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Why Canada Did Not Go To War in Iraq: A Hegemonic Discourse Analysis 
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Abstract 
This essay discusses from a post-structuralist perspective why Canada did not partici-
pate in the United States-led war against Iraq in 2003 from a post-structuralist perspec-
tive. The essay argues that the question “why” must be understood through the dis-
course formed by the US which aimed for international governance and how this dis-
course related and worked together with a Canadian identity and genealogy. A Canadian 
identity in the form of a long tradition of both integrated relationship with the US and a 
commitment to multilateral co-operations like the United Nations. Furthermore, that the 
key factor to answer the question “why” lies in how the US failed to produce and up-
hold a hegemonic discourse that had enough power to limit Canada’s framework, 
wherein they could act. 
 
 

We must stop the evil ones so our children and grandchildren can 
know peace and security and freedom in the greatest nation on the 
face of the Earth. (CNN, 2003) 

 
The following remarks were made by the former President of the United States, George W. 
Bush, in a speech to the nation on 17th October, 2001. Today, nine years after this speech, it 
feels almost surreal to think that a president can talk about “[stopping] the evil ones” and 
“peace and security and freedom” in the same sentence. However, these words do not have 
the same meaning now as they had in 2001. The United States’ “war on terror”, with the inva-
sion of both Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, has had an effect on our understanding of 
who “the evil ones” are and how they will be stopped. It is, nevertheless, not difficult to con-
nect this speech and the war against terror without relating it to the 9/11attacks.  

Political Scientist Maja Zehfuss (2003: 515) argues that “we might in fact be better off 
forgetting September 11.” Zehfuss implies that our memory of 9/11 has been used to justify 
the war against terror. She states, “[m]aybe we remember September 11, but we forget that we 
have changed, that we are no longer who we were that day” (2003: 526).  

To what degree did the memory of 9/11 play a role in Canada’s decision to go to war 
against Afghanistan 2001? An even more interesting question is why Canada chose not to join 
US in the invasion of Iraq in 2003. In the article Why did Canada sit out the Iraq war? 
(2006), Srdjan Vucetic argues that a Canadian identity was formed by its history; Vucetic 
proposes that this is why Canada did not participate in the Iraq war in 2003. Vucetic later 
states in his dissertation that “identity shapes state action by making some cooperative poli-
cies more likely than others” (2009). Another attempt to answer the question has been made 
by Bruno Charbonneau and Wayne Cox (2008), who argue that the question must be seen 
through the integrated nature of the relation between Canada and the US, especially the exten-
sive history of military and defence co-operation. Furthermore, American hegemony and mili-
tary practices were integrated so that it became an instrumental and persuasive power of its 
own. But the invasion of Iraq stepped outside of this integrated relation and practice. That is 
why Canada did not participate in the war. Other works like those of John Herd Thompson 
(2003) and Andrew Richter (2005), discuss the lack of co-operation in relation to the notion 
that Canada could not go against the ideal multilateralism which it had tried to attain since 
World War II. Finally, Rick Fawn (2008) argues that Canada’s decision lacked coherency and 
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sufficient grounding in Canadian foreign tradition. Furthermore, that the decision was belated 
and not constrained by either the public opinion or the pressure of the US.  

This essay will, in contrast to previous attempts, discuss the question of why Canada did 
not participate in the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 from a post-structuralist perspective. How-
ever, the essay does not aim to give a conclusive answer to the question “why”. Instead, it will 
argue that our comprehension of the question “why” needs to be understood from how Can-
ada interrelates to the discourse of the Global North as well as the discourse formed in the 
United States after 9/11. Furthermore, the question of “why” must be understood through the 
concepts of genealogy, identity and governmentality. First, the post-structural perspectives’ 
ontological base will be explained and the concept of discourse defined. This theoretical 
background will be followed by three parts; each will discuss Canada’s action and role in the 
international arena through the concepts of genealogy, identity and governmentality.     
 
Post-structuralism  

Post-structuralism, also referred as post-modernism or deconstructivism, is a theory that 
has many different names and theorists have argued the merits of each (Devetak, 2005: 161). 
This essay will use post-structuralism as a synonym for all the different names and, therefore, 
not exclude varieties of the theory. It is, however, not that simple to refer to it as a theory ei-
ther. David Campbell (2007: 206) writes that post-structuralism should be perceived as a 
critical approach rather than a theory in the classical sense. Regardless if it is referred to as a 
theory or not, Campbell argues that the critical approach is the common and key denominator. 
To fully understand the post-structural critique, it is necessary to explain its ontological and 
epistemological base. Classic theories in the area of International Relations, such as realism 
and liberalism, use positivist understandings of the world and what constitutes knowledge. 
Positivist understanding means that there is an external world that is possible to measure and 
assign value to. The critique to this viewpoint is post-positivist which understands that there is 
an external world, but that there is no objective truth. Instead, what is important is the subjec-
tive understanding of the object (Campbell, 2007: 208-09).  

