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Abstract

This article examines the place that ‘‘realism’’ occupies in the debates over International

Relations theory and Canadian Foreign Policy. Argued here is the claim that realism is

far from being a dominant paradigm in the Canadian academy, which in itself is hardly a

surprising finding. However, realism’s relative absence from the scholarship on Canadian

Foreign Policy disguises a more important finding: there has been a fairly longstanding

Canadian approach to foreign policy analysis bearing many of the hallmarks of struc-

tural-realist formulations, an approach that puts great emphasis on Canada’s ‘‘relative

capability’’ as a ‘‘middle power’’ in the international system. Although few in the country

would embrace the realist label explicitly, many have heeded the structural-realist

injunction that foreign policy analysis should start with an assessment of the country’s

relative standing in the international pecking order. In the Canadian case, this empirical

emphasis on relative capability has become suffused with normative significance of a

decidedly ‘‘non-realist’’ kidney, summed up in the disputed concept ‘‘middlepower-

manship.’’ The article concludes that, to the extent realism is to continue to be a
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It is not difficult to caricature International Relations (IR) realism, regarded by
many scholars (and not just in Canada) as representing the closest brush that any
member of the academy might ever have with devil worship.1 Judging from a recent
authoritative survey of political scientists in the IR/Canadian Foreign Policy (CFP)
community, realism—no matter how it happens to be packaged2—is in a distinctly
minoritarian position when it comes to the stated paradigmatic orientations of this
country’s professors. Data periodically assembled by the Teaching, Research, and
International Policy (TRIP) survey testify to the non-dominance of what, not so
long ago, was believed by some to be a ‘‘hegemonic’’ if not totemic fixture on the
international (though never the Canadian) epistemological scene.3 The most recent
TRIP data, from 2014, reveal slightly more than 12 percent of Canadian respond-
ents self-identifying as realist, a figure substantially lower than the share (more than
25 percent) professing to be constructivists. Nor is it only in Canada that con-
structivism beats out realism as paradigm of choice for scholarly practitioners; even
in the US, the erstwhile hearthstead of realism, its adherents (at 17.7 percent) have
been in retreat, and are now in the clear minority, albeit not as far behind con-
structivists as they are in Canada.4 This is nothing new; a decade or so ago, TRIP
analysts found only 15 percent of self-identified realists teaching in Canada’s uni-
versities, and not that much greater a percentage at US universities.5

This retreat from realism also shows up when Canada-based scholars are asked
to list names of those they consider to be ‘‘influential world scholars’’: only two of











Packed as it was with logical contradictions, middle power’s empirical dimen-
sion was to prove less controversial than its normative one. Ethical garments could
be made to hang only in a most slovenly manner on structural mannequins, for
reasons to which I now turn.

The blemished charms of ‘‘middlepowermanship’’

Realists who are knowledgeable about Canadian Foreign Policy have been known



Council, with its coveted veto), Canadian officials made a determined effort to
position the country as near to the big powers and as far away from the small
powers as could be arranged. For their argument to gain traction, it was helpful to
have a persuasive device to bolster its validity. Thus was born the concept of the
middle power, which in its infancy was very much a structural-realist contrivance,
even though no one could possibly have so advertised it at the time.

The concept might have been brand-new following the Second World War, but it
rendered homage to an older tradition in International Relations, known as the
‘‘functional principle.’’ There was absolutely nothing especially Canadian about the
functional principle, which had its roots in nineteenth-century international-organiza-
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