
CANADA AND CAIRO: WHAT INFLUENCE? 

What’s all the cheering about? Yes, it was heartening to see the crowds of young and old 
Egyptians in Cairo demonstrating more or less peacefully in recent weeks, while the army stood 
by, its arms folded. Yes, it is always wonderful to see a despot — and he was no benevolent 
one — like Hosni Mubarak toppled. 

But what is next? The assumption in the Canadian media, just as much as on the streets of 
Cairo, seems to be that democracy will inevitably follow. Perhaps. Democracy is always a good 
thing, but unfortunately there is absolutely no guarantee that anything approximating democracy 
will flow from these events. 

We need to remember that it was the Egyptian military that took over from Mubarak, and these 
men are a collection of faceless generals all interested in protecting their stolen wealth and 
acquired perks. In the background lurk even hungrier colonels, eager for their turn at the trough. 
And in the anterooms waits the Muslim Brotherhood, the only organized political grouping in 
Egypt, one that has hitherto been outlawed but semi-tolerated. Its credo is Islamist, anti-Semitic, 
and bitterly anti-Israeli. 

And just offstage, cheering on the development of as much chaos as possible, sit the ayatollahs 
of Iran, seeing the opportunity to spread their anti-Americanism and enmity to the “Zionist 
entity.” 

So what should the Canadian position in all this be? The Harper government had it exactly right 
during the demonstrations: stability was important and an orderly transition was critical. That still 
remains the correct position, despite what the Jeffrey Simpsons and Jim Traverses might write 
in their columns. The reality is that Canada has never had much influence in the Middle East, 
and such as it has today should be directed toward promoting stability. 

Some have blamed the Harper government’s pro-Israel policy for this lack of influence, a view 
that neglects history. Lester Pearson, the secretary of state for external affairs in the St. Laurent 
government, did win his Nobel Peace Prize for his role during the Suez Crisis in 1956, and Suez 
is definitely in Egypt. But what most Canadians have forgotten is that President Gamal Abdel 
Nasser initially refused to allow Canadian troops to participate in the United Nations Emergency 
Force that Pearson’s legerdemain at UN headquarters created. Canada was part of the British 
Commonwealth and part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and Britain and France had 
invaded Egypt. Moreover, the Canadian battalion assigned to UNEF, the Queen’s Own Rifles, 
wore British-pattern battle dress, carried British-style weapons, spoke English, and the Red 
Ensign they flew had the Union Jack in the corner. No wonder the Egyptians claimed that their 
troops could not distinguish them from the invaders. 

It took the intervention of Maj.-Gen. E.L.M. Burns, the Canadian commander of the UN’s Truce 
Supervision Organization on the Israeli-Arab borders and the just designated commander of 
UNEF, to produce some legerdemain of his own. UNEF had offers of sufficient infantry, he told 
Cairo, but it needed logistics if it were to function, something that only a few countries could 
supply. Canada could offer supply and transport units. Reluctantly, Nasser and company 
agreed, and Canada’s military honour — but not the political life of the St. Laurent government 
that promptly lost power to John Diefenbaker’s Tories — was saved. So much for Canadian 
influence in the Middle East. 



Also forgotten is that 10 years later, with the region again on the verge of war, Nasser 
peremptorily tossed the Canadians out of the UN Emergency Force, ordering them home just a 
few days before the Israelis smashed his own army for a third time in 20 years. Once again, 
Canada’s now-vaunted influence was in short supply. 

The reality is that Canada was and is a small-to-middling power, one that can only play an 
important role in global affairs in exceptional circumstances. Suez was one such circumstance; 
the Cairo demonstrations that brought Mubarak down were not. The commentariat might 
pretend that when Ottawa speaks the world listens, but it doesn’t really. In the circumstances, 
caution and appeals for stability from Canada were all that was needed and all that reasonably 
could be offered. 

Indeed, in the next few months as the prospect of democracy in Egypt wanes and the hard-eyed 
soldiers and Islamist zealots struggle for control, we may well come to wish that stability and 
order were in reach. 
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