
There is, amazingly, a reasonably polite word for what the
Prime Minister did to Parliament on May 18, 2006.

The word is gazumph, a fine old English term, probably of
Yiddish origin, generally meaning to swindle; to ‘put one over’
on you so fast you were powerless to resist; to co-opt; to spring
a trap; to force an uninformed decision. Whatever the
definition, speed is of the essence, and the Stephen Harper
demonstrated he understood this: both in the short notice he
gave that there would be a vote on extending the tour of the
Canadian Forces in Afghanistan, and in the mere six hours
allowed for debate.

It was, in fact, both a damning and a virtuoso display of the
ascendancy of political tactics over responsible government.
Other adjectives which could be applied to the manoeuvere
might be bare-faced and in-your-face; contemptuous and
contemptible; immature but disingenuous; disgraceful and just
plain arrogant.

Whatever characterization one might apply, whatever the
Prime Minister did, it was Canadians who were gazumphed as
well as their Members of Parliament. If this is Mr Harper’s way
of making a minority government ‘work,’ then let’s have no
more of it.

Issues
There were at least two issues: what exactly are our forces doing
in Afghanistan, and who is commanding them? Mr. Harper
clumsily introduced a third issue: how should Canada as a
nation make a decision on committing its forces?

We can be absolutely sure that whatever our forces are
called upon to do, whether making war or making peace, they
will be better at it than anyone else would be. They are
professional and widely experienced; that’s one of the reasons
that demand for their services much exceeds supply. This
makes it all the more important that they are called upon to do
the right thing. The latest shenanigans in Parliament took place
as Canadians as a whole were uncertain what our forces were
doing, and were given little information on which to base their
decision. 

There had been, of course, a previous debate (a ‘take note’
debate leading to no conclusion or decision, and little data)
based on ambiguous information as to under whose command

our forces were operating. For several years, Canada has been
involved in many Afghan projects in addition to security, and
has provided substantial amounts of foreign aid. Last week’s
debate led to clarification that the Canadians were now not part
of a NATO or UN force (despite the wording of the
government’s resolution), but had somehow been sucked back
into the vortex of the US ‘War on Terror’ operation ‘Enduring
Freedom.’

Reports
Reports from Kandahar indicated that our forces were having
some difficulty combining their part in the US ‘search and
destroy’ mission with a typically Canadian objective of making
friends and helping out. A Canadian ‘coalition spokesman’ even
attempted last week to excuse Afghan civilian casualties as the
inevitable result of ‘war.’ The US has apologized for recent
civilian casualties—at least 16 in an air attack on one village—
saying that they had not known that civilians were in the area.
Clearly they have difficulty distinguishing civilians from the ‘bad
guys.’

Reports also indicated that the Canadians had managed to
inherit a variety of enemies from the US, including forces
variously identified as Al Qaeda, ‘terrorists,’ Taliban,
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The May 18 Resolution, moved by the Prime
Minister

(1) whereas the House on April 10, 2006 debated a
motion in support of Canada’s significant commitment in
Afghanistan;

(2) whereas Canada’s commitment in Afghanistan is an
important contribution, with that of more than 30 other
countries, to international efforts under the auspices of the
United Nations and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO);

(3) whereas these international efforts are reducing
poverty, enhancing human rights and gender equality,
strengthening civil society and helping to build a free, secure
and self-sustaining democratic state for all Afghan men,
women and children; and

(4) whereas Canada’s commitment in Afghanistan is
consistent with Canada’s support of freedom, democracy,
the rule of law and human rights around the world;

The House support the government’s two year extension
of Canada’s deployment of diplomatic, development, civilian
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‘insurgents.’ etc, and that these ‘bad guys’ were somehow
failing to distinguish our soldiers from US forces when they
aimed their RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) and detonated
their IEDs (improvised explosive devices). 

Mr Harper did his best to limit the Parliamentary debate to
whether Canadian forces should be in Afghanistan at all, saying
only that Canada did not ‘cut and run’ when the going gets
tough. He accused opponents of his proposal for an additional
two years’ deployment of not supporting Canadian troops, and
therefore unpatriotic. With a six-hour time limit, and four parties
participating, he successfully avoided intelligent debate on what
Canadians were doing there, and on what they should be doing.

Insults
In fact, in creating a false dichotomy, he echoed a recent US
President: ‘Are you for us, or for the terrorists?’ Adding his own
masterful touch, he managed to pose the question in such a
way that some MP’s voted against the extended deployment
just because they felt that their intelligence had been insulted.

Which it had, along with the intelligence of all Canadians.
Mr Harper’s government won the vote, by a very narrow

margin; the NDP and Bloc opposed the resolution, and the
Liberals split. Given the variety of reasons that the deciding
Liberal MPs had for supporting or opposing the motion (see
Box; beware, the wording is deceptive) it cannot be said that a
clear decision was made, or that the government had a
mandate. In fact, given that the vote might be characterized as
a decision on whether to go to war for at least two more years,
such a  ‘mandate’ is grossly inadequate. 

The government made haste to seal the deal, and was quick
to publicize a grateful phone call from Afghan President Hamid
Kharzai on Sunday, May 21. We now have the cart firmly before

the horse. Like it or not, Canada has made a commitment.

What Now?
The question is: a commitment to do what? Here is the proper
subject of the next debate; here is the opportunity for
Canadians to make a significant difference in Afghanistan.
Because there is no doubt that if two thousand Canadians are
doing the right thing for two extra years, Afghanistan will
benefit. Canada must change the rules, and there is a chance to
do just that.

Some may argue that nation-building is not possible unless
there is security; the US approach to Iraq has certainly proved
that, without security, nation-building is ineffective and may be
impossible. Security may be necessary, but it is not by itself
sufficient. And a conundrum indeed: security may not be
possible without nation-building. 

So Canadians should immediately debate the alternatives to
war in Afghanistan. These alternatives should be debated in
public, in the press, in government, in Parliament, on television,
over coffee, around kitchen tables. Canadians must demand, and
get, reliable and complete information; let us have no secrets, no
further insults from the government. And in the end, Canada’s
policy should be deliberate, purposeful, and set by Canadians. 

Policy should not be set by generals, by the US, by NATO, by
the UN, by the Afghan government, or by accident. What
Canadian forces do must be decided by Canadians and express
the Canadian will and Canadian values.

Such a debate would make of our Afghan involvement an
opportunity: to build Afghanistan for Afghans, and to build
Canada for Canadians. It would demand courage, common-
sense, and leadership. We have the first two; do we have the
third? 0
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