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Review by Andrew Burtch, Canadian War Museum 

n his 2016 article, Michael Carroll, professor at MacEwan University, turns a critical eye to the origins 
and effects of the ‘peacekeeping myth,’ a theme he first alluded to in his very fine 2010 book Pearson’s 
Peacekeepers, which was itself a detailed examination of the politics, military history, and economics of 

Canada’s supposedly nation-defining participation in the United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF).1 His re-
examination of what peacekeeping means for Canada is timely. Canada’s six-month old Liberal government is 
presently engaged in the first defence review in a generation; this comes on the heels of the 2015 electoral 
campaign in which ending the aerial component of the mission against the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL) and re-engagement with the United Nations (UN) and resumption of “traditional peacekeeping 
roles” formed part of the Liberal Party platform.2 

As Carroll ably points out, there was nothing innately ‘Canadian’ about peacekeeping as a military endeavour, 
nor was Canada’s role in shaping UN missions by any means predestined. Canadians, he argues, perceive UN 
peacekeeping through the lens of a national myth, a fiction built around a kernel of truth that distorts 
Canada’s past accomplishments and unjustifiably raises expectations about what Canada may achieve in 
shaping future world affairs through the UN (169). The myth, so it goes, is that Canada ‘invented’ 
peacekeeping in 1956 in response to the Suez Crisis, that Canadians, allegedly more peace-loving than their 
American neighbours, acted out of altruism, and that the default mode of Canadian Armed Forces personnel 
is ‘peacekeeper’ and not ‘warrior.’ Carroll demonstrates how Canadian politicians have historically propagated 

                                                      
1 Michael Carroll, Pearson’s Peacekeepers: Canada and the United Nations Emergency Force, 1956-1967 

(Vancouver and Toronto: University of British Columbia Press, 2009), 182-183. 

2 Murray Brewster, “Libs launch review to decide future size and shape of Canada’s military”, Canadian Press, 6 
April 2016. http://www.nationalnewswatch.com/2016/04/06/libs-launch-review-to-decide-future-size-and-shape-of-
canadas-military/ (last accessed 6 May 2015).  
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the myth, citing former Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s famous quip in response to questions about support 
to the 1999 East Timor mission: “We are always there, just like the Boy Scouts” (167).   

Carroll’s article succinctly dismantles notions about Canada or Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson having 
‘invented’ peacekeeping. Indeed, he explains Canada’s initial aversion to committing to early UN observer 
missions in Palestine and Kashmir, as well as the distaste military professionals showed for unarmed observer 
missions when they could be training to ply their trade against the Soviet Union. (169) He also shows how 
Pearson’s role in UNEF consisted largely of being in the right place in the right time, thereby enabling 
Canadian diplomacy to simultaneously prevent escalation of a regional war, serve Canada’s interests, and 
preserve a vital alliance. Initial domestic Canadian response to UNEF was anything but laudatory, as 
opposition critics and op-ed pages painted the UNEF deal as a betrayal of the United Kingdom (170-171). 
National interest, not altruism, motivated Canada in 1956 and since. Carroll also explains how the human 
toll of peacekeeping mounted through the years of the Cold War, and how in the 1990s, UN peacekeepers 
were unable, and their national governments largely unwilling, to stem the horrors of ethnic cleansing and 
genocide in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, amid other crises that accompanied the explosion of UN 
operations in the 1990s (172). Notwithstanding such failures, UN missions have generally fulfilled their 
purpose of mitigating conflict; however, as Carroll argues: “the absence of war is not peace, and the absence of 
peace is often interpreted as failure” (173). The debacles of the post-Cold War period, along with a growing 
focus on peacemaking and, after 2001, warfighting, led the Canadian government, beginning in 2006, to turn 
away from supporting UN missions in favour of more decisive military operations such as the 1999 Kosovo 
mission and later Afghanistan, with the attending post-2006 description of Canada as a nation of warriors. 

