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015 was an odd year for Canada-United States relations. In a portentous development, China 
edged out Canada as the United States’ largest trading partner. Although Canada remains the best 
customer of thirty-five U.S. states, and almost $2 billion in goods and services crosses the border 

each day, this event marked a blow to Canadian conceptions of Canada’s special place in North America. 
Meanwhile, at the political level, the bilateral relationship showed signs of strain: Ottawa announced that 
it alone would pay to build a new bridge linking Windsor and Detroit, the busiest border link and a 
constant bottleneck, as well as the attendant customs facilities and other infrastructure on both sides of 
the crossing. The construction of a new bridge had been opposed tooth and nail by the robber baron who 
owns the current, sole link, and had found little support in gridlocked Washington, thus leaving Canada 
to foot the bill. A similar dark spot had emerged when Alaska lawmakers announced that they were 
invoking ‘Buy American’ provisions in regard to the construction of a $15 million ferry terminal. The 
catch was that the proposed terminal was to be built in Prince Rupert, British Columbia, where Alaska’s 
Department of Transportation had secured a fifty-year lease on Canadian government-owned land. With 
Canada’s federal government opposing the sole-sourcing of building materials for the facility, the Alaska 
government opted to cancel the project. Then there was the Keystone XL project, designed to bring 
petroleum from the Alberta oil sands to refineries in Texas and a long-simmering point of tension. While 
the Obama administration had continually hinted that it opposed the pipeline on environmental grounds 
(though U.S. governmental assessments gave the project a clean bill of health), it had refused, for several 
years, to unequivocally cancel the pipeline, enraging oil enthusiasts in Canada, including Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper. The result was a chill in the bilateral relationship. Indeed, Ottawa postponed the 
February 2015 ‘Three Amigos’ summit between Harper, Obama, and Mexican President Enrique Peña 
Nieto, apparently in protest over the Keystone issue. 

Yet by the end of the year, a new prime minister, Justin Trudeau, was in power. Young, selfie-genic, and 
handsome, with a recognizable last name, his victory over the sullen, sober Harper garnered huge, positive 
international press coverage, including in the United States, where the New York Times and even Vogue 
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devoted considerable attention to Canada’s new leader.1 Although Obama finally killed Keystone (waiting 
until the Canadian federal election had ended to ensure that the issue did not become embroiled in 
Canadian domestic politics), he and Trudeau quickly established an easy rapport, which was cemented 
during reciprocal visits to each other’s capitals in the new year. Moreover, although Trudeau opted to pull 
Canadian fighters out of the air campaign against the Islamic State, Canadian soldiers maintained – and 
in fact expanded – their training mission of local forces that are opposed to the extremist group, a sign of 
longstanding cooperation between the two allies.  

In spite of the strains and shifts at the level of high politics, the bilateral relationship at other levels 
continued to function smoothly. Although travellers between the two countries now require passports, 
thousands of tourists, students, athletes, and lowly academics nevertheless continued to traverse the 
‘undefended border’ daily. So too did music, films, and television programs, and although the flow of 
such cultural products from the United States to Canada was greater than the reverse, Canadian 
musicians (Justin Bieber, Drake, Celine Dion) and Canadian actors (Rachel McAdams, Ryan Gosling, 
Ryan Reynolds) played a major part in the global successes of Hollywood and of the American recording 
industry, as has always been the case. Yet there were clouds on the horizon, the result of Canadian 
concerns over the anti-trade rhetoric of American candidates for the presidency, and the outrageous 
bloviating of one of those candidates in particular. Canadians also looked askance at racial violence and 
the ongoing tragedy of mass shootings, though, here, their views aligned well with those of many 
Democrats (in an observation that continues to be the case today, the U.S. ambassador to Ottawa noted 
in 1961: “if they were allowed to register ninety per cent of all Canadians would be Democrats”).2 
However, with respect to racial intolerance in the United States, at least, there were voices cautioning 
Canadians against developing any sense of smugness or superiority. Pointing to Canada’s treatment of 
indigenous people, one writer observed: “Canada’s race problem? It’s even worse than America’s.”3 
Meanwhile, the June 2015 decision of the U.S. Supreme Court invalidating same-sex marriage bans 
removed one of the key societal differences often pointed to as a marker of Canadian progress, while the 
ongoing schmozzle of Obamacare continued to leave many Canadians self-satisfied with their own 
healthcare system. As should be clear from this brief snapshot from 2015, Canada-U.S. relations are 
many-layered.  

Thankfully, 2015 saw the publication of two excellent studies of this multi-faceted relationship that place 
recent developments into a long-term historical perspective. Indeed, Stephen Azzi’s Reconcilable 
Differences and Robert Bothwell’s Your Country, My Country are outstanding examples of contemporary 
historical scholarship that blends political, economic, social, and cultural issues at the national, 
international, and transnational levels. Both books are reminders that while Canadian international 
historians are now focused on exploring Canada’s relations with the world beyond the North Atlantic, the 
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relationship with the United States remains of central importance (sadly, Canada is a blind spot in 
American diplomatic history).4 Both studies serve, too, to remind us that the history of the northern part 
of North America is not just about the interactions between the amorphous entities of ‘Canada’ and the 
‘United States’ but about interactions among Americans and Canadians. They each employ a comparative 
focus, illuminating commonalities and differences between the Canadian and U.S. polities and, in doing 
so, enriching the history of both countries. Thus while some might be tempted to dismiss the books – 
sight unseen – as works of mere political history, they would be sorely mistaken. 

