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Preface



On Friday, October 13, 2000, when I arrived at the Trinity University Auditorium in San Antonio, Texas, I received an envelope with “A Message from the President of the United States” written on it. Like other people who received identical envelopes, I carefully and respectfully opened it and read the letter inside.


Dear Fellow American:


I want to congratulate you on reaching the impressive milestone of becoming a citizen of our great nation. As you enjoy the benefits of American citizenship and assume the responsibilities that accompany it, you follow the many brave men and women who have sacrificed to establish and preserve our democracy over the last two centuries.


You now share in a great experiment: a nation dedicated to the ideal that all of us are created equal, a nation with profound respect for individual rights.


Sincerely,


Bill Clinton


That day, I was being sworn in as an American citizen, along with 419 others from fifty-six different countries. While everyone was sharing and celebrating the joy of becoming an American, I reflected somberly on my life and how I had got there.


It has been a long journey from Korea, where I had my first interactions with Americans when I was only eight years old. My father, who was an educator, believed in foreign language education during early childhood and sent me to a language institute in Seoul when I was a third-grader. It was a place for American children in Korea to learn English, but for me it was a place to learn English as a second language and to experience American people and culture. All Koreans have had a close acquaintanceship with America since the Korean War. In school, we studied the contributions of numerous Americans, including George Washington, Thomas Edison, Benjamin Franklin, Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther King. We had to memorize Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms, and the Monroe Doctrine. For fun and play, we saw American movies like Ben-Hur, The Sound of Music, Love Story, Gone with the Wind, Rocky, and Saturday Night Fever. We listened to Elvis Presley; Peter, Paul, and Mary; Carly Simon; Barbra Streisand; and Neil Diamond. We read O’Henry, Edgar Allan Poe, John Steinbeck, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau and recited the poems of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Robert Frost. As college students, we discussed issues from Time and Newsweek and sang “We Shall Overcome” when we demonstrated against our government.


Through these experiences, we grew up with a fascination for America. We looked up to Americans as “superior” people and perceived America as a symbol of all virtues. We admired Americans as intelligent, rational, civil, clean, fair, generous, and sophisticated and envied those who had the opportunity to go to the United States. If someone was said to be Americanized, it was a compliment. Thus, when I came to America as a graduate student in the early 1980s, I embraced my new environment and was ready to adopt the American way. I was eager to experience a “real” American life, despite the fact that I moved to Texas, which, as I later learned, some Americans perceive as a foreign country. Knowing that I had a limited time to complete my graduate degrees, I wanted to maximize my experiences in the U.S. I traveled from Hawaii to the Virgin Islands and climbed Mount Rainier and a couple of the Great Smoky Mountains. I visited cities from Boston to Laredo and attended the Indy 500 and many pro football games. I went to as many parties, plays, musicals, and concerts as I could afford. I attended American churches, visited American homes, and simply hung out with Americans. I worked with Americans as a graduate student and joined an American management consulting firm after completing my graduate degrees. Wherever I went, I searched for the good in America and tried to incorporate it into my values. Consciously and unconsciously, I was happy to be Americanized.


When I returned to Korea and traveled to other Asian countries in the 1990s, however, I found that the image of America had changed. People started talking about “ugly Americans.” They asked me if I thought America was a nation in decline and described Americans as having little integrity, next to no shame, and no family values. In the eyes of many Asians, Americans were not virtuous anymore; rather, they were selfish, ignorant, ruthless, materialistic, loud, and violent. Consequently, Asian elders feared their young people would be Americanized, and some leaders still warn against the “germs” that Americans might spread to their young people. Despite their concern, American culture has seeped into the lives of most Asians. What is “cool” is often what is from America, especially to the young. The American image sells from Seoul to Bangkok.


