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The Harper Government,
The End of Cultural Diplomacy

And Canadian Studies Around the World
Delia Montero C.*

In the past, the Canadian government exercised very dy­
namic, open cultural diplomacy based on funding cul­
tural, educational, and exchange programs to promote 

a good image and familiarize people around the world with its 
country. However, that policy ended when Stephen Harper’s 
Conservative government took office.

Open or cultural diplomacy made it possible for Cana­
dian embassies to grow closer to universities and institutions 
of higher education in many different countries. It was an 
opportunity for people throughout the world to know more 
about Canada and to create networks of academic exchan ge. 
It also made the difference in managing its image vis-à-vis 
that of other countries, particularly the United States.

Along these lines, in 1981, the International Council for 
Canadian Studies (iCCs) was created, a decentralized, not­
for­profit body made up of 22 international associations and 
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6 associate members in countries of Latin America, Europe, 
and Asia, and in the United States. iCCs representatives ex­
ist in 28 countries, among them Mexico.1 Each association 
and associate member has as its mission the development 
and strengthening of Canadian studies, plus reporting an­
nually about all the activities related to Canadian studies in 
its country.

The iCCs was born at a time when some called Canada 
the society of abundance. Prosperity spurred unprecedent­
ed cultural growth, both for popular culture, which became 
something consumed massively, and for “high culture.” Art­
ists had broader, more numerous audiences, while Canadian 
literature, particularly Francophone literature, experienced 
a veritable boom.2

In this scenario, the iCCs’s aim was to support research, 
teaching, and publications related to Canada on several con­
tinents. From the beginning, its activities were funded by 
the Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Development 
Ca n ada (dfatd), whose policy was part of a research devel­
opment plan.3

The iCCs seemed then to be an exceptional place for 
encounters, offering multiple perspectives for international 

collaboration for anyone who wanted to learn about Canada. 
So, it was consolidated as a powerful instrument in the ex­
change of communications among researchers from different 
parts of the world, facilitating the multiplication of contacts 
with other colleagues and the creation of networks for re­
search and the exchange of information about work related 
to Canada worldwide in all fields.

Little by little, then, an international community of research­
ers interested in Canadian studies was created and consoli­
dated. In a short time, the iCCs became a strong institution 
recognized in Canada and the rest of the world: this cul tural 
diplomacy seemed to be creating the hoped­for results.

By the end of the 1980s, important debates began to be 
waged about its future, its functions, the role of the interna­
tional community of Canadianists, and how to best continue 
its development. This put on the table its relationship with 
the dfatd, which at that time considered its relationship 
with the iCCs very close and, therefore, favorable for man­
aging a series of academic programs abroad. By that time, 
the iCCs was already a solid, stable, durable institution that 
Canadian scholars could count on; this is why the manage­
ment of the ministry’s programs made it possible for the 
council to become a major stakeholder.

The iCCs’s highest body is its Board of Directors, made 
up of an Executive Committee and one representative of each 
association and associate member. One of the board’s tasks 
is to plan annual activities, as well as to guide and determine 
general policies. This body has a series of written and unwrit­
ten rules aimed at maintaining good governance. One of the 
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Prime Minister Harper on an official visit to Peru. 
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written rules is that all documents and meetings must be writ­
ten or held in Canada’s two official languages, and that all 
representatives and members must speak and read them. 
However, the unwritten rule was that the dominant language 
in the meetings was that of whoever was president at the time; 
this meant that the unwritten rules prevailed for a long time 
in the board’s operations, since not all the members spoke 
both languages.

Two groups could be distinguished inside the iCCs: the 
Anglophones, represented mainly by the United States, 
the Nordic countries, Great Britain, Ireland, Israel, India, and 
Australia, among others; and the Francophones, made up 
mainly of the Latin American countries, France, Belgium, 
and Poland. These linguistic differences presented tensions 
between Anglophone and Francophone unity and diversity, 
tensions that in turn characterize the existence of Canadian 
society itself.

The iCCs administered funds received by the maECi; it 
designed a budget that gave each association and associate 
member monies for activities aimed at developing the study of 
Canada. In the 1990s, Canada’s parliamentary committee in 
charge of reviewing foreign policy decided that it was the right 
moment to continue with international cooperation; therefore, 
the projection of Canadian culture continued to be a top pri­
ority. In this order of things, it was recommended that inter­
national cultural, scientific, and educational issues be dealt 
with as a fundamental dimension of Canadian foreign policy.4 
This allowed the iCCs to manage some additional maECi pro­
grams and establish itself as a stakeholder of major impor­
tance in the field of Canadian studies internationally.

