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Canadians and Americans are similar and becoming more so, particularly in how we
live, how we think and how we act. Some of this is on account of how we have
changed; some is on account of how the Americans have changed. For those who
continue to define Canada only as it is distinct from the United States, our
emerging, converging continental character is an existential crisis. Yet we need not
worry where it will lead. We are how a more confident, self-aware people. We have
grown up.

Canadiens et Américains se ressemblent de plus en plus. Cette similitude
grandissante touche en particulier nos façons de vivre, de penser et d’agir. Et elle
s’explique aussi bien par notre évolution que par celle de nos voisins du Sud. Mais
pour ceux qui continuent de définir le Canada en opposition aux États-Unis, la
convergence de nos caractères respectifs a des allures de crise existentielle. Nul
besoin, pourtant, de craindre la suite des choses. Car nous avons gagné en
confiance et nous connaissons mieux. Bref, nous avons grandi. 

I n November 2009, the Historica-Dominion Institute
commissioned a poll on the first anniversary of the
election of Barack Obama. It asked how Canadians

felt about the United States, knowing that Obama was
far more popular among Canadians in 2009 than George
W. Bush was in 2005, when the institute took a similar
poll. The assumption was that our fondness for the new
president would warm our more general view of our
neighbour.

Yet the poll found that Canadians were only slightly
more favourable toward the United States than they had
been four years earlier. Obama’s election had not eroded a
distrust of the United States in Canada. Indeed, Canadians
had detached their personal view of Obama, whom they like
and respect, from the United States, which they still view
with skepticism and reserve.

When asked if they “feel at home” when they visit the
United States, for example, only 48 percent of Canadians
agreed. Four years before, only 44 percent agreed. Canadians
were also divided on whether the United States is “a force
for good in the world.” While 44 percent agreed, 46 percent
disagreed.

It is important to know that whether George W. Bush
or Barack Obama is president, Canadians like Americans
as individuals. But we don’t feel at home among them, as
if they are foreign, and we doubt the American view of
the world, as if their values and ambitions are antitheti-
cal to ours.

T here are reasons that we don’t feel comfortable in the
US, much as we visit, study and work there. After all,

there is much that is different between it and us. Our dif-
ferences are the thesis of Fire and Ice: The United States,
Canada and the Myth of Converging Values, a provocative
book published in 2003 by pollster Michael Adams. He
argues that, in many ways, Canadians and Americans are
diverging. Not for him the old, soothing orthodoxy that
the border is an artificial separation of two peoples of
similar instinct, imagination and ideals. His view, based
on surveys done in the 1990s, is that we are actually drift-
ing apart.

But what is striking today, in a number of ways, is how
we are becoming more like them. Indeed, there is reason to
suggest that our characters are converging. We are similar
and becoming more so, particularly in how we live, how we
think and how we act. Some of this is on account of how we
have changed. Some is on account of how the Americans
have changed.

Consider four enduring assumptions about the
Americans and us that are no longer true.

First, obesity. There was a time we Canadians thought we
were skinny and they were fat. We laughed at the caricature
of the American who couldn’t fit into the airplane seat
beside us because, well, he needed two seats. The American
was overweight because food was cheap, appetites were
large, portions were huge and gratification was encouraged.
No wonder, we noted, that Starbucks recently introduced
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the trenta, a gargantuan cup for its
cold drinks some two and one-half
times the size of the average can of
pop. If everything isn’t better in
America, everything is bigger in
America.

Being skinny, shorthand for being
fit, flattered our superior sense of well-
being. If that was ever true, it isn’t any-
more. Obesity is an epidemic in Canada,
particularly among children. Our obesi-

ty levels are not as high as those in the
United States, but they are catching up.
We were the fifth most overweight or
obese nation in the world; the United
States is the first. Sixty percent of us are
overweight or obese; in the United
States, it is about two-thirds.

It isn’t surprising that obesity is
entering the popular consciousness in
Canada. As the Ottawa Citizen editori-
alized: “It is becoming harder and
harder to be self-righteous and deni-
grate the Americans for their super-
sized lifestyle — a lifestyle we
evidently share.”

Second, frugality. There was a time
Canadians believed that we were
savers and they were spenders. Put dif-
ferently, we were restrained with
money; they were extravagant. We
saved, they spent. We were misers,
they were spendthrifts.