Some Asians criticize Americans for their “cultural superiority” or “cultural imperialism.” American culture is, unfortunately, often misunderstood in Asia; many Asians form their perceptions of America from media portrayals and short interactions with Americans. Some Asians unknowingly confuse modernization for Westernization or Americanization. Values change with industrialization, and as Asian countries become industrialized, Asian values are affected both positively and negatively. Yet some Asians stereotype all negative effects of industrialization as Western or American. It is often said, “If Asians like something, it’s ‘modern.’ If they don’t, it’s ‘Western.’”


At the same time, few would deny that American values are in serious trouble, and many Americans are confused about their cultural identities. Many “hyphenated” Americans claim their own values, and even more Americans demand that their own values be acknowledged. On the one hand, they want to maintain American values, and on the other hand, they are asking, “What are my values?” In the process, Americans are forgetting the great American ideals and principles the country was built on.


The American experience of each individual is different. Given the diverse population and the variations in race, ethnicity, family style, moral value, work experience, religion, political view, and geographic location, it is hard to generalize Americans. In virtually all aspects of American life, people have differences. Nevertheless, there are similar characteristics that all Americans share, regardless of their age, race, gender, or ethnicity: the common denominators of idealism, egalitarianism, legalism, optimism, and other American values. These are manifest in their American dreams, attitudes, beliefs, communication, dress, etiquette, and lifestyle. Non-Americans frequently observe the unique characteristics that set Americans apart from people in other countries. Many are positive characteristics that have built America and will continue to make America great. They are American virtues to be renewed. Yet there are some practices that, if continued, will cause America to decline. They are American vices to be corrected.


American virtues and vices, interestingly, fit well into the Asian philosophy of yin and yang. The earliest reference to yin and yang in Chinese history dates to about 700 B.C. Since then, these complementary opposites have influenced Asians as they seek harmony and balance in the universe and in their lives, and they have been applied to government, medicine, relationships, and so on. According to the principle of yin and yang, life is governed by the interaction of two opposite poles, the ultimate of male (yang) and female (yin), positive and negative, light and dark, hard and soft, and any other opposing poles you can imagine. Heaven, the sun, and the fire are yang; earth, the moon, and water are yin. It should be noted, however, that yin and yang are not a dualism in the Western context, like that between good and evil. On the contrary, yin and yang forces coexist in everything. Yin and yang complete each other to maintain cosmic harmony and can even transform into each other. For example, winter, which is yin, changes into summer, which is yang. Furthermore, an entity regarded as yin in one light can be regarded as yang in another light. So, in American vices, there is the possibility of virtue; in American virtues, there is the potential for vice. Abraham Lincoln saw this dualism in America and said, “It has been my experience that folks who have no vices have very few virtues.”


This book is written for all Americans who desire to understand American culture and transform it. As Lew Platt, former CEO of Hewlett-Packard, said, “It’s imperative that we continually seek to know ourselves better as Americans before we presume to understand others; the realities of globalization demand it, business effectiveness requires it, and diversity depends on it.” Readers will recognize, reinforce, and renew the virtues that the world admires about America. Only when they know their common strengths will Americans feel secure enough to embrace changes in the world. At the same time, this book provides insights, from an Asian perspective, into the weaknesses of American society and suggests ways to reverse the decline of some aspects of American culture. For more than one hundred years, the United States has influenced the lives of Asians, but it has been a one-way street. It is time for Americans to open their minds and hearts to Asian culture and values, which have existed for thousands of years. Asians have seen things that Americans have not seen. Asia may not be advanced technologically, but it is advanced philosophically. Asia is a place of many civilizations, and Asians have different perceptions of life and alternative ways to reach happiness. Although Asian perspectives do not provide the answers to all the problems confronting America, they can provide Americans with fresh insights into their problems, and the wisdom of Asia can inspire and comfort Americans.


The new generation in America is a global generation, which will work closely with people from different cultures. Tremendous cultural diversity exists in the United States; already, almost one out of nine Americans is foreign born, and many Americans have foreign-born parents or grandparents. Some even say that America should be called the United Nations of America instead of the United States of America. Domestic diversity, however, is not enough. To continue to be citizens of a great nation, Americans must transform their sense of nationalism into a sense of internationalism. To reach others and understand them, Americans must open their eyes and their hearts. Asian countries benefited when their leaders opened their eyes to the West and accepted and sometimes adopted what was good there. Likewise, Americans will benefit from recognizing Asian cultural traditions and adopting positive aspects of Asian culture.


