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BEIJING UNIVERSITY PRESENTATION
December 4, 2003

Let me begin by thanking you for your invitation.  As I 
hope you are aware, the Canadian Embassy is very supportive of 
these lecture series in China.  Recent Canadian speakers at Bei 
Da and other, similarly prestigious fora in Beijing have 
included our Prime Minister; the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, 
of Environment, and of Defence; Canada’s Ambassador to the 
World Trade Organization in Geneva, as well as my predecessor 
as Ambassador to China.

I think opportunities for exchange such as this are 
important because I am an idealist.  In my view, idealists are 
people who believe that everything starts with an idea, that 
behind human behaviour there is always an idea, and that even 
when not articulated or expressed, there are ideas that 
underpin the behaviour of every human-made institution, 
including that of the countries in which we live.  They are the 
very basis of people-to-people exchange and as such are the 
underpinning of the Canada-China relationship.

Human interaction, even across borders, starts with 
an idea, or set of ideas.   Of course, we can also speak of values, 
of interests, of objectives, of policies; this is the normal 
vocabulary of foreign policy.  But all can be reduced to the 
simple realm of ideas.

When we can dialogue across borders, across 
cultures, across interests and objectives by using the language 
of ideas and the willingness to keep our minds open, we expand 
our knowledge, we better understand the points of view of 
others, and we can increase our stock of ideas, for our benefit 
and for those we represent.

So I very much appreciate this opportunity to 
exchange ideas with you.  I believe that we will both benefit 
from the exercise.
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I want to address a few ideas here today, focusing on 
Canadian foreign policy.  I hope that we can then pursue a 
dialogue, if not today, then in the future.

My basic ideas are as follows.  At the heart of any 
country’s foreign policies is the basic realization that, first, 
whatever the level -- whether family, tribal, regional, national 
or international -- we must always deal with “the other”; 
second, as the number and sophistication of our needs increase, 
we can better achieve our objectives by dealing with “the 
other”.  In other words, going it alone will not meet our 
requirements.

At its simplest then, “foreign policy” is about 
managing interaction and engagement.  It has always been thus, 
for both our countries.

For 10,000 years, the dozen major tribal groups who 
inhabited what we now call Canada dealt with each other 
across borders but across cultures.  They exchanged goods and 
people, went to war, pursued different hunter-gatherer 
cultures and advanced their technologies to the extent that 
the absence of written languages and such innovations as the 
wheel would allow.  Only 500 years ago was this continental 
autonomy disturbed, when Europeans, on their way they 
thought to China and other sources of goods such as silk and 
spices, stumbled unexpectedly on the Americas.

Venice and then Portugal monopolized the trade in 
eastern spices and goods such as silk and camphor, by heading 
east on the Eurasian continent, along the so-called silk road, 
or south around Africa and then east to Asia.  France and 
England sought to break these monopolies by heading west, 
seeking timber, fur and fish en route.

Canada emerged as a country in the mid-19th century 
from the confluence of forces that arose from that encounter.  
We were a colony, first of France and then of England, because 
our ancestors were largely settlers from those countries, and 
because of the insufficiency of population and wealth 
necessary to sustain a European standard of living.  Only when 
this self-sufficiency was established -- less than 140 years ago, 
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in 1867, just at the time of the rebellion of Yakub Beg in China, 
or when the Huai army under Liu Mingchuan defeated the 
eastern Nian in Jiangsu  -- did we become a country and take our 
first steps toward dealing, as an independent country, with the 
outside world.

Foreign relations during Canada’s first decades (or 
“external” relations as they were then known, since our 
dealings with our “Mother” country, the UK, could not be 
called “foreign”) were a simple affair, balancing pressures for 
ever-greater involvement in Imperial affairs with tentative 
steps toward taking responsibility for our relations with the 
US (eg. on border issues and trade).   The perception that 
Canada had made a significant contribution in its own right to 
Allied victory in World War I fuelled aspirations to greater 
involvement in international affairs, a trend accelerated by 
our involvement in World War Two and the economic boom that 
followed.  

Canada’s post-1945  reputation as peacekeeper and 
middle power bulwark of the United Nations was thus honed as 
a response to challenges that, while ever-evolving, were not 
much different from those we faced in 1867: a relatively small 
country (at least in terms of military power) finding means of 
pursuing our interests while dealing with much larger players; 
trying to define our role in the world, both as an instrument of 
identity and as a tool to magnify our relatively modest status; 
tailoring continental realities to our best advantage and, above 
all, adapting to a changing world.

That process of adapting as we manage the myriad of 
interactions that make up Canadian foreign policy is on-going, 
informed by a framework I’d like to share with you today.  

We see our foreign policy, including our trade policy, 
as based on three main objectives -- three pillars -- that reflect 
the values and aspirations of Canadians.  They are 1) prosperity 
and employment; 2) security within a stable global framework 
and 3) the promotion of Canadian values and culture.