The continuing popularity of peacekeeping is widely acknowledged, but there is not yet a substantial 
literature that explains precisely how it came to be integrated into the national psyche. This may account for 
why Carroll’s article does not address how the myth took hold. There are some compelling explanations for 
why the myth formed in the first place, if for no other reason than it appears to have been one of the few 
defence issues during the Cold War on which Canadians could generally agree amid the controversies 
surrounding North American air defence, weapons testing, and support for the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization. As Harald von Riekhoff put it in 1982: 

Peacekeeping might perhaps furnish the requisite “valium” function enabling us to 
live through the frustrations and failures that I envisage, in part at least, in the context 
of other Canadian defence roles. Peacekeeping has … fitted Canada’s aspired role as 
a responsible, major international actor, operating independently from the US, 
though generally in harmony with US security interests. The peacekeeping role has 
found international acclaim; it has been domestically popular. … And… it has been 
cheap.3  

Participation paid off, in other words. Though Pearson, not Canada, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for 
his role at Suez, many Canadians still confuse the two (170). In 1988, when the Nobel Prize was awarded to 

                                                      
3 John H. Sigler, ed. Carleton International Proceedings. International Peace-keeping in the Eighties: Global 

Outlook and Canadian Priorities (Ottawa: Norman Paterson School of International Affairs, 1982), 33-34. 
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all ‘United Nations Peacekeepers’, some in Canada thought the award was really for Canadian peacekeepers.4 
In addition to the international recognition that peacekeeping conferred, the enduring popularity of the myth 
seems linked to the relatively small human and financial costs associated with Canada’s participation in many 
of the longstanding ‘traditional’ peacekeeping missions such as Cyprus.  

Albert Legault, reflecting in 1999 on the tenacity of Canada’s attitudes towards peacekeeping, suggested both 
the reasons for Canada’s affinity for peacekeeping and why attitudes began to change at the end of the 
century: “Between 1945 and 1990, UN missions were undertaken at low cost and involved few dangers, and 
thus offered more advantages than disadvantages. However, changes after 1990 would deeply affect attitudes 
in Canada, and serve to challenge the emotional commitment of the past.”5 Given the apparent fecklessness of 
the UN in the former Yugoslavia, with its confusing rules of engagement and the humiliation of Canadian 
soldiers taken hostage as human shields, it is little surprise that a body of veterans and military observers 
rejected the ‘peacekeeping myth,’ especially as the proceedings of the Somalia Commission overshadowed 
Canadian military’s accomplishments during this period. Coupled with the call to action after 2001, these 
developments may explain why Canada, if not Canadian public sentiment, turned away from the United 
Nations. 

Carroll points out that the foreign and domestic policy proclamations of former Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper’s government may have had an impact on its international affairs, such as the unsuccessful bid for a 
seat on the UN Security Council (175). However, I wonder if too much emphasis is placed on the 
Conservative government’s foreign policy when many of the major changes in the structure of Canada’s 
support for overseas missions took place in 2002-2005, when major Canadian presence in the former 
Yugoslavia was wound down and the Afghanistan mission in Kandahar began. It is worth recalling that the 
2005 Kandahar mission was preceded with a heavily reported public relations campaign, where Liberal 
defence minister Bill Graham and Chief of Defence Staff General Rick Hillier made clear that the mission to 
come would involve combat and casualties, not peacekeeping.6 The new Conservative government inherited 
the mission and the rhetoric, and Prime Minister Stephen Harper strongly endorsed Canada’s contribution to 
the war during a surprise March 2006 Afghanistan visit, where he proclaimed to applause: “There will be 
some who want to cut and run, but cutting and running is not my way and not the Canadian way.”7  
Privately however, the government was concerned that the war’s unpopularity would overwhelm its domestic 

                                                      
4 The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s Front Page Challenge dreamed up the headline “Canada’s gentle 

warriors win Nobel Peace Prize” to accompany the news. Joanna Calder. “Peacekeeping ‘challenge.’” Sentinel Magazine 
25/1 (January 1989), 13. 

5 Albert Legault and Manon Tessier, Canada and Peacekeeping: Three Major Debates, Translated by George 
Tombs (Toronto: The Canadian Peacekeeping Press), 72. 

6 “From peacekeepers to Taliban hunters,” Ottawa Citizen, 25 March 2006. 

7 “Canada committed to Afghan mission, Harper tells troops,” CBC News. 13 March 2006. 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/canada-committed-to-afghan-mission-harper-tells-troops-1.573722   
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agenda.8 Amid mounting casualties and questions about exit strategies for Afghanistan, it is unsurprising that 
some Canadians waxed nostalgically and ahistorically for the simpler days of peacekeeping.  