Although this book is intended for Americans, I am hopeful that it will also help Asians better understand Americans, so that both can establish a common ground for mutual understanding. By recognizing each other’s merits and weaknesses, Americans and Asians can enrich their own cultures. As more interactions occur between Americans and Asians, it is critical for both to look beyond their superficial understanding of each other. Some friends and colleagues have kindly described me as representing the best qualities of East and West, and I am pressing toward that goal. But if I have any resemblance to such a person, it is thanks to my learning, living, and working in America. For the last three decades, I have had opportunities to learn from Americans as a student, friend, neighbor, colleague, consultant, and trainer. Through my marriage to an American, I have deepened my understanding of American families as a wife, mother, and in-law. At the same time, I am who I am because of my Asian upbringing, which valued family, loyalty, modesty, peace, and harmony.


It would be impossible for one writer to learn about, understand, and present the immense diversity of American culture and its people in a fair, clear, and comprehensive manner. It would also be impossible for one Asian to speak for all Asians. I am only one of 3.3 billion Asians with tremendous cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity. Furthermore, my Asian perspective is based more on the Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism of East Asia than on the Muslim and Hindu cultures of South Asia. But this book is not written from only one person’s point of view. Countless individuals—Americans and non-Americans—have shared their insights on American and Asian cultural values; also, a number of friends, colleagues, and clients throughout the world have shared their experiences with me. I owe my cross-cultural knowledge and understanding to numerous scholars in the fields of intercultural communication, American culture, and Asian studies, including Edward T. Hall, Philip H. Harris, Geert Hofstede, L. Robert Kohls, Robert Moran, Yutang Lin, Herrlee G. Creel, and Lucian W. Pye.


My husband, Edward Valdez, was an intimate collaborator in the planning, researching, and writing of this book. He was my principal adviser and also a research subject in our cross-cultural laboratory at home. I also thank my father, who foresaw the need for a global mindset and English competency and required his four daughters to attend foreign language institutes and to memorize five English words every day, even though he could speak no English at all.


My deepest gratitude goes to the editors at Intercultural Press, who saw the need for this book. Working with them was sometimes a struggle between my Asian way and their American way: the goal of the West is to seek truth and find an answer; the way of the East is to have a philosophy of life. Thanks to their relentless curiosity, I was forced to think further, and the book has profited immeasurably.


I would like to clarify two things. First, throughout the book, I use the word Americans to describe U.S. citizens and America as an alternative to the United States, because much of the world uses these terms similarly. However, I am aware that Canadians, Central Americans, and South Americans also call themselves Americans. I mean no disrespect to these people. Second, my characterization of certain American and Asian behaviors and traits simply indicates a greater frequency of these behaviors among Americans and Asians than among non-Americans and non-Asians. As a cross-cultural practitioner, I try to avoid stereotyping or overgeneralizing a country’s culture, because in every country, people exhibit an entire spectrum of cultural dimensions.


I want to thank all the Americans who contributed their insights about America. I also want to thank this great nation that inspires people throughout the world. “What an extraordinary vision America still is to people overseas,” said Ted Koppel, a television journalist who was born in Germany and educated in England. I hope America will become an extraordinary vision to Americans themselves as they renew their virtues with a view toward the Global Century.





