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A

mong the favourite pastimes of Canadian foreign policy scholars is deconstructing myths about Canada’s
international engagement propagated by the government of the day. In his 2019 International Journal article, “The
Origins of Canada’s Feminist Foreign Policy,” Adam Chapnick continues in this vein by dissecting arguments
proposing a causal relationship between the Canadian Prime Minister and Canada’s feminist foreign policy brand. Citing
the Trudeau government’s various ‘feminist’ commitments from 2017 to 2019, Chapnick accepts the assessment by the
now-defunct Open Canada blog that the government’s embrace of feminist foreign policy is “indisputable” (191-192) but
argues that the Prime Minister was not responsible for the policy.

Despite its title, the article is not about Canada’s “feminist foreign policy” but rather the sausage-making of foreign policy.
Building on the literature on the drivers of global politics and specifically the influence of the head of government, Chapnick
deftly explains how his findings contradict theories that emphasize prime ministerial authority over foreign policy making. 1
This response to Chapnick’s engaging article focuses on two proposals. It contests that the embrace was “indisputable;” I
argue that, as Chapnick implies, the embrace was part of a broader shift to instrumentalize feminist rhetoric for strategic
political ends. I also present alternative theses regarding the origins of the policy that merit further consideration,
particularly those that highlight the role of cabinet members such as former minister of foreign affairs Chrystia Freeland.
Chapnick’s question as to whether Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s self-identification as a feminist indicates that he himself
directed the ‘transformation’ of Canada’s foreign policy invokes two further queries: first, was there indeed a
‘transformation’ of Canada’s global posture and second, was the evolution directed by Trudeau? While Chapnick accepts
the sincerity of Trudeau’s feminist principles, he argues that there is scant evidence that he drove the policy shift, thereby
also arguing that there was a metamorphosis. While Chapnick acknowledges that much of the Liberals’ messaging in the
run-up to the 2015 election was centralized in the Prime Minister’s Office, he argues that others, a group which is not
further identified, had more influence on the development of Canada’s feminist international agenda than the Prime
Minister. Additionally, by citing the literature suggesting that much of Canadian foreign policy flows from the political
centre, but rejecting the idea that Trudeau was at the nexus of Canada’s embrace of a feminist foreign policy, Chapnick may
also be questioning the quality of Trudeau’s leadership.
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Chapnick explores the relationship between the Prime Minister’s Office and the Minister of Foreign Affairs. He notes that
former foreign minister Stéphane Dion’s theory of ‘responsible conviction’ failed to gain much traction in the centre;
although, since Justin Trudeau’s international experience was limited when he took office in 2015, it is not surprising that
his engagement in foreign policy making was removed – particularly since the Minister was a political rival from a different
era in the Liberal Party of Canada who would soon be on his way to political obscurity. Thus, an alternative explanation
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suggests that it was not that Trudeau did not effect Canada’s feminist foreign policy, but rather that he did not pay much
attention to global affairs at all. Chapnick’s finding that former international development minister Marie-Claude Bibeau’s
own feminist principles aligned with Canada’s feminist commitments further supports this theory. Chapnick comments
that when Chrystia Freeland was appointed Minister of Global Affairs, her mandate letter did not mention feminism. It
did, however, mention women and gender, as did her prominent June 2017 address to the House of Commons outlining the
government’s international priorities. Chapnick also argues that Ministers Freeland and Bibeau were “personally invested in
both the [feminist] brand and the ideas behind it” (204) but does not address the question of whether they were personally
invested only as women.
Considering that, as Chapnick explains, parliamentary committees generally do not influence foreign policy making in
Canada, his suggestion that scholars should look to the legislative branch of government rather than the executive to better
understand the inputs of Canada’s feminist foreign policy is a particular contribution. Chapnick traces Global Affairs
Canada’s feminist rhetoric to a fairly anodyne report by the House of Commons Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs
and International Development (FAAE) on Women, Peace, and Security. Many of the Committee’s recommendations echo
in the government’s agenda, especially in that it advocates for women’s participation in peace processes as a means to societal
change, rather than in the context of ending gender oppression and misogyny. The committee’s sole woman in a group of
ten members of parliament, Hélène Laverdière of the left-of-centre New Democratic Party, tabled the motion to pursue the
study, rather than one of the six Liberal members. 2
Canada is not the only country to adopt a feminist foreign policy. Sweden launched its policy in 2014 and feminist scholars
have largely evaluated it more favourably than that of Canada. 3 Canada’s Feminist International Assistance Policy (FIAP) is
the fulcrum of its broader policy. The FIAP commits to focusing 95 percent of Canada’s development assistance on gender
equality by 2021–22 but does not allocate any new funding. Canada’s feminist foreign policy also includes its work on the
Elsie Initiative to increase women’s participation in peace operations, spearheading a new G7 gender advisory council, and a
new ambassador for Women, Peace, and Security. In February 2020, Canada’s Foreign Minister, François-Philippe
Champagne, promised a feminist foreign policy white paper, noting in a subsequent FAAE committee meeting that feminist
foreign policy is “more than a slogan.” 4 This commitment followed 2019 announcements from France, Luxembourg, and
Mexico that they too would each pursue a feminist foreign policy.