When something is subjective, language plays a central role because it is through lan-
guage that the object can be described and understood. In post-structuralism the concept of 
discourse is used to explain this relation between language and the actual meaning of objects 
and how discourses socially construct and constitute our world.  

 
Discourse is socially constituted as well as socially conditioned — 
it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identi-
ties of and relationships between people and groups of people. 
(Wodak, 1996: 15)  

 
However, Linguistic professor Norman Fairclough (1992: 4) writes in his book Discourse and 
Social Change that the concept of discourse is used differently between academic disciplines. 
He suggests that the linguistic uses are narrow and that they can be used in positivist ways, 
but the concept of discourse is also used by social theorists in the form of a broader concept 
which focuses not only on a text as written word, but extends it to encapsulate all kinds of 
interactions. In this essay, discourse will be discussed as a broader concept. 

Due to the fact that the following discussion mainly is based on Foucauldian theory, it is 
necessary to mention that Michel Foucault (1977) related discourse to power and knowledge. 
The way in which power controls discourse sets limits on what can be said and what cannot. 
Power is also connected to knowledge in that it both controls what constitutes knowledge and 
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that knowledge controls power. The relationship between power and knowledge will be dis-
cussed further under the concept of identity. 
 
Genealogy 

According to Devetak (2005: 163, the concept of genealogy is best known from 
Fredrich Nietzcshe’s book On the Genealogy of Morality from 1887. However, Roland 
Bleiker’s explanation of genealogy is best suited for the purpose of this essay. As such, gene-
alogy “[focuses] on the process by which we have constructed origins and given meaning to 
particular representations of the past, representations continuously guide our daily lives and 
set clear limits to political and social options” (Bleiker, 2000:25). 

In other words, this means is that discourses are formed of their pasts and act as frame-
works in which we can act. Foucault uses the word domination and imposition, insisting that a 
dominating discourse does not have one single history; instead, it is composed of a variety of 
histories that have melted together (Devetak, 2005: 163). This argument is clearly distinct 
from the constructivist theory, which would argue that there is one history that can be exam-
ined and a causality line proven (Fierke, 2007). 

The concept of genealogy can explain Canada’s reaction to 9/11 and its participation of 
the US’ invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. Research on the effects of 9/11 from the perspective 
of genealogy can roughly be summarized to conclude that the discourse of 9/11 shaped a 
framework that made the war possible (Campbell, 2002: 18; Edkins, 2002: 245-6, Zehfuss, 
2003). Cynthia Weber (2002) provides an example of the similarities to the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor 1941. However, this research is focused on the US, but as Vucetic (2006) and 
Charbonneau and Cox (2008) agree, there is a considerable bond between Canada and the US 
when it comes to identity and integration on an institutional level. 

The integrated relationship and the long history of co-operation should therefore have 
formed a discourse that led Canada into the war against Iraq in 2003. However, this did not 
happen and the conclusion is that Canada cannot be examined through the perspective of a 
single North American discourse. It is not possible to talk about a single hegemony discourse 
for the global north or the western world. Dirk Nabers (2006) writes, in his article Culture and 
Collective Action, that Germany also did not join the war against Iraq in 2003, even though 
they were a member of NATO and considered to be a country of the global north. 

Nabers (2006: 230) argues that one of the reasons behind Germany’s decision to not 
join the war lies in their history of multilateralism and their commitment to the rule of interna-
tional law under the United Nations (UN). In other words, Germany’s refusal to join forces 
can be attributed to the US’ failure to get support in the UN, as well because the war did not 
fit into the framework of German discourse. A similar argument is also possible in Canada’s 
case. According to the work of John Herd Thompson (2003) and Andrew Richter (2005) there 
is a Canadian tradition of multilateralism and support for decisions made by the UN. Canada 
has, for example, on several occasions supported UN peacekeeping missions with troops 
(Charbonneau and Cox, 2008: 315). 

Canada has exhibited both a strong history of co-operation with the US and with com-
mitments to multilateralism. Here a simple conclusion can be drawn: that these two discourses 
stand against each other and that the reason Canada did not join the war against Iraq in 2003 
is because the multilateralism discourse was the hegemonic discourse. However, this conclu-
sion is vague and it fails to answer why the hegemony discourse changed. Therefore, this es-
say will continue to discuss the question of “why” using the concepts of identity and between 
power and knowledge relationships. 
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Identity 
Before discussing the concept of Identity, it is once again necessary to mention Fou-

cault’s concept of power-knowledge. Basically, this contention involves the relationship be-
tween how power forms knowledge and how knowledge constitutes power. This concept is 
crucial for the understanding of how discourse can obtain a position of hegemony and also 
constitute hegemony.  