First, promoting prosperity and employment is at the 
heart of Canadian foreign policy.  International markets 
present tremendous opportunities; by exporting, Canada can 
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increase wealth and employment for Canadians.  But we’re not 
just focused on Canadian prosperity.  We are also trying to 
promote global prosperity, because when other parts of the 
world prosper, Canadians benefit too.

Second, the promotion of global peace -- the key to 
protecting our security -- remains a central element of our 
foreign policy.  Stability and security are prerequisites for 
economic growth and development.  Canadians have come to 
realize, however, that our own security depends increasingly 
on the security of others.  Globalization, technological 
development and the scale of human activity reinforce our 
fundamental interdependence with the rest of the world.  That 
is why Canada is such a strong proponent of multilateral 
institutions, from NATO to the United Nations.  Multilateralism 
-- working together with others -- is key to achieving security in 
our increasingly interdependent world.

Third, Canadian foreign policy is about promoting 
Canadian values and culture.  Our values include universal 
respect for human rights; the development of participatory, 
democratic government and stable institutions; the rule of law; 
sustainable development and fair trade.  By promoting these 
values successfully, we make an important contribution to 
international security in the face of new threats to stability.  A 
world that shares our fundamental values is a more stable and 
peaceful one.  At the same time, projecting Canadian culture 
abroad makes it stronger at home, reinforcing our sovereignty 
and sense of identity at a time when the pace and scale of 
globalization might challenge Canadians’ sense of who they 
are. 

This, then, is the essential background and framework 
for understanding the ideas that underpin Canada’s foreign 
policy.  We’re now in a position to ask the question that’s no 
doubt already occurred to you: where does China fit in?

The three “pillars” I’ve just described provide a handy 
framework for grasping the significance to Canadians of China 
and China-Canada relations.
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Beginning with the first pillar, the importance of 
China in Canada’s effort to promote prosperity and employment 
probably needs the least explanation.  There can be few people 
on this planet who are not aware of the incredible 
transformation brought about by China’s quarter-century of 
reform and opening.  From a state of virtual autarchy in the 
1970s, China has blossomed into the world’s fourth largest 
trader and its leading destination for Foreign Direct 
Investment.  China today is the globe’s sixth largest economy, 
an abstract statistic that has very real and positive 
implications for the living standards of hundreds of millions 
of your people.

Its implications for Canada are obvious: as a nation 
dependent on international trade and investment for 
prosperity, relations with China are front and centre.  As the 
Honourable Bill Graham, Canada’s Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, proudly reported to a Beijing audience last June, China 
is Canada’s fourth largest export market and third largest 
import market – our imports from China are in fact growing at 
25% a year.  Our business people in both countries profit from 
the open economies that we are dedicated to building according 
to the rules of the WTO.  Increasingly, this is going beyond 
trade in goods and services to investment.

The importance of China to Canada’s effort to 
promote global peace is also self-evident.  Not content to rest 
on the laurels of their amazing accomplishments in the 
economic sphere, China’s leaders have recognized that their 
country’s development has given it a growing stake in global 
stability and a concomitant obligation to contribute actively to 
efforts to ensure and enhance that stability.  Thus, when we 
consider any one of a range of examples – from the role Chinese 
diplomats played in forging the recent UN Security Council 
consensus on Iraq to their feverish efforts to bringing about a 
negotiated settlement of the DPRK nuclear issue – Canada sees 
in China an increasingly like-minded and active or potential 
partner in our own longstanding efforts to preserve and 
strengthen the global multilateral security architecture, both 
regionally -- in key fora such as APEC -- and globally, in the UN.  
This is not to say that we don’t still have our differences, but 
the trend lines are positive.
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China holds a unique position in the promotion of 
Canadian values and culture.  Given the importance, in Canada’s 
view, of respect for human rights, fundamental freedoms, and 
good governance in ensuring both stable growth within 
societies and a peaceful international environment for such 
growth to take place, promoting these values has always been a 
cornerstone of our bilateral relations with China.  Enhancing 
China’s capacity in this regard has been the goal of Canadian 
International Development Agency projects in areas such as 
criminal law and procedure, ratification and implementation of 
the two main international covenants on human rights, training 
of judges, access to the legal system, prison administration, 
education and public awareness.  The Canada-China Joint 
Committee on Human Rights is an important forum for advancing 
our shared interests in this regard.  Next week, Canada and 
China will both participate in the Plurilateral Symposium on 
Human Rights in Lijiang.

Cultural, academic and people-to-people linkages are 
also key to furthering Canadian objectives in this sphere, and 
here again China’s role has been unique.  Chinese students now 
represent the largest group of foreign students in Canada.  In 
fact, Canadian institutions have educated more than 50,000 
Chinese since the early 1980s, students who have brought back 
not only Canadian know-how but a special appreciation of what 
Canadians are like as people – not an abstract “nation” but 
colleagues and friends. During the recent visit to China of 
Prime Minister Chrétien, he and Premier Wen Jiabao witnessed 
the signing of an agreement to upgrade and re-brand our 
bilateral program of academic exchanges, in keeping with the 
priority both sides attach to this aspect of our relationship.  

