
The Militarization of Canada? 

“Everyone loves a parade. Unless it’s a victory parade, in which case Canadians get a little 
uneasy.” That opening line from an editorial in the Halifax Chronicle-Herald (28 Nov) caught the 
mood exactly right. The Canadian role in NATO’s Libya operation was cheered by the 
government but greeted with muted enthusiasm by some segments of the Canadian public. 
Commentators talked darkly about the militarization of Canada, pointing to the new military 
presence at citizenship ceremonies, the high spending on defence, the costs of the F35 fighter, 
or the new right-wing nationalism that formed the centrepiece of the Harper government’s re-
branding of Canada. No more milksop nation; now it was Canada, fierce and proud. 

The reaction all seems more than slightly overdone. The Canadian role over Libya was small 
but credible, and the outcome was satisfactory, certainly in the short term.  The government 
staged a small military show and gave LGen Charles Bouchard, the RCAF officer who led the 
mission, a medal and the chance to say a few words in Parliament. 

But does this mean the militarization of Canada and a bigger role for the Canadian Forces? To 
hear defence critics on the left talk, one might believe that the CF was a half-million strong, 
rather than the 68,000 it is. That is no mighty host. And the defence budget, nudging just above 
$20 billion a year is certainly bigger than it was under Jean Chrétien, but it still is only some 1.2 
percent of Gross Domestic Product—or about half what it was under Pierre Trudeau, that great 
militarist. 

What then explains the concern? The Afghan War, with Canadian troops in fierce combat for 
five years, is part of the explanation. Canadians weren’t supposed to be fighters, or so the 
message had been for decades. We were peacekeepers, serving the United Nations, and 
bringing the good Canadian virtues of compromise and peace, order, and good government to 
the world. Fighting a war in Afghanistan, or bombing military targets in Libya, changed the 
imagery, and that upset many. 

So too did the fact, notwithstanding UN authorization for both the Afghan and Libyan missions, 
that the United States was behind it all. Canadian anti-Americanism might be in remission so 
long as Barack Obama is in the White House, but it is a hardy plant that blooms regularly. 
Besides, we all know that oil is the root cause of both conflicts, right? 

Above all, it’s Stephen Harper who feeds the fear that the militarization of Canada is the 
government’s goal. The Prime Minister wants to celebrate the Canadian Forces, putting his 
personal support for the troops front and centre. He wants to base more men and women of the 
CF in the Arctic (well, maybe that’s not all bad), and he clearly doesn’t object if the CF is 
celebrated at the Grey Cup. He has allocated funds for the bicentennial of the War of 1812—
shocking isn’t it it?—and will certainly spend even more on the centenary of the Great War, 
beginning in 2014. Celebrating war , long ago conflicts just as much as today’s, seems so 
unCanadian to many. The Prime Minister’s personal popularity in urban Canada, and especially 
among the chattering classes in Toronto who drive the media agenda, remains well below zero, 
and the Conservative government’s efforts at creating a different variant of nationalism—
Harperian rather than Trudeauvian—sits uneasily with some. 

But curiously, polling demonstrates that public satisfaction with the government seems to be on 
the increase, and the Conservatives did win their majority a few months ago. It may be that 
Canadians actually think that their soldiers deserve praise for their efforts in Kandahar and over 
Benghazi. It may be that, despite the abysmal lack of history teaching in the nation’s schools,  
Canadians believe that something important happened between 1812 and 1814 and that the 



efforts of the Canadian Corps during the Great War of 1914 to 1918 actually mattered to 
Canada and the world.  Peacekeeping is part of Canadians’ self-image, but it was only ever one 
part in a much broader picture. The Harper government is looking to change the channel, to be 
sure, but the resulting image on the screen is arguably a much sharper, truer one.  

Whatever it is, however, it is not the militarization of Canada. When the numbers in the CF 
reach 620,000 (the enlistments in the Canadian Expeditionary Force during the Great War) or 
defence spending hits seven percent of GDP (as it did under the St Laurent Liberal government 
in the 1950s), then we can talk about militarization. Not yet, however, and likely not ever. 
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