When situated amid the broader historiography about Canada’s attitudes about peacekeeping, Carroll’s article 
treads familiar ground. Critical examinations of Canada’s nationalist peacekeeping myth are longstanding; 
among them is historian Sean Maloney’s influential 2002 work which clearly linked Canada’s participation in 
overseas missions to national interests and the NATO alliance, rather than an expression of national 
character.9  The views of Maloney and others, including distinguished former peacekeepers such as Lewis 
Mackenzie and Roméo Dallaire helped inform the public debate that followed the 2006 Afghanistan 
deployment, particularly among veterans and other observers who embraced the return to an ‘active’ 
warfighting role after the UN deployments of the 1990s.10 In ‘branding’ Canada’s efforts in Afghanistan and 
in the tone of its pronouncements, the Conservative government found support from this community of 
veterans, as Carroll notes (175). Those writing in favour of greater UN involvement include historians of 
peacekeeping such as Walter Dorn, who lamented the creation of a ‘single-mission’ military defined by its 
supporting role in Afghanistan, and argued for the maintenance of a distinct Canadian contribution to UN 
missions even as the political appetite for such missions diminished.11 The debate over peacekeeping, and 
government and popular pronouncements about Canada as a ‘warrior nation’ also sparked a critical response 
from observers such as Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, who turned a critical eye towards Canadian peacekeeping 
as an extension of Western imperialism during the Cold War. To the revisionist school, “Canada’s activity in 
Vietnam, Congo, and Cyprus was in effect not a peaceable alternative to Cold War bullying, but rather its 
complement. To the outright [U.S.] coercion … Canada would add the more consensual politics of 
investigation, invigilation, and mediation.”12  

Against this backdrop of heated debate over history and its recent uses, Carroll’s key contribution in his article 
is to offer a synthesis – not to suggest that UN peacekeeping was an aberration in Canadian military and 

                                                      
8 Murray Brewster, The Savage War: The Untold Battles of Afghanistan (Mississauga: Wiley and Sons, 2011), 84-

85. 

9 Sean Maloney, Canada and UN Peacekeeping: Cold War by Other Means, 1945-1970 (St. Catharines: Vanwell 
Publishing, 2002), 245-246. Maloney’s work encapsulates the perspective of the ‘realist’ school in discussing the role of 
peacekeeping in Canadian military history. 

10 See, for example: Dan Gardner, “The Peacekeeping Myth”, Dangardner.ca. 14 July 2006; Michael Valpy, 
“The myth of Canada as global peacekeeper”, The Globe and Mail, 28 February 2007.  More recently, Michael Cessford 
offers a useful summary of the impact of these UN missions on the generation of officers who assumed senior roles in the 
CAF leadership during the Afghanistan war in “Canada and Contemporary Peacekeeping Operations,” Conference of 
Defence Associations Institute Blog: The Forum, 2 February 2016. https://www.cdainstitute.ca/en/blog/entry/canada-and-
contemporary-peacekeeping-operations  

11 For a more recent summary of his argument, see Walter Dorn, “The UN at 70: A return of Canada, the 
Peacekeeper,” Open Canada, 23 October 2015. http://www.walterdorn.net/pdf/UN-at-70_Return-of-Canada-the-
Peacekeeper_Dorn_OpenCanada_Oct2015.pdf 

12 Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, Warrior Nation: Rebranding Canada in an Age of Anxiety (Toronto: Between the 
Lines, 2012), 174-175. 

https://www.cdainstitute.ca/en/blog/entry/canada-and-contemporary-peacekeeping-operations
https://www.cdainstitute.ca/en/blog/entry/canada-and-contemporary-peacekeeping-operations
http://www.walterdorn.net/pdf/UN-at-70_Return-of-Canada-the-Peacekeeper_Dorn_OpenCanada_Oct2015.pdf
http://www.walterdorn.net/pdf/UN-at-70_Return-of-Canada-the-Peacekeeper_Dorn_OpenCanada_Oct2015.pdf
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foreign policy history best forgotten, as some critiques of the myth would ask, nor to embrace the myth of 
peacekeeping. In short, neither the image of the “noble peacekeeper or the courageous warrior” are 
particularly useful in understanding, let alone resolving, Canada’s present security concerns (175). Instead, 
Carroll points to the historic importance of the Canadian Armed Forces in the foreign policy toolkit in both 
peace and war, and the empirically proven success of past peacekeeping efforts in limiting war’s costs. As the 
Canadian government of the day ponders the nature of Canada’s future defence efforts, Carroll’s article is a 
welcome addition to an ongoing discussion about foreign policy and international military engagement.    
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