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After 9/11 Americans grateful to Canadian people but not government

Unpublished comment on Bush’s visit to Canada, summer of 2002


By going to the Maritimes to thank those Canadian people who offered immediate help to American on 9/11, and rejecting the invitation to speak to the Canadian parliament Bush and his advisors are showing differentiated contingency management towards governments that range from those of Britain, Australia, and most nations behind the former Iron Curtain at one extreme (“friends”) all the way to obvious enemies such as those nations labeled as part of the axis of evil.  The Canadian government (in contrast to those Canadians in the Maritimes who offered immediate help) ranges somewhere in the mushy, vacillating middle.


So, in contrast to the immediate moral support offered by the Australian government (Australia is the closest to Canada in terms of population, development, and basic democratic principles), the Canadian PM waited for 3 weeks after 9/11 before he decided to visit, and even then he did not go to ground zero, having to attend a liberal fund-raising dinner afterwards.


Then, when America formed the Coalition of the Willing for its regime-change policy, the PM hemmed and hawed before, in the end, deciding not to join, and engaging in such semi-deceptive tactics as sending all available troops to Afghanistan so that he would not be physically able to support the coalition militarily.  In a sense, this sort of hesitant withdrawal was perhaps even more irritating to the American government than the behavior of government like that of France, that immediately and clearly announced their opposition to the coalition’s policy.  And certainly Chretien’s later moralizing which, in the end was broadcast on the anniversary of 9/11 added unnecessary fuel to the fire.


In addition, the Canadian government’ MPs and even the communications office of the PMO uttered statements that were both conceptually primitive and unnecessarily insulting not only the American’s president (an office that most Americans regard with respect, no matter who the particular occupant may be), but also to the American people (e.g., “those bastards”).  Chretien too some days before dismissing his communications officer (he should have done so instantly), and never really punished the liberal MPs.  Even Martin only dismissed Parish when, instead of merely insulting Americans and their government, she insulted Martin himself.


Finally, past performance suggested that the Canadian parliament would not treat the American president with respect, even if it disagreed with him.  Jack Layton, to his credit, and contrary to the thief who tried to harass Reagan, stated just this policy, but that was not enough to undo evidence of prior disrespectful behavior.  Actually, had it wanted to do so, the Canadian government had a good example of how to respectfully treat an American visitor with whom it disagreed.  In October 2003 (I hope I have my dates right), I was in Sydney and heard how the Australian parliament treated Bush.  The (labor) leader of the opposition who, along with probably the majority of the Australian people who (including my sister in law) strongly opposed Bush’s policy and Australia’s involvement in Iraq, stated his opposition to Bush’s policy but nevertheless greeted with the courtesy appropriate for an American president.  All his MPs did likewise.  Two senators started loudly to heckle the president.  They were immediately put out of the chambers, reprimanded, and fined.  Needless to say Bush was impressed not only by the behavior of the MPs who supported his position, but also by that of the MPs who opposed that position (this year, Labor ran on a platform that included withdrawing from Iraq—they lost the election, but retained their reputation for showing courtesy even to those whose policies they opposed).


So, in my opinion, it’s not Bush, but the Canadian government and parliament that is “on (continuing) trial” to determine whether it will continue to vacillate both with respect to its international policy and to punishing boorish behavior by its current and former MPs.  The jury is still out, but so far the current PM is not doing much better than his predecessor. 
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