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Mining as Canadian nation-Building: 
Contentious Citizenship RegiMes on 
the Move

Max Chewinski

Abstract. This article presents Canadian mining abroad as an imperial, nation-
building practice that can be traced to state discourses. In analyzing state dis-
courses, it is argued that an ideal citizenship regime is constructed, in part, due 
to a specific set of values and identities. This citizenship regime is corporate 
in nature, and operates as a vehicular idea that facilitates the flow of travelling 
technocrats, minerals and capital by reshaping the policies and practices of host 
nations. In the discourses examined, it becomes clear that the Canadian state act-
ively forms both the conditions for the expansion of nation-building projects and 
actively participates in securing and promoting contentious mining projects. By 
mobilizing corporate citizenship, Canada remains committed to managing resist-
ance movements that pose a risk to accumulation instead of addressing corporate 
impunity. The article concludes by considering how MiningWatch Canada and 
the movements they support create fissures in the corporate citizenship regime. 

Keywords: Nation-building, mining, citizenship regime, policy mobility, 
Canadian imperialism

Résumé. Cet article suggère qu’à l’étran ger, l’industrie minière canadienne con-
stitue une pratique impérialiste contribuant à l’édification nationale, dont on peut 
retracer l’origine aux discours étatiques. Par une analyse de ces discours étatiques, 
il est soutenu qu’un ensemble de valeurs et d’identités sert, en partie à construire 
un idéal citoyen. Ce régime de citoyenneté est celui par nature de l’entreprise, et 
il opère de manière à véhiculer des idées qui facilitent le flux des technocrates, 
des minéraux et des capitaux mobiles, en réorganisant les politiques et les pra-
tiques des nations qui possèdent des ressources minérales. Les discours étudiés 
font apparaître la façon dont l’État canadien joue un rôle actif dans la formation 
des conditions nécessaires à l’expansion de projets d’édification nationale et 
participe à la mise en œuvre et à la promotion de projets miniers controversés. 
En mobilisant ce régime de citoyenneté entrepreneuriale, le Canada maintient 
son engagement à gérer des mouvements sociaux de résistance qui mettent en 
danger les pratiques d’accumulation plutôt que de lutter contre l’impunité des 
entreprises. L’article conclut en examinant la façon dont MiningWatch et les 
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mouvements sociaux soutenus par cette organisation parviennent à fissurer ce 
régime de citoyenneté entrepreneuriale.

Mots clés: Edification nationale, extraction minière, régime de citoyenneté, mo-
bilité des politiques, impérialisme canadien

introduCtion

The mobilities turn has challenged the social sciences to reconsider the 
sedentarist theories adopted to interpret the social world, claiming 

that such theories reify bounded places or nations as the basic units of 
social research (Sheller and Urry 2006). This approach focuses on the 
spatial mobility of humans, objects and non-humans; the circuits that 
transmit capital, images and information; and the moorings and tech-
nologies facilitating travel and flow (Sheller 2014). In other words, the 
mobilities turn asks that sociologists dispense of a bounded conception 
of society (Urry 2000) in favour of a relational ontology taking seriously 
the co-constitution of subjects and meanings (Sheller 2014), including 
the mobile policies and vehicular ideas governing interactions between 
technocrats and the publics they encounter (Peck 2011; Temenos and 
McCann 2013).1 Novel approaches to theorizing mobilities include an-
alyses of the forms of governance enabling movement, as well as the 
meanings, ideologies and representations attached to such processes 
(Sheller 2014).

In this paper, I examine the role of Canadian imperialism in facili-
tating the global movement of minerals, capital and policies to expand 
its nation-building practices. In doing so, I pay close attention to the 
Canadian citizenship regime as a governance system driving the move-
ment of particular policy knowledge, approaches and models from one 
place to another (policy mobility) and the rise of corporate citizenship 
as a flexible and vague (vehicular) idea facilitating the fast transmis-
sion, reformulation and adoption of policies that consequently remake 
the landscapes of host country territories. This represents a shift away 
from current research on natural resources and mobility (Campbell 2012; 
Pedersen and Bunkenborg 2012) by moving from an examination of the 

1. As with previous scholarship (Larner and Laurie 2010; Temenos and Mc-
Cann 2013), I use travelling and middling technocrats to refer to actors that 
play a critical role in spreading and reshaping policy at local, national, and/
or international levels. Travelling/middling technocrats are involved in pro-
cesses that anchor globalization (Larner and Laurie 2010) – or, as argued in 
this paper, imperialism – in host nations by promoting neoliberal (mineral) 
policy reform and by privatizing social and environmental concerns. 
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routes (roads) of colonial resource acquisition to the relationship between 
Canadian mining as a nation-building practice and the values, ideals and 
identities driving citizenship regimes.2 It also applies vehicular ideas in 
a unique way, as the concept is typically used in mobilities scholarship 
to analyze local-level policies addressing sustainable development in 
education (McKenzie, Bieler and McNeil 2015), creative cities (Peck 
2012), and housing first models (Baker and Evans 2016) as opposed to 
the movement of policy across various scales (from nation to nation, 
and diffused down to individual communities) and networks (including 
corporate actors, government officials and development organizations).

As a type of governance, citizenship regimes include the understand-
ings, institutional rules and arrangements shaping state policy, direct 
state expenses, allow the state and citizens to define problems as well as 
guide citizen claim-making (Jenson 2001/2007).3 If citizenship regimes 
are integral in constructing the political rationalities informing govern-
ance (Brodie 2002a), then an analysis identifying these elements in the 
context of Canadian mining practices is crucial to understand the cur-
rent level of engagement in this process by the state, corporate actors, 
as well as civil society organizations and the anti-mining struggles they 
support. I adopt Jenson’s (2001/2007) citizenship regimes to account for 
the values and responsibilities attached to mining as an imperial practice 
of nation-building and to understand how nation-building and national 
identity are worked out through state discourses in support of an ideal 
citizenship regime framed as corporate in nature. In the process, I expand 
this analytical tool by highlighting the mobile dimension of citizenship 
regimes.