Scholars and practitioners employing the phrase ‘feminist foreign policy’ often struggle to define it, with limited consensus
among those who do. Karin Aggestam and Annika Bergman Rosamond outline four normative pillars of feminist foreign
policy: rights, representation, economic resources, and reality checks and research about women’s everyday lives. 5 Rebecca
Marie-Danielle Smith, “‘Huge Irony’ in Male-Dominated Study of Women, Peace and Security, Says MP,” Hill Times 6 April
2016, https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/04/06/huge-irony-in-male-dominated-study-of-women-peace-and-security-says-mp/57008.
2
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Tiessen and Emma Swan conceptualize their discussion around feminism itself, human rights, and gender equity. 6 Scholars
of feminist International Relations have produced a vast literature exploring what these concepts of gender equity and
equality entail, some of whom criticize associating feminist foreign policy with the promotion of economic opportunities for
women. 7 Jennifer Thomson, for instance, explains that Canada’s feminist foreign policy does not position the needs and
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rights of women as a worthy end unto themselves, but rather as a means to achieve broader economic and social effects. 8
Chapnick’s lack of conceptual clarity perhaps allows him to applaud the Trudeau government more enthusiastically than is
merited. Government phrases that Chapnick cites, including “women’s [or female] empowerment” or “gender equality,”
emphasize a small-l liberal approach to feminism absent structural challenges to entrenched gender-based oppression (196,
199, 201, 204). Moreover, the dearth of feminist literature in the article marginalizes the contributions feminist scholars
have made to the foreign policy and international relations questions that Chapnick’s article explores.
Feminist rhetoric matters. It reverberates at home and abroad. Representation also matters. Although Canada’s feminist
foreign policy bolsters the normative legitimacy of feminist rhetoric and encourages women’s increased representation in
global politics, the Trudeau government’s feminist foreign policy fails to acknowledge the structural impediments to gender
equity. While the literature is clear that government rhetoric is a powerful marker, assessments of Canada’s feminist foreign
policy generally challenge the depth of the government’s commitment and the policy’s capacity to spur meaningful change. 9
Many of the outcomes associated with Canada’s feminist foreign policy also demand that women accept the labour of
undermining gender oppression and strip men of their agency as feminist actors. There is considerable literature exploring
performative feminism and other mechanisms of instrumentalization, none of which is cited in the article. 10 The question
then is perhaps not whether the feminist brand originated with the Prime Minister, but the consequences of leaders
performing and instrumentalizing feminism.
Although not explicitly, Chapnick makes the case that the Liberals’ ‘feminist foreign policy’ instrumentalizes calls for gender
equity by linking the policy to the government’s brand. He summarizes the Prime Minister’s interest in feminist foreign
policy as emerging only after the political centre had recognized the “marketing opportunities” (204). The feminist
branding not only allows the Liberal government to mark itself as progressive, it also provides a clear juxtaposition with U.S.
President Donald Trump’s misogyny. As Chapnick notes, several international publications have commented fulsomely on
Canada’s policies (192) – and contrasted Trump and Trudeau. 11 The Trudeau government was eager to distinguish itself
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from the previous Conservative government and the Trump administration in a way that did not directly antagonize
Washington. Thus, an alternative theory that Chapnick does not explore suggests that Canada’s Feminist International
Assistance Policy was essentially beta strategy – a testing ground for the government’s new messaging to determine if
Trudeau’s constituency would appreciate the idea.
Trudeau’s experience in international affairs prior to becoming prime minister in 2015 was at best limited. It is not
necessarily surprising that he and his team were more focused on overall messaging and glossed over foreign policy. Former
prime minister Stephen Harper certainly did not require a firm grasp of global politics to win the 2006 general election. By
focusing on the origin of Canada’s feminist foreign policy, Chapnick’s article effectively undermines theories and
assumptions about prime ministerial authority over foreign policy and contributes to the broader literature about the
relationship between individual leaders and international affairs. The article successfully conveys the partisan calculations
and strategic machinations of governing and bolsters arguments that Canadian foreign policy is largely driven by domestic
inputs, and particularly strategic electoral calculations. 13 However, regardless of whether Trudeau drove the reduction of
feminist imperatives to electoral strategy, the centre is complicit in the outcomes of Canada’s feminist bromides.
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