The Political, Economic, and Cultural Relationship between Canada and the United States since 1990: Staying Together after Drifting Apart
The following paper will look at the political, economic and cultural relationship between Canada and the United States since 1990. In so doing, one thing should be manifest: for all the tensions that divided the two countries during the 1990s and early this decade, Canada and the United States are possibly closer together today than ever before. Politically, the two nations have coordinated their foreign policies in a manner not seen since the height of the Cold War; economically, they are more integrated than at any time in history; culturally, Canadians are more like Americans now than ever before (at least in terms of their entertainment preferences) and the degree of cultural integration is growing more pronounced. What all of this means is that, however much Canadian nationalists – and some US isolationists – may wish it otherwise, Canada and America are increasingly becoming a discrete North American unit.   

To begin with, the political relationship between Canada and the United States has, at least in some respects, changed over the course of the last 17 years. Most notably, it may be argued that Canada in the 1990s became more openly committed to multilateralism and to the use of international institutions to thwart the power of the United States – although early indications are that the January 2006 change in government in Ottawa is the first step towards a relative departure from this policy orientation (“We’re All Hat” 2). In any case, the arrival into power of the Liberal government in late 1993 saw the emergence of both a new Prime Minister, Jean Chretien, and a new Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lloyd Axworthy. Suffice it to say, these two men were actively opposed to US unilateralism in global affairs (in a way the previous Conservative government of Brian Mulroney was not) and this stance understandably caused iciness in the US-Canada relationship – especially when a Republican administration favoring an aggressive US foreign policy swept to power in late 2000 (Richter 474). 
While some might view the tension arising from the clash of US and Canadian foreign policy in the 1990s and early 2000s as unusual for the two lands, it is worth noting that Canada has always believed strongly in multilateralism – mostly because multilateral alliances with other western nations would allow it to pursue its security objectives at a reduced cost without placing Canada in a bilateral defense pact with the Americans that, inevitably, would see the Canadians dominated on the policy front (Keating 94). 

When seeking out the well-springs for the multilateralist impulses of Chretien and Axworthy, one could do worse than to look at the intellectual assumptions upon which rested Canadian foreign policy during the latter-half of the twentieth century. To put it simply, liberal policy-makers in the Chretien government and within the senior bureaucracy knew, as the nation’s decision-makers had known since at least the end of the Second World War, that Canada lacked the capacity to project power (for the most part) beyond its own shores; conversely, American decision-makers knew that they possessed such power and could easily marshal it for an offensive if so obligated. More than that, Canadian leaders in a host of Canadian governments throughout the eventful twentieth century – mostly because they believed it offered the best chance for a modest middle-to-small power like Canada to act effectively on the global stage – preferred the “soft power” inherent in multilateral diplomacy whereas American officials, reared in a culture that extols American exceptionalism and keenly aware of US military and economic might, preferred the freedom to act alone in defense of American interests (Richter 473-475). In the end, asking Canada to give up its multilateral “bent” in the 1990s, or demanding that America eschew unilateral foreign policy altogether in favor of a multilateral, institutional approach, was (and is) akin to asking each nation to give up long foreign policy traditions that have shaped the diplomatic corps of both. As one can well-imagine, pressures from either side to do precisely that are not going to be well-received by the other party.  

Today, it seems evident that the US-Canada divergence of the 1990s has been repaired. While Canada will most likely never completely “tow” the American policy line, new Prime Minister Stephen Harper has largely supported the US War on Terror, has added new organizations to the country’s list of terrorist entities, has cut aid to the Hamas-led Palestinian Authority, and has invigorated the Canadian commitment to fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan (“We’re All Hat” 2). A foreign policy like this one is sure to gain wide-spread support in America, and Harper’s willingness to support the tough (and unilateral) actions by America in the fight against terrorism suggests that he, unlike his predecessor, Paul Martin, sees validity in the US acting as a superpower when the situation demands it. Of course, challenges do remain. Harper’s warmth towards America could be an aberration and not a long-term trend, and the characteristic Canadian paranoia over its sovereignty means that Canada may very well reject US overtures and policies simply because it wishes to make a “statement” to the rest of the world. Nonetheless, relations are better than in the recent past and more along the lines of what they were at the dawn of the 1990s when Brian Mulroney was Canadian Prime Minister. 