As a vehicular idea crafted by the Canadian state, corporate citizen-
ship effectively masks the mobile policies reconstituting fields of power 
abroad (Peck and Theodore 2010; Peck 2011; Temenos and McCann 
2013) through a corporate social responsibility rhetoric. This citizen-
ship regime is occurring in an era marked by neoliberal restructuring 
in which the new Canadian imperialism (Klassen 2009/2014; Shipley 
2013) provides for the movement of technocrats, capital, values and sets 

2. Yashar (2005) has written on mining in relation to citizenship regimes, but 
not of Canadian mining companies in particular.

3. The four dimensions of a citizenship regime include: (1) delineating the ap-
propriate values and responsibilities that give character to a state as well as 
shape its responsibilities vis-à-vis the market (2) demarcating the border and 
boundaries signifying both inclusion and exclusion in the political commun-
ity (3) dictating the governance arrangements of a state and (4) contributing 
to selective definitions of membership, including definitions of nation-build-
ing, identity and the construction of ideal citizenship forms (Brodie 2002a; 
Jenson 2007).
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of practices altering the policies of host nations, resulting in community 
conflict. In solidarity with impacted communities and movements from 
below, non-state actors such as MiningWatch Canada (MWC)4 articu-
late alternative discourses and practices contesting and redefining the 
substance of citizenship regimes. Although the state previously receded 
to the shadows of entrepreneurial citizenship (Brodie 2002a; 2002b), 
this paper argues that the current character of the Canadian state oper-
ates according to an imperial model. In this model, the Canadian state 
actively forms the conditions for the expansion of mining projects and 
actively participates – through ‘mid dling’ or ‘travelling’ technocrats and 
the deployment of vehicular ideas – in dynamic networks of interaction 
reshaping foreign resource govern ance policies. These processes shape 
a corporate citizenship regime driven by: “Canadian” values, appeals 
to historical identity formations, and governance arrangements that not 
only deflect responsibility from the state by refusing to significantly in-
fluence the conduct of corporate actors but also attempts to manage the 
risks posed by anti-mining resistance movements.

This paper is divided intro three sections. First, I discuss the import-
ance of Canadian nation-building by exploring the scalar extension of 
economic practices in the current period marked by the hypermobility of 
capital. Second, by critically analyzing the 2013 Speech from the Throne 
(SFT) and Canada’s voluntary foreign policy on corporate interactions 
abroad, I discuss how these discourses shape the construction of a cor-
porate citizenship regime.5 Situated within a larger context of Canadian 
impunity, the third section includes a vignette of an anti-mining struggle 
in Mexico that highlights what a corporate citizenship regime driven 
by the new imperialism entails in practice. This section concludes by 
discussing how civil society actors contest this encroaching corporate 
citizenship regime, and provides insight for future research trajectories.

4. MWC was selected because it has the capacity and resources to engage in 
information politics, which includes disseminating information through the 
generation of reports (Keck and Sikkink 1998). It is important to note that 
there is growing grassroots mobilization in Canada as the result of the effort 
of groups such as Mining Injustice Solidarity Network and Mining Justice 
Alliance.

5. SFT are robust measures of the policy priorities, agendas and cultural dynam-
ics of a given Government (Jennings, Bevan and John 2011; John and Jen-
nings 2010) and are significant discourses for tracing the mobility of policies 
in securing international influence.
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Mining, Canadian nation-Building and the new iMperialiSM

Classical studies of nation-building view nations as “imagined commun-
ities” (Anderson 2006) with a shared identity and invented traditions 
(Jackson 2015). More recent theorization has added to this cultural 
understanding an economic dimension, suggesting a state’s legitimacy 
is, at least in part, based on securing “rights to a share in the material 
and symbolic resources that define the nation” (Jackson 2015; Penrose 
and Mole 2008: 278). In order to demonstrate this, states support domes-
tic industries as a means of unification through “symbols of economic 
development” (Jackson 2015: 439). Canada is not exempt from this na-
tion-building process: early mining departments branded mineral extrac-
tion as a practice in the public interest and past initiatives such as John 
Diefenbaker’s “Road to Resources” were designed to build and legitim-
ate Canada’s resource sector (McAllister 2007). In Canada, building a 
mineral nation requires the adoption of foreign policies such as Build-
ing the Canadian Advantage (BCA 2009) and its most recent iteration, 
Doing Business the Canadian Way (DBCW 2014).6 Such policies result 
in the diffusion of Western understandings of development, facilitating 
neo-liberal deregulation abroad and the entry of corporations into “new 
resource frontiers” (Jackson 2015).

The expansion into new frontiers is not to say Canada no longer de-
velops its own natural resources. In fact, the opposite is the case – the 
production and export of minerals generated $89.5 billion in merchandise 
exports, accounting for a total of 21 per cent of overall exports in 2012 
(NRC 2013). However, despite the continuing importance of mineral 
extraction within the territory and boundaries of the state, international 
mining ventures enlarge the scale and scope of natural resource produc-
tion. This process demonstrates Canada’s commitment to expanding and 
securing economic growth vis-à-vis exploitation and political domina-
tion, suggesting Canada is increasingly an imperial power independent 
of the United States (Burgess 2002; Klassen 2009/2014; Shipley 2013). 
This new Canadian imperialism (Klassen 2009/2014; Shipley 2013) 
is marked by increasing capital accumulation and internationalization 
through Canadian direct investment abroad (CDIA); the formation of 
a distinct Canadian capitalist class cooperating and competing with the 

6. In consultation with civil society organizations and extractive sector stake-
holders, both documents were produced by Global Affairs Canada to outline 
a corporate social responsibility strategy for companies engaging in resource 
extraction abroad. The documents impress upon companies a series of volun-
tary best practices that are to reflect Canadian values and ethical standards.
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United States and a process of neoliberal state restructuring in which 
foreign policy is created to support dominant class interests.7

