
CANADA	WATCH		•		SPRING	2017	 23

Gender’s journey in Canadian foreign policy, 
1970-2015

BY EMMA CALLON

Emma Callon holds an MA in international 
development studies and sociology 
from the University of Guelph, with 

a specialization in gender and 
policy analysis.

1970s-1980s: THE PEAK OF 
GENDER AWARENESS IN POLICY

Attention to gender equality and wom-
en’s rights in Canadian foreign 

development policy reached its peak in 
the early 1980s, but has been declining 
since that time and reached bottom with 
Stephen Harper’s Conservative govern-
ment. During the 1970s and early 1980s, 
Canada aligned itself with the standards 
set by the international community at the 
time and had relatively robust develop-
ment policies aimed at enhancing wom-
en’s rights and equality. For instance, the 
Royal Commission on the Status of 
Women was established in 1970, and five 
years later Canada and other United 
Nations member states declared 1975 as 
International Women’s Year. Then, in 
1976, the Canadian International Develop-
ment Agency (CIDA) established its initial 
policy guidelines on Women in Develop-
ment (WID) and eight years later, in 1984, 
developed the first WID policy.

The Canadian women’s movement 
was increasingly politically influential 
throughout the 1970s and early 1980s. 
During this period, more women were 
elected to office, there were provincial 
and federal initiatives such as the Minis-
try of Women’s Equality advocating for 
gender equality, a sexual equality clause 
was added to the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms, and women’s 
bureaus were making policy recommen-
dations. However, attention to gender 
equality in the policy process began to 
erode in 1984 with the election of John 
Turner’s “unapologetically neoliberal fed-
eral government” (Brodie, 2007, p. 171).

1990s: THE RISE OF 
NEO-LIBERALISM AND THE 
DECLINE OF GENDER
Brodie (2007, pp. 167, 171) suggests that 
the decline of gender as a critical part of 
Canadian public policy began in the 
mid-1980s with the rise of neo-liberal 

governance, increased social conserva-
tism, and a growing backlash against 
second-wave feminism. At this time, fed-
eral funds dedicated to improving the 
status of women, such as women’s 
bureaus and community shelters, were 
drastically cut, and by 1995 Status of 
Women Canada (SWC) was absorbed 
into the Department of Canadian Herit-
age. It was with the dissolution of gender-
based policy units during the mid-1990s 
that gender mainstreaming was pro-
moted as an alternative approach 
( Brodie, 2007, p. 177).

Gender mainstreaming treats gender 
as a cross-cutting issue at every level of 
policy, from design to evaluation. Swiss 
(2012, p. 140) and Tiessen (2015, p. 87) 
suggest that CIDA’s institutionalized gen-
der mainstreaming framework of the 
late 1990s represents a successful and 
internationally respected effor t to 
include gender analysis in Canadian for-
eign policy. However, Brodie argues that 
gender mainstreaming put gender 
“everywhere in rhetoric and nowhere in 
substance” (2007, p. 171). What this 
means is that women as a category had 
been added to existing policy but with-
out an acknowledgment of the social 
construction of gender. Acknowledging 
gender as a social construction requires 
a gender and development (GAD) 
approach to policy. A GAD approach 
understands gender to be relational, 
includes men as a development cat-
egory, and realizes that gender inequali-
ties are the result of patriarchal 
institutions. However, because Can-
ada’s attention to gender equality 
slumped in the 1990s, when GAD was 

being promoted at Cairo and Beijing, 
Canada has been stuck using a WID pol-
icy framework. Thus, when gender is 
applied to Canadian development pol-
icy, it is still usually only in relation to 
women (Stienstra, 1994, p. 116).

2000s: SHIFTING AWAY FROM 
INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS 
WITH THE CONSERVATIVE 
GOVERNMENT,	2006-2015
Canada’s internationalism shifted most 
dramatically in the mid-2000s with the 
election of Stephen Harper’s Conserva-
tive government. Attention to gender 
equality and women’s rights had already 
been declining in the Canadian political 
sphere, but under the Harper govern-
ment it fully disappeared. Before Harper 
was elected, Canada was relatively pro-
gressive and secular, maintained the 
separation of church and state, pro-
moted the armed forces for peacekeep-
ing, and supported the UN system. 
However, with the Harper government, 
there was a general disregard for the UN 
practices (Martin, 2010, p. 112), and 
attention to gender equality and wom-
en’s rights in Canadian public policy 
declined severely with the election of 
the Harper government, which in 2006 
cut funding for over 30 women’s organ-
izations and research bodies.

Swiss (2012, p. 135) argues that gen-
der equality became instrumentalized in 
Canadian foreign policy under the 
Harper government and was only pres-
ent when it served Canada’s national 
interests and objectives. For instance, 
rhetoric about “saving” Afghan women 
from Taliban oppression was used as a 
tool to legitimize and generate support 
for military intervention in Afghanistan 
(Swiss, 2012, p. 141). More recently, during 
the 2015 election campaign, the Harper 
government pledged to create a RCMP 
tip line to report suspected “barbaric 
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 cultural practices against women and 
girls” in the name of protecting victim-
ized women and children. These bar-
baric cultural practices included 
polygamy, forced marriage, and honour 
killings. When pressed on whether or 
not domestic violence would be consid-
ered a barbaric practice, Harper did not 
affirm that it would be, indicating only a 
feigned interest in women’s well-being, 
with xenophobic undertones. Here, the 
broader agenda was to employ wedge 
politics aimed at creating tensions and 
dividing Canadians during election time.

