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				PREFACE

				They were at it to the very end. Dominic LeBlanc, the minister charged with rescuing Canada from President Donald Trump’s tariff threats, spent hours at the home of Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick, trying to work out a deal. Marc-André Blanchard, Prime Minister Mark Carney’s chief of staff, flew down to D.C. In Washington, Ambassador Kirsten Hillman lobbied relentlessly on the phone and on Capitol Hill. None of it worked. On August 1, 2025, the United States added new tariffs to the ones Trump had already imposed.

				The president said he was punishing Canada because of fentanyl crossing the border, which was a lie. He railed against Canadian restrictions on dairy imports. He condemned Carney for deciding to recognize Palestine as a state. None of the excuses really mattered because these weren’t really tariff negotiations. This was a shakedown. Nice little country you got there, Trump was telling Carney. Shame if something happened to it. Why don’t you just become the fifty-first state?

				Canada–U.S. relations have never been this bad. But believe it or not, Trump is not the biggest threat our country faces. Our own worst enemy is ourselves.

				Carney achieved an astonishing come-from-behind win in the federal election of April 28, 2025, because millions of Canadians believed that the former bank governor was best equipped to deal with Donald Trump’s tariffs and threats of annexation. But the prime minister’s minority government confronts a country riven with division. To prove the point, two powerful political leaders presented the prime minister with irreconcilably conflicting ultimatums immediately after the vote.

				“A large majority of Albertans are deeply frustrated that the same government that overtly attacked our provincial economy almost unabated for the past 10 years has been returned to government,” wrote Premier Danielle Smith. Albertans “will no longer tolerate having our industries threatened and our resources landlocked by Ottawa.”[1]

				At the same time, Bloc Québécois leader Yves-François Blanchet laid down his own ultimatum for keeping Carney’s minority government alive. “There’s no future for oil and gas, at least in Quebec and probably everywhere,” he declared. “And this has to be said and protected.”[2]

				Our country is facing threats from without and from within: from an American president and from regional and generational divides. Carney’s task is to heal those divisions, even as Canada undergoes profound political and demographic change.

				In The Big Shift (2013), we wrote about the decline of the Laurentian elite. The political, bureaucratic, academic, journalistic, business, and cultural leaders inhabiting Toronto, Montreal, Ottawa, and other communities of southern Ontario and Quebec had forged Confederation and governed the country ever since, we wrote, mostly through consensus and mostly through their political instrument, the Liberal Party, the “Natural Governing Party of Canada.”

				But those elites were on the descendant, we believed, eclipsed by the rising power and influence of Western Canada, and by the millions of new Canadians, mostly from developing countries in Asia and elsewhere, who filled the 905—the ring of suburban cities that surround Toronto, named after their first area code—along with the Lower Mainland outside Vancouver. Those immigrants were more economically and culturally conservative than many native-born, we observed. In concert with Western voters, they formed a new conservative coalition that could compete with the Laurentian Liberals. Eventually, we predicted, the progressive parties—some combination of the Liberals, NDP, and Greens—would coalesce into a centre-left alternative to the centre-right conservative coalition, bringing two-party politics to the federal level, as could already be found in the Prairie provinces, British Columbia, and parts of Atlantic Canada.

				Then Justin Trudeau won a boxing match, the Liberal leadership, and ultimately the country in the election of 2015.

				“An election expected to confirm the ‘Big Shift’—the alignment of suburban immigrants in Ontario with the rising power of the Conservative West—has created a movement of its own,” Andrew Cohen wrote in the Ottawa Citizen. “It’s less a shift than a stampede. To the Liberals.”[3]

				But the Big Shift never went away. During Justin Trudeau’s nine years in office, the West continued to grow in power and influence. And the suburban cities surrounding the downtowns are even more populated—bloated, some would say—than before. By the end of his third mandate, Trudeau was widely disliked or worse, with Pierre Poilievre’s Conservatives more than 20 percentage points ahead in the polls. But then Trudeau stepped down and was replaced by Mark Carney, even as Trump threatened Canada with tariffs and annexation. Millions deserted the Conservatives, choosing Carney and the Liberals as the safest response to the American challenge.

				But while the Liberals continue to dominate in suburban Central Canada and in parts of the Lower Mainland, much of the rest of the country is divided. The Conservatives continue to own the Prairies, British Columbia’s interior, and rural Ontario, and in 2025 they nibbled at the peripheries of the 905 and the Lower Mainland. Separatist parties remain powerful provincially and federally in Quebec. The NDP was decimated federally in 2025, but, governing in Manitoba and British Columbia, it is still more coherent than the Liberals at the provincial level.

