than Africa.60 All of these factors combined to significantly
limit the political opportunities available for individuals and groups to influence Canada’s Darfur policy.
It is important to note that the shift away from human security had begun before Harper was elected. The 9/11 terrorist attacks and their aftermath
clearly changed foreign policy priorities for many countries, including Canada.
Following the attacks, Canada very quickly revamped its 2001 budget that had
been under preparation prior to the attacks to reflect the new security priorities and increase spending on intelligence and on securing Canada’s borders.61
Canada’s defense budget was not increased at that time, even though Canada
did plan to dispatch troops to Afghanistan to participate in the international
effort there and would remain deeply involved in Afghanistan over a longer
time period. By necessity this limited Canada’s ability actively to promote its
human security agenda.
Another important turning point in Canada’s post-9/11 foreign policy
came during Paul Martin’s campaign to become prime minister in 2003.62 At
that time, Martin initiated a series of policy discussions with experts in order
to develop new and innovative policy agendas. Martin was concerned about
Canada’s relationship with the United States after his country’s decision not
to participate in the invasion of Iraq and a couple of instances of diplomatic
blunder. He was also interested in developing a foreign policy that would
distinguish his leadership from that of his predecessor, Jean Chretien. When
Martin’s government took office in December 2003, it almost immediately
began developing its own foreign policy and setting its own policy emphases,
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which included, for example, a stronger priority for the Canadian Forces.
Martin planned to honour the commitment that had already been made to
Afghanistan during Chretien’s time in office, but expanding Canada’s role in
Afghanistan was not a strong priority. Interestingly, Darfur was one of the
regions and crises that were important to Martin at that time.
As part of his attempts to redefine Canada’s foreign policy, Martin
initiated a comprehensive review process to develop an International Policy
Statement (IPS). The goal was to produce an innovative and bold IPS that
could serve as the framework for reorienting Canada’s foreign policy under
Martin’s government. However, the process stalled because of the challenges
of coordinating the positions of the various departments and developing a
compelling and novel vision for Canada’s foreign policy. A turning point in
the IPS process came when Rick Hillier was appointed Chief of the Defense
Staff (CDS) in early 2005 to help develop the strategic and novel vision that
Martin sought. Hillier was instrumental in shaping the IPS. He had argued that
Canada’s security policy should center on failed states, such as Afghanistan,
and that Canada should be prepared to dispatch troops to conduct humanitarian, stabilization, and combat missions. In addition, Hillier had also made
a strong case for reforming the Canadian Forces to better meet the security
challenges of the post-Cold War era. Hillier’s proposals were compelling and
met the requirements set by Martin for a new foreign policy framework, and
he was therefore appointed as the new CDS. In that capacity he was able to
translate his ideas into practice, and he played a pivotal role in deepening
Canada’s involvement in Afghanistan and in significantly increasing funding
for the Canadian Forces.
This account demonstrates that after Axworthy left office, and in part as
a result of the consequences of 9/11 and the new leadership of Paul Martin,
Canada’s foreign policy began to move away from the human security agenda
of Axworthy. That shift was already underway, and opportunities for activism
around the Darfur crisis were already declining when Harper became Canada’s
prime minister in 2006. However, there is a general perception among activists
and observers that the shift away from a focus on human security occurred
when Harper’s Conservative government came into office (see below). This
perception is to some extent correct, for as Janice Gross Stein and Eugene
Lang demonstrate, Paul Martin had a strong commitment to help resolve the
crisis in Darfur.63 Throughout the IPS process, Martin sought and received
assurances from Hillier that his plans for Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan
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would not limit Canada’s ability to help resolve crises like the one in Darfur.
It has been documented that Martin was really preoccupied with the situation in Darfur and sought to make it a priority in his foreign policy and make
sure that Canada would be able to contribute in substantial ways to any UN
peacekeeping mission there. At a number of foreign policy-focused meetings
with his staff and with President George W. Bush, Martin brought up Darfur
and expressed his commitment to play a leadership role in any international
effort to bring peace to this troubled Western Sudanese region, an initiative
that was welcomed by the Bush administration.
