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n 1985, the United Nations
Association (UNA) in Canada published a finding for
which it had no comprehensive
explanation:

I

Although Canada is frequently
seen by other nations as a mirror
image of the United States in
terms of public opinion, in reality, Canadian public attitudes
sometimes differ widely from
that of the Americans on questions pertaining to the UN; while
often the two are in agreement of
their support of the UN,
Canadian opinion tends to be
less undulatory than that of its
southern counterpart.2
Although it is rare to find specific
data that compares the American
and Canadian attitudes explicitly,
piecing together the available evidence does appear to confirm the
UNA’s assumption. In 1946, for
example, although the difference

between Americans and Canadians who were satisfied with the
UN was just 2% (37% versus
39%), the discrepancy between
those who were disappointed was
10% (27% versus 37%).3 In 1972,
another poll found just a 3% differential between those whose
respect for the UN was increasing
(23% versus 20%), but an overwhelming difference between
those who had lost faith (62% versus 25%).4 Although the data for
1985 is not entirely comparable,
that year 56% of Americans
believed that their country should
cooperate with the UN, while 58%
of Canadians felt that making the
UN a success was very important.
In contrast, 35% of those polled in
the US did not approve of full
cooperation whereas just 7% of
Canadians considered the organization’s success unimportant.5
Twenty years later, based on a poll
commissioned by the BBC World
Service, nearly twice as many

Americans as Canadians felt
negatively about the UN (36%
versus 20%).6 Read in conjunction with the relevant data, the
UNA’s observation includes two
notable points. First, in spite of
sensational political rhetoric
that can at times suggest otherwise, citizens of the United
States do believe in the value of
the world organization. Second,
the real difference between the
attitudes of an allegedly reluctant American public and the
famously internationalist Canadians is consistency. Historically, frustration with the UN in
the United States has resulted
in significant disparities in the
level of public support. In
Canada, similar feelings of disappointment typically have not
affected national loyalty in any
notable manner.
Although there are now a number of credible histories of the
US-Canada relationship, it is
difficult to find literature that
examines popular views of the
UN from a specifically comparative perspective. The best
American analysis is Edward
Luck’s Mixed Messages: American Politics and International
Organization. From the Canadian side, Tom Keating’s
Canada and World Order: The
Multilateralist
Tradition
in
Canadian Foreign Policy considers the UN as one of many
facets of the Canadian internationalist impulse.7 Both texts
propose a series of explanations for the attitudes that can
be found in their respective
states, from leadership, to
political culture, to questions of
2
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power. Considering the countries comparatively confirms
these differences, but it also
illuminates a particular similarity that make the results and
persistence of the UNA’s findings so intriguing: when it
comes to the formative experiences of the United States and
Canada in the founding of the
UN specifically, the history is
more shared than separate.
US leadership in the drafting of
the UN Charter marked, in the
words of prominent analysts,
the beginning of a “new era,” in
US foreign policy, a “dramatic
turning away from the isolationist policies of the past,” a “second chance” that could not be
wasted.8 Similarly, Canadians
saw their participation in the
creation of the world body as
evidence of their accession to a
greater role in the international
community.9 Certainly, there
were differences in the experiences of President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt and Prime
Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King, in the approaches of
their respective countries to
policy planning, in the political
structures in which they operated, and in the national interests
of a great and a middle-sized
power. But whether the disparities can fully account for a discrepancy that has persisted for
over sixty years is unclear.
Explanations of the consistent
divergence of American and
Canadian attitudes towards the
United Nations should not
ignore their national images.
This often under-appreciated
factor provides an additional

layer of analytical rigor that is
too appealing to ignore.
Although FDR is recalled as
one of the founders of the
United Nations and Mackenzie
King once referred to its creation as “the consummation of
a heart’s desire and life effort to
bring about peace between
nations to the extent that it
might be possible,”10 neither
leader was fully committed to
its success. Roosevelt was an
American before he was an
internationalist; his primary
objective as president was
ensuring the security of the
United States with himself at
the helm. Forever conscious of
how his Democratic predecessor, Woodrow Wilson, had not
only failed to gain Congressional backing for US entry into
the League of Nations but had
also created an atmosphere
that enabled a Republican election victory in 1920, he was at
best a cautious advocate of collective security throughout the
UN negotiations. In an appeal
to his constituents’ sense of
exceptionalism, he envisaged a
system dominated by and
dependent upon the will of the
great powers, his proverbial
“Four Policemen.”11
Mackenzie King was also a
master politician and a firm
believer that his state’s interests
were best served under his
watch. Like his American counterpart, he knew better than to
expect an international organization to alter human nature. In
October 1945, with tensions
between the East and West
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increasing, King even wondered whether the organization
had already become “worse
than nothing.”12

conduct, it should come as no
surprise that the American people were in the end less than
fully committed to the UN.