The new imperialism has resulted in flows of CDIA surpassing in-
ward flows of capital as of 1995/96 (Burgess 2002; Klassen 2014). This 
trend of increasing CDIA has been a strategy endorsed by both govern-
ments and larger multinational firms with longitudinal trends suggesting 
CDIA in energy and metallic minerals is second to finance and insur-
ance (Holden 2008; Klassen 2014). In fact, Natural Resources Canada 
(2012) indicates that Canadian firms have a “strong external investment 
presence.” Indeed, in 2013 metallic minerals accounted for 18 per cent 
of CDIA (Tremblay 2014), indicating the global expansion of mining 
firms (Klassen 2014). In regards to Canadian markets, the Toronto Stock 
Exchange (TSX) and the TSX Venture Exchange (TSXV) facilitate 90 
per cent of global equity financing for mining exploration and produc-
tion with approximately half of the exploration projects facilitated by 
these exchanges located outside of Canada (Kamphuis 2012).8 This type 
of policy retains investment in Canada and acts as an incentive for Can-
adians to invest in the mining industry (Dougherty 2013). These figures 
attest to two related phenomena: first, the global mobility of nation-
building projects via investment practices and second, the position of 
Canada as a hegemon in the global mining industry. 

State interventionS: ConStruCting Canadian (Corporate) 
CitizenShip, identity and valueS

The meaning and ontological nature of citizenship has been historically 
tied to the boundaries of the state (Brodie 2002b). However, as Turner 
(1993) suggests, citizenship is more than a bounded legal status, consti-
tuting a “set of practices (juridical, economic and cultural) which define 

7. This definition is similar to citizenship regimes in that both concepts have 
overlapping elements (policy and governance). I adopt both because they are 
complementary: citizenship regimes stress the cultural component of the new 
imperialism (explicitly including values, national identity and nation-build-
ing as significant), while the new imperialism pays more attention to the role 
of capital and class in policy and governance. Combined, the two provide a 
more comprehensive explanation of how Canadian mining operates, its class 
and corporate character, as well as the values and ideas driving Canadian 
(corporate) citizens and technocrats.

8. The reason the TSX/TSXV raises such a large amount of capital for min-
ing is due to efforts on behalf of the Canadian state to “gain control over 
mineral value chains” by creating laws that subsidize companies via a flow 
through tax credit that “makes 100 per cent of capital invested in domestic 
junior activity tax deductible for the investor” (Dougherty 2013: 349).
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a person as a competent member of society” (as cited in Brodie 2002b: 
379). In expanding this understanding, Urry (2000) comments that such 
practices not only occur within and outside of bounded nation-states, but 
that citizenship in an era marked by human mobility results in the fun-
damental contestation of the rights and responsibilities of citizens on the 
move (Urry 2000). In accordance with the citizenship regime framework 
outlined previously, these sets of practices are linked to a “particular 
understanding of nation, nation-building and national identity” (Brodie 
2002b: 379). Although citizenship cannot be reduced to these particular 
understandings, they are nonetheless an important component of state 
discourses because they outline “who and what is demobilized and re-
mobilized across many different scales” (Sheller 2014: 794). For the 
Canadian citizenship regime, ideal types of citizenship predicated on the 
rights of transnational corporate actors are remobilized, while the rights 
to citizenship forms rooted in justice and sustainability are demobilized. 

The avenue the state uses in constructing this form of citizenship and 
its corresponding sets of practices and rights is reflected in Speeches from 
the Throne and various government documents that link certain construc-
tions of “Canadianness” to economic initiatives. State discourses such as 
the SFT are fertile ground for examining the power of both discourses 
and practices, particularly in terms of how they produce the effects of 
movement (Sheller 2014). In examining these discourses below, I sug-
gest that although Brodie’s (2002a; 2002b) entrepreneurial citizen does 
exist, the focus on individual entrepreneurs tends to obscure the active 
role of the state in the new Canadian imperialism and its accompany-
ing corporate citizenship regime, the latter of which usurps “Canadian” 
identity and values for the movement of minerals and capital.

In this process, corporate citizenship emerges as a vehicular idea 
(McKenzie et al. 2015; McLennan 2004; Osborne 2004; Peck 2012) fa-
cilitating imperial conquest. Borrowing from Osborne (2004), McLen-
nan (2004: 485) states that vehicular ideas are adopted as a means of 
“moving things on” from point A to B. Vehicular ideas, as a consequence 
of their mobility, become concepts that are contextually flexible yet dis-
cursively exclusive and tend be vague and open-ended (McKenzie et al. 
2015; McLennan 2004; Peck 2012). Vehicular ideas shift in meaning and 
interpretation as a result of ownership and this is due to the ideologies 
and practices of the diverse actors constituting the user network. As will 
be described below, corporate citizenship as a vehicular idea is adopted – 
and adapted on the receiving end – by travelling technocrats transferring 
policies to reconfigure governance arrangements in favour of Canadian 
imperialism and nation-building.
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Speeches From the Throne: Mobilizing Values to Seize Land and Gain 
Access to Minerals

Speeches from the Throne are important discourses because they outline 
the goals and directions of governance in Canada, and provide valuable 
insight into the constructions of Canadian identity and its associated val-
ues. Canadian values and identity are important for citizenship because 
they are often used by the state to construct an ideal citizenship form that 
softens the image of (mining) corporations in the eyes of the public, the 
international community and prospective host nations. Brodie (2002a) 
provides an in-depth analysis of SFT for much of the 20th century in 
Canada, but only the SFT of the 1980s onwards are worth mentioning 
for the purposes of this paper. In particular, these SFT address and re-
flect the process of imperial globalization and view Canadians as citizens 
actively engaging in it (Brodie 2002a: 62). As Brodie (2002a: 62) notes, 
these SFT relied on “our national tradition and value structure: Canada’s 
history is the history of builders and achievers.” These “builders and 
achievers” are well suited for global competition because of the char-
acteristics of Canadian national identity: “our country has a tradition of 
being a responsible, engaged, [and] committed world citizen” (Brodie 
2002a: 62). 

