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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
One of Joel Sokolsky’s principal areas of research has been Canada- Received 3 August 2026
US security and defence relations. This chapter revisits the 1989 Accepted 22 August 2026
book on those relations that Joel and | co-edited and seeks to

assess the I|I§el.y |m.pa-’:t upon the bllatgral relationship of the Donald Trump; Western
Trump administration’s recent elevation of the Western hemisphere; Monroe
hemisphere as a focus of American grand strategy. This elevation Doctrine; Canada; United
has been referred to by one New York City tabloid as the States; NATO; defence
“Donroe Doctrine.” Although this play on words, which takes its procurement
inspiration from the 1823 Monroe Doctrine, conveys a jocular

tone, the US's two northern neighbours — Canada and Denmark

(via Greenland) - fail to see much humour in it. This article

assesses the Donroe Doctrine in a diachronic, comparative

context, with emphasis upon three issue-areas: (1) Canada-US

cooperation within the broader NATO framework; (2) Canada-US

cooperation within the narrow continental North American one;

and (3) Canadian defence procurement decision making.

KEYWORDS

RESUME

L'un des domaines principaux de recherche de Joél Sokolsky porte
sur les relations entre le Canada et les Etats-Unis en matiére de
sécurité et de défense. Ce chapitre revient sur l'ouvrage traitant
de ces relations, publié en 1989, que Joél et moi-méme avons
coédité, et cherche a évaluer l'impact probable, sur les relations
bilatérales, de la décision récente de I'administration Trump de
faire de I'hémisphére occidental un axe central de la grande
stratégie américaine. Cette promotion a été qualifiée par un
tabloid newyorkais de « Doctrine de Donroe ». Bien que ce jeu de
mots, qui s'inspire de la Doctrine de Monroe de 1823, revéte un
ton enjoug, les deux voisins du nord des Etats-Unis - le Canada et
le Danemark (par lI'intermédiaire du Groenland) - n'y trouvent rien
d’amusant. Cet article analyse la Doctrine de Donroe dans une
perspective diachronique et comparative, en mettant l'accent sur
trois domaines : 1) la coopération entre le Canada et les Etats-
Unis dans le cadre plus large de I'OTAN ; 2) la coopération entre
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Introduction: What hath Trump wrought?

Samuel F. B. Morse may not have been original when he cribbed a biblical passage to
convey the emotion he was feeling upon demonstrating his invention, the telegraph,
to a fascinated group of onlookers in the US Capitol Building. But the query he
cabled to his assistant waiting at the Baltimore railroad station on 24 May 1844 was cer-
tainly a memorable one: “What hath God wrought?”' Given the cult-like status accorded
to America’s current president by his dedicated (if shrinking) congregation of idolaters,
there is justification in paraphrasing Morse in this chapter’s introduction, assuming we
first strip the paraphrase of its theological, not to say blasphemous, undertones:
Donald Trump really has wrought - for the time being, at least - an amazing transform-
ation in the tenor of security and defence relations between the United States and its
longest-standing continuous ally, Canada. No more, it seems, can Canada-US security
ties be held to epitomise the most affectively “special” of the special relationships
either country has with anyone else - the veritable platinum standard among special
relationships.? All by himself, the alchemist of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue has pulled
off the near-impossibility of transforming platinum into lead. Still, things could get
worse in the bilateral relationship, for NORAD continues in existence, and so long as
it does there is an undoubted specialness — behaviourally even if not affectively —
about Canada-US military ties, for Canada surely remains the only country in the
world that is permitted to be in command of and issue orders to US troops on US soil
during a direct attack on the United States.

NORAD to the contrary notwithstanding, no one would deny that the emotional tone
of the bilateral relations has taken a decided turn for the worse since Donald Trump
returned to the White House in late January 2025. Symbolising this downturn in bilateral
relations has been the emergence, during the president’s second administration, of a
“Donroe Doctrine” in American foreign policy. Although often attributed to Trump,
this bit of word play on the genuine article - the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 - was as
unoriginal with him as the quoted words in the paragraph above had been with
Morse. In the president’s case, the catchphrase first appeared in print a couple of
weeks prior to his second inauguration, splayed in giant font atop the front page of
the New York Post of 8 January 2025, drawing readers’ attention to what the editors
thought was likely to be the hallmark of the incoming administration’s foreign policy:
a reconcentration upon the Western hemisphere as the primary focus of American
grand strategy. Depicting the editorial hypothesis, the cover page featured a beaming
chief executive standing in front of a wall map of North America and brandishing a
pointer highlighting the transformation of traditional geographic references he had
made with his presidential Sharpie, such that the Gulf of Mexico became the “Gulf of
America,” Greenland “Our Land,” the Panama Canal the “Pana-Maga Canal,” and
Canada the “51st State.”*

But Trump so liked the label the Post had chosen for his emerging grand strategy that
he quickly and proudly adopted it as his own. True to the rubric, the president, in his
national security strategy issued later in the year, confirmed that the Western hemisphere
would become what it had not been for many decades, the cynosure of US grand strategy:
“After years of neglect, the United States will reassert and enforce the Monroe Doctrine to
restore American preeminence in the Western Hemisphere, and to protect our homeland
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and our access to key geographies throughout the region.”* Not since the first two terms
of Franklin D. Roosevelt with his celebrated Good Neighbor Policy® has an American grand
strategy been so focused upon the Western hemisphere® - although in the case of the
current administration, “bad” rather than “good” might be the more appropriate adjective
chosen to modify “neighbour.”

Those antithetic adjectives speak to a larger truth about the Monroe Doctrine as the
ideational sheet-anchor of American grand strategy from 1823 until 1941. It was originally
intended as a protective measure to advance not just America’s interests but possibly
those of its southern neighbours as well, at a time when it appeared as if Old World
powers intended to undo Spanish America’s new-found independence from Madrid’s
colonialism. Over the course of the nineteenth century, it morphed into an offensive,
menacing, measure interpreted as granting America license to run roughshod over
those very same neighbours’ interests.” With respect to Canadian security interests, the
doctrine in its early career was more or less irrelevant, since Canada could count on
British power providing whatever protection it might require — not excluding protection
from the US itself. But during the twentieth century, pari passu with the development of
cordial Anglo-American relations,® the doctrine would emerge as a source of support for
Canadian interests against Germany and, to a lesser extent, Japan.’ Following the Second
World War, it became for the US a geostrategic artefact, a vestige of a bygone era made
irrelevant by new international power realities ratifying one obvious point: American
security interests had now become so globe-spanning that prioritising the Western hemi-
sphere made little sense in light of such new imperatives as “forward defence” and
sextended deterrence.”’® At the start of the current Trump administration, though, the
Monroe Doctrine has again been poised to assume paramount importance, raising ques-
tions about whether the US could or should continue its post-1945 emphasis upon
forward military deployments through alliance mechanisms.'' The war against Iran that
commenced in late February 2026, however, has led many to wonder just how seriously
the administration’s national security strategy deserved to be taken. Perhaps the NSS will
go the way of many things Trumpian, as something to be taken seriously though not
literally?

This article does indeed take the NSS and its related “Donroe Doctrine” seriously. In rec-
ognition of the career accomplishments of Joel Sokolsky, project organiser Andrea
Charron suggested | examine Donroeism through the lens of a book Joel and | co-
edited in what can now look to be a long-forgotten era in Canada-US alliance relations.
The book, The U.S.-Canada Security Relationship, made its appearance in the final stages of
the Cold War."? | return to it later in these pages with a view to determining whether, and
if so how, the Donroe Doctrine might be said to have wrought fundamental and lasting
change in Canada-US security relations. That analysis will concentrate upon asking how
the chapters have stood up despite the passage of more than three-dozen years since
they were written. Notwithstanding the naturally diverse thematic orientations of any
edited volume, one foundational idea undergirded all twelve of the book’s chapters:
the basically solid structure of Canada-US security and defence relations of the late
1980s could be expected to endure. None challenged the meaning or solidity of the
two countries’ status as allies, notwithstanding that all authors understood there would
be many inevitable points of friction, of the sort that routinely attract attention whenever
allies deal with other allies.
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Apropos those intra-alliance frictions, Jimmy Carter’s secretary of defence, Harold
Brown, was once reputed to have asked an aide who had burst into his office with the
alarming news that NATO was in disarray, “When has the alliance ever been in array?”'?
In a similar vein, a future American ambassador to NATO quipped as the alliance was
approaching its fortieth anniversary that it “had had about as many crises as birthdays.”"*
The two American officials’ responses could apply a fortiori to the alliance under discus-
sion in these pages, the bilateral Canada-US one. There never truly was for the Canada-US
alliance any frictionless period of bliss, just as there had never been such a period for
NATO. Nevertheless, the affective quality of the two countries’ security and defence
relations during the years covered in our book does seem, from today's coign of
vantage, to be light years removed from the frosty climate of contemporary bilateral
relations. Of course, all the NATO allies might be said to be in the same tricky spot
when it comes to dealing with the mercurial American president, but they really are
not, and the Donroe Doctrine tells us the reason.

For as upsetting as he has been to those other allies, Donald Trump has never mused
about an Anschluss with Germany, or Britain, or France, or any other European land - save
for the partial exception of one. That partial exception, of course, is Denmark, whose ter-
ritory of Greenland he had set his sights on amputating for some time,'* ideally to be
effected in the same way that America severed the Danish West Indies from the
mother country in early 1917, namely through treaty-sanctioned purchase not con-
quest.'® To Canadians, the stated aim of Trumpian disruption appears much more sinister,
with many in the country taking his Donroe Doctrine as a signal that he wishes nothing
less than to expunge Canada from the community of states and absorb it fully into the
Union. A recent collaborative survey conducted by the University of Calgary and Nanos
Research found that an astonishing 44.1 per cent of respondents put the “US/Trump”
atop the list of the five biggest threats facing Canada, far ahead of the other four
choices on the list (in descending order these were China, trade wars, immigration, and
Russia) — so far ahead that six times as many Canadians assessed Trump’s America
rather than China to be the country’s chief threat, even though the last time this poll
was conducted in 2020, it was China that had carried off these dubious honours."”

Given what Trump has so clearly wrought, it is necessary to recall the nature of the
bilateral alliance as it had once been, prior to his tenure in office, especially his current
term. By setting contemporary challenges to Canada-US security and defence
cooperation against the background of the alliance issues that Joel and | had covered
in our 1989 book, | hope to provide some contextual awareness of our current predica-
ment. Before getting to those issues and asking what has and has not changed since
1989, | first turn, in the next section, to an exploration of the special qualities of the
Canada-US alliance, from its inception in August 1940 down to the current era of the
Donroe Doctrine. Following this examination of what “array” might be said to have
implied at the time our book appeared, | switch focus and in the third (and penultimate)
section of this article | examine three specific issue-areas on today’s bilateral security
agenda that look surprisingly familiar to those who followed events in the late 1980s. |
conclude on a possibly counterintuitive note, by suggesting that the Donroe Doctrine,
precisely because of its menacing qualities, might provide Canada with the necessary
stimulus for bringing its traditional budgetary hesitations into harmony with its
defence-policy aspirations, to the benefit of the latter.
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The Canadian-American alliance: from “array” to disarray?

To grasp the contemporary implications of the Donroe Doctrine for Canada-US security
relations, the best point of departure is the nature of their alliance, particularly when it
is cast in terms of what Charles Kupchan has identified as the third and final stage of
“stable peace theory.”'® Kupchan’s theory can be considered both a derivative of the
more well-known “democratic peace theory” (DPT) as well as an addendum thereto.
Although both theories might be said to capture key dimensions of the kind of “peaceful
change” in international relations of which Canada and the US had once been exemplars,
Kupchan's is more germane to the argument in this article because it explicitly introduces
the notion of “friendship” as a corollary of stable peace. Today, “friendship” is precisely the
quality of the Canadian—American alliance that has been put to the severest test by the
Donroe Doctrine.

Friendship, for many IR scholars, must rank as the epitome of wishful and possibly
deluded thinking. Especially is this the case for those, realist or otherwise, who have
taken to heart the oft-cited remark of one mid-nineteenth century British prime minister
about states having neither eternal friends nor eternal enemies, but only eternal inter-
ests.'” To those scholars, “friendship” is a conceptual category finding no place in
serious inquiry into the causes of war and the conditions of peace.”® And yet, until
quite recently, friendship was held to be eminently and routinely embraceable by
many whose scholarly or policy focus was less on IR theory and more on Canada-US
relations. It is no surprise to discover that the government of Mark Carney abstained in
July 2026 from celebrating an important US benchmark, the 250th anniversary of its
declaring independence from Britain, with the kind of lavish publication gifted to the
United States by the government of Pierre Elliott Trudeau on the occasion of its bicenten-
nial in 1976, a costly and sumptuously illustrated volume bearing the simple but revel-
atory title of Between Friends/Entre Amis.*'

Long before the Trump era, when it actually had been the norm to speak of bilateral
friendship, not only had Canada and the US seemingly found the recipe for keeping
the regional peace as between themselves, but their happy model was even thought
to be exportable to such less fortunate parts of the world as Europe, bearing the shipping
label of the “North American Idea.”?* Although Kupchan himself did not traffic in this
latter conceit, it is clear that his three “stages” of stable peace captured the essence of
what many Canada-US specialists regarded as having been the formula for the success
of North America.

Those three stages were: (1) rapprochement, signifying burying the hatchet and forget-
ting bygone squabbles with all their grudges; (2) security community, understood as
meaning that the states in question went further than hatchet-burying, and resolved
never to settle whatever disputes might arise between them through the use of force
or even the threat to use force?; and (3) what Kupchan terms “union,” which is not so
much a constitutional bonding as it is a cognitive one, sealed by a kind of deep and com-
prehensive security cooperation suggestive of tight military alliance. For Kupchan, union
denotes the highest stage of stable peace, one in which the interacting states participate
in the shaping of a new identity through a process he labels “narrative generation.” This
means that elites in the two states can no longer quite see their counterparts on the other
side of the boundary as being fundamentally different from themselves, when it comes to
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the defence of North America. This is why he says that in a theoretical sense, the iterative
construction of stable peace started in realism (rapprochement engendered by restraint),
passed through liberalism (security community), and finished in constructivism (collective
identity).**

As the survey data cited earlier indicate, many Canadians today appear to believe that
an American resort to the use of force against Canada cannot be ruled out - indeed, not a
few believe it has been positively ruled in, with an invasion thought to be just around the
corner.? This worry that the North American security community might not be perma-
nent began to get expressed by a few scholars even during the first Trump adminis-
tration,”® but it has flourished along with the vaunting of the second administration’s
Donroe Doctrine. In short, many sense that the security community, the single most
important attribute of the bilateral relationship since its “founding” in the first half of
the twentieth century, is in jeopardy, possibly even on life-support, and all because
Donald Trump has made no secret of his desire to change the territorial status quo in
North America exactly in the manner depicted on that New York Post front page.

Now, it must be emphasised that this president, regardless of his expressed desire that
Canada should be part of the US, has not announced any intention of using force to bring
about annexation. In fact, during an early May 2025 White House meeting with Prime Min-
ister Mark Carney, Trump came close to admitting that forcible acquisition was a non-
starter, telling a reporter who asked whether he would invade Canada that it was
“highly unlikely.”?” This reassurance (if that is what it is) comes as very cold comfort to
a Canadian public and political class that had grown used to the thought that Canada
and the US were the best of friends, and that in a crunch Canada could always count
upon America to backstop its physical security. In a word, Canadians have felt, under-
standably, that they have been mightily betrayed by an American ally that has turned
from “protector to predator.”?® The sense of betrayal many Americans experienced
towards France during the Irag War of 2003 does not even come close to matching the
feelings of Canadians today towards an American president who has done so much to
rubbish the Canada-US relationship.?® This is why it is so wrong, as some in the Trump
administration seem to want to do, to claim that somehow the downturn in Canada-
US relations is due to Canadian “anti-Americanism.”

It is not that Canada has lacked a traditionally robust anti-American constituency, for
ever since the country’s winning of home rule in 1867 — and, indeed, well before then
- there have been many Canadians who cannot regard America with other than the
most jaundiced eye, no matter who happened to be in the White House.>° But there
have been even more Canadians who have not typically sought refuge in this ontological
redoubt in which an American (and debased) “significant other” serves as means of locat-
ing one’s Canadian identity and sanctifying one’s self-worth.' Thus it is noteworthy that
some of the most hostile reactions to the president’s annexation musings have come not
from the usual suspects in Canada (i.e. the inveterate anti-Americans), but from suddenly
embittered constituencies that not very long ago were pro-American. A case in point is
the premier of Ontario, Doug Ford, who had been hoping for a Trump victory over
Kamala Harris in the 2024 presidential election.

Since over the past couple of years there had been no change in either the structure of
the international system (the Waltzian “third image”) or the composition of the American
socio-politico-demographic order (the “second image”) that might have been dramatic



CANADIAN FOREIGN POLICY JOURNAL e 7

enough to explain the contemporary malaise in Canada-US relations, many analysts
(myself included) are left to conclude that the trashing of those relations has been
mostly if not solely the work of a chief executive whom one otherwise normally pro-Amer-
ican Canadian journalist describes as “a simpleton, surrounded by fools and lunatics.”>? In
short, the problem of the day in Canada-US relations can be lodged in the Waltzian “first
image,” which to the dismay of many IR theorists (not excluding Kenneth Waltz himself)
stresses the agency of individual leaders over that of either societal or “systemic” forces
when either stasis or change is under discussion.*?

In this respect, Canadian ire is really directed more at the president than at the people
of the United States. And in this, Canadians are not so terribly different from citizens of
other allied countries, who “rate” this president so poorly that even Xi Jinping and Vladi-
mir Putin can appear cuddly in comparison.** And judging from Trump’s plunging
approval ratings since he launched the war on Iran in late February 2026, Americans
themselves are souring on their chief executive. But even before the war with Iran
began, many Americans were becoming upset with Trump because of the way he was
treating allies.®> One such American was former president Joe Biden, who in a rare
public appearance following his catastrophic debate with Donald Trump in late June
2024, lashed out at his successor's Donroe Doctrine pretentiousness, especially when
directed against allies in the Western hemisphere.

Biden’s scolding was delivered in a BBC Radio Four interview with host Nick Robinson,
which aired early in May 2025, some three months into his successor’s second term. Com-
menting critically on Trump’s well-advertised desire to alter the territorial status quo in
the northern half of the New World, Biden asked, “What the hell’s going on here? What
president ever talks like that?”3® Biden was certainly right to underscore how the annexa-
tion of territory in the hemisphere - including Canadian, no less! - was not exactly at the
top of the average American’s wish-list these days;*” at the very least, it seems terribly
retro, the kind of activity that veritably screeches “nineteenth century” and “Manifest
Destiny.” Yet, Biden's adjudging annexation impulses to be axiomatically beneath the
dignity of the Oval Office was a distortion of the historical record, for there had been
other occupants of the White House who imagined that adding Canada to the Republic,
whether by hook or crook, would be a smart thing to do. Admittedly, the list of such pre-
sidents may not be a particularly long one, but it does contain some notable names,
including those of Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Knox Polk, and could
even be expanded to include those of Ulysses S. Grant and Benjamin Harrison.*® The
point is that prior to Trump, no president since Harrison’s time had been known to
wish the disappearance of Canada as a sovereign state, and Harrison himself “only” envi-
sioned doing the deed by inflicting economic pain on Canada in hopes that Canadians
themselves would voluntarily choose annexation over continued hardship.*® So, while
Trump may well have no intention, as he intimated in that May 2025 meeting with
Carney, actually to invade Canada, he definitely appears to be acting as a latter-day Ben-
jamin Harrison.

Our 1989 book in a diachronic context

As mentioned above, while in 1989 there was no shortage of items worth being disputed
by the two allies and debated by scholars — whether in the narrower North American
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framework or the broader transatlantic one - few sentient observers at the time our book
came out could have imagined that some day Canada-US relations would feature such a
dismal turn as the one taken during the past two years. Such has been the impact of the
Donroe Doctrine.

The book itself was the product of a conference organised by the Queen’s Centre for
International Relations (QCIR),*® of which | was director at the time and Joel a senior fellow
(and unofficially my “deputy” director). That conference, held in Kingston in June 1988,
was intended to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the historic address delivered by Pre-
sident Franklin D. Roosevelt on the Queen’s campus, which has generally been inter-
preted as marking the beginning of a long period in which it could be reasonably
assumed that each North American country understood it had a “vital interest” in
helping to assure the physical security of the other; it was not quite an alliance, but it cer-
tainly paved the way for their security and defence “union” (in Kupchan'’s sense) two years
later, at Ogdensburg, NY. It was to the 1938 reciprocal undertaking that | would later give
the label, the “Kingston Dispensation.”*'

The book’s contents were drawn from the papers presented at the conference. The
authors were all associated in one way or the other with the DND-funded QCIR,** and
they came from Canada (mainly), the US, and the Federal Republic of Germany. Half of
them were either active or retired career military officers; the rest were university-
affiliated researchers. To the extent the edited collection had a theme that could be cap-
tured in a phrase, it was best understood to be an inquiry into the current state and future
prospects of the Canada-US alliance. Its three main subthemes were (1) Canada, the US,
and collective defence within the transatlantic alliance; (2) bilateral controversies in con-
tinental (i.e. North American) defence; and (3) upcoming procurement decisions facing
Canada. The back cover ran a blurb that set out the objectives of our collective research
project and book, which is quoted here because it fairly accurately®® captures what we
sought to do:

Fifty years ago, Franklin D. Roosevelt's pledge that the United States would “not stand idly
by” if Canadian security was threatened cemented a close North American alliance.
However, the links between the two countries have evolved as the international security
environment has changed. The immediacy of the bomber threat in the early nuclear era
led Washington to regard Canadian territory as an indispensable strategic first line for
the United States. But Canada’s strategic significance [viz., to the US] declined dramatically
with the advent of intercontinental ballistic missiles and with the globalization of U.S. secur-
ity interests.

Not until the early 1980s did renewed interest in strategic defense as a complement to deter-
rence revive the importance of North America for U.S. security. This book assesses the critical
issues shaping the bilateral defense relationship, including the future of ballistic missile
defense (BMD), the increased deployment of air- and sea-launched cruise missiles, security
and sovereignty in the Arctic, the growing debate within Canada over security relations
with the United States, and the implications of the historic INF Treaty for North American
defense.

The authors argue that these developments will both concentrate and complicate the
defense relationship for Washington and Ottawa. Given the intricacies of global politics, it
is clear that bilateral controversy between the United States and Canada over security
issues will be more intense in the coming decade than at any time since World War II.
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What the publisher’s blurb was alluding to as representing “more intense” challenges
likely to surface during the 1990s consisted of the trio of problem-sets mentioned above.
As noted, the first of these concerned a debate within Canada about the value of the
country’s two alliances (the bilateral one with the US alone, and the multilateral one
with a set of fifteen other NATO allies [including the US]). Everyone “knew” fully well
that even if the Cold War might not be ending any time soon — and how wrong we all
turned out to be in this regard! - change was incontestably afoot. The deepening of
détente with a Soviet Union headed by the likeable Mikhail Gorbachev, coupled with
the astounding progress in arms-control and disarmament measures exemplified by
the Washington treaty of 1987 leading to the removal and destruction of Soviet and
American intermediate range nuclear forces,** meant that the usually turbulent transat-
lantic waters were hardly going to grow calmer in coming years, and might well
become even choppier.*®

In Canada, for instance, some were beginning to question the utility and (to more than
a few) even the morality of continued involvement in NATO, topics covered by no fewer
than three of the book’s chapters,*® reflecting a growing Canadian angst about alliances,
especially within the one federal political party (the NDP) that was giving every sign of
believing that neutrality was the path on which Canada should be embarked. Re-
reading those chapters nearly forty years after they were written gives us a sense of
what has changed, and not changed, over the decades. By the late 1980s it was
common to find critics in federal parties other than the NDP who also fretted about
Canada’s commitment to NATO, especially because of the expense of maintaining the
forward basing of Canadian forces in Germany. Some of the critics even wondered
whether Canada should be bothered with European security at all, and recommended
the country turn its strategic attention to such other, more “deserving,” parts of the
globe as Asia, Africa, or Latin America.

Today, NATO skeptics have become rare on the ground in Canada, almost in inverse
proportion to such critics’ growing presence in the US. Whatever else the Donroe Doctrine
may have done, it has certainly made Canadians more conscious of the value of transat-
lantic security and defence ties than at any time since the early 1950s, when Ottawa opted
to station forces in Germany so as to shore up Western defences against the Soviet
Union.*” Trump may not have made America great again, but he certainly appears to
have made Canada European again.

Other chapters grouped under those first two subthemes also retain surprising con-
temporary relevance. For instance, the Conliffe chapter on the Permanent Joint Board
on Defence (PJBD) speaks to an issue that resurfaced in the spring of 2026, when US
defence secretary Pete Hegseth announced the “suspension” of the PJBD, ostensibly to
express the administration’s irritation with the Carney government’s commitment to col-
lective defence. A re-reading of this chapter today reveals just how inconsequential is this
symbolic gesture, for its author had made it clear that by 1988 the PJBD’s best years as a
useful institution were well behind it and declared that the institution had entered a stage
of its existence that could best be described as “limbo."*®

Also possessed of contemporary resonance were the chapters addressing technologi-
cal changes affecting North American collective defence, not least those suggesting a
growing possibility that defences might someday become as practicable against ballistic
missiles as they had become against long-range bombers,*® an issue that has taken on
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new salience in a Donroe Doctrine context, given the Trump administration’s enthu-
siasm to develop a “Golden Dome” that might defend North American - or at least
US - territory from ballistic-missile attacks. As well, the John Anderson chapter on
North American air defence modernisation spent much time discussing the technical
challenges occasioned with a promising potential feature of the new North Warning
System, Over-the-Horizon-Backscatter (OTHB) radars.”® Recently, Canada and Australia
['1 have signed a $2.5 billion contract to develop just such an OTHB system for the
Arctic.>’

But it is the book’s third subtheme, on procurement choices facing Ottawa, that really
gives rise to a sense of déja vu, since all three of its chapters took an analytical run at
different pieces of the same puzzle concerning what at the time was being mooted as
one of the most expensive and controversial Canadian procurement decisions of all
time, involving submarines. These were not just any subs; they were going to be
nuclear-propelled, so that their proposed acquisition in the 1987 White Paper on
Defence®® was guaranteed to rouse even more opposition than defence-procurement
decisions during the Cold War had been accustomed to arousing from a Canadian
public and political class that had grown used not so much to free-riding as to what
Joel has so memorably labelled “easy riding.””® The public and its political handlers
back then had been counting on a benevolent US to look after Canada if the going
got rough, thereby enabling the country to allocate more scarce resources to other
“spending envelopes” - including and especially those needed to maintain Canada’s
social-welfare net. Accordingly, the three chapters on this subtheme covered: (1) tech-
nological aspects of nuclear-propelled attack submarines (SSNs) contrasted with
diesel-electric attack subs®® (2) the nonproliferation consequences of a Canadian
decision to opt for nuclear subs®’; and (3) the strategic rationale for the Canadian
Navy acquiring such boats.>®

It is fair to say that of all the issues raised in that White Paper, nothing came close to
matching the controversy stirred up by the ambitious and costly proposal for Canada to
acquire some ten to twelve SSNs. With a projected multiyear price tag of $8 billion at a
time when the country’s total annual defence budget was slightly less than $9 billion,
the submarines shocked not only because of their nuclear aspect, but also because of
their cost. In 1989, the submarine acquisition would be scrapped, for reasons related to
cost and to changing geopolitical conditions.>”

The latter — the radically altered geopolitical landscape brought about by the Cold
War's ending — was probably more significant in the cancellation decision. Apropos of
this, | had the privilege and pleasure of witnessing a remarkable bit of hallway “after-
action” banter between two of the volume’s contributors to the SSN section,
S. Mathwin Davis and Joel. This was during the summer of 1990, in the week when
Soviet leader Gorbachev gave the green light to German reunification within NATO, at
a meeting with German Chancellor Helmut Kohl in the Caucasus. This effectively
brought the Cold War to a close,”® and prompted this query from Sam Davis, a retired
admiral in the Canadian navy who was then teaching in the Queen’s School of Policy
Studies and had never been a big supporter of the SSNs: “Well, young Sokolsky,
where’s your threat now?” To this query Joel replied without so much as missing a
beat, “Same place it's always been, Admiral, Treasury Board.”
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Postscript

This riposte not only testifies to Joel's ability to be quick with a quip, but it also contributes
to our own ability to judge whether the ill-fated SSN acquisition should trigger a sense of
déja vu on the part of those who follow Canadian defence policy. Ottawa has once more
indicated it will be pursuing an expensive contract for an ambitious submarine-acqui-
sition programme, albeit this time the boats in question are diesel-electric not nuclear-
propelled. Up to a dozen are eventually to be acquired from the German/Norwegian con-
sortium spearheaded by Thyssen-Krupp Marine Systems (TKMS).>

Should the expensive acquisition of the TKMS Type 212CD manage to escape the
earlier fate of the SSNs, it will have a great deal to do with the Donroe Doctrine. For
unlike the North America of the late 1980s, when there was much evident good will as
between an American government headed first by Ronald Reagan and then by George
H. W. Bush, and a Canadian government headed by Brian Mulroney, today’s continental
mood stands as a powerful deterrent against the former temptation of Canada’s public
and political class alike to imagine that, when the chips were down, they could rely on
American benevolence and power to safeguard Canada. And for that, Donald Trump
would have to deserve the credit.®®
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