Roosevelt and King did more
than just limit their personal
support for the UN, they also
restricted the effectiveness of
their most idealistic world planners. The American president’s
actions were threefold. First, he
never provided the clear direction necessary to pursue a
coherent strategy for shaping
the future world order.13 Second,
he deliberately created an
atmosphere of conflict and tension among his leading officials.
The early stages of the State
Department’s planning process
were coordinated by the secretary of state, Cordell Hull, but
were largely controlled by the
under-secretary
of
state,
Sumner Welles. The two differed fundamentally on their
visions of the shape of the new
world body, creating inefficiencies within the State Department. At one point, different
elements of the bureaucracy
even designed contradictory
blueprints for the future order.14
Finally, when Secretary of State
Hull became too ill to manage
the State Department in 1944,
Roosevelt replaced him with
Edward R. Stettinius Junior, a
capable administrator with virtually no knowledge of the portfolio. Stettinius’ ignorance
allowed the president to maintain direct control of foreign
policy and caused his vague
musings on the future to exacerbate the State Department’s
confusion. Based on Roosevelt’s

The Canadian situation was
remarkably similar. Mackenzie
King, who served as his own
secretary of state for external
affairs, also kept his conception
of the future world order largely to himself. Formal post-hostilities planning committees
were not even established in
Ottawa
until
both
the
Americans and the British had
completed their first drafts of
the UN Charter. King also
refused to become aware of, let
alone intervene in, the significant conflicts of personality and
ideas within his Department of
External Affairs in the early
1940s. By appointing a more
junior civil servant, Norman
Robertson, to the post of undersecretary ahead of the more
senior Lester Pearson in 1941,
he created tension among his
diplomatic elite that persisted.
The deep frustration felt by
Robertson and his loyal associate, Hume Wrong, towards
Pearson’s chief assistant, Escott
Reid, was also poorly managed
and resulted in tangible policy
failures in 1943 and 1944.
Canadians too, then, had reasons to be less than fully loyal to
the new organization.15
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Both Roosevelt and King also
created - or refused to counter popular expectations of the UN
that were entirely unrealistic. As
the relationship among the great
powers deteriorated towards the
end of the war, the US president

projected steadfast enthusiasm
for what one scholar has called a
“masquerade peace.” As a high
ranking member of the State
Department explained in his
summary of the campaign to ratify the UN Charter: “I did my
duty faithfully and successfully
but always believed that the
Charter was impracticable.
Moreover, its presentation to the
American people as almost holy
writ and with the evangelical
enthusiasm of a major advertising campaign seemed to me to
raise popular hopes which could
only lead to bitter disappointment.”16 When the UN faltered, it
is no surprise that Americans
quickly lost faith.
It should follow that Canadians
should have been equally disappointed, but they were not.
Like Roosevelt, Mackenzie King
never interfered with public
efforts to popularize Canadian
successes at the UN negotiations, nor did he speak out
when members of his own
Liberal Party patently exaggerated the extent of Canada’s
contribution to the conference
during the parliamentary
debate over charter ratification.17 As Canadians watched
the UN fail to deter Soviet
aggression, they too were disappointed, but they did not
allow their feelings to translate
into disillusionment with the
same intensity as their southern neighbours.
The differences are no better
explained by the political
processes beneath the executive level that helped create the
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new world organization. In
both countries, the experience
began on two separate tracks official and unofficial - that
eventually merged. In the
United States, Secretary of
State Hull managed the process
under a veil of secrecy. As one
student of US public policy has
explained, in the early years,
Hull’s team “gave little time to
the question of public and congressional opinion.”18 One could
infer that the American public
might have been brought into
the official process too late to
allow it to develop the commitment to the world organization
necessary to withstand difficult
times. Again, however, the situation in Canada was hardly different. The first time that a
request was made to integrate
popular ideas into the planning
process in the Department of
External Affairs, Escott Reid
wrote back, “We are not yet
ready to contemplate [that]
now... It might be better for
people’s minds to lie fallow for
two years.”19 Moreover, even
after a newly created Wartime
Information Board argued
forcefully that the Canadian
public needed to know more
about the national postwar
planning strategy, it took close
to two years for the government
to respond meaningfully.
Things were much the same at
the non-governmental level. In
the United States, the internationalist enthusiasm that eventually overtook the country
developed initially among the
intellectual elite. Individuals
like Clarence Streit, James T.
4
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Shotwell, Henry Luce, and others used books, newsletters,
magazines, and the popular
press to promote the benefits of
international organization to
the future world order.20 In
Canada, the staff at the
Winnipeg Free Press, activists
within the Canadian Institute
for International Affairs (CIIA),
and members of the old League
of Nations Society played leading roles in gradually changing
national perceptions of the
implications of greater engagement in world affairs.21 In both
countries, once the bureaucracy
and the political establishment
recognized that the public was
not just accepting, but in fact
demanding greater internationalism in governmental policy, the intellectual leaders were
co-opted into the political
process. In 1944, the State
Department hired John Sloan
Dickey, a public relations consultant, to help promote the
UN. In the words of one analyst,
Dickey used “NGOs as field
battalions in a broad campaign
to defeat isolationist opponents
and their supporters in
Congress.”22 The spectacular
campaign (over two million
pamphlets were distributed to
the public over the next ten
months) was deliberately elitist.
“Clearly,” scholar Wilbur Edel
has explained, “the department
was not attempting to reach the
whole population directly.
Rather, it was beaming its
efforts to the leadership and
special-interest groups, who in
turn were expected to wield a
powerful influence on whole
communities and categories of