The 2013 SFT attributes an active role to the state otherwise absent 
from previous SFT or scholarly analyses (Brodie 2002a; 2002b). This 
role becomes apparent in some of the 142 instances in which “our gov-
ernment” is utilized to discuss the intentions and/or actions taken by the 
state to plan, administer and/or amend social services or economic initia-
tives in and outside of Canada (SFT 2013). Examples of this in the SFT 
(2013: 6-7) include our government “is…committed to expanding trade 
with emerging markets” and “will launch a comprehensive new plan to 
assist Canadian businesses as they expand abroad.” These statements 
suggest the state has not receded into the background - into the shadows 
of entrepreneurial citizens - but plays a primary role in facilitating access 
to, and creating favourable conditions for, corporate citizens engaging in 
the national and global economy. 

The role of the state is not only apparent in these aforementioned 
statements, but in the title of the document itself: Seizing Canada’s Mo-
ment: Prosperity and Opportunity in an Uncertain World (2013). Seman-
tically, the verb seizing in this title is important in the context of nation-
building projects. The word appears (in different forms) in the text and 
is used in contexts reminiscent of the aphorism carpe diem, or ‘seize the 
day’. The difference in this circumstance is that it signifies a contempor-
ary economic opportunity for securing prosperity for the Canadians of 
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today and tomorrow (SFT 2013). As will be discussed later, much of the 
means invoked in securing mining exploration or production occurs in 
an atmosphere in which land itself is seized; it is forcefully removed from 
the control of local (often indigenous) populations without consent or 
significant consultation. This is surprising in light of the image portrayed 
of Canadian identity and values in the SFT (2013). This is an image of 
Canadians as “honourable people of peace” that are selfless, caring and 
sustained by “mutual interdependence” (SFT 2013: 1-2). According to 
the SFT (2013: 19), Canadians “stand for what is right and good in the 
world” and “seek a world where freedom – including… democracy and 
human dignity are respected.” These values are to be promoted by the 
government and its partners in the private sector in an effort to “help the 
world’s neediest” (SFT 2013: 19), forming the substance of the corporate 
citizenship regime articulated below. 

Corporate Citizenship: Creating a Caring Capitalism?

Globalization has allowed for the evolution of citizenship as a legal and 
political concept, with transnational corporations growing and maturing 
in this period of increasing trade, foreign direct investment and business 
expanding outside the confines of the nation-state (Palacios 2004). The 
corporate citizen emerges as a new form of citizenship transgressing na-
tional boundaries. Corporate citizenship is “analysed in terms of moral 
values and ethical arguments,” but is increasingly being associated as 
incorporating the best business practice approach (Palacios 2004: 391). 
This conceptualization of corporate citizenship is essentially tied to Cor-
porate Social Responsibility (CSR) principles, but with an emphasis 
added on meeting responsibilities, thus making it performance-oriented 
(Matten and Crane 2005; Thompson 2005). It is guided by a “social re-
sponsibility thesis” and directed by the doctrine of “caring capitalism” 
(Palacios 2004: 391). The substance of this thesis is that it is beneficial 
(profitable) for corporations to operate in a responsible manner by being 
respectful of workers’ rights, protecting the local environment, and abid-
ing by local, regional, national and international laws (Palacios 2004). It 
is through this philosophy and its associated practices that corporations 
gain their legitimacy and public trust (Palacios 2004). 

In analyzing CSR practices of Canadian mining companies, Cou-
mans (2012: 47) finds this brand of corporate citizenship inadequate in 
responding to social, environmental and cultural harms experienced by 
impacted communities and unable to address the issue of ‘laggards’: 
“companies that choose not to apply best practice standards at all, or do 
not apply them consistently at a particular operation, or uniformly across 
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all operations.” The inadequacy of corporate citizenship is in part due 
to the purposive mutability of vehicular ideas (Peck 2012). Corporate 
citizenship and the CSR regime it advocates is not a fixed template for 
how to engage in responsible mining, but a voluntary and fluid frame-
work that can be reorganized according to contextually specific means 
and ends (Peck 2012). As a vehicular idea that is not only ambiguous but 
also voluntary to ensure smooth travel, its commitment to the doctrine 
of a caring and progressive capitalism is challenged. In spite of this con-
tradiction, it has been adopted by the Canadian state as the exemplary 
approach to doing business abroad. 

Driven by a distinct Canadian capitalist class (Klassen 2014; Ship-
ley 2013), the citizenship regime operates as an imperial force encour-
aging citizens to seize the opportunity before them by mobilizing “Can-
adian” values and leading the global community into an era of wealth 
and prosperity (SFT 2013). Corporate citizenship’s appeal to Canadian 
values, national identity and an historic commitment to nation-building 
is reflected in the policies shaping Canadian citizen conduct abroad. 
The policies described in the following section are rendered mobile and 
transformed as they are adapted and negotiated at various spatial set-
tings and networks that include corporate actors, state departments, de-
velopment non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the middling 
technocrats described in the literature (McKenzie et al. 2015; Temenos 
and McCann 2013). In the process, the object of governance becomes 
the resistance movements posing a risk to nation-building projects. This 
becomes most evident in the two strategies created to guide the Canadian 
mining operations abroad.