To a degree, some of that is true
today. The reason our banks are called
the safest in the world is that they are
conservative in lending money. It is
harder to buy a house here and becom-
ing more so. We cannot deduct the
interest on our mortgage from our
income tax and we do not have as gen-
erous terms. It is one of the reasons we
don’t have high rates of foreclosure.
So, we’re frugal, right?

Not really. Mark Carney, the
Governor of the Bank of Canada, warns

of our rising household debt: “The
greater the complacency, the more bru-
tal the reckoning.” He joins the
Minister of Finance and others who tell
us constantly that we are living beyond
our means. It seems that we, too, want
all those things of the great consumer
society — big-screen televisions, SUVs,
winter vacations — and we want them
on borrowed money. At the end of
2009, our household debt was a record

$1.41 trillion, some $96,000 per house-
hold. Our debt-to-asset ratio is the
highest in the OECD, and Canada’s
debt-to-income ratio reached a record
high in the third quarter of 2010 of
148.1 percent.

W e have heard much about the
perils of American debt, and in

terms of government (national debt
and budgetary deficit), ours is far
healthier than that of the Americans
or Europeans. But while it may be
comforting to think of ourselves as
more virtuous, it isn’t consistently so.

We are not saving as we once did.
In 2004, our personal savings rate fell
below zero for the first time since
Ottawa began collecting figures in
1961. Moreover, our savings rate fell
below that of the United States. Our
inclination to spend is why the federal
government has moved twice in the
last year to toughen the rules on mort-
gages. Clearly it’s worrying about our
exposure. It knows that when interest
rates rise, as they surely will, many
Canadian homeowners will be unable
to sustain their mortgages. Canada will
face its own foreclosure crisis, the
“reckoning” that Carney fears.

There is also a growing conver-
gence on income distribution. We
have long thought ourselves a more
equitable country, which redistributes

wealth through higher taxes and gen-
erous social programs. In the US, 1 per-
cent of the population controls about
25 percent of national income, a figure
that has tripled since 1978. In Canada,
a kinder, gentler place, the top 1 per-
cent controls 17 percent of national
income, a figure that has doubled. The
gap isn’t as wide as we might think.

Third, crime. Another of our boasts
in Canada is low crime. By and large,

this is also true (though if
you believe the Conserva-
tives in Ottawa, it isn’t true,
which is why they are
building prisons). And
though it may be hard to
believe, it is also true of the
US. While many of us still
think that American cities

are combat zones, it’s no longer so.
The rate of violent crime in American
cities is dropping to levels unseen
since the 1960s. Our image of the
embattled American cowering behind
locked doors no longer holds.

In dealing with violent crime, one
of the biggest changes in the US is its
growing aversion to capital punish-
ment. Some states have abolished the
death penalty, some have stopped
using it. All told, there are half as many
executions today as 10 years ago. The
use of the death penalty fell 12 percent
last year; only 12 of 53 jurisdictions
carried out executions. Fifteen of 50
states don’t have the death penalty;
earlier this year, Illinois moved to abol-
ish capital punishment. California, a
state with more people than Canada,
has not had an execution in five years.
In November, it elected a governor and
an attorney general who oppose the
death penalty. In the United States as a
whole, the rate of executions today is
the lowest since the death penalty was
restored in 1976.

In Texas, which has used the death
penalty more than anywhere else, they
were executing 40 people a year in
2000. Last year, it was 17, 29 percent
fewer than the year before. It reflects
an America retreating from capital
punishment, as Canada did in 1976.
The United States now ranks 24th in
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moved twice in the last year to toughen the rules on
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the world in murders per capita;
Canada ranks 44th.

Fourth, ethnicity. In Canada, we see
ourselves as a mosaic. Immigrants
come here and remain free to be who
they are, without pressure to conform.
We are proud of this (even if it leads to
a balkanized country). We see the US
as a melting pot. Immigrants adopt the
norms, values, traditions and cultures
of the majority. We like to think we
offer newcomers independence, while
Americans demand uniformity. If that
was so, it no longer is.

