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A multinational state is generally defined as a sovereign country made up two or more nations. How those nations may be defined include consideration for how different the respective peoples are, how much/little they identify with one another, how large a portion of the overall population they account for, and how concentrated they are in a given area. But this in neither an exhaustive nor definitive set of determinants. There remains room for debate. And so, while Canada is a multicultural and officially bilingual country, is it a multinational state? Canada as a multicultural country is a reflection of both the relatively receptive stance on immigration that Canada’s governments have taken throughout most of its history, and the freedom that immigrants have been granted to continue to practice their own customs and beliefs once they have settled here. While other countries, including Canada’s closest neighbour the United States, encourage or expect assimilation, Canada’s more laissez-faire tolerance has resulted in the hyphenated identification of its citizens: English-Canadians, French-Canadians, Chinese-Canadians, Indo-Canadians, and so on. But having the fabric of one’s country defined more as a quilt than a blended cloth does not make it multinational. A multinational state almost de facto encompasses different ethnicities and languages, but the bigger determinant would seem to be more political in nature – something that allows the nations that comprise the state to stand apart.


Making this assessment in Canada’s case begins with a look at its roots; before Canada was even Canada. By the middle of the 1700s, in what is today the St Lawrence River region of Ontario, Quebec and the Maritimes, there were two European powers with far-reaching, long-standing and deeply-committed presence: the British and the French. After decades/centuries of conflict over which nation would rule the new land, the British proved victorious. But victory brought a new, very real, challenge: How to govern a sizeable disenfranchised French population? Expecting them to abandon heritage and suppress inherent loyalty was determined to have, not only a low probability of success, but enforcing ‘anglo-fication’ would most certainly give eventual rise to insurrection and a renewal of hostilities. Instead, the British elected to allow their French subjects significant latitude to carry on as before with their language, religion, dress, and other defining traits and traditions. Not only did this represent the first patch in Canada’s multicultural quilt, but it could be argued was the cornerstone in Canada’s foundation as a multinational state. Whether this was the intention at the time, it is not without precedent or parallel for the British. The United Kingdom, itself is often held up as a prototypical multinational state. Comprised of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, each of these nations have their own geographic boundaries within the UK, and each have distinct institutions of varying autonomy. While the differences in its peoples and their traditions make it multicultural, and their different tongues spoken make it multi-lingual, it is the degree of governance that they enjoy separate from the UK legislature that defines it as a multinational state.


The comparisons to the French situation within Canada are many. The history between England and the other three nations of the UK has been similarly marked by war and friction. The primary distinction may be that Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were, to varying degrees, already separate political entities at the times they were assumed into Great Britain or the United Kingdom. By contrast, the French began as a people with distinct cultural characteristics within Canada at its inception and, over the course of time, have added distinctive political structure and tangibility. Today, to the extent the French within Canada were to be considered a nation, the Province of Quebec would be its geographic and political embodiment; just as the four nations of the UK each have their respective territorial boundaries and national assemblies/administrations.


Internationally, Quebec is a member equal to Canada in global French organizations such as La Francophonie. Whereas, England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland each field their own ‘national teams’ for various international sporting competitions. But, perhaps it is Quebec’s aspirations that best make the case for it to be seen as a nation and, in turn, Canada a multinational state. Like Scotland, Quebec’s sense of nationality is deeply felt. And also like Scotland with respect to the UK, for many in Quebec full secession from Canada is their ultimate desire. A separatist movement has been palpable in the Province for the past 50 years, sometimes more passionately evident than others but never fully dissipated. Under the political leadership of the Parti Québécois, separatist feelings are stoked and kept alive, and, in 1995, almost prove successful – with a referendum on secession being narrowly defeated 50.6% to 49.4%. (Ironically, while achievement of independence would unequivocally define Quebec as a nation, it would simultaneously render Canada a non-multinational state.)Over the past 35 years, since enactment of Canada’s Constitution, a continuing sore point for Quebec has been its inability to have the Province formally recognised as a “distinct society”. While there are other parts of the Act that indicate Quebec’s distinctiveness, an impasse remains with the other provinces and the federal government on clearly defining Quebec’s uniqueness – and so, Quebec remains the only province not to have endorsed the Act.


Resolving this issue might eliminate any question about Canada being a multinational state -- with Quebec as a French nation and the rest of country an essentially English one. However, even without this legal formality, I believe the character of Canada, and the dynamic of English and French Canada within it, are evidence enough. Underscoring this point, the federal House of Commons has acknowledged Quebec’s differentiated place within Canada by formalising the country’s French-English bilingualism and supporting a bill that states “this House recognises that the Québécois form a nation within a united Canada”.
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