				And even as older voters embraced the Liberal Party in the cause of national unity—and in the cause of preserving their property equity and investments—younger voters drifted toward the Conservatives, who promised them tax breaks and help buying their first home. Working-class voters who abandoned the NDP are now more aligned with Conservatives than with other parties. And on April 28, women were more likely to vote Liberal, while men were more likely to vote Conservative.

				Donald Trump’s annexationist threats are the political equivalent of the COVID-19 pandemic: an external emergency that generates at least an illusion of national unity. But the underlying strains in the country remain. Each region is estranged from the other; the dispossessed young feel estranged from their pampered, entitled elders. Canadians are divided by region, generation, gender, and class. And now the Americans have turned from allies into adversaries.

				Canada is at the breaking point.

			

		

	
		
			ONE

			THE TRUDEAU EXPERIMENT

			A Canadian prime minister has three main jobs: first, keep the economy moving; second, keep the country together; third, handle the Americans. Over the course of nine-plus years, Justin Trudeau failed at all of them.

			Not completely, mind you. In his and Donald Trump’s first term, the Liberal prime minister’s government successfully renegotiated the North American free trade agreement that Trump was threatening to tear up. You could argue that the Mexicans did most of the heavy lifting, or that the agreement was fatally flawed by a sunset clause that meant it would have to be perpetually revisited, but a win is a win. And the government inked trade accords that Stephen Harper’s Conservative government had launched with Europe and with Pacific nations.

			The Liberals could also point to success in handling the COVID-19 pandemic. Massive stimulus programs preserved jobs and the economy during the critical opening months; lockdowns limited the spread of the disease; and unrelenting efforts by the federal government, accompanied by an open chequebook, secured early supplies of vaccines. Canada had one of the lowest mortality rates from the pandemic of any country in North America or Europe—an impressive accomplishment.

			The Trudeau government also dedicated itself to improving the lives and sovereignty of Indigenous peoples. And it achieved the major social reform of providing a stronger safety net for delivering childcare, which improved the lives of thousands of young Canadians and significantly reduced child poverty.

			The rest of Trudeau’s track record, however, is so unimpressive that he is likely to be ranked one of Canada’s least successful prime ministers. As evidence, let’s look at those three core tasks.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			First: keep the economy moving. Justin Trudeau’s Liberals crafted an industrial policy that identified economic sectors in need of support and created investment vehicles to provide that support. There were the Infrastructure Bank, Invest in Canada, and the Canadian Business Growth Fund. There were the Innovation Superclusters Initiative and participation in the Asian development banks. Most of these failed to live up to their much-touted potential.

			Meanwhile, the government seemed hell-bent on undermining natural resource development, a critical pillar of the Canadian economy. Environmental reviews got tougher, regulations stricter. There were moratoriums on oil tanker traffic and an emissions cap on the oil and gas sector. At the same time, the government poured millions in subsidies into declining media while trying to force Facebook and Google to follow suit. Google reluctantly agreed, but Meta simply pulled news off Facebook and Instagram. The effort did more harm than good to newspapers and broadcasters. It seemed the Trudeau government was determined to subsidize troubled or undeveloped parts of the economy while punishing anything that was doing well.

			Through all of this, the government ran deficits—big ones before the pandemic, massive ones during it, and big ones once again after it was over. Progressive commentators praised the government for subsidizing childcare spaces and for new dental care and pharmacare programs. But those programs were paid for with borrowed money. Meanwhile, Canada’s global competitiveness steadily eroded. Trudeau’s government spent lavishly but built little of enduring value, leaving the economy fragile and ill-equipped to face future challenges. The federal Liberals resembled doctors in medieval times who believed the only remedy for any ill was to bleed the patient with leeches. For the Grits, the only remedy for any ill was to increase spending.

			Inflation and interest rates soared—partly due to global post-pandemic forces, partly due to federal government spending—while unemployment rose and housing became so unaffordable that it appears that many young Canadians will never enjoy what every generation since the Second World War enjoyed: a secure, well-paying job and an affordable home appreciating in value and financed by an affordable mortgage. And in 2025, Canada’s productivity growth—at its most basic level, the amount produced by each worker—was the worst of any member state of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, with no prospects for improvement over the next forty years.

			In short, the Trudeau years became synonymous with higher costs, diminished prospects, and a government increasingly disconnected from the realities of everyday Canadians.

			Second: keep the country together. For a decade, Stephen Harper’s Conservatives led a peaceful nation. After the traumas and tumult of the failed Meech Lake and Charlottetown accords, the rise of the Western protest Reform Party, the near-death experience of the 1995 referendum on Quebec sovereignty, the Supreme Court reference, and the Clarity Act, Harper decided to lower the temperature by practising a form of passive federalism. On his watch, the federal government limited itself to operating within its constitutional spheres of jurisdiction—foreign affairs, defence, justice, federal fiscal policy, transfers—and let the provinces operate unhindered within theirs: health, education, municipalities, and the like. After ten years of passive federalism, the Bloc Québécois was virtually extinct as a sovereigntist federal party, the sovereigntist Parti Québécois had been defeated provincially, Western representation and influence in Ottawa was robust, and the federation was at peace.

			Justin Trudeau wanted none of that. He was a classical Canadian Liberal, believing that the federal government should use its spending power to forge programs that were in the national interest. There would be more money for health care, but only if the provinces spent the extra funds on federal priorities, such as mental health. There would be more money for childcare spaces, but only if the provinces agreed to spend most of the money on licensed, not-for-profit centres.

			The provinces howled at all these intrusions. But they did more than howl. By the time Trudeau left office, the Parti Québécois was leading in the provincial polls. In the West, both the Alberta and Saskatchewan governments had passed sovereignty acts, declaring the federal power persona non grata in their spheres of jurisdiction. Under Trudeau, national unity was as dangerously divided as in the 1990s. Only now the West was as estranged from the Centre as Quebec had ever been.

			Third: handle the Americans. In some ways, the world conspired against Justin Trudeau. His Liberals came to power at a time when economies were growing in developed nations, interest rates were low, and a friendly Democrat, Barack Obama, occupied the White House, with former secretary of state Hillary Clinton likely to succeed him. These were perfect times for national experiments in social and environmental policy, and Trudeau was eager to experiment.

			Then Donald Trump shocked the world by winning the 2016 presidential election, in part by vowing to rip up the North American free trade pact with Mexico and Canada, a pact that he called “the worst trade deal ever made.” It wasn’t, but Trump was tapping into the zeitgeist of Middle America, which had watched once-secure manufacturing jobs disappear beyond the country’s borders.

			As foreign affairs minister, Chrystia Freeland played a long game, refusing to commit to meeting American demands. At one level this worked: American negotiators realized Canada wasn’t going to be bullied into signing just any agreement. But ultimately, it became counterproductive; Canada watched from the sidelines while Mexican and American negotiators crafted the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement (USMCA), which we were then obliged to sign onto while wrangling only a few minor, last-minute concessions.

			Still, NAFTA was rescued, and in 2000 Joe Biden defeated Trump. But peace never fully returned. The world had become a dangerous place. China sought regional domination militarily, and global domination economically. In February 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine in an effort to expunge the country. NATO nations moved rapidly to rearm—all except Canada, which mouthed platitudes about reaching the NATO floor of 2 per cent of GDP spending on defence, but took little real action. Trump returned to the presidency in 2025 vowing to put Canada in its place, and that place might be simply as another American state. In his final weeks in office, Trudeau handled the threats coming from Washington with commendable firmness, offering to renegotiate trade agreements and tighten border security while matching American tariffs with counter tariffs and vowing there was “no way in hell” Canada would accept annexation. In some ways, nothing in his prime ministership became him like the leaving of it.

			But the fact remains that in terms of the economy, national unity, and Canada–U.S. relations, the Trudeau government left everything in poorer shape than they found it. And Canada’s twenty-third prime minister did worse than that.
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			In the 1960s and ’70s, confronted with the robust nationalism of quietly revolutionary Quebec, English Canada struggled to summon its own sense of national identity. This was chiefly an Ontario struggle, for Atlantic Canada had its own robust sense of self, the Prairies inherited both strongly social democratic and strongly conservative identities from Eastern European and American immigration, and British Columbia was integrated within Pacific North America, known as Cascadia. The most that Laurentian English Canada was able to come up with was “Well, at least we aren’t American,” whatever that meant.