Consider Hispanic America. So dis-
tinct is the Spanish community in the
United States that increasingly Spanish
is becoming to America what French is
to Canada. In 2009, there were 48.4 mil-
lion Hispanic Americans, 16 percent of
the population. They are now the coun-
try’s largest, fastest-growing minority.
Thirty-five million people over five
years old speak Spanish at home. Half
are said to speak English very well,
which suggests the other half do not,
hindering assimilation. It is projected
there will be 132 million Hispanic
Americans by 2050, representing a third
of the population. If this is a melting
pot, where immigrants jump in on
arrival and emerge red-
blooded Americans, it isn’t
looking like a pot, and it isn’t
melting.

As we have unassimilat-
ed newcomers, so do they;
the rates of integration are
about the same on both
sides of the border. As critics
here question multicultural-
ism, they do in the US, too. In 1992,
Arthur Schlesinger, the celebrated lib-
eral historian, raised the alarm in his
book The Disuniting of America:
Reflections on a Multicultural Society. He
lamented “identity politics” and the
rise of ethnic interests, undermining
the civic virtues that have kept the
nation together. Sound familiar? It’s a
debate you might hear in Canada.

T hese, then, are ways in which our
peoples are more alike than we

thought. We Canadians have become

bigger in appearance and more profli-
gate with money. The Americans are
safer in their cities, as we are, and more
Hispanic in their composition, just as
for so long French Canada defined
what we were. Americans are using
capital punishment significantly less.
Collectively, it makes for two peoples
less different than many in Canada
would imagine — or admit.

On other social touchstone issues
— homosexuality, divorce, abortion
— Canada remains more progressive.
But here, too, the United States is
changing. The Defence of Marriage Act
of 1996, which defines marriage as a
union between a man and a woman,
is being challenged in court. Gay
marriage is legal in a few states and
illegal in most. Divorce is now no-
fault in all 50 states. Abortion
remains contentious, but it is here,
too. Just as a woman cannot get an
abortion in places in the US, there are
jurisdictions where she cannot in
Canada, either.

In political practice, there is also a
curious convergence between our two
countries. In Canada, eight provinces
and territories — and the federal gov-
ernment — have fixed election dates.

In the Senate, the government remains
committed to an elected body, like the
United States Senate. This government
has also introduced parliamentary
review of its appointments to the
Supreme Court, which doesn’t mean
much, really, but resembles the process
in the United States, where senior pres-
idential appointees must be approved
by the Senate. One of our provinces,
British Columbia, has embraced peti-
tion and recall, like some American
states. All these might be considered
American ideas.

The most American idea in our
country, of course, is the Charter of
Rights and Freedoms. Its critics say
we have imported a foreign practice
and grafted it onto our parliamen-
tary system. Maybe so, but
Canadians are now aggressively
asserting their rights, making
Canada a more litigious society in
which the courts are ascendant. The
Charter has become a touchstone of
our identity, polls show.

Another convergence: While our
discourse has not degenerated into
the acrimonious wail it has in Amer-
ica, the conversation has certainly
coarsened in Canada. The rancour of
Question Period shows why there is a
move among parliamentarians to
restore civility to the House of Com-
mons. As we have a more con-
tentious politics, we now have attack
ads that the Conservatives, in partic-
ular, have used effectively on
Stéphane Dion and Michael Ignati-
eff. In the same way, with the same
take-no-prisoners intensity, Stephen
Harper continues to portray coali-
tion government as unconstitution-
al, unCanadian and unseemly. It
reflects a political discourse charac-

terized by sophistry, falsehood and
drive-by smear. Interestingly, both
the Bloc Québécois and the Liberals
attribute the Conservative attack ads
to the Republicans, accusing the
Conservatives of importing Ameri-
can scorched-earth politics.

This is where we, in Canada, have
gone. But what about the Americans?
For years, if you asked a Canadian the
biggest difference between us and the
US, the answer would be health care.
We were proud of our public health
care, which we introduced in the
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Fifteen of 50 states don’t have the death penalty; earlier this
year, Illinois moved to abolish capital punishment. California,
a state with more people than Canada, has not had an
execution in five years. In November, it elected a governor
and an attorney general who oppose the death penalty. In
the United States as a whole, the rate of executions today is
the lowest since the death penalty was restored in 1976.
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1960s. In North America, it was ours
alone. It gave us bragging rights, a
monopoly on empathy.