Economically, Canada and the United States have become extraordinarily well-integrated since 1990 – chiefly because NAFTA has made it impossible to be otherwise. To illustrate just how integrated the two economies have become, it is worth noting that Canadian merchandise exports between Canada and the US climbed from 73 percent of all merchandise exports in 1988 (the year before the Free Trade Agreement came into existence) to 79 percent in 1996. On the other hand, merchandise imports from the US over the same span of time rose from 69 percent to 76 percent of total imports (Helliwell 110). The preceding statistics can, perhaps, be interpreted in different ways, but one observation that should not be overlooked is that Canada and the US were already highly integrated prior to 1990; all the Free Trade Agreement did, in effect, was strengthen an already-conspicuous trend. Taking matters just a little further, the sheer volume of Canada-US trade after the 1989 deal was struck rose dramatically: estimates prior to the NAFTA coming into being predicted an increase of Canadian exports to the United States to be in the neighborhood of 33 percent across 25 industry groups; the actual figures, as it turned out, saw an increase nearly three times as great (Helliwell, Lee, and Messinger 26-28). As of early 2005, one study put the dollar amount of trade passing across the Canadian-US border each day at around $2 billion Canadian (Gilbert 213). Clearly, this is a hugely important relationship for Canada – given its massive size, it is a less vital trade relationship for America – and it is one that has grown substantially since 1990 in spite of the tensions that have arisen because of the sometimes-provocative antics of the Chretien/Martin Liberal governments of the last decade and this one. 

As with foreign policy, things have grown cozier from an economic stand-point during the present government of Stephen Harper. For one thing, Harper was a driving force between the negotiated settlement of the long-simmering softwood lumber dispute (“Practical Man” 38-39). Furthermore, trade volumes between Canada and America have never been higher and Canadian officials indicated (shortly after Harper took office, in fact) that they were generally pleased with the NAFTA and had no desire to re-open its provisions (Morton, 10). There will still be challenges awaiting both countries in the years ahead, of course – Emily Gilbert of the University of Toronto writes that there is a rising tide of protectionism in the United States as well as a fledgling anti-Free Trade movement taking root (216) – but there is considerable hope; after all, a case can certainly be made that Canada owes its prosperity to strong economic ties with America and will work industriously to keep trade relations strong. For its part, the literally hundreds of billions of dollars in trade that passes between Canada and the US each year is sufficient reason for Washington to keep the trade ties as cordial as possible. In the final analysis, the countries have a tangible interest in seeing to it that they do not drift apart when there is so much money to be made on both sides.  

The last order of business is the cultural integration between the United States of America and Canada since the dawn of the last decade of the twentieth century. As one would expect, Canada has always had grave concerns about losing its fragile national culture in the face of a powerful and pervasive American one. In spite of these fears, however, the evidence is that Canadians are ignoring the pleas of the cultural protectionists and embracing American culture with open arms. For instance, while comprehensive viewing statistics from the dawn of the 1990s are not available, it is noteworthy that audience share for Canada’s public broadcaster has been declining steadily in recent years; at the same time, private broadcasters in Canada, film distributors, and book publishers have been rewarded in the Canadian marketplace for importing foreign content (American content most of all) and are fighting hard to maintain the privilege. Lastly, the advance of communications technology means that traditional content quotas favored by government regulators are being undermined more and more (Maule 122). The 1990s and beyond have been years in which Canada has seen US entertainment products make undeniable inroads despite the strict regulatory practices of the Canadian government.


Today, the cultural integration of North America seems more pronounced than at any time since the 1980s. While it is still too early to tell how cultural integration will evolve – and has evolved – under the Harper government, a recent article by Christopher Maule from 2003 notes that tax incentives have been used enthusiastically to support foreign productions that use Canadian “inputs” without telling Canadian stories and subsidies have been habitually granted to Canadian periodicals that have no relationship to cultural matters – like trade journals (126). Despite this writer’s best efforts, there is no evidence to suggest that the Harper government has allowed this practice to lapse. In any event, more and more Canadian films involved in the television and entertainment sector are lobbying for a relaxation of restrictions on foreign investment because they want access to this lucrative capital market (Canadian Cable Television Association sec. IV). Seen in this light, one can expect to see the growing penetration of US products, money and ownership within Canada; at the same time, as more and more Canadian producers and directors acquire access to US capital, there is the likelihood that Canada will carve out a niche for itself in the huge US market. Ultimately, the key challenge for both nations will be overcoming the objections to this growing cultural/entertainment exchange by the cultural protectionists on both sides of the border. 


To close, the last several pages have shown that Canada and the United States are steadily drawing closer together after several years of apparently growing apart. Politically, the Harper government is attempting to mend the fences broken down by the former liberal regime; economically, an integrationist trend that was set in motion decades ago is simply moving towards its inevitable climax: the complete interconnection and integration of the North American market. Turning to cultural matters, it seems that Canadians are deciding in growing numbers that they want to be Canadians who just so happen to like American entertainment fare more than Canadian “content” found on the CBC. All told, the Canada-US relationship since 1990 may be characterized as one in which mutual attraction has finally triumphed over the political posturing of some and the nationalist sentiments of elites wanting to recapture a world that may be gone forever.      
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