Vucetic (2006) has made the most extensive attempt to empirically isolate a Canadian 
identity which could explain why they did not join the war. Vucetic’s research is based pri-
marily on popular texts. In his later dissertation from 2009, he argues that domestic identity 
shapes the foreign policy and limits what the state can do, or cannot do, when it comes to co-
operation with other states. However, Vucetic’s research does not explain how discourses 
change.    

Nabers (2006) discusses in the Germany example, that the attack on 9/11 was an attack 
on the western ideals of freedom and democracy upon which western identities rely upon. The 
subsequent war on terror can therefore be understood as a response to that threat. As Nabers’ 
argues, Germany did not feel threatened by Iraq and there was no discourse that could support 
the war. Identity in this case can be understood as a definition between “us and them” and 
how “they”, in discourse, can turn into something threatening and dangerous (Devetek, 2005). 
It is possible to argue that Canadian identity, similar to German, did felt threatened by the 
attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. However, in the case of Iraq there was no 
longer a clear threat. In terms of power-knowledge it can be understood that the knowledge of 
the Iraq situation limited the power of the discourse formed by the US. Thus, power-
knowledge works both ways. It can be argued that the US failed to promote a hegemonic dis-
course. The central aspects of this argument will be continued below and through a discussion 
of the concept of govermentality. 
 
Governmentality 

Governmentality is another concept of Foucault. It was introduced in his book series 
The History of Sexuality (1976-84). Foucault criticizes the idea that the state was in essence of 
its own and that it controlled its citizens. Instead, he argued that power and knowledge could 
produce discourses that led to a form of social control; that the citizens actually govern them-
selves. Foucault also uses the concept of bio-power: techniques or knowledge that controls 
groups of people; these techniques can take different shapes and have changed throughout the 
history. Some examples of forms in the contemporary world are the state, various intuitions, 
the free market, or various disciplines of science (Jaeger, 2008: 591-4; Bennett, 2003: 53-6; 
Foucault, 1982).  

Governmentality is often referred to how citizens within the state become controlled or 
how they control themselves. However, Hans Martin Jaeger (2008) uses the concept in his 
article ‘World Opinion’ and the Founding of the UN to explain how discourse can form inter-
national politics, more specifically how world opinion has been used in the formation of UN.  

 
In the context of the emerging United Nations, ‘world opinion’ op-
erated as a discursive frame for governing international security, 
welfare, trusteeship, human rights, and education. In all of these, 
‘world opinion’ took on distinctly ‘governmental’ qualities in Fou-
cault’s sense of the term. (Jaeger, 2008: 608)   
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Jaegers final conclusion is that the discourse of world opinion might not stop armed conflicts. 
Nevertheless, world opinion can still be used as a discourse “as a medium, which […] might 
contribute to shaping contemporary international governance” (2008: 610).  

Zehfuss (2003: 524) makes a similar argument in discussing the way in which the US 
has used 9/11, or the memory of it, as a means to justify and get support for an international 
war and also to enact domestic laws concerning surveillance and security. These laws and 
restrictions of personal freedom would have been unthinkable in a pre-9/11 world. Zehfuss 
also demonstrates, with examples from Germany, how the same discourse was used by the 
German government to enact anti terror laws (2003: 516-7). 

The US may have been able to shape a form of international governance in the early 
stage of the war against terror. But as shown by both Nabers (2005) and Zehfuss (2003) with 
the case of Germany and with the Canadian case, the US did not manage to uphold a 
hegemonic discourse.  
 
Conclusion  

This essay has, from a post-structuralist perspective, discussed the question of why 
Canada chose not to join the US war against Iraq in 2003.  By discussing and examining it 
through the concepts of genealogy, identity and governance, this essay argued that the ques-
tion of “why” cannot be understood through a single answer. Instead, it must be understood 
through a discourse formed by the US that aimed for international governance and how this 
discourse related and worked together with a Canadian identity and genealogy.   

Throughout history, Canada has had both an integrated relationship with the US and a 
commitment to multilateral co-operations like the UN. It can therefore support theories that 
argue that the answer to why Canada chose not to join the war can be found in its identity or 
in its genealogy. However, the problem is in explaining how and why the discourse changed 
during the period between the Afghanistan war in 2001 and the Iraq war in 2003. The ques-
tion of why cannot be answered only by examining Canada per se. 

The key is to understanding the question through the concept of governmentality and 
how the US failed to uphold a hegemonic discourse that produced and reproduced a form of 
international governance. As proposed through the works of Jaeger, Nabers and Zehfuss , the 
discourse used by the US did not have enough power to limit Canada’s framework, wherein 
they could act. The threat to Canada’s identity as a free and democratic society was a result of 
the 9/11 attack and could not be reproduced to justify the war against Iraq in 2003. 

In a continuance of this essay, it would be interesting to do a full scale genealogical dis-
course analysis, because it would further aid our understanding of the Canadian discourse and 
how it struggled against the discourse constructed by the US after 9/11.          
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