Now the United States has adopted
a form of health care. It isn’t our system
of mandatory coverage and universal
access, or that of the Europeans. But it
will extend coverage to many who do
not have it. It is a first step. And yes, it
was and is highly contentious in the

US. The Democrats may well have lost
the House of Representatives, and near-
ly the Senate, because of it. The town
hall meetings in the summer of 2009
were acrimonious, and Canada was
often the whipping boy. Indeed, as
“American-style” has become a default
term for nationalists and anti-
Americans to describe anything bad
from the south, so now “Canadian-
style” is an epithet when used in attack-
ing health care reform in the US.

S o here we see an evolution. In
Canada we become more like

Americans in how we look, spend and
act. Meanwhile, we adopt some of
their political practices, such as attack
ads and fixed election dates. Call this
the Americanization of Canada.

In the US, they become like us in
the growth of government, the inter-
vention of the state in support of the
big automakers and, most pointedly,
the adoption of the health care bill,
demonized by its opponents as
“Obamacare.” Call this the
Canadianization of America.

This isn’t to deny real differences
between Canadians and Americans.
We do not have a history of violence.
We do not have a gun culture. We do
not kill our leaders. Religion does not
have the same resonance in Canada.
Our media are less politicized.

T here are, though, more and more
shadings of America in Canada.

We don’t have a gun culture, but we
do have gun violence, whether it was
the massacre at the Université de
Montréal’s École Polytechnique or the
murder of Mounties in Alberta. It can
happen here, as can social unrest, such
as riots in the streets of Montreal or
Calgary after hockey games.

Our media are not as divisive as
the American media are, but critics
fear that “Fox News North” is coming
to Canada with Sun TV. Our politics
has yet to produce a Sarah Palin, but
we are not impervious to populists.
Toronto, the largest city in Canada,
has elected Rob Ford.

Differences exist, yes, but they
are not as sharp and distinct as we
think or, perhaps, desire. They are, in
that telling phrase, “the narcissism of
small differences,” which a smaller
people like us finds to differentiate
ourselves from a bigger people like
them. It is hard for us to accept that
we are becoming more alike, particu-
larly in light of convulsive events like
the shootings in Tucson. To be too
similar is to reinforce doubts about
our identity.

After all, if we’re not American,
who are we? What happens when they
come to look more like us, and we like
them? Where does that leave us? We
already know — we have long known
— that we share a belief in democracy,
freedom and human rights, the market
economy and the uses of government
(their New Deal, our Just Society). We
favour honest government and have
had it, regardless of the party in power.
We believe in immigration and plural-
ism, unlike much of Europe. We
believe in peace and security. 

All those are fundamental. But
take away differences over health care
or multiculturalism, and other cher-
ished touchstones of identity, and
what’s left for us, and between us?
Hockey? Peacekeeping? Winter? 

For those who continue to define
this country only in counter-distinc-
tion to the US, our converging charac-
ters are a problem. Our changing

attitudes, preferences, incli-
nations and habits of mind
are enough to create an
existential crisis. We have
medicare, therefore we are.
But what happens, then,
when their system looks
like ours, which it may one
day (as we embrace more
private care), and suddenly

we lose our corner on compassion in
this neighbourhood?

Yet we need not worry unduly
about where our emerging, converg-
ing, continental characters will lead.
Just as free trade did not mean the end
of our national identity, neither will
any other economic or political config-
uration we may yet create in North
America. Whether it is a customs
union, a security perimeter, a single
currency or a supranational legislature,
we in Canada can know that such an
arrangement will enhance our nation-
hood, not threaten it.

We have grown up. Our sovereign-
ty is not only economic, political and
territorial. It is now the sovereignty of
identity. We are Canadians, with a dis-
tinct sense of self, and after 144 years
of nationhood, let us hope that means
something more than not being
Americans.
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While Canada Slept: How We Lost
Our Place in the World. This article is
an adaptation of the 2010-2011 McGill
University J.R. Mallory Lecture in
Canadian Studies, given on January 18,
2011.
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Consider Hispanic America. So distinct is the Spanish
community in the United States that increasingly Spanish is
becoming to America what French is to Canada. In 2009,
there were 48.4 million Hispanic Americans, 16 percent of the
population. They are now the country’s largest, fastest-
growing minority. Thirty-five million people over five years old
speak Spanish at home. 