Middling Technocrats and the Corporate Citizenship Regime

The most prominent state strategies outlining the role of corporations 
in the extractive industry include BCA (2009) and DBCW (2014). In 
travel, and through the practices of both Canadian technocrats and 
corporate citizens, the policies contribute to the neoliberal transform-
ation of host nation resource policies by promoting a “radical embrace 
of volunteerism” (Kamphuis 2012: 1466) in which Canadian corpor-
ate citizens “manage social and environmental risks” (BCA 2009). 
This indicates the primary object of governance is not the corpor-
ate citizen involved in these nation-building activities, but the groups 
posing a threat to the mobility and accumulation of capital and min-
erals. Framed in a different manner, Kamphuis (2012: 1481) notes 
that this policy perceives communities and the civil society actors 
working with them as risks needing to be managed. The risk manage-
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ment policy of BCA (2009) is expressed through the establishment of 
the Office of the Extractive Sector CSR Counsellor.

The Counsellor’s role is to assist all stakeholders involved in a 
dispute of CSR issues in a voluntary resolution process. This pros-
pect appears fruitful, but the lack of success in resolving issues is 
concerning as all cases have been dismissed with at least three of the 
six cases closed as the result of a mining company withdrawing from 
the process (Do 2014). Although the state prides itself in its CSR poli-
cies, notably stating that responsible corporations play an “important 
role in promoting Canadian values internationally and contribute to 
the sustainable development of communities” (Global Affairs n.d.-a: 
para. 1), the lack of engagement on behalf of corporate citizens con-
tradicts the Canadian values that are supposed to underpin them: a car-
ing nature, respect for human dignity and the promotion of democratic 
processes. This strategy for a corporate citizenship regime rooted in 
voluntary practices has not been strengthened with the introduction of 
DBCW (2014).

The “improved” DBCW (2014) strategy is perceived by an assem-
blage of state actors as a stronger mandate detailing the desired ap-
proach to be adopted by corporate citizens in operating abroad. How-
ever, this strategy promotes the same voluntary corporate citizenship 
regime presented in the initial document with a few minor additions. 
The updated and supposedly more comprehensive approach to CSR 
can be achieved by strengthening four sets of activities, two of which 
will be examined: (1) fostering networks and partnerships and (2) fa-
cilitating dialogue towards dispute resolution.9 As will be discussed 
below, these two activities demonstrate the state’s resolve in avoiding 
a strong regulatory approach.

In terms of fostering networks and partnerships, the Canadian state 
is expecting to further its convener role in the extractive industry by 
facilitating the creation of dense networks operating at various spatial 
configurations and with competing actors. In doing so, policy push-
ers/technocrats engage in the reformulation and diffusion of policy. 
Practically speaking, this includes middling technocrats connecting 
“companies with practitioners in the areas of social, environmental 
and economic performance, as well as creating dialogue spaces and 
venues for bridge-building between companies, communities, and 
other interest groups” (DBCW 2014: 9). While this approach appears 
comprehensive, it is largely driven by the desire to secure mineral 

9. The remaining two activities include promoting CSR guidance and enhanc-
ing the (investment) environment affecting responsible business practices 
(DBCW 2014).
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value chains and Canada’s commercial interests as outlined in its eco-
nomic diplomacy policy, and BCA (2009).

The imperial character of the DBCW (2014: 9) strategy is made 
visible by the recognition that Canada’s Trade Commissioner Service 
(TCS), in partnership with Canada’s diplomatic missions, will pro-
actively assist companies in managing environmental and social risks 
by “helping to solve problems and assisting with market preparation 
and assessment” at all levels of the development of extractive pro-
jects. These initiatives appear well-meaning, but are concerning as 
they operate according to the belief that development projects will be 
approved, irrespective of a community’s own development needs. In 
fact, it is the responsibility of Canada’s commercial actors to man-
age risk, including community resistance, through a mediatory role 
by providing CSR material for companies, advice on community re-
lations, and linking companies to development organizations to per-
suade communities to accept projects - often by offering to support 
“initiatives in health, education [or] local economic growth” (DBCW 
2014: 10). The problem with this approach is that it suggests that re-
source extraction is inevitable, entrenching Canadian imperialism and 
effectively denying the rights of a community to refuse development 
projects.

The DBCW (2014) strategy for facilitating dialogue towards dis-
pute resolution is striking in its commitment to a failed initiative: util-
izing non-judicial dispute resolution mechanisms, namely through the 
CSR Counsellor. While the mandate of the Counsellor remains the 
same, it includes an additional step in the dispute resolution process: 
in cases where disputes could “benefit from formal mediation”, the 
CSR Counsellor will encourage parties to seek help through Canada’s 
National Contact Point (NCP) for the OECD Guidelines for Multi-
national Enterprises. Both the CSR Counsellor and the NCP have 
failed to resolve conflicts in the past (Coumans 2010: 43), calling into 
question the willingness of the Government to seriously commit to 
its stated values. However, the Canadian state appears to be slowly 
embracing a more firm position with its companies by withdrawing 
activities associated with economic diplomacy should a particular 
company fail to embody CSR practices and/or refuse to participate 
in the voluntary dispute resolution process. Unfortunately, this initia-
tive does not make use of the state’s power to withdraw its financial 
support of Canadian companies through Export Development Canada 
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(EDC), but only cites the possibility of withdrawing financial support 
(DBCW 2014: 13).10

The Canadian position is clear: doing business the Canadian way in-
cludes voluntary commitments to stated values and practices, with pub-
lic regulation and any prospect of legal remedy inconceivable. Instead, 
by mobilizing corporate citizenship as a vehicular idea and in deploying 
travelling technocrats abroad, Canada remains committed to the con-
quest of foreign mineral markets, operating through dense networks to 
secure licenses facilitating the flow of capital, resources and citizenship 
regimes governing the product of nation-building (anti-mining resist-
ance) as opposed to the source of the problem (the imperial practices and 
classes driving resource exploitation).

