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In June 2001, two Roberts met at the Office of the United States Trade Representative in 
Washington, D.C. One was President Bush’s new hard-charging, internationalist United 
States Trade Representative, Robert Zoellick, now President of the World Bank. The 
other was Robert Pastor of Emory University and himself no shrinking violet in 
intellectual combat. It seemed an auspicious time for such a meeting. At Zoellick’s 
initiative, the Bush Administration was poised to breathe new life into a U.S. trade 
agenda that had stalled since the completion of NAFTA and GATT’s Uruguay Round in 
1994.  Pastor was one of the best-known scholars on North American integration and had 
just completed a new manuscript on the topic.  After a discussion with Zoellick and his 
staff about the American trade agenda, including the pursuit of fast track authority (on 
which subject Pastor remains the expert), the two Roberts parted ways. 
 
At the time of the meeting, I was a doctoral student and intern in USTR’s Office of the 
Americas, working mainly on North American issues. In early July, a draft manuscript of 
Pastor’s book made its way to my office. Zoellick had requested that someone read it and 
prepare a summary. The job was quickly delegated to me.  
 
The USTR staff seized this opportunity to keep their intern busy for several days. In 
Toward a North American Community: Lessons from the Old World for the New(2001), 
Pastor argued that the US could learn many important lessons—many of them negative—
from European economic integration.  The postwar imperatives of recovery and security 
had initially driven Europe’s experiment, which subsequently became a victim of its own 
success.  Over time, sclerotic decision-making within the EU’s supranational structures 
came to overwhelm the benefits of trade liberalization, labor mobility, and a common 
currency.  
 
By contrast, NAFTA left North America incomplete. The agreement had stimulated 
enormous economic activity and deepened ties among the United States, Canada, and 
Mexico.  But the continent’s potential remained unrealized because no governance 
structures had been established to manage it.  Over-governance in Europe undermined 
competitiveness, but under-governance in North America generated a paralysis of its 
own. Pastor’s book both explained how North America had evolved and prophesied what 
it could become. Even as it warned of the dangers of EU-style governance, it also charted 
possible paths toward greater trilateral cooperation, culminating in a customs or monetary 
union.  
 
Although Pastor acknowledged that these efforts would have a uniquely North American 
flavor rooted in the history and culture of each nation, he quickly attracted withering 
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criticism from nationalist critics in all three countries, including both television pundits 
such as CNN’s Lou Dobbs and anti-globalization street protestors.  Given that the anti-
globalization movement reached its zenith in 2001, Toward a North American 
Community had trouble attracting widespread support. 
 
His latest book, The North American Idea, offers a vision of what North America could 
be. It offers concrete proposals and impassioned advocacy in abundance. The North 
American prescription did not change significantly over the decade that elapsed between 
this book and its predecessor. Those familiar with Pastor’s work will recognize the 
detailed policy prescriptions that he presents in the latter third of the book. Comprising 
more than just a list of potential integration projects such as a customs or (more distantly) 
monetary union, Pastor’s comprehensive roadmap addresses a host of pressing problems 
in all three countries, including income inequality, infrastructure deficits, regulatory 
burdens, border management and security, natural disasters, immigration and labour 
market reform, and enhanced legislative and political cooperation. 
 
However, the similarities between the two volumes go no further. The comparisons that 
the earlier book drew with Europe illuminated the weaknesses of North American 
governance, and earned the admiration of wonky fans of data-driven institutional 
analysis. The book’s critics misunderstood Pastor and wrongly accused him of calling for 
the Europeanization of North America.  By contrast, The North American Idea offers an 
explicitly North American rationale for integration. The bulk of the book surveys the 
continent’s shared history, its troubled present, and its challenging future. It laments our 
inability to realize North America’s potential or to restore what we have lost since the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Ironically, the ensuing decade has generated 
some of the most significant thinking about the continent since NAFTA, much of it 
focused on strengthening border security instead of promoting the North American idea. 
 
In the decade since 2001, security concerns have done what Pastor’s 2001 book could 
not:  focus Washington’s attention on North America. Officials dusted off proposals that 
had languished since the mid-1990s, leading to “smart border accords” with Canada and 
Mexico, and subsequently the ill-fated 2005 Security and Prosperity Partnership. Yet as 
cargo was subjected to extra border inspection and people scrutinized as never before, 
borders thickened, cross-border commercial activity slowed, and many of the advantages 
of an integrated North American economic space evaporated.  In their place emerged an 
alphabet soup of trusted cargo and traveller programs in which national security routinely 
trumps commercial efficiency.  
 
Why has North America regressed to these highly asymmetric bilateral relationships? 
Pastor points to three separate national “puzzles” rooted in the countries’ respective 
histories, cultures, and institutions.  The treatment of NAFTA as “a piñata for pandering 
pundits and politicians” only compounds the problem.  These “puzzles” place limits on 
the idea of North America, Pastor acknowledges, but he also notes, more optimistically, 
that average citizens in all three countries are more enthusiastic than their elected 
officials about the future of continental integration.   
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The North American Idea makes an eloquent, impassioned case that all three 
countries should keep the promise of integration firmly in view. Only Robert Pastor 
could have written this book.  As he sadly acknowledges in the preface, it may be his 
last. Regardless of whether Robert Zoellick ever actually read North American 
Community (or my summary of it), Pastor deserves our thanks.  He has repeatedly 
and bravely ventured into fierce political and rhetorical headwinds in order to plant 
the idea of North America firmly in all of our minds. 
 
Greg Anderson / University of Alberta 
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