Since then, the iCCs coordinated the promotion of re­
search and specialization scholarships for Canada, as well as 
the aid program for international research networks, whose 
aim is to collaborate among working groups from Canada 
and the rest of the world. These maECi financed initiatives 
fostered the development of comparative studies and a high­
er profile of iCCs internationally.

The iCCs operated through contracts with maECi, re­
newed annually, which were its main source of income. On 
occasion, it sought out other financing to implement its own 
programs, but without very favorable results.

By the end of the 1990s, the iCCs began to run into diffi­
culties: it lost some of its contracts and little by little, the 
members of its Board of Directors began to age. In addition 
to the oft­mentioned loss of programs awarded by the ministry 
and the resulting drop in budget, another difficulty the board 

faced was the need to modernize itself by adjusting its struc­
ture. However, the iCCs was not able to overcome the strong 
inertia created over 30 years of functioning.

The lack of structural modernization and the aging of board 
members —the average age was 60— as well as the lack of 
vision and foresight about the changes that were approaching, 
made it impossible for this organization to find new sources 
of income in the face of a Conservative government uninter­
ested in promoting culture. In addition to this, it had to deal 
with the rules of the game imposed by Stephen Harper’s ad­
ministration.

In 2006, the Conservative Party leader took office with a 
minority government. One of his objectives was to reduce go v­
ernment participation in order to put an end to the fiscal 
mismatches between the federal and provincial governments. 
With regard to foreign policy, the new government’s directi ves 
emphasized trade and investment and became very similar 
to those of its neighbor to the south. With that, cultural diplo­
macy was practically discontinued.

This changed the rules of the game completely for the iCCs: 
all systems of incentives disappeared, leaving Canadian stud­
ies worldwide in a state of uncertainty. In April 2012, Stephen 
Harper’s by­then­majority government decided to completely 
cut the iCCs system of scholarships and subsidies, and there­
fore that of Canadian studies. The amount cut, previously ear­
marked for these programs, came to Can$1.9 million of the 
maECi budget, a figure completely insignificant in the gov­
ernment’s overall objective of reducing the budget deficit.5

Canada is a country that enjoys “good economic health” 
despite the severe crisis that has battered its main trade part­
ner, the United States, since 2007. This is why a budget cut 
like the one described here is not justifiable on its own. For 
example, in the G­7, Canada’s impeccable economic perfor­
mance despite the 2007­2008 world economic contraction 
has stood out. This allowed it to emerge unscathed from the 
recession, in contrast with the majority of the developed econ­
omies. In 2009, the year of sharpest crisis, Canada’s gdP suf­
fered a ­2.5 percent contraction.

With regard to foreign policy, 
the new government’s directi ves emphasized 

trade and investment and became very similar to 
those of its neighbor to the south. With that, cultural 

diplomacy was practically discontinued.



112

Voices of Mexico •  97

Fortunately, by 2010, it once again registered 3.1­per­
cent growth, more than twice that of France (1.5 percent), 
Italy (1.3 percent), and even the United States (2.8 percent). 
By 2011, the Canadian government reported a budget deficit 
of Can$33.4 billion, 40 percent less than the previous year 
(Can$55.6 billion).6 These results show that the Canadian 
economy has progressed in cleaning up its finances.

So, why put an end to a program that was successful for 
more than 30 years? Why end a program that helped people 
understand Canada and Quebec, and thus contributed to 
the development of research networks about this country?

ConClusion

Since 2008, the Stephen Harper government has suspend­
ed programs and incentives for Canadian artists, eliminat­
ing the Prom Art Program (Can$4.7 million), which allowed 
Canadian artists to promote their work abroad. Others also 
disappeared, like the National Program for Education in Film 
and Video, the Canadian Independent Film and Video Fund, 
and the Trust for the Preservation of Music (Can$9.7 million), 
among others.7

So, Canadian diplomacy is now oriented toward emerg­
ing markets, and, as I mentioned, a new global strategy that 
reinforces trade and investment. The iCCs will hold its next 
meeting in July amidst a great deal of hopelessness, since it 

is dying. To prevent its disappearance a series of important 
structural changes would be required.8 However, everything 
seems to indicate that the Harper government is not consid­
ering changing its cultural policy, nor is a change in adminis­
tration expected in the short term. This means that, in order 
to continue its work of more than 30 years, the iCCs will have 
to use its savings and all its inventiveness to survive.
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