ConteSting Corporate CitizenShip: regiMeS froM Below and 
Beyond the State

As a component of both the new imperialism and a corporate citizen-
ship regime, Canadian mining may operate with impunity, but certainly 
not without resistance (Gordon and Webber 2008; Pederson 2014; Rasch 
2012; Shipley 2013). Social movements in Latin America continue to 
resist Canadian mining projects as they encounter the vehicular idea of 
corporate citizenship and the travelling technocrats facilitating imperial 
development. In northeastern Guatemala, former Canadian Ambassador 
James Lambert stated “through sustainable development of our mining 
resources, these communities are creating the economic, cultural and 
social infrastructure necessary to secure their futures and the future of 
their children.” (Pedersen 2014: 194). This promise of future prosperity 

10.  I am referring here to the efforts of the previous majority government held 
by the Conservative Party. With the new governing Liberal Party, it is too 
early to provide a thorough assessment of how it will approach the Cana-
dian extractive industry abroad. In the past, the Liberal Party have supported 
unsuccessful attempts to make Canadian resource companies abroad more 
accountable by introducing private member’s Bill C-300: An Act respecting 
Corporate Accountability for the Activities of Mining, Oil or Gas in Devel-
oping Countries. However, at the time of writing this manuscript and since 
taking office in November 2015, neither Trudeau or Dion have signaled a 
change in the government’s approach to Canadian extraction abroad, despite 
opportunities for doing so in the 2016 Federal Budget (by redirecting funding 
away from the CSR Counsellor’s office to an independent Ombusdman) or in 
drafting the priorities of the new Global Affairs Canada (which, at this point 
in time, does not list the regulation and accountability of Canada’s resource 
sector abroad as a priority) (Global Affairs n.d.-b). The absence of interna-
tional resource governance in discourses and priorities suggests that business 
will carry on as usual. 



362 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 41(3) 2016

has not convinced local communities outside of Vancouver-based Radius 
Gold’s El Tambor mine to accept the project, and an enduring blockade 
and resistance movement continues to halt mining in the region (Peder-
sen 2014). 

In Honduras, following a military backed coup against the anti-
mining President Zelaya, Canadian technocrats (including Ambassador 
Cameron MacKay, representatives from the now defunct Canadian Inter-
national Development Agency and Canadian mining company Break-
water Resources) lobbied the Lobo government to reverse the mora-
torium on open-pit mining, reduce corporate taxes, limit public con-
sultations and remove environmental protections to streamline mineral 
exploitation (Shipley 2013). This lobbying occurred despite immense 
opposition, with 90 per cent of the Hondurans polled in 2011 indicat-
ing they are against open-pit mining (MWC 2013). The frequency and 
ubiquity of conflict as a product of Canadian nation-building projects 
follows from the fact that Canadian mining companies comprise a large 
“statistical share of the international mining sector,” and are responsible 
for “more than four times as many incidents” of human rights abuses as 
other significant mining countries, including the United Kingdom and 
Australia (Canadian Centre for the Study of Resource Conflict 2009: 10). 

With the advent of the new Canadian imperialism and the unbund-
ling of borders, new forms of belonging emerge as the dissemination of 
ideas and concerns regarding social justice and environmental protection 
intensify during a process Palacios (2004: 38) refers to as “the global-
ization of civil society.” A civil society NGO of particular interest is 
MiningWatch Canada (MWC). The remainder of this paper will discuss 
the citizenship practices and ideals of MWC, including a close reading of 
a case of Canadian mining in Mexico.11 This case criticizes the deploy-
ment of middling technocrats and corporate citizens to reshape resource 
governance abroad in support of Canadian nation-building. The docu-
ment is important because it challenges the citizenship regime advanced 
by the Canadian state and offers alternative proposals reminiscent of a 
sustainable citizenship and ecological political economy.

MWC was formed in 1999 as part of a collective effort of aboriginal, 
social justice and environmental groups in Canada. MWC expresses an 
internationalist spirit, forging networks connecting civil society in and 
beyond the state “to bring about reforms that will prevent and punish 
irresponsible mining practices and address existing and past abuses” 
(MWC 2012: 1). Based on some of these descriptions, and a perusal of 

11.  NGO staff of two different organizations co-authored the report analyzed in 
this section. No academic research could be found on this community and 
movement.
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their Annual Reports (2010; 2011; 2012), it can be argued MWC more 
accurately promotes the Canadian identity and values crafted in the SFT 
(2013) than the corporate citizens the state nurtures. In particular, MWC 
practices “mutual interdependence” (SFT 2013: 1), and seeks to ensure 
that “human dignity” is respected by promoting “what is right and good 
in the world” (SFT 2013: 19). This is achieved through international 
solidarity work, including participating in important fact-finding delega-
tions (initiated by impacted communities themselves) that call into ques-
tion corporate citizenship regimes and highlight the active role played by 
state actors in ensuring the operation of nation-building projects.

Corporate Citizenship Regimes in Practice: Violence and Impunity in 
Mexico

An important assessment written by Moore and Colgrove (2013) pro-
vides detailed insight into the common issues and sets of relationships 
representing Canadian mining operations around the world. This report 
documents the corruption and violence imposed in Chicomuselo, a mu-
nicipality located in the Chiapas region of Mexico. The report reveals 
that not only did state actors (diplomats at the Canadian Embassy) un-
conditionally support Blackfire, but they did not ensure that the CSR 
policies implemented by the Government of Canada in 2009 were fol-
lowed to safeguard the rights of communities located in close proxim-
ity to the Payback mine (Moore and Colgrove 2013). According to the 
report’s findings, the problems associated with the project began in 2007 
with a lack of proper consultation and consent between Blackfire and 
the two local communities of Ejido Grecia and Ejido Nueva Morelia 
(Moore and Colgrove 2013). Speaking with the locals, Moore and Col-
grove (2013: 28) reported that “little or no consultation” had occurred 
in the communities of Ejido Grecia and Ejido Nueva Morelia despite 
Mexican agrarian law stipulating that land transfers must be approved 
by a General Assembly. The Embassy supported Blackfire despite be-
ing aware of this lack of consultation. On this issue, the Embassy’s only 
attempt at engaging Blackfire in CSR initiatives was by informing the 
company of the Mining Task Force (MTF), an Embassy-led initiative 
used to engage companies in CSR matters (Moore and Colgrove, 2013). 
This is an insufficient means of addressing the complex issue of com-
munity consultation as the Embassy admits that the MTF’s mandate is 
to merely “promote and support the interests of Canadian mining com-
panies… through public relations outreach” (Moore and Colgrove 2013: 
6). This excerpt from an Embassy communication confirms the lack of 
currency the MTF has in responsibly engaging with potential or affect-
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ed communities, as well as confirming the active role the state plays in 
securing nation-building projects.

