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Assess Lester B. Pearson’s 
impact in the direction and 
substance of Canadian foreign 
policy. Is it possible to identify a 
“Pearsonian” tradition?



 “Mike” Pearson (1897-1972)
 Son of a Methodist parson, had a charming personality 
 Studied history @ U of T (BA 1919)
 Oxford fellowship >> History Prof @ U of T
 Joined the DEA & quickly promoted...
 1935: Served in London as first @Canadian High Commission 
 1945: Canadian ambassador to the United States & went to 

the founding conference of the UN @San Francisco.
 1946: Under-Secretary of the DEA
 1948: Minister of External Affairs & M.P. 
 1952: President of the UN General Assembly 
 1956: Suez Crisis & Proposal for UN Peacekeeping Force
 1957: Nobel Peace Prize  
 1963–66: Prime Minister of Canada 
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 Pearson’s proposal is unanimously passed for 
the Emergency UN Force to secure and 
supervise the cessation of hostilities (Nov 4, 
1956)

 A formal ceasefire announced 2 days later, 
despite Nasser’s protest that Canada’s 
uniform resembled British uniforms

 Canada sent its supply, transport and troops 
and contributed to UNEF for the next 11 years! 

 Pearson received a Nobel Peace Prize in Oct 
1957 for his leadership in the Suez crisis

 UNEF: the birth of modern peacekeeping! 



 Not all Canadians are happy that Pearson went 
after the British plan 

 St. Laurent in the parliament: “The era when the 
supermen of Europe could govern the whole 
world has and is coming pretty close to an end” 
>> offended Canada’s British-born population 
and fuelled greater speculation that Canada had 
sold Britain out to American interests 

 St. Laurent was right but not all Canadians 
agreed with him and there would be political 
consequences 



 Ill-fated attempt of the British and the French to re-
assert themselves as imperial powers by retaking    
the Suez Canal. 

 The master plan was for the Israelis to attack Egypt; 
then the British and the French would issue an 
ultimatum saying that they were going in to 
separate the combatants. 

 No one believed that the new British PM, Anthony 
Eden, of all people, could have been associated                 
with such a scheme! 

 End of empire for Britain & France; Pearson** 
 Canada’s new identity & birth of the UNPKO! 





 The Liberals of 1963: self-
conscious inheritors of a 
distinguished past

 External Affairs: Paul Martin Sr. 
 Defence: Paul Hellyer
 General belief: Canada should 

remain committed to the western 
camp and strengthen Western 
alliance 

 Pearson-JFK visit in 1963: not the 
first, but the most successful one 
btw Cdn PM & US President in 
many years. 

Pearson, and three of his cabinet 
ministers who later became 
Prime Ministers. From left to 
right, Pierre Trudeau, John 
Turner, Jean Chrétien





 President Kennedy assassinated...Pearson’s 
next visit to the US >> funeral for JFK 

 Lyndon B. Johnson & Pearson would meet 
frequently in the years to come, but the 
relationship was never as warm as with JFK

 Far from having an assured seat at the table, 
Canada was beginning to scramble to make 
its voice heard at all. >> a “search” for 
Canada’s role in international affairs...!





 The world came very close to a nuclear war in ‘62
 Both sides of the Cold War accumulated more 

weapons, strengthened their forces, etc. 
 Canada not very important in the Cuban Missile 

Crisis >> if we could not exercise much influence, 
Canada should work on easing tensions

 Disappearance of the British Empire 
 Vietnam preoccupied the US 65-75
 Arab-Israeli conflict of 1967
 Pearson believed in the importance of the UN 
 Canada was still active with the UNPKO (ie. Cyprus 

in 1964) but there were critical voices/skepticisms



 universal health care
 the Canada Pension Plan, 
 Canada Student Loans, 
 a new national flag, 

the Maple Leaf flag. 
 the 40-hour work week, two 

weeks vacation time, and a 
new minimum wage.

