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The road on which Canadian foreign policy travelled in the year 2010 was un-

doubtedly paved with good intentions but marred with potholes of embarrassment. From 

the highly securitized and excruciatingly expensive G8 and G20 meetings, to a failed bid 

for a seat on the United Nation’s Security Council, to a meltdown in diplomatic relations 

with the United Arab Emirates, it is fitting that 2010 was also the year for author Paul 

Heinbecker to publish his book Getting Back in the Game: A Foreign Policy Playbook for 

Canada.

At its core Getting Back in the Game is a comprehensive review and analysis 

of Canadian foreign policy from the past to the present and the trajectory it is on for the 

future. Of course, Canada is not alone in the world and Heinbecker summarizes the 

changing realities of the international community. Namely, our relationship with the United 

States; Canadian membership and participation in the United Nations and other inter-

national governance institutions; and the economic rise of Brazil, China, and India which 

suggests an emerging multipolar world. Heinbecker is confident that Canada can navi-

gate through these changing waters by remembering our past and walking tall into the 

future. The book aims to inspire Canadians to re-imagine the mechanisms for advancing 

Canadian values, namely, solidarity and diversity, in the international community through 

diplomacy and foreign policy. 

Canada is often believed to be punching below its weight on the world stage, a 

critique that is not entirely unwarranted. Criticism of successive Prime Ministers has been 

that they are committing Canada to a vow of silence on emerging international issues, at 
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best, or playing patsy to American interests, at worst. Getting Back in the Game confronts 

the critics who view Canada’s role in the international community as destined to playing 

“Robin” to America’s “Batman”—a position that is tempting during minority parliaments 

when bold actions abroad are suppressed for the sake of domestic political point-scoring 

(as though global crises will prorogue themselves until states get their houses in order).

The book is written for those who take particular interest in the subject of foreign 

policy and those who seek to learn more about how we arrived at our current position 

behind Portugal in the United Nations General Assembly. In critically assessing the 

strengths and weaknesses of past governments, Heinbecker approaches both Liberal 

and Conservative governments from a decidedly nonpartisan position. However, given 

the title, it is safe to say that the targeted readers are those who subscribe to Pearson-

ian liberal internationalism. This is reflected in many of his policy recommendations: from 

initiating an annual tripartite summit between the US, Canada and Mexico to facilitate 

greater North American diplomatic relations; to elevated emphasis of Canada’s member-

ship in the G20 and the importance it will play in future decision making. 

Foreign policy realists need not be surprised at his approval of Brian Mulroney’s 

central role in the creation of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, Chre-

tien’s decision to stay out of Iraq or Paul Martin’s push for the G20.  For all the emphasis 

placed on good relations with the United States that would appeal to Harper-era Con-

servatives, Heinbecker is clear in that engagement and cooperation within international 

governance institutions is the other half of a successful foreign policy.

In re-evaluating the state of Canada on the world stage Heinbecker believes 

there are two key lessons we should take from our past and apply to future foreign policy. 

First, in quoting former Prime Minister Joe Clark, Heinbecker views Canada-US relations 

and Canada-World relations as two sides of the same coin – having more influence in 

Washington pays off in advancing Canadian values abroad in forums such as the United 

Nations, World Economic Forum, G20, etc. And secondly, exercising independence 

on foreign policy issues involving armed conflict, human rights, and the environment is 

always an option for Canada. Moreover, the price for this independence is always afford-
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able if we believe in the values our nation was founded on.

With his finger firmly set on the pulse of the international community, a major 

strength of the book is the credibility Heinbecker’s authorship brings to the issue at hand 

as former Canadian Ambassador and Permanent Representative to the United Na-

tions and former Canadian Ambassador to Germany. It was through this experience that 

Heinbecker saw Canada accomplish a great deal internationally. While he concedes that 

Canada may not be the biggest player on the world stage we ought to recognize that “it is 

not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of fight in the dog”. 

While being astute as to the strengths and weaknesses of past foreign relations 

between Canada, the United States and the wider international community, Heinbecker 

perhaps places too much emphasis on the character of President Barack Obama to be 

able to lead a radical shift to towards a more cooperative and functionalist post-9/11 

world. Relying heavily on Obama’s The Audacity of Hope as insight into the White House, 

one wonders whether or not we have yet to see a new era of progressive American 

foreign policy. Moreover, the international community does not stand still and key recom-

mendations in the book are prefaced with assumptions —one of which was that Canada 

would secure a non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council. What was considered a 

safe assumption at the time of writing, Heinbecker nonetheless hedged his bets in light of 

the Harper government’s diplomatic track record and included continued development of 

the G20 within his global governance reforms. 

In the final analysis, readers who are critically engaged in foreign policy and dip-

lomacy will surely find Heinbecker’s latest work an indispensible source for optimism that 

Canada, while sitting on the sidelines right now, can nonetheless get back in the game. 