The two books are well-written. Azzi brings a clear, concise style befitting a textbook, which is what 
Reconcilable Differences is, although, in fact, much of it is based on original research. This novel approach 
to textbook writing is a worthwhile one, which is why I have assigned the book to my students. Bothwell, 
meanwhile, deploys his characteristic wit and humor, and has a keen eye for telling details (such as his 
opening meditation on Rob Ford, Toronto’s late former crack-smoking Mayor, which points out that 
Americans are not alone in electing buffoons). Unlike much academic history, his book is one that is 
actually a pleasure to read. 

As for substance, these are works largely of political history, written, after all, by two political historians. 
Those interested in diplomatic history in particular, will find much here in the authors’ deft analyses of 
the standard trajectory of Canada-US relations. However, neither work is of the narrow sort of political 
history derided by partisans on one side of the history wars. Rather, they are books that focus on the ‘big 
picture’ by weaving political and diplomatic matters together with military, economic, social, and cultural 
factors. One finds in them welcome attention to both elite-level issues and the concerns and perspectives 
of everyday people. Both Azzi and Bothwell stress the interplay between the two countries and their 
peoples, the former beginning his analysis with the American Revolution (or should I, a Canadian, refer 
to it as a rebellion?), the latter a bit earlier. In one sense, they tread on well-trod ground – Bothwell 
himself authored a very fine study of Canada-U.S. relations, though it is now two and a half decades old.5 
Indeed, veritable forests have no doubt been felled to supply the paper used for books on the vast range of 
interactions between Canadians and Americans, with historians from Canada having almost always done 
the writing. Among this scholarship loom two key works exploring the overall relationship: Norman 
Hillmer and Jack Granatstein’s For Better or For Worse and John Herd Thompson and Stephen Randall’s 
Ambivalent Allies.6 As the titles suggest, resignation and ambivalence have seemed the best way to 
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characterize such far-ranging and intimate relations made vital to Canada by the fact of geography, 
though Granatstein and Hillmer offer a more positive take than do Thompson and Randall.  

So much of the extant history of the Canada-United States relationship emphasizes the stresses, strains, 
and occasional conflicts that have marked the interplay between the two countries. Of course, in earlier 
years, when Canada was not yet a country, there were considerable tensions: an American invasion during 
the Revolutionary War led by Benedict Arnold (who, eventually, became a hero – but that’s my Canadian 
perspective), the War of 1812, disputes over the Maine-New Brunswick and Oregon borders, tensions 
created as a result of rebellions against British authority in Canada in 1837-38, and incursions by Irish 
American forces in the 1860s, a decade that saw intense anger in Washington over British backing of the 
secessionists. The American threat was partly the reason why Canadians were willing to set aside various 
squabbles and form a country in 1867 and why London was more than happy to divest itself of its 
exposed North American colonies. Yet the American threat did not end in 1867, and generations of 
Canadians, and Canadian historians, worried about cultural and economic penetration from their noisy, 
flashier, wealthier neighbo(u)rs to the South.7 

Although the exigencies of the Second World War and the Cold War saw the two countries move closer 
together economically, militarily, and politically, and a weakening Britain no longer provided Canada 
with a strong counterweight to American power and influence, many Canadians were troubled by the 
postwar North American consensus. Living in a relatively new nation (or nations – one cannot neglect 
Canada’s French fact), Canadians were often unsure about their identity. But one thing that seemed to 
unify them was the strident sense that they were not American. “Without at least a touch of anti-
Americanism”, noted a leading Canadian journalist, “Canada would have no reason to exist.” The 
Canadian, observed historian Frank Underhill more than half a century ago, “is the first anti-American, 
the model anti-American, the archetypal anti-American, the ideal anti-American as he exists in the eyes of 
God.”8 The reader will get the point. Such sentiments reached a peak in the late 1960s and 1970s, with 
Vietnam and racial violence alone creating ample reasons for Canadians to want to emphasize their 
distinct identity. But the period saw considerable concern at American influence in Canada, prompting a 
raft of nationalist economic measures, along with efforts to Canadianize university faculties and especially 
humanities programs; to protect and promote Canadian musicians and authors; and to advance Canadian 
values and develop a Canadian consciousness through a host of cultural products such as a Canadian 
version of Sesame Street, a Canadian Encyclopedia, Canadian comic book superheroes, dictionaries setting 
down the guidelines for a distinctive Canadian English, and Marjie, a wholesome Canadian response to 
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the “sex kitten Barbie.”9 All this is to say that so much of the history of Canada-U.S. relations is written 
to reflect this anti-Americanism, or perhaps a better term might be un-Americanism. 