people.”23 The problem with this
approach, as studies would
show, was that the propaganda
never reached those who were
the most disinclined towards
American internationalism: the
least educated members of
society.24
This situation was hardly different from the state of affairs in
Canada. By 1944, nearly all parliamentarians were taking the
internationalists
seriously.
Government officials became
contributors, instead of just
observers, at CIIA conferences,
and the National Film Board
was even commissioned to produce a pair of films about the
future world order. The entire
elite establishment, including
leading members of the national
media, collectively heralded
Canada’s new role as a self-proclaimed middle power.25 To their
disappointment, great power
dominance of the post-San
Francisco international security
discussions quickly demonstrated that middle powers would
have no more influence than the
lesser ones on the most significant international issues. Nevertheless, unlike the situation in
the United States, Canadians’
faith in the UN and what it represented was hardly deterred.
Differences in the American and
Canadian political processes
also cannot fully account for the
discrepancy. Admittedly, the
division of power between the
domestically-oriented Congress
and the globally responsible
executive in the United States
can create tension. It is equally
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■

Vol. 2 No. 1

clear that Roosevelt’s cautious
approach to internationalism
was meant to protect his office
from the power of the isolationists in the legislature. Mackenzie
King, however, faced similar
constraints. Not only did he contend with lifelong imperialists
who would have preferred to
approach security within a Commonwealth construct instead of
a global one, he also had to manage the isolationist forces in
French Canada whose support
he needed to sustain his parliamentary majority.
The most obvious difference
between the United States and
Canada that might be used to
explain the situation outlined
by the UN Association is the
scope of their impact on the
world stage. Typically, powerful
states favour an anarchical
global system to protect themselves against incursions on
their sovereignty while smaller
ones advocate strengthening
multilateral institutions to
restrict great power domination
and allow them greater flexibility and opportunities for influence in world affairs. Among
the less powerful, the Canadian
state is particularly sympathetic
to international organizations
because of its disproportionate
dependence on global peace
and international prosperity for
its export-reliant economy to
flourish. It would follow, then,
that Americans would be less
inclined to support the concept
of the United Nations, while the
Canadians would be more willing to stand by the organization
in spite of its imperfections.
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This theory is intuitively appealing, and likely explains part of
the long-standing CanadianAmerican differences, but it too
is not wholly convincing. In the
words of Sumner Welles, “the
charter of the United Nations
represents what was primarily
an American conception.”26 At
its core, it affirmed the supremacy of the Big Five on the global
stage and gave the United States
the freedom that it needed to
pursue its interests without any
real hindrances. The organization that emerged in 1945
should have satisfied stalwart
US isolationists who sought to
maintain American independence in world affairs, realists
who cared most about the protection of the national interest,
and even open-minded idealists
who conceded that in matters of
war and peace, great power
leadership at the UN was essential.27 As Edward Luck has
explained, “a weakened UN
means fewer options for U.S.
foreign policy.”28 Regardless of
whether the United States is
capable of acting unilaterally in
defence of its interests, Luck’s
notion should be ample incentive to maintain similar support
for the organization among the
US general public as it does in
Canada.

Association in Illinois, a Canadian, Percy Corbett, warned that
the American leadership could
never relax in its effort “to educate public opinion.”29 Regrettably, what Corbett and subsequent analysts of world affairs
failed to recognize was that no
amount of education - a topdown method of persuasion would likely ever be sufficient:
an internationalist framework
for popular thinking runs
counter to the American national image.

Nevertheless, it was evident to
experts as early as 1941 - before
the United States had even
joined the war - that ensuring
American participation in a
world body in perpetuity would
not be easy. At a conference of
experts in international relations held by the World Citizens

In the case of the United States,
efforts to convince the public
that America would benefit by
surrendering sovereignty to a
world body will likely never be
completely successful. Even if
Washington’s position of dominance on the global stage were
to decline notably, it is quite

As Kenneth Boulding has
explained, it is the way that the
nation sees itself on the world
stage, regardless of the reality,
that will largely determine its
behaviour. That perception, he
notes importantly, is “essentially
a historical image,”reaching back
into a past that might be rightly
or wrongly remembered: “The
more conscious a people of its
history, the stronger the national
image is likely to be.”That image,
however, cannot be controlled by
the elite. Rather, it “is essentially
a mass image ... transmitted
through the family ... both in the
case of the powerful and in the
case of ordinary persons.” The
more established the nation, the
more difficult it is for the leadership to have an impact.30
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possible that the ideals of individual freedom and liberty what Luck might refer to as elements of the political culture are too strongly ingrained in the
American national psyche to
suppose that the benefits to be
gained through adherence to
the laws and principles of a
global institution could justify
compromising national sovereignty and independence.31
It is here where the Canadian
situation is particularly different.
Boulding notes that in newer
nations, still attempting to define
a place for themselves in the
world, the public often lacks the
strength or conviction to wrest
the political agenda from its
elite. In these situations, “the
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