			But in the early years of the twenty-first century, a new definition of Canada emerged, one that recognized and reflected decades of immigration from developing countries. The Canadian identity, at least on the English side, was rooted in multiculturalism. Canada was where millions of Chinese, Indian, Filipino, Haitian, Lebanese, and Nigerian people, along with those from countless other countries, lived together and thrived in the world’s most cosmopolitan cities. Younger Canadians embraced this confident new Canada, celebrating it along with the many gold medals the country—once a perpetual runner-up—won at the 2010 Winter Olympic games.

			Trudeau took things much further. “There is no core identity, no mainstream in Canada,” the prime minister told the New York Times in 2015. “There are shared values—openness, respect, compassion, willingness to work hard, to be there for each other, to search for equality and justice. Those qualities are what make us the first post-national state.” This was all true, as far as it went. But how far was that? The Laurentian elite had struggled for a century and a half to build a nation based on an accommodation of identities as a means of preserving national unity, a uniquely Canadian approach to linguistic, ethnic, and regional differences within a cohesive (at least on good days) identity. Trudeau celebrated that accommodation, defining it as a utopian ideal of everyone from everywhere living happily together with no overarching identity at all.

			But then Trudeau undermined that utopian ideal by substituting shame for pride in Canada’s past. In truth, there were things to be ashamed of, especially the treatment of non-white and Indigenous minorities by the white majority. But at times it seemed that, for Trudeau, there was nothing but shame. As revelations surfaced of possible unmarked graves at former residential schools, he ordered flags on government buildings lowered to half-mast for almost six months. Six months! Not only were John A. Macdonald statues toppled by protesters who (wrongly) blamed him as the author of residential school abuses, but the Bank of Canada removed the Father of Confederation from the ten-dollar bill.

			Trudeau or his ministers apologized on behalf of all Canadians: to residential school survivors, though Stephen Harper had already offered that apology in 2008; to the ghosts of the Komagata Maru, whose cargo of Punjabi immigrants had been turned away from Canada in May 2017; to the ghosts of the St. Louis, a liner filled with Jewish refugees that was turned away from Canada in 1939; to members of the LGBTQ community who had been prosecuted, persecuted, and removed from positions in the military and public service because of whom they loved; to the Inuit for their mistreatment during the tuberculosis epidemic from the 1940s to ’60s; for the internment of Italian Canadians during the Second World War; for discrimination against Black soldiers during the First World War; for the killing of sled dogs in the 1950s and ’60s. The Trudeau government was clear about what it disliked about Canada, but conspicuously silent about what it admired.

			The country indulged in an orgy of renaming. In Ottawa, the Langevin Block, named after Macdonald’s valued Quebec minister, Hector-Louis Langevin, became the generic Office of the Prime Minister and Privy Council, because Langevin had strongly supported the residential school system. The Sir John A. Macdonald Parkway became the Kichi Zībī Mīkan. In Toronto, Ryerson University became Toronto Metropolitan University—Egerton Ryerson’s support for universal public education included support for residential schools—while Dundas Street almost lost its name because Henry Dundas allegedly supported slavery, even though he was in truth a fervent abolitionist. The University of Victoria converted Trutch Residence to Lansdowne Residence One because British Columbia’s first lieutenant governor, Joseph Trutch, allegedly mistreated Indigenous peoples. The statue of the Earl of Cornwallis, founder of Halifax, was taken down because of his mistreatment of the Mi’kmaq. And on and on it went.

			Trudeau’s vision, while rhetorically progressive, failed to address a fundamental need that each of us feels for a sense of belonging, for a shared commitment that sustains a nation. Postnational idealism may have resonated in urban centres and among globalist elites, but it alienated those who saw value in Canada’s distinctiveness. In their pursuit of inclusivity, the Liberals failed to grasp that unity requires more than shared values; it requires a shared sense of purpose and pride in the country’s history, achievements, and potential. Without that sense of purpose, Canada risks becoming a nation in name only, fractured by competing interests and disconnected from its own story.

			This is not simply a lament that things aren’t what they used to be. The loss of confidence in Canada by Canadians is measurable. The Angus Reid Institute has been polling Canadians on their attitudes toward the country since the 1990s. In 1991, 65 per cent of Canadians agreed with the statement that they shared a “deep emotional attachment” to Canada. In 2015, when Justin Trudeau came to power, it was still at 62 per cent. By 2024, it had plummeted to 49 per cent. In 1995, 78 per cent of Canadians were “very proud” to be Canadian. That number had dropped to 52 per cent by 2016. In 2024, it reached a nadir of 34 per cent. “There are lots of threads pulling on the fabric of Canadian society or what we once thought defined Canada,” Shachi Kurl, president of the Angus Reid Institute, told the National Post.[1]

			This postnational ethos was also reflected in the Trudeau government’s policies. Expanding immigration, implementing anti-racism initiatives, resettling refugees, and prioritizing reconciliation with Indigenous peoples were central to the Trudeau agenda, along with strong commitments to gender equity, LGBTQ rights, and climate action. While these policies resonated with urban progressives in the city centres of Central Canada and British Columbia, they clashed with cultural and economic realities. The most intense expression of that clash was the Trudeau carbon tax.