In 2010, the Muskoka Initiative on 
Maternal, Newborn and Child Health 
(MNCH) was announced with the pur-
pose of “saving the lives of mothers and 
children under the age of five” (CBC 
News, 2010). The Muskoka Initiative 
pledged approximately $7 billion over 
ten years toward three main objectives 
concerning MNCH: strengthening 
health systems, reducing the burden of 
disease, and improving health and nutri-
tion practices. What was missing from 
the Harper government’s understanding 
of these three objectives was an inclusion 
of family planning and abortion-related 
services. The Harper government con-
sidered the Muskoka Initiative to be Can-
ada’s top development priority and 
regarded Canada as a global leader on 
improving MNCH around the world.

The Harper government framed the 
Muskoka Initiative as a policy created in 
the interests of women and children. 
Hence, the Muskoka Initiative may have 
reflected a renewal of concern for gen-
der equality globally. However, given 
that the Harper government had a hist-
ory of instrumentalizing gender and 
broader social issues to serve their pol-
itical interests, it is possible that the Mus-
koka Initiative was in part designed to 
achieve something similar. For instance, 
Swiss argues the Muskoka Initiative was 
a way to “put a Canadian stamp on a 
worthwhile initiative” in an effort to 
“generate prestige and positive report-
ing around the [G8] Summit” (2012, 
p. 141). Thus, the gender equality rhet-

oric employed around the Muskoka 
Initiative may have been a tool to 
achieve broader foreign policy aims or 
to garner positive press and inter-
national support for the government.

One clear example of Canada’s 
movement away from gender-based 
analysis and toward gender instrumen-
talism in foreign policy was CIDA’s 2007 
shift in policy discourse about gender 
(Carrier & Tiessen, 2015, p. 189; Swiss, 
2012, p. 141; Tiessen, 2015). Before CIDA 
was merged with the Department of For-
eign Affairs and International Trade, it 
was instructed by Ottawa to substitute 
the term “gender equality” with the 
phrase “equality between men and 
women” in its official policy discourse. 
This shift represented a philosophical 
disengagement from international com-
mitments to undertake gender-based 
analysis in development policy (Carrier 
& Tiessen, 2015, p. 189; Swiss, 2012, 
p. 141; Tiessen, 2015). Furthermore, the 
shift institutionalized the gender essen-
tialisms that assign specific characteris-
tics to men and women and likely 
informed the Muskoka Initiative. Carrier 
and Tiessen (2015, p. 190) suggest that 
gender equality had officially disap-
peared from Canadian foreign policy as 
a way to appeal to the Conservative 
party base. Therefore, because of the 
rise of neo-liberalism as both an ideol-
ogy and a set of policies, gender equal-
ity and women’s rights have been 
delegitimized and dismantled and have 
disappeared from foreign development 
policies, and these changes occurred 
most significantly under the Harper gov-
ernment (Brodie, 2007).

2015:	THE	POST-HARPER	
GOVERNMENT	ERA
In October 2015, Canadians elected a 
Liberal majority government, which 
allows space for increased attention to 
gender equality in Canadian policy. The 
Liberal Party, led by Justin Trudeau, has 
made steps toward improving gender 
equality and ensuring women’s rights 
within Canada, which warrants a certain 
level of optimism. For instance, Trudeau 
achieved gender parity in the Cabinet, 
illustrating the Liberal Party’s dedication 
to increasing women’s representation in 
Canadian politics. Moreover, unlike the 
Harper government, all Liberal Party 
members are expected to vote against 
putting limits on abortion.

When it comes to abortion abroad, 
the Liberal Party’s platform on foreign 
development assistance for MNCH has 
indicated that the initiative will be 
“driven by evidence and outcomes, not 
ideology” and that “the full range of 
reproductive health services” will be 
included in the Muskoka Initiative (Con-
nolly, 2015). However, when asked spe-
cifically about whether or not abortion 
would be included in the Muskoka Initia-
tive’s funding, Liberal Party spokesper-
son Jean-Luc Ferland did not explicitly 
refer to the Muskoka Initiative, but said 
“the Liberals absolutely support . . . abor-
tion where it is legal” (Connolly, 2015).

In spite of these steps taken by the 
Liberal Party to recognize women’s 
interests, the government has not dis-
played a strong commitment to a GAD 
approach. For example, the Liberal 
Party failed to recognize men as a vul-
nerable category when it refused to 
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accept single male refugees from Syria. 
Although there is room for stronger 
 gender-aware policy, the Liberal Party of 
Canada offers reason to believe the 
Muskoka Initiative will at least include 
funding for abortion in countries where 
it is legal. However, this is the bare min-
imum of what should be done by the 
Canadian government to address issues 
like maternal mortality and global gen-
der inequality. 
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