For these reasons, we can view Harper’s foreign policy as a more intended
and explicit break with the human security agenda that represented a significant narrowing of the political opportunities available to advocacy groups to
influence Canada’s foreign policy.
Perhaps one of the most visible manifestations of the shift in policy
under the Conservative government is the change in the language that is used.
For example, the Human Security Program housed at Foreign Affairs and
International Trade Canada was renamed the Glyn Berry Program for Peace
and Security.64 This is an expression of the changing priorities of the current
government and as a reaction by the government against the policy priorities
of previous governments. Canada’s current priority is to participate in the war
against terrorism in cooperation with international partners, especially the
United States. The reluctance to use the term human security is an indication
of these changing priorities and the desire of the current government to set its
own foreign policy emphases, strengthen foreign policy cooperation with the
United States, distance itself from its Liberal predecessor, and stress that old
foreign policy frameworks, including human security, are no longer important
in the post-9/11 international setting.65 The strong focus on Canada’s contribution to the NATO mission in Afghanistan and the direction of substantial
resources to this mission is seen as one indication of this shift in priorities.
Human security is currently important insofar as it can be linked to the war
against terror.66 The government currently in office is interested in stronger ties
and cooperation with the United States and is focusing on the issues that are
central to American foreign policy.67
The unfavourable structure of political opportunities is also reinforced
by the fact that the current government allows less autonomy and less political
space for key government officials to define policy. Prime Minister Harper’s
leadership style is more centralized than those of his predecessors. Decision-
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making is centered in the prime minister’s office.68 This leadership style has
caused some frustration in the foreign policy bureaucracies.69 The conflict in
Darfur does have its champions in Parliament: the Liberal senator Romeo
Dallaire, commander of UN troops in Rwanda during that country’s genocide; Glen Pearson and Irwin Cotler, both Liberal members of parliament;
and Paul Dewar, a member of parliament from the New Democratic Party
(NDP). However, all of these individuals are in the opposition and are not key
veto players whose support is essential. Even if there were champions in the
government, given the centralization of foreign policy-making, it is unclear
whether any champions would be able to play the same role that Lloyd Axworthy played in the global effort to ban landmines and be allies for advocacy
groups, given that Prime Minister Harper’s leadership style makes him the key
veto player. A brief comparison of Darfur advocacy and landmine advocacy
can help us understand the significance of a favourable political environment
and entrepreneurial allies or champions who are able and willing to promote
new norms.
The political environment described above is very different from the one
that the ICBL encountered. The ICBL had a key ally and mine ban champion
in Lloyd Axworthy, who was very committed to human security. Axworthy
was dedicated to human rights and social justice issues and also very open to
working with NGOs and civil society groups.70 He started his term as foreign
affairs minister at a time when Canada’s foreign policy was being redefined.
In the aftermath of the Cold War, efforts had been made in the international
community to redefine entrenched notions about the nature of security. Canada was taking part in this international process, and when the Liberal Party
won the 1993 election, the Department of Foreign Affairs and International
Trade began to emphasize human security issues such as human rights, environmental problems, population and health issues, and peacebuilding, and to
strengthen its ties to the NGO community. In addition, by the mid-1990s,
Prime Minister Jean Chretien was interested in introducing a new emphasis
in response to what the Canadian public perceived as an ineffective foreign
policy. When Axworthy was appointed foreign affairs minister in Chretien’s
cabinet reshuffle in 1996, the stage had been set for a new direction in Canada’s
foreign policy.71
Axworthy describes his tenure as foreign affairs minister as a time that
was “very much occupied with the effort to define a distinctive international
place for Canada”72 in response to the end of the Cold War and the challenges
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the international community faced in the 1990s, including poverty and environmental problems. Axworthy’s answer to these challenges was the concept of
human security, which he describes as a way of “seeing the world and tackling
global issues that derived from serving individual human needs, not just those
of the nation-state or powerful private economic interests.”73
The Canadian foreign policy context and the appointment of a strong
individual who had a vision and the personality to pursue this vision were both
crucial aspects of an open POS in Canada. The presence of a champion in a
key political position and the favourable environment in which this individual
operated helped the ICBL succeed in its effort to introduce a worldwide ban
on anti-personnel landmines.