Introduction

America in the Twenty-First Century




The Hyperpower: Foreign and Self-Perceptions of Americans



According to the August 1999 issue of National Geographic, the new global culture is American culture. Many people already use Westernized and Americanized interchangeably, and soon the world culture is going to resemble American culture. Recognizing the omnipresence of American culture around the globe, the French have coined a new term to describe America—the hyperpower. The term superpower was inadequate to convey America’s authority and influence in the world. In a Wall Street Journal article, Alan Murray wrote:


It is difficult to find another moment in history when a single nation or political entity so dominated world affairs. The Roman Empire, for all its glory, was largely confined to Europe. The nomads of Central Asia, led by warriors like Genghis Khan, spread their influence from Eastern Europe to China in the thirteenth, fourteenth, fifteenth centuries, but their cultural influence was limited. Even the British Empire, on which the sun never set, didn’t have the unrivaled position that America enjoys today.1


Indeed, I have experienced the power of American culture wherever I have gone. Titanic, CNN, Friends, Oprah, and the Backstreet Boys have followed me to Japan, Korea, Thailand, Australia, France, and Italy. U.S. entertainment is the second largest export industry; American films, music, and books fascinate both young and old around the globe. Young Singaporeans claim that they speak American English because they watch American films, even though their country was a British colony. Even the British say that the American “Hi, there” has been accepted for use in their e-mail because the United States dominates information technology. Mickey Mouse, Pooh, Elmo, and Barbie are friends of the children of the world. McDonald’s currently operates in more than one hundred countries: there are more than two thousand McDonald’s restaurants in Japan; in Beijing, people wait in line for half an hour to get a Big Mac; in Australia, 5 percent of the population already eats at McDonald’s (compared with 7 percent in the U.S.).


Not everyone, however, is happy about seeing America around the world; people fear the possibility of one “Big MacWorld.” There is criticism of the “cultural assault” of companies such as McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, Disney, and Nike and of American English. “Cultural imperialism is no joke,” wrote Jeffrey Garten, dean of the Yale Graduate School of Management. Jack Lang, the former minister of culture of France, cited American culture as “pure entertainment without restraint, without shame.” When I attended a lecture on Japanese e-commerce, the speaker said that what he feared most about e-commerce was the Americanization of Japan.


American images sell from Tokyo to Moscow, but they have also instigated locals to criticize American culture through such books as The China that Can Say No, The Japan that Can Say No, Culture Jam: The Uncooling of America, and The Voice of Asia. Leaders in Canada, France, Egypt, and Iran have warned against the influx of American culture in their countries and have taken measures to counteract it.


Most people in the world admit that they have a love-hate relationship with America. They love the spirit of America, but they resent something about America, either attitude or lifestyle. When I asked more than one thousand non-Americans about the United States, many of them shared both positive and negative feelings about the country and its people. They admire Americans for being


• ambitious


• diverse


• free


• creative


• fun loving


• friendly


• wealthy


• rules oriented


• open


• energetic


• independent


• adventurous


• generous


• competitive


• optimistic


• trusting


At the same time, many hold negative images of Americans, including their tendency to be


• ethnocentric


• materialistic


• promiscuous


• disloyal


• lacking in family values


• loud


• arrogant


• selfish


• indulgent


• insincere


• aggressive


• inflexible


• impersonal


• superficial


• violent


• youth oriented


• lonely


• spoiled


• lazy


• prejudiced


But do Americans care about how others see them? Should they? Over the years, I have asked more than fifteen hundred American participants in my seminars about their perceptions of Americans, and I found that Americans love being American and are proud of their country. Almost all believe that America is the most powerful nation in the world with the best government, technology, medical facilities, standard of living, higher education, and military power. They are proud of living in a land of opportunity and enjoy their freedoms—from freedom of speech to free spiritedness. They believe in looking out for number one, which, they think, makes them creative, innovative, intelligent, and successful. They admire other Americans’ risk-taking and entrepreneurial spirit. They understand that they have a huge impact on the world market and world peace, and some even believe that America should be a model for democracy and human rights. Americans perceive themselves as being extremely sports and leisure oriented because they pursue fun in life. Yet most of them also believe that Americans are hardworking and value time and progress. As “tough guys,” they see themselves as persistent, as never giving up; yet they think that they are open, friendly, and hospitable. And they take pride in women’s achievements.


Of course, some Americans are not so eager to praise their own country and fellow citