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Introduction: The Missing Link in Canadian Strategy

The Canadian strategic debate is monopolized by rearmament, military deterrence, and alliance
management. These priorities are legitimate and this paper does not challenge them:
rearmament is the foundation of any credible strategic posture, and NATO commitments bind
Canada to obligations that condition its access to Western decision-making circles. But this
equation is incomplete. It obscures the link that conditions the effectiveness of the whole:
Canada's international credibility—that is, the perception its allies (and the broader international
community) have of its reliability, the consistency of its foreign policy, and the legibility of its
decision-making process.

The central argument of this brief is as follows: Canada's multilateral credibility directly
determines how the United States perceives it as an interlocutor, which in turn conditions the
quality of its bilateral diplomacy and the effectiveness of its negotiating leverage. This causal
chain is reversible, volatile, and relational. A Canada perceived as reliable and consistent by its
allies carries more weight in Washington. A Canada whose decision-making process is illegible
simultaneously weakens itself with its partners and with the hegemon it seeks to influence. The
2024-2026 sequence offers the most striking empirical demonstration of this dynamic since 2003.

Strategic Credibility as a Composite Variable: Contribution, Reciprocity, Coherence, and
Identity

For a middle power like Canada, whose structural military dependence on the United States is
irreducible in the short term, international credibility constitutes the central strategic resource.
The literature on status-secking underscores that international recognition rests on social and
intersubjective dynamics, in which diplomatic interactions and institutional participation play a
central role. Within this framework, work on middle powers shows that states like Canada have
historically compensated for their material limitations through niche diplomacy strategies
grounded in multilateralism and mediation. Finally, the normative power approach highlights
certain actors' capacity to influence international norms through the diffusion of specific values
and practices. Analysis of the NATO Libya campaign confirmed this logic operationally:
Canadian influence within NATO in 2011 was directly proportional to the consistency and
visibility of its contribution, independent of its material power.
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These frameworks are necessary but insufficient to account for what distinguishes a normative posture
with deterrence from one without. To complete the analysis, strategic credibility must be decomposed
into three conditions that are individually necessary but insufficient, whose combination produces the
indirect deterrence characteristic of a middle power.

The first condition is active contribution: exerting influence through added value where great powers
are absent, failing, or illegitimate. This is the instrumental dimension of credibility. To exist in other
actors' strategic calculations, one must be present and useful in the spaces that great powers neglect.
Contribution warfare designates this logic: not engaging merely to be visible but engaging to be
indispensable—which conditions access to decision-making spaces and the capacity to influence the
norms produced therein. The second condition is explicit reciprocity: signaling that certain demands
carry costs and that certain positions will not be abandoned under pressure. Without this dimension,
contribution amounts to cooperation rather than deterrence. As the strategic analysis of commitments
shows, a declaration that entails no anticipated cost does not alter an adversary's calculations, since it
can be abandoned without consequence. Conversely, a commitment becomes credible when the cost
ofits violation is perceived as real by the interlocutor. For a middle power confronting a coercive power,
this explicit reciprocity is the condition that transforms contribution into indirect deterrence. The third
condition is procedural coherence: the capacity to maintain stable, coordinated positions over time and
under pressure. It concerns the internal construction of foreign and defence policy—notably
coordination between the Prime Minister, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of National
Defence—as well as the legibility of external communication. Without procedural coherence,
contribution becomes inconsistent and reciprocity becomes unpredictable, which amounts, in other
actors' calculations, to an effective absence of credibility.

The three preceding conditions belong to a reputational strategic perspective: credibility as a tool for
maintaining security and cooperative interests. But reputation also operates at a second, constitutive
level: decision-makers responsible for foreign policy are concerned with their self-image and seek to
avoid what the literature terms identity insecurity. This dimension explains why procedural
incoherence results not only from organizational failures but from a tension between the proclaimed
posture and the real constraints of the situation: decision-makers oscillate when their self-image enters
into contradiction with the demands of the moment. Moreover, reputational concerns are even more
determinative in deliberations when the level of cohesion within the decision-making group is high.
This observation enriches the third condition by giving it a precise causal foundation: procedural
coherence depends not only on formal coordination between institutions but on the identity cohesion
of the group composed of the Prime Minister and his or her chief advisers—that is, their capacity to
share a common resolution of the tension between the proclaimed posture and conjunctural
constraints.

The central causal chain of this paper can be formulated as follows: active contribution combined with
explicit reciprocity and procedural coherence anchored in the identity cohesion of the decision-making
group produces strategic credibility. This credibility generates predictability, which integrates Canada
into its allies' calculations as a reliable actor. This integration constitutes Canada's negotiating lever in
the face of American coercion, and functions as a form of indirect deterrence. The three conditions are
analytically independent, and their absence produces distinct failures: a state that contributes without
reciprocity is exploitable; a state that signals reciprocity without procedural coherence is unpredictable;
a state whose decision-making group lacks identity cohesion will produce incoherence even with sound
strategic intentions.
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The Causal Chain Put to the Test
A Posture Without Deterrence

To understand why the Trudeau-Trump sequence produced the results it did, one must identify which
of the three conditions was absent. Elected in 2015 promising a return to liberal internationalism after
a decade of Conservative government, Trudeau declared on the night of his victory "Canada is back."
His foreign policy rested on a structurally fragile premise: cooperation as an end in itself, without any
logic of reciprocity or cost imposed on actors who crossed lines. Trudeau had reportedly told NATO
allies that Canada would never meet the 2% GDP defence target—a confidence revealed in April 2023
via Pentagon documents leaked to the Washington Post, eight years after his election, a belated but
public admission of a posture without deterrence. The promise of "up to" 600 soldiers for UN
peacekeeping missions—a deliberately capped formulation that other governments avoided—
translated into a peak deployment of approximately 200 personnel in Mali for one year (2018-2019),
roughly one-third of the announced ceiling, before falling back to marginal levels. Across the entire
Trudeau mandate, the average monthly contribution in uniformed personnel was 786—exactly half that
of the Harper government. The gap between the rhetoric of re-engagement and the effective
contributions was real and documented, but it resulted as much from institutional constraints—priority
given to NATO and Latvia, post-Afghanistan caution, UN missions that had become dangerous—as
from a lack of political will. The resulting perception was nonetheless structural: Canada participated
in institutions without paying the price. In Schelling's terms, its posture amounted to cheap talk—
declarations without mechanisms of reciprocity and without a credible signal of resistance. For Trump,
who operates on a transactional logic of strength, an interlocutor whose strategy rests on norms and
goodwill without counterpart constitutes a structurally accessible target. On the constitutive level,
Canada's progressive self-image was incompatible with the logic of reciprocity that the relationship
with Trump required, and this unresolved tension translated into an inability to hold costly positions.

American interference and its sovereign implications. This vulnerability was exploited with a precision
rarely deployed against other allies. Beyond the tarift threats and annexation rhetoric, the Trump
administration tolerated and encouraged direct interference in Canada's constitutional cohesion.
Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent publicly declared that Alberta would be a natural partner for the
United States, while State Department officials met repeatedly with representatives of the Alberta
Prosperity Project. The Walrus documented how this interference raised characterizations as grave as
treason and sedition in public debate and drew a parallel with Russia's 2014 destabilization of the
Donbas. Senator Paula Simons articulated the concern directly: "What I'm most worried about now is
foreign interference from the United States." It was precisely because the Trudeau posture had built
neither reciprocity nor procedural coherence that this exploitation was possible. The absence of
credible commitment left Canada vulnerable to coercion targeting its constitutional cohesion itself.

Carney and Reconstruction: Reciprocity as a Conceptual Break

What Justin Trudeau's successor, Mark Carney, introduced that his predecessor had not was the second
missing condition: a logic of explicit reciprocity. The formula delivered at the White House in May
2025 ("as you know from real estate, there are some places that are never for sale") is not a normative
declaration: it is a cost signal in the Schelling sense. It means that certain demands have a price and
that certain positions will not be abandoned. The signal was received: Trump modified his tone and
declared having great respect for the new Prime Minister. This change does not mean that American
pressure disappeared—1Trump continued to revisit the 51st state rhetoric on several occasions, and
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Carney did not respond systematically. It was the passage from cheap talk to credible commatment that
altered the terms of the asymmetric relationship. On the constitutive level, Carney had also resolved
the identity tension that Trudeau had not managed: his profile as an international economist allowed
him to simultaneously embody the image of an autonomous middle-power leader and a serious
interlocutor for Washington, without these two identities entering into contradiction.

A very recent event illustrates the dynamics of this mechanism in its symbolic dimension. On April 6,
2026, excerpts from a forthcoming book by British royal biographer Robert Hardman revealed that
Trump had privately acknowledged the improbability of annexing Canada: "I suppose Canadians have
got 200 years of history and all that, 'Oh, Canada' thing. You can't deal with that in three-and-a-half
years. I guess it's not going to happen." This retreat, attributed by Hardman to Trump's respect for
King Charles III and the Canadian monarchy, illustrates the mechanism in reverse: what altered
Trump's calculations was not Canadian military capacity but a status signal—sovereign identity,
history, the Crown. This is structural credibility. It should be noted, however, that this retreat is based
on a conjunctural feasibility calculation ("three-and-a-half years") and not on a durable modification
of American intentions.

Carney also reconstituted the first condition by undertaking active multilateral diplomacy: a strategic
partnership with China (21 agreements, first visit since 2017, reduction of tariffs on canola, objective
of increasing exports by 50% by 2030); a strategic partnership with India (a $2.6 billion Cameco
agreement, first bilateral visit since 2018, CEPA negotiations); a defence and security partnership with
the Furopean Union, integration into the SAFE program, 12 agreements across four continents in one
year. The Davos speech of January 20, 2026 synthesizes this strategy: ad hoc coalitions by issue, a
network of multilateral connections, an active middle-power posture. CIVICUS noted, however, that
the approach ignored Global South voices—a genuine programmatic limitation on the strategy's reach.
Furthermore, Carney's diplomatic proactivity presents a limitation that official Canadian
communications reveal directly. The Prime Minister's Office uses the same term 'strategic partnership'
to describe the relationship with China—a systemic competitor diplomatically supporting Russia—as
it does for Qatar or South Korea, with which Canada maintains real defence agreements based on
shared values. This identical designation for fundamentally incompatible relationships is not a
formulation problem: it signals an absence of hierarchy among priorities in official language, which
undermines the legibility of the Canadian posture and produces exactly the kind of ambiguity that the
third condition seeks to avoid.