But Canadians still have their work cut out for them, 
I’m afraid, in enhancing “Lao Bai Xing”’s appreciation of Canada 
and what we bring to the world.  That appreciation is too often 
limited to Bai Qiu En, Da Shan, and the vague sense that we have 
lovely mountains and lakes; working to bring you and your 
countrymen up to date on modern Canada and what it offers the 
world is one of the key challenges I face as Ambassador.  That 
is a subject for a separate conversation, but you should be 
aware that the world is slowly catching on to the dynamic new 
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face of Canada.  Even the usually cautious British weekly, the 
Economist, has called Canada “cool”.

I’ve dwelled at some length on the ideas Canadians 
bring to the making of their foreign policy and tried to explain 
some of the important ways that China fits into that broad 
schema.  As Canada’s Ambassador, it is clearly well within my 
mandate to try to enhance your understanding of where my 
country is coming from in its dealings with yours.

In the next part of my remarks, however, I’d like to 
“push the envelope”, as we say, by suggesting ways in which 
Canada is – or ought to be considered – important to China.  I’m 
seeking, in effect, your leave to “blow my own horn”, to get this 
audience to think about Canada and its place in China’s foreign 
relations in a way that may be different from the ideas you held 
before coming here today.

As China’s leaders look ahead to the challenge of 
maintaining unprecedented growth rates in the coming decades, 
they would do well to remark on the unique strengths Canada 
brings in sectors that have been and will remain key to China’s 
future prosperity.  I have in mind here the involvement of 
prominent Canadian companies in China’s modernization, for 
example Bombardier on rail and air transport; Celestica and GM 
Canada in the development of transnational manufacturing 
networks; Nortel in the telecom industry; and Atomic Energy 
Canada Limited in bringing clean and much-needed efficient 
energy to fuel continued economic growth in the Shanghai 
region.  These global industry leaders and a host of others too 
numerous to mention have proven track records and a 
commitment to be in China for the long haul.  Thus, as you 
contemplate your own variation on the first “pillar” of China’s 
foreign policy, Canada should be front and centre together 
with the likes of the US, EU and Japan.

I referred a moment ago to China’s recent activism in 
the multilateral sphere, its declared willingness to play a 
greater role in strengthening the global security 
architecture, in keeping with its growing influence in 
international affairs.  Canadians welcome this trend.  More 
specifically, we stand ready to cooperate and assist where we 
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can as Chinese diplomacy takes on an increasingly 
multilateralist cast.  

In a sense, China’s recognition in recent years of the 
benefits of international cooperation, of the need to engage 
and take part in multilateral structures is not incomparable to 
the lessons Canada learned from its very inception.  Unlike 
China, whose status and location once gave it the option of 
eschewing the international order – whether as the proud but 
declining “Middle Kingdom” of the Qing or the harbinger of 
proletarian revolution under Mao – Canadians have had no 
choice but to embrace international structures or be 
overshadowed completely, first by their “Mother country”, 
Great Britain, and then by the United States.  We are, in a sense, 
“born multilateralists”, and therefore eager to facilitate 
China’s promising entry into the fold.  China should take 
advantage of our shared interests in this regard.  I am 
confident that this can be an increasingly fruitful aspect of 
our bilateral cooperation in the years ahead.

Finally, speculation about a “third” pillar in Chinese 
foreign policy and Canada’s place in it brings me back to the 
important question of values and human rights.  It also, 
conveniently, brings me full circle to the discussion of the 
importance of ideas with which I opened these remarks. 

Leaving aside the enormous, world-wide influence of 
Chinese culture and civilization, which traces its modern roots 
back thousands of years and to which no speaker, let alone a 
foreign one, could do justice, I would suggest that the 
principal values China is now projecting abroad are those of an 
incredibly dynamic, increasingly modern and growth-oriented 
society.  It is also, of late, a more caring society, as witnessed 
by the new leadership’s prominent concern with the imbalances 
of China’s growth and the social costs of wide economic 
disparities.  Canada applauds that commitment, and will 
continue to work with China and all of its leaders, be they 
government, business, academic or social, in their efforts to 
address this challenge.  

Part of this effort lies in helping to enhance China’s 
capacities with respect to human rights and good governance, 
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capacities that are key to ensuring China’s stable, long-term 
growth.  And this work, at its core, is about sharing ideas, about 
learning from one another and, ultimately, making our 
countries – and our world – a better place.  Canada and China 
have a rich history of working well together in this regard, and 
from where I stand, with your commitment, your involvement, 
and your creativity, the future looks bright.  Canadians and 
Chinese citizens have so much more to share together so let’s 
just do it.

Thank you.
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