			The national carbon price epitomized the Trudeau Liberals’ approach to governance: it was politically calculating and deeply divisive. Although many environmentalists praised it as a vital tool in the struggle to reduce carbon emissions, other Canadians vilified the tax as a direct attack on their livelihood and cultural identity. For many in the West, the carbon tax reminded them of Pierre Trudeau’s National Energy Program, enacted in 1980, an exercise in federal overreach still seared into Prairie memory for its disproportionate harm to resource-reliant provinces in favour of Central Canada. For Western Canadians, the carbon tax wasn’t about climate change, it was about control. The policy symbolized the federal government’s disregard for their economic backbone, the resource sector, and their cultural identity, which is so deeply tied to that industry. Prairie voters looked upon the tax as a tool of federal dominance, reigniting calls for provincial autonomy and even fuelling separatist sentiment.

			(It was telling that Mark Carney’s first act as prime minister was to eliminate the consumer carbon tax. That many of the beaming ministers standing behind him as he made the announcement were the same ministers who sat in the cabinet that imposed the tax in the first place was an irony that seemed lost on many voters in suburban Central Canada.)

			The carbon tax underscored the essential hypocrisy of Trudeau’s view of the country. He described it as a postnational mélange unified by shared commitments to values of environmental concern, cultural awareness, and inclusivity of minorities, which just happened to be his values as well. But anyone who did not share those values did not belong in his Canada. People who used guns to hunt for recreation or to protect their livestock were not part of his Canada, and his government sought to restrict those weapons’ use, even though the real threat lay in handguns illegally smuggled into Canada and wielded by urban gangs.

			And Canadians who protested the government’s pandemic measures, especially vaccine mandates required for workplaces, transportation, and restaurants, earned his scorn. He did not recognize his opponents as loyal Canadians protesting what they saw as intrusive state interference. For him they were a “fringe minority” who held “unacceptable views.”[2] He often accused the Conservatives of seeking to polarize debates with extreme rhetoric. But as often as not, he was the one doing the polarizing.

			This is, we must point out, as far removed from the Conservative approach to nation-building as it is possible to get. Stephen Harper, despite his dour pragmatism, had a very romantic view of Canada, one that emphasized its past as a proud dominion within the British Empire. He reinstated the “Royal” designation in the military, restored the Queen’s portrait in government buildings, and celebrated Canada’s historical contributions in both world wars. This was an incomplete vision, for it was one that most Quebecers and most younger Canadians would never share. Yet if Harper’s identity project lacked the cohesion needed to rally the entire nation, at least he was celebrating Canada rather than apologizing for it.

			History will doubtless compare the Harper decade with the Trudeau decade. That comparison will not favour Trudeau. The Conservative prime minister, whatever his flaws, provided a stable and pragmatic model of governance. His tenure avoided the deep fractures stoked by Trudeau’s postnational vision. By the end of Harper’s era, Canada was a country in motion: economically confident, regionally balanced, and united under a functional federal structure. In contrast, Trudeau’s legacy is one of disarray. He left the country fractured, indebted, economically adrift, and under threat from an expansionist American regime. What began as a promise of transformation ended as a cautionary tale of ambition unmoored from accountability, leaving Canada more divided and vulnerable when he left office than when he arrived.

			Pierre Poilievre should have been able to ride the voter anger at the Trudeau agenda into government. But along came Donald Trump and his threatened annexation of the country. For many voters, the Conservative leader came across as Trump Lite. At the least, they doubted his ability to contain the challenges coming from Washington. They turned to a former central banker instead.

			But Mark Carney assumed the leadership of a country burdened with soaring debt, the legacy of rampant inflation, a housing crisis, and deepening regional grievances. He must not only deal with the challenge of American tariffs; he must also rebuild the nation’s economic foundation, restore national unity, rebalance relations with the United States, and redefine a shared identity that can hold Canadians together. The stakes are nothing less than the survival of the country.
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