In addition to a lack of consultation, the life of the Blackfire project 
was mired by violence and corruption. Mariano Abarca, a local anti-
mining activist, was murdered in 2009 and the three suspects – all with 
connections to Blackfire – were detained. Mariano’s death came after a 
series of complaints from peaceful protestors about “armed [Blackfire] 
workers, threats, and intimidation” (Moore and Colgrove 2013: 29). De-
spite the Embassy’s awareness of the tensions between the practices of 
Blackfire employees and the local communities (manifesting in a series 
of protests, and even a sit-in at the Canadian Embassy), Embassy staff 
“failed to distance themselves from the company, acting in Blackfire’s 
interests rather than considering all affected parties” (Moore and Col-
grove 2013: 29). This is especially evident in the lack of initiative taken 
by the Embassy in acknowledging this conflict, in supporting and calling 
for an investigation, and in reconsidering its support to Blackfire. 

The facts emerging in this case study suggest that: (1) Canadian 
mining companies such as Blackfire do not follow the voluntary human 
rights and sustainable policies outlined in BCA (2009)12 and (2) Can-
adian middling technocrats (Embassy personnel) actively promote the 
pursuit of profit despite evidence that contradicts both the policy of the 
Government of Canada and the values that its citizens are to represent. 
A telling evaluation of these sets of practices appears in a public conver-
sation Mariano Abarca had with an Embassy public relations official. 
This conversation occurred during a 36-hour protest in front of the Can-
adian Embassy (Moore and Colgrove 2013: 11). On video, Abarca states 
“some of us in the movement have received threats and we do not think 
it is fair that foreigners come in creating conflict while taking the wealth 
back to their country” (Moore and Colgrove 2013:11). 

Following the fact-finding mission, Moore and Colgrove (2013: 27) 
criticized the Embassy’s approach in handling the Blackfire case, claim-
ing it as contrary to the state’s CSR policy and not reflective of its of-
ficially stated values. The authors made several recommendations for a 
more robust regulatory regime. The most important recommendations 
include (1) that BCA (2009) be replaced with legislation regulating na-
tion-building practices according to international legal standards (human 
rights, labour and environmental) and respecting the right of self-deter-
mination for Indigenous peoples, as well as the right to free, prior and 
informed consent and (2) when supporting Canadian mining compan-
ies, government actors only do so if the “democratic and participatory 

12.  Because this report and event pre-dates the DBCW (2014) strategy, it is not 
considered in this discussion. 
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decision-making processes of non-Indigenous communities” occur prior 
to development, and when they do, that the result be respected even if 
contrary to the interests of the company (Moore and Colgrove 2013: 32). 
It is based on these recommendations, and the criticism MWC expressed 
throughout its report, that the Canadian government’s citizenship regime 
is called into question. In solidarity with local communities across bor-
ders, MWC amplifies the voices of communities and movements de-
manding change from below.

Greening Citizenship Regimes: Prospects and Opportunities

If corporate citizenship is a vehicular idea devoid of substance, what 
meaningful forms of citizenship can take its place in light of existing 
practices? This is not necessarily to propose the construction of a stat-
ic and singular model of citizenship. After all, citizenship is fluid and 
subject to transformation (Jelin 2000; Jenson 2001; Valencia Sáiz 2005; 
Rasch 2012). Nor does this suggest that the purpose of thinking through 
citizenship is instrumental (Latta 2007; Gabrielson 2008); that it is a par-
ticular means (green citizenship) to a predetermined end (ecologically 
healthy societies). However, if we accept the proposition that citizenship 
is a set of practices we must consider what types of citizenship reflect 
existing practices. In an era of globalization marked by imperialism, 
where capital, resources, ideas and bodies flow from one container to 
another, impacting the landscapes and practices of different peoples in 
different places, it is crucial to incorporate a networked understanding 
into our thinking of citizenship and its regime. This is to say citizenship 
must: (1) be post-cosmopolitan to the degree that it is beyond any one 
nation state and open to deliberation (2) recognize that the configuration 
of citizenship is fluid, contested and a product of dense networks (Latta 
2013) informed by the mobile policies carried by intermediary techno-
crats and finally (3) be rooted in the sense that it can be scaled back to 
its container to inform, shape and further deliberate a flexible citizenship 
regime grounded in environmental justice. 

The above proposal can be appropriated in various forms. A diluted 
form of this type of citizenship is one proposed by the Government of 
Canada. In 2001, Environment Canada developed environmental citizen-
ship as a concept, but framed it as an individual duty to act “responsibly 
and positively toward our environment” (Agyeman and Evans 2006: 
199). The concept of environmental citizenship defined as such is prob-
lematic because it downloads environmental responsibility on individ-
uals, perpetuating a belief that changing light bulbs or purchasing green 
products will halt and reverse environmental degradation. This position 
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ignores both a capitalist economy driven by accumulation by disposses-
sion and a state that is equally committed to imperial conquest; together, 
they generate ecocidal tendencies, often on the basis of historical experi-
ence. This conceptualization of environmental citizenship is also dan-
gerous because it falls within the purview of corporate citizenship by 
engaging in a weak and narrow politics of corporate social responsibility 
instead of a broader practice challenging contemporary ways of doing 
political economy and citizenship (regimes). 