 Royal Commission on the 
Status of Women &Royal 
Commission on Bilingualism 
and Biculturalism



 The Auto Pact
 Hellyer & Unification of Canadian 

Forces
 Defence White Paper
 NATO & the Harmel Report 
 Changes in the DEA



 12 January 1963
 “Today, with nuclear power balanced uneasily 

between two great blocs, each capable of 
destroying the other, the only defence is a 
constructive and enduring peace.”

 “You cannot win a nuclear war...therefore, 
defence policy must be designed to prevent 
it...The first aim of defence policy therefore is 
the preservation of peace, the prevention of 
war.”



1) Defence policy must be a part of our 
foreign policy and that of our allies (nuclear 
disarmament, cooperation, promotion of 
freedom and human welfare)

2) Defence policy should not hinder or 
minimize Canada’s influence at the UN or 
in other councils

3) We must take all necessary steps to 
protect our territory 



4) Canada’s defence policy should be geared to its 
industrial structure. Our financial resources are 
limited and we should spend our defence dollars 
sensibly and economically, on things that are 
strategically beneficial for Canada
5) Canada must continue the closest possible 
cooperation with the US and friends in NATO
6) Our defence forces must be ready to assume 
responsibilities, especially the UN PKO efforts
7)The three Canadian forces should be fully 
integrated for maximum efficiency and economy, 
both in operation and administration



 a conditional free-trade 
agreement 

 signed by Canada and the US in 
January 1965 to create a single 
North American market for 
passenger cars, trucks, buses, 
tires and automotive parts

 Unemployment in Canada fell to 
its lowest rate in over a decade



 Paul Hellyer, Defence Minister
 Came into office in 1963 
 Determined to unify Canadian 

Forces & increase efficiency while 
saving costs

 “Unification...essentially a single 
force, with one name, one 
uniform, one set of rank 
designations and one career 
management policy.”

 => despite resistance, came into 
effect on 1 April 1968



 Hellyer proposed the establishment of an 
“intervention force” capable of operating 
anywhere

 Turning the military away from its fixation on 
the war against Soviet Union in Europe and 
towards a new focus on flexibility, mobility 
and firepower 

 Peacekeeping still a priority but with hard-
hitting force that can travel by air, sea or land 
with real capability 



 69: Canada reduced its armed forces, ½  of 
troops in Europe, the govt delayed acquiring 
new weapons

 Defence cuts: under the assumption that there 
will be a reduction in tensions btw East and 
West

 Canadian troops in Europe moved from the 
British command to the US command; 
weakening of Canadian garrison in Europe not 
welcomed by the NATO command



 1963: Canada still maintained a brigade group 
and an air division in Europe; contributed ships 
to anti-submarine activity in the North Atlantic

 Pearson pulled Canada out of its nuclear 
commitments and also decreased NATO 
commitments (66: French pulled out)

 Soul-searching about NATO’s relevance
 Belgian Foreign Minister Pierre Harmel

established a study group 
 The Harmel report concluded that the Alliance 

could and should pursue détente with the 
USSR >> better PR, Canada stayed with NATO



 Feb 1964: Marcel Cadieux replaced Norman 
Robertson as Under-Secretary

 French-Canadian, sound legal mind
 Fought for the rights of francophones, 

bilingualism and biculturalism
 Foreign aid to la francophonie expanded 

dramatically under Cadieux, from $300,000 
per year in 1963 to over $4 million in 1968



 After Pearson’s retirement, 70% of people 
asked to state what he had accomplished 
could not think of a single thing

 Relationship with the U.S. dominate the 
period >> Canada largely stays out of Vietnam

 Pearson’s Temple speech infuriated LBJ 
 Rise of nationalism in Canada 
 Canada in the 1960s was not the Canada in its 

golden age of diplomacy in the late 40s-50s. 





 Draw a balance sheet on Lester B. Pearson as 
our external affairs minister and our prime 
minister.  Would you agree with Andrew 
Cohen that “Pearson is responsible for 
entrenching many of the basic tenets of 
modern Canadianness”?

 Key terms: Auto Pact, Hellyer, Harmel
Report, “Quiet diplomacy” 