What sets Azzi and Bothwell’s works apart from previous analyses, then, is that both historians are willing 
to admit that there are considerable commonalities between Canadians and Americans and between the 
Canadian and U.S. experiences. “Often,” Azzi writes, “the celebrated differences between the two 
countries do not distinguish them very much at all” (262). Not that they ignore the differences, especially 
the importance of the constitutional break that resulted from the American Revolution. In a sense, 
though, they each offer a counterpoint to Seymour Martin Lipsitz’s view that British Toryism and 
Catholic authoritarianism created a Canadian political cultural that is utterly different from the 
individualism and classical liberalism of that of the United States and that this difference is largely 
immutable and represents a firm “continental divide” between both North American polities.10 Both 
Bothwell and Azzi emphasize certain commonalities, which have been created by issues of geography and 
circumstance but especially via the permeable nature of the border, which has been no barrier to the flow 
of trade goods, cultural products, ideas, and, of course, people. Generally, there has been a flow of 
Canadians into the United States; readers of H-Diplo might meditate on how recent United States 
history might have taken a different course had Dean Acheson’s parents, Zbigniew Brzezinski, or John 
Kenneth Galbraith opted to stay in Canada (fans of good music might think wistfully about a world 
where the rock group Nickelback had never left Alberta). And as Azzi and Bothwell stress, although there 
has been considerable interplay between Americans and Canadians, this interaction – at least in viewing it 
today – has not threatened Canadian nation-hood, as is indicated by the very fact of Canada’s continued 
existence. Having got over the rather limiting un-Americanism of other historians of the Canada-U.S. 
relationship, who seem to have been writing with nationalist aims in mind, Bothwell and Azzi have 
produced work that illuminates the North American experience as a whole. “When we understand that 
the border did not stop the forces of history,” Azzi writes, “when we seek to engage the Canadian and 
American past beyond the national context – we better understand both countries” (xiii). 

Of course, neither historian is writing in a vacuum. While the scholarly literature on Canadian-American 
relations traditionally focused on interactions between the two governments, with a special interest in the 
dealings of the presidents and the prime ministers, more recently, historians have broadened their lines of 
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inquiry to look at the relationship between peoples, cultures, communities, and regions.11 In doing so, the 
issue of commonalities naturally arose. Thus, although they do not neglect traditional diplomatic themes 
and issues, Azzi and Bothwell reflect this shift in emphasis especially in their stressing of regional 
perspectives, Azzi perhaps more so than Bothwell. Here, one can trace the influence of borderlands 
studies, which have added nuance to Canadian-U.S. history, with a particular focus on non-political 
themes and non-state-based connections. A prime example of this work is the focus on the so-called rust-
belt that runs through Canada and the United States, connecting labo(u)r, technology, and economy in a 
fashion that is both influenced by Canadian-U.S. borders and also transcends them.12 There has also been 
an increasing interest in regions that straddle the border, with such analyses using natural borders rather 
than political ones to delimit their studies while also examining the environmental impact of such 
boundaries.13 Such efforts have paralleled an increasing interest in the Canada-U.S. borderlands, 
particularly in the West.14 All of this scholarship reflects, in effect, the transnational turn, and Bothwell 
and Azzi’s works showcase the possibilities of melding transnational history with more standard 
international history.  

There are other points worth emphasizing. First, Bothwell and Azzi offer an important reminder that 
there was a time, the early to mid-twentieth century, when the United States, not Canada, was the more 
progressive, liberal society that served as model for urbane individuals in search of a more forward-
thinking society. Second, perhaps disappointing to some, Mexico figures little in both works, despite the 
opportunities apparent for further comparative analyses. However, space constraints undoubtedly were a 
limiting factor here, and so we will have to await a trilateral study.15 Third, in terms of another triangular 
relationship, throughout Bothwell’s work (although Azzi touches on the matter a bit) one will find the 
clear influence of Britain and the British connection, which protected Canada physically in earlier years, 
and provided an economic and cultural bulwark well into the mid-twentieth century. Here, his analysis 
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harkens back to Columbia historian J.B. Brebner’s influential characterization of a North Atlantic 
Triangle involving the interplay – political, economic, military, cultural – among Canada, the United 
States, and Britain.16 One can conclude that the British fact helps to explain the differences in Canada’s 
and Mexico’s treatment, though the famous Mexican lament ‘so far from God, so close to the United 
States’ certainly has reverberated among many Canadians. 

In sum, these are two important works, which do not shy away from admitting that Canada and the 
United States, and Canadians and Americans, are foreign but not all that different. Although borders do 
matter, as Bothwell notes, they also “provide the necessary security or psychological reassurance in which 
similarities can take root and flourish” (344). Such a conclusion might not be surprising to readers of H-
Diplo. But it is surprising that that it comes from two Canadian historians, and it indicates, perhaps, a 
growing maturity, a sign that anti-Americanism, or un-Americanism, does not have to be the raison d’être 
of the study of Canada-U.S. relations. 
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