A conceptualization of citizenship reflective of the approach MWC 
and various civil society organizations challenging nation-building prac-
tices at home and abroad is sustainability or critical citizenship.13 Barry 
(2006) conceives of critical citizenship as a shift from the aforementioned 
narrow approach of environmental citizenship. Critical citizenship is an 
“ambitious, multifaceted and challenging mode of green citizenship, 
which focuses on the underlying structural causes of environmental deg-
radation and other infringements of sustainable development such as hu-
man rights abuses or social justice” (Barry 2006: 24). Defined this way, 
critical citizenship moves beyond environmental concerns to include 
democracy, governance, participation and quality of life (Barry 2006). 
This is reflective of the forms of citizenship in Latin America, particu-
larly around anti-mining struggles wherein citizenship is shaped and 
given meaning through the practices associated with natural resource 
governance (Rasch 2012). A major component of critical citizenship 
is resistance work requiring “corrective or oppositional work” to chal-
lenge the structural causes of unsustainability (Barry 2006: 32). Barry 
(2006) qualifies this point by arguing that citizens have a right and duty 
to challenge dominant state and economic actors perpetuating unsustain-
able development (Barry 2006). Defined this way, critical citizenship is 
a seemingly fruitful conceptualization of citizenship and is reflective of 
the practices of civil society organizations such as MWC and the com-
munity voices they seek to amplify. 

Although MWC focuses on nation-building projects, it does not do 
this from a strictly environmental framework. On the contrary, MWC’s 
Annual Reports (2010; 2011; 2012) appear to consistently represent the 
“full spectrum” (Barry 2006: 32) of critical citizenship: they are critical 
of nation-building projects because of their effects on individuals, com-
munities and environmental well-being. It is because of these negative 
effects that MWC seeks to correct the problem by transforming state 

13.  Barry’s (2006) sustainability or critical citizenship sheds some of the prob-
lematic elements of traditional republican traditions, including: an authoritar-
ian state-centric approach, a gender bias and the promotion of compulsory 
sustainability activities.
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policies through stronger regulation, if not actively halt mining practices 
(MWC n.d.). It should be noted that MWC does this type of work in 
concert with “subaltern political voices” (Latta 2007: 390) calling on 
Canadian companies and even the state to cultivate “democratic modes 
of collective socio-ecological being” (Latta 2007: 390). Overall, critical 
citizenship seems to more accurately reflect the Canadian identity and 
values specified in the SFT (2013: 19) by engaging in democratic pro-
cesses respecting human dignity and defend “what is right and good in 
the world.”14 

A few questions remain: is sustainability or critical citizenship a 
coherent conceptualization, or is it at risk of becoming, like corporate 
citizenship, a vehicular idea with little substance? The concept of sus-
tainability appears to be equally as mutable and ambiguous, and this 
is purposive: it helps move the concept across different policy-making 
sites and institutions, risking depoliticization (McKenzie et al. 2015). 
Furthermore, in what ways might the flexibility of this term hinder the 
movement challenging corporate impunity and Canadian mining practi-
ces abroad? How do NGOs and social movements working in solidarity 
with communities affected by Canadian mining operations understand 
citizenship as practice, and what values, discourses and identities inform 
this? How is the mobility of sustainable practices produced, performed, 
maintained, repaired or resisted (Sheller 2014)? Thinking through these 
questions and similar insights offers an opportunity for future research 
to explore and explain the construction and mobile effects of Canadian 
citizenship regimes from below.

ConCluSion

The mobilities turn proposes that social scientists dispense of sedentarist 
theories of the social world (Sheller and Urry 2006). In response to this, 
scholars writing on policy mobilities (Temenos and McCann 2013; Peck 
2011; Peck 2012) trace the movement of policies among “unbounded 
states” and state actors while emphasizing the importance of “territor-
ial fixity and embeddedness” (Temenos and McCann 2013: 346-347). A 
focus on territorial fixity has led new mobilities research to examine the 
forms of governance enabling movement, as well as the ideologies and 

14.  I do not mean to suggest here that activists and civil society organizations 
must conform to identities and values expressed in the SFT (2013) to con-
struct an ‘authentic’ and ‘Canadian’ identity. In fact, these values and identi-
ties need to be re-appropriated and shed of their nationalist character, as they 
are integral to building a global citizenship regime based on relationships of 
solidarity rooted in non-domination. 
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meanings shaping them (Sheller 2014). As the Blackfire case indicates, 
this paper has contributed to this research effort by examining the Can-
adian citizenship regime as an imperial system of governance pushing 
both policy, middling technocrats and the vehicular idea of corporate 
citizenship abroad for the purpose of Canadian nation-building. This ve-
hicular idea is able to move, alter and diffuse policy from point A to B in 
part due to the state discourses preparing it for travel. This departs from 
traditional research on natural resources and mobility (Campbell 2012; 
Pedersen and Bunkenborg 2012) and contributes to studies of vehicular 
ideas by moving away from local and urban contexts (Baker and Evans 
2016; McKenzie et al. 2015; Peck 2012) to a multi-scale assessment of 
the role of corporate citizenship in policy mobility.

The state discourses examined in this paper are saturated with no-
tions of Canadian identity, values, and what it means to be an ideal 
citizen, transmitting carefully constructed and historically binding cit-
izenship regimes. They produce a narrative representing Canadians as 
engaging in nation-building projects, promoting human dignity, free-
dom and democracy abroad. Contrary to the argument that the Canadian 
“state is not identified as taking a leadership role in the creation of the 
new economy” (Brodie 2002a: 62), this paper has argued that the Can-
adian state not only takes an active role in forming the conditions for 
the expansion of nation-building projects, but also actively participates 
in networks reshaping policies abroad to secure the flow of capital and 
minerals. Canadian policy prescriptions at once influence the conduct of 
corporate actors in dense networks of interactions and attempt to manage 
the risk posed by anti-mining struggles. Although organizations such as 
MWC challenge state-sanctioned practices, what remains to be seen is 
the viability, articulation and large-scale practice of an alternative, inclu-
sive and democratic citizenship regime. 
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