March 2026: The Failure of the Third Condition

The Iran crisis reveals that while Carney has rebuilt the first two conditions, the third remains the weak
link. Four positions succeeded one another within a single week: initial support for the strikes; support
with regret, expressed from Australia; an inability to categorically exclude military participation; then
an affirmation that Canada would never participate in the offensive. These reversals were compounded
by a failure of coordination: Minister Anand, speaking from New Delhi, called on all parties to respect
the rules of international engagement—a signal incompatible with the Prime Minister's initial support.
Experts characterized the position as a maze of contradictions, and Al Jazeera rendered the following
verdict: "when Washington whistles, Ottawa salutes." In analytical terms, the absence of procedural
coherence neutralized the other two conditions: the active contribution and the reciprocity signaled at
Davos became illegible because the decision-making process that was meant to sustain them was failing.
On the constitutive level, the diverging signals between the Prime Minister, the Minister of Foreign
Affairs, and the Minister of National Defence reflect an insufficient degree of identity cohesion within
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the decision-making group when faced with a high-intensity crisis: each managed differently the tension
between the image of autonomous middle power built at Davos and the constraints imposed by
American pressure, without a collective resolution of that tension. The oscillating positions that result
are the observable symptom of an unresolved identity insecurity at the cabinet level. The United
Kingdom, France, Germany, and Spain refused to participate in the Trump administration's offensive
action, maintaining a distinct position grounded in international law without breaking their alliances.
This is precisely the posture that Carney had called for building at Davos. Canada had the institutional
relationships to adopt a similar position. Failing to do so constitutes a cheap talk signal that
simultaneously undermines reciprocity and multilateral credibility.

It would, however, be analytically inaccurate to claim that this episode erased the entirety of the capital
accumulated. The Iran crisis is far too recent to draw conclusions from. The diversified partnerships,
Carney's personal credibility, and the international recognition of the Davos speech are not annulled
by a sequence of decisional failure. What March 2026 reveals is the volatility of the third condition and
the risk of recurrence whenever the identity cohesion of the decision-making group is put to the test of
a high-intensity crisis.

Strategic Implications: Consolidating the Three Conditions

The preceding analysis generates recommendations organized around the three conditions of strategic
credibility.

Consolidating active contribution requires maintaining and deepening the diplomatic proactivity
undertaken since 2025 but also investing structurally in spaces that remain vacant. Canada is the only
G7 country without a permanent embassy in Baghdad; the funding for its Middle East Strategy expired
in April 2025; and Oman occupied the mediating niche that Canada could have claimed during the
Iran crisis. The $37 million in humanitarian aid for Lebanon announced in March 2026 illustrates a
capacity for rapid mobilization but does not constitute a structural presence. The Asia Pacific
Foundation notes that Indo-Pacific partnerships remain fragile as long as commitments are not
consolidated over time. Engaging to be indispensable—this is the logic of contribution warfare that
transforms presence into a genuine strategic lever.

Maintaining explicit reciprocity means making the logic of cost a permanent grammar of foreign policy
and not merely an attribute of the sitting Prime Minister. This requires that rearmament be
accompanied by a clear doctrine on the conditions of Canadian participation in operations and
coalitions, so that partners and adversaries can anticipate Canadian positions and integrate them into
their calculations. Brookings notes that Carney seeks to negotiate from a position of strength, but that
position assumes commitments are honored when they carry a cost—something March 2026 did not
confirm.

Restoring procedural coherence is the most urgent recommendation, and it implies both dimensions
identified in this framework. On the organizational level, coordination between the Prime Minister's
Office, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of National Defence must be strengthened so
that Canadian positions are produced in a unified manner before being communicated. On the
constitutive level, the decision-making group must share a common resolution of the tension between
the proclaimed posture and structural constraints, so that American pressure does not produce
observable oscillations among cabinet members. What Trudeau had as a structural defect—a posture
without reciprocity—Carney risks reproducing in another form: a posture of reciprocity without the
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identity cohesion of the decision-making group. In both cases, the observable result is the same: a
Canada that pressure can reduce to absolute loyalty.

Rearmament is necessary and constitutes the foundation of any credible strategic posture. But its
effectiveness 1s conditioned by the political credibility that gives it meaning. A Canada that rearms
without coordinating its foreign policy, that delivers principled speeches without upholding them under
pressure, and that aspires to middle-power coalitions without paying their cost, will not obtain from its
increased military capabilities a lever proportional to the investment made. Credibility first—because
it 1s credibility that transforms power into influence, and influence into genuine strategic autonomy for
a middle power.
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