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A Global Paradox

As Canada celebrates Commonwealth Day and /a Journee Internationale de la Francophonie, Chad Gaffield
ponders the relevance and importance of the two organizations while member states weigh the benefits of
economic integration against the desire for cultural sovereignty

he continuing reconfiguration

of national and political bound-

aries and alliances is a surpris-

ing feature of our times. In the |

light of history, it was only a

moment or two ago when everyone |
thought the world would soon be neatly
divided into distinct and sovereign coun- |
tries. And these countries were expected |

to look increasingly similar as moderniza-
tion slowly but surely swept over the
globe. Did anyone predict that the early
21st century would be characterized by
competing forces of globalism drawing
people together on the one hand, and
profound cultural, religious and political
forces driving us into separate, some-
times hostile camps on the other?

The month of March provides an occa-

sion to reflect on such questions as we
celebrate Commonwealth Day and La
Journee Internationale de la Francophonie.
Both represent the forces that try to draw
the world together while preserving local
identities.

Canada is one of a handful of countries
in both associations, and here the word
Commonwealth still conjures up images
of British imperialism despite the fact that
national self-determination is one of the
pillars that now support the organization.
The notion of the Francophonie cur-
rently resonates much better in Canada
although efforts to bolster the French lan-
guage certainly do not generate enthusi-
asm from sea to sea to sea. What often
gets overlooked is that both organizations
have changed in keeping with the chang-
ing times, and their priorities now con-
verge in many ways. The key difference
remains language. English is the sole
working language of the Commonwealth
while the promotion of French is a prior-
ity for the Francophonie.

What is perhaps most surprising about
current geo-political reconfigurations is
that they are underpinned by opposing
rationales, one view favouring integra-
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tion as a way to achieve national objec- |
tives, the other separation. For example,
| the emergence of the European Union re- |
flected the increasing conviction that eco- |
i nomic growth depended upon the
integration of neighbouring national |

WHAT IS PERHAPS MOST
SURPRISING ABOUT
CURRENT GEO-POLITICAL
RECONFIGURATIONS IS
THAT THEY ARE UNDER-
PINNED BY OPPOSING
RATIONALES, ONE VIEW
FAVOURING INTEGRATION
AS A WAY TO ACHIEVE
NATIONAL OBJECTIVES,

THE OTHER SEPARATION.

economies. Not that long ago, the cre-
ation of specific national currencies (and
then passports and so on) was seen as es-
sential to sovereignty.

This belief has largely given way to a
new confidence that national identity

does not depend on such trappings. But
. ernments on five continents. Like their
new model of continental integration, the
| bers of L'agence Internationale de la Fran-
creation of new European countries that |
clearly prized their ethnic, cultural and |
linguistic heritage. One conclusion might |
be that economic forces now propel soci- |
eties toward international unions while |

at the same time as the EU was offering a

rationale of separation underpinned the

socio-cultural preoccupations can drive
them apart. These competing forces ex-
plain why the increasing use of English as
the working language of the EU is now
raising profound questions about per-
sonal and collective identity.

The examples of the Commonwealth

. and the Francophonie offer a different
. way to think about how historic ties and
" identities might lead to an improved
- quality of life. The dropping of “British”
' from the Commonwealth’s official name
. following India and Pakistan’s independ-
| ence in 1947 was part of a shift that de-

centered London in favour of former
colonies that spoke of freedom and equal-
ity, and paid little heed to the original
British connection.

Among the Commonwealth’s 53 mem-
bers (and the organization does have

| its share of strange friends - it’s hard
. to imagine the similarities between
. Pakistan and Australia; Gambia and

Grenada), Mozambique became the first
without historic ties to Britain to join in

1995 and francophone Cameroon fol-
| lowed soon thereafter. Talk is mostly

about democracy, human rights, and so-
cial development, and it’s no surprise
that Commonwealth Day 2005 has the
slogan “Education — creating opportunity,
realizing potential.”

The social and cultural objectives of
the Commonwealth are similar to some
of the ambitions of the Francophonie
with the exception of language. From
its early days in 1970, the centre of
the Francophonie was in the former
French colonies and the association now
includes more than 63 countries and gov-

Commonwealth counterparts, the mem-

cophonie emphasize the importance of
teaching and research as well as democ-
racy, peace and human rights. However,
not only are the members of the Fran-
cophonie explicitly linked by their use of
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the French language, they are also com-
mitted to its preservation and promotion.
In his message concerning this year’s cel-
ebrations, the secretary general of the or-
ganisation, Abdou Diouf emphasizes
“toute la richesse de la diversité de nos
cultures....” (translation: all the richness
of our diverse cultures.)

In the late 19th century, some ob-
servers in Canada agreed with a common
prediction that English was becoming the
language of the world through its role in
international commerce. By the mid-20th
century, dreams of the future took this
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sentiment further in predicting that
everything from fertility rates to social
structures were converging on trails
blazed by western societies. In this view,
a global culture was emerging as societies
around the world increasingly pursued
similar objectives “our (western) way.”
The experience of recent decades has
called such predictions into question, and
the daily news offers stark reminders
about the vast differences in cultures and
economies around the world despite con-
tinued noise about the power of global-
ization. Commonwealth Day and La
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Journee Internationale de la Francophonie
could prompt us to think about how we
see differences such as those of language
and culture relating to values that we
view as universal, and why we think the
world’s experiment in diversity versus
globalism will - or will not - lead to

_democracy, human rights and peace

worldwide.
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