However, the relatively closed POS and the lack of resonance between
the goals of activists and the priorities of the current government in Canada is
not the entire story. From the activists’ perspective, Canada’s response to the
situation in Darfur was inadequate even prior to the change of government. In
addition, the scholarly assessments of Canada’s foreign policy reviewed above
that point to Canada’s relatively limited efforts to implement the norm of R2P
all pre-date the change of government in Canada. To gain a more comprehensive understanding of this issue, we must analyze the frames that are being used
and their resonance with current international norms and priorities.
Framing and International Norms
As discussed above, advocacy groups who promote causes and agendas that are
consistent with current international political priorities and well-established
international norms are more likely to be successful in influencing policy outcomes. This relationship between the frames developed by advocacy groups
and existing international political priorities can help us understand why it
has been difficult for Canada and other countries to assume an international
leadership role in responding to the Darfur crisis.
If the resonance of a frame with established and widely-held international
norms or political priorities increases the likelihood that advocacy groups will
be successful in influencing political outcomes, then it is crucial to understand
the international normative framework that is relevant to the issue that the
advocacy campaign is promoting. As noted above, Canada cannot act alone
in responding to the crisis in Darfur, and the nature and magnitude of the
conflict there requires an international response. Much like the examination of
the international POS, an analysis of the international normative environment
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in which Canada and other countries are crafting a response to the humanitarian crisis in Darfur can help us understand the opportunities and constraints
they face in their effort to resolve this crisis.
An analysis of the current international status of the norm of R2P indicates that this norm does not enjoy wide international support, and it is unclear
whether it will ever be accepted and used to guide international policymaking.
“Responsibility to protect is not yet dead, but it is fragile,” an article published
in The Economist in May 2008 concludes.74 This is an accurate description of
the current status of R2P.
The constructivist literature on norm emergence and development provides us with conceptual tools to understand the current status of R2P. In their
norm life cycle model, Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink distinguish
between three stages of norm development: norm emergence, norm cascade,
and norm internalization.75 During the first stage, norm entrepreneurs play
a key role in defining and introducing a new norm and working to persuade
countries to adopt the norm. Once a critical mass of countries has accepted
the new norm, the process reaches a “tipping point” as the level of acceptance
tips in favor of the norm, paving the way for the norm cascade, which is the
relatively rapid spread, acceptance, and implementation of the norm among
the remaining countries. The tipping point and the norm cascade through the
international system are generally reached after a norm has become institutionalized in the workings of multilateral organizations, bilateral foreign relations,
or in international law, although this kind of institutionalization can also occur after the norm cascade.76 Finally, at the third stage of norm development,
internalization, a norm acquires a “taken-for-granted quality;”77 it is no longer
challenged or questioned, and compliance becomes almost automatic.
Even though R2P was officially adopted by the member states of the UN
at the 2005 World Summit, an analysis of current debates surrounding this
norm reveals that it is still in the first stage of norm evolution. The norm has
not yet been accepted by a critical mass of states, and many countries in the
Global South remain deeply skeptical of R2P. Some of these countries fear
it might be used to mask and justify political interventions in the name of
humanitarianism. Key global players such as Russia and China simply reject
the notion that state sovereignty is not an absolute or an intrinsic value but
only an instrumental value that allows sovereign governments to protect the
basic rights of their citizens and whose privileges and protections they cannot
claim if they fail to live up to their human rights responsibilities.
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This is consistent with Ann Florini’s findings that for a new norm to
gain legitimacy and acceptance, it “must fit coherently with other existing
norms.”78 The profound resistance on the part of many countries to the norm
of R2P is comprehensible when we consider that it is incompatible with
the traditional notion of absolute sovereignty, one of the key organizing
principles of the international system, and is therefore facing difficulties in
acquiring international legitimacy. The very idea of a shift of focus away from
national security and toward human security represents “nothing short of a
sea change,”79 which diminishes the compatibility of R2P with prevailing international norms. Of course, R2P fits well with other well-established norms
that provide a favourable normative environment, which Florini argues is very
important for norm emergence and consolidation.80 These norms include the
widely-accepted and strengthening ideas about human rights and the duty to
protect civilians. However, although these norms support the idea of R2P,
its conflict with the longstanding notion of national sovereignty makes it
difficult for R2P to gain acceptance.
Norm entrepreneurs are still actively attempting to promote the
norm. One example is the Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect
(GCR2P), created in February 2008 by five NGOs. Housed at the Ralph
Bunche Institute for International Studies at The Graduate Center of The
City University of New York, the GCR2P is intended to “serve as a catalyst
for moving the responsibility to protect from principle to practice.”81 A
second example is a series of consultations hosted by the World Federalist
Movement in different parts of the world to explore the prospects of a global
civil society campaign to promote the implementation of R2P principles (Responsibility to Protect-Engaging Civil Society or R2PCS). R2PCS “works to
advance Responsibility to Protect (R2P) and to promote concrete policies to
better enable governments, regional organizations and the U.N. to protect
vulnerable populations.”82 R2PCS roundtable consultations have been held
in Thailand, Canada, Argentina, Uganda, South Africa, France and Ghana.83
This further demonstrates that R2P is still at the first stage of norm evolution,
and norm entrepreneurs are still working to refine R2P principles and define
their applicability.
Moreover, if one uses institutionalization as one of the important indicators of a tipping point and/or norm cascade, that would be further evidence
that the norm has not yet reached the threshold point since there are still
fundamental disagreements in the international community about when and
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under what circumstances R2P is applicable to human crises and when it
should be invoked. For example, when tropical cyclone Nargis touched down
on the coast of Myanmar on 2 May 2008, and the Burmese government was
intransigent in allowing international aid to flow into the country, the debate
over whether its human consequences warranted invoking the principle of
R2P illustrated that R2P is very complex and has not become operational
in a way that makes its institutionalization in international practice possible.
It also illustrated that many countries remain fundamentally opposed to the
idea of R2P.84
In addition, the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States changed the
international environment in which Canada pursues its foreign policy goals.
Since Canada cannot act alone in the international community given its relatively limited resources, it relies on cooperation with its international partners
to promote its goals. In the 1990s there was an increased interest in human
security issues, but in the aftermath of 9/11 human security became less of
a priority for the international community. In this context, it was difficult
for Canada to continue to be an advocate for making human security issues
a central part of the international agenda. Human security and the norm of
R2P simply do not fit with the post 9/11 priorities of key global actors, and
I argue that this makes collective action frames focused on these norms less
likely to be effective.85
Finally, the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 also weakened support for the
emerging norm of R2P. The invasion was justified in part in terms of the
humanitarian situation in Iraq and the human rights violations committed by
Saddam Hussein’s regime against civilians. The humanitarian justification of
an invasion that was largely seen to be motivated by political, strategic, and
security concerns deepened the skepticism regarding R2P and highlighted
an issue that the framers of the ICISS anticipated, namely, the issue of “right
intention”.86 The principle of right intention implies that any humanitarian
intervention must have the goal of alleviating human suffering. To ensure that
this standard is met, it is important that any intervention is multilateral and
supported by the people it is intended to protect and by other countries in
the same region. Given the general perception that this standard was not met
in the case of the 2003 war against Iraq, this war only deepened skepticism
regarding R2P. In other words, some analysts and observers believe that “the
use of humanitarian justifications to defend the invasion of Iraq was widely
perceived as ‘abuse’,”87 and that this has undermined the norm of R2P.88
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Conclusion
Middle powers like Canada do have a very strong commitment to global issues
and are good international citizens. As noted, Canada is among the largest
donors to Darfur and continues to work with civil society groups and with
other countries to resolve the conflict in that region. However, the scope and
depth of commitment to human security and other global issues, though very
impressive when compared to other countries, do vary over time and across
issue areas, and it is important to understand how and why this variation
occurs.
The case of Canada’s policy regarding the Darfur conflict demonstrates
that the structure of political opportunities and framing strategies can, in part,
help us understand this variation and the response of governments to the demands of civil society groups. The structure of political opportunities refers to
the contextual factors that can make it easier or more difficult for civil society
groups to influence government policy. Certain aspects of a changing POS,
such as the presence or absence of influential allies and the changing policy
preferences of the government in power can increase or reduce the likelihood
that the policies that NGOs promote will be adopted and implemented.
Frames that resonate well with international policy priorities and norms can
be very effective in creating momentum around issues and policy approaches
that fit well with the prevailing international concerns, policy priorities and
normative environment. In sum, civil society groups in middle powers do face
opportunities and constraints that are not dissimilar from those that groups
face in other countries, and the variables that can help us understand their
influence are essentially the same variables that social movement scholars have
observed in other contexts.
This research has implications for other areas of research and points to
some interesting topics for future study. First, it is both important and very
interesting to understand if and how shifts in foreign policy orientations of a
country get institutionalized. During the mid and late 1990s, human security
provided a coherent framework for Canada’s foreign policy, and, as discussed
above, human security does not now have the same status in Canada’s foreign
policy. Was the human security agenda connected to the presence of a specific
government or individual champion in office and not sufficiently institutionalized to maintain its centrality in Canada’s foreign policy? How can other
more constant aspects of Canada’s foreign policy agenda, such as peacekeeping, maintain their centrality over several decades? How can we explain
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the persistence of some foreign policy priorities and commitments and not
others?
Second, how important is the role of individuals, compared to bureaucracies or entire governments, in the foreign policy process? Literature on
international relations explains how decision-makers’ approaches to foreign
policy and their foreign policy decisions reflect their beliefs, assumptions,
perceptions, and interpretations of an issue or problem.89 Although this paper
has focused on Canada’s response to the Darfur crisis, and the ICBL was
discussed only for comparison purposes, this comparison does indicate that
strong individual leaders who have the vision and the personal commitment
to pursue specific humanitarian goals and introduce new international norms
can play a pivotal role in international relations. Lloyd Axworthy was such
an individual and made a crucial contribution to the ICBL. He is perceived
to have similarities with Lester Pearson, Canada’s Minister of External Affairs
from 1948 until 1957 and Prime Minister from 1963 until 1968.90 Pearson was
instrumental in shaping the UN’s response to the Suez Crisis of 1956 by creating the United Nations Emergency Force and is credited with developing the
idea of peacekeeping, an achievement that earned him the 1957 Nobel Peace
Prize. The perception that Axworthy is in the same league as Pearson, and the
sense that these individuals were instrumental in introducing new ideas and
norms, suggest that while middle powers are “good international citizens,”91
there is variation in their foreign policy and that individual leadership is still
very important in understanding foreign policy innovation and change. The
findings of this research does point to the role of individuals in defining new
directions for foreign policy as an important and promising avenue for further
research.
Finally, as noted above, the international context since 9/11 limited the
opportunities for state and non-state actors to further promote the notion of
human security that were available to them in the 1990s. Regardless of how
open domestic political opportunity structures in specific countries are, the
international setting can facilitate or hamper attempts by middle powers and
NGOs to address humanitarian issues. Therefore, we need to examine the
interaction between domestic and international structures of political opportunity to better understand when and how middle powers and their civil
society partners can be successful in introducing new international norms.
By studying the role of middle powers in global governance and addressing critical international problems, we can contribute to the growing research
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agenda surrounding issues of globalization, global governance, and the role of
different governments and non-state actors in addressing international crises.
With increasing interdependence and the growing inability of governments
to respond to international problems without cooperating with IOs and nonstate actors, the issue of governance in an interdependent world is both an
important and timely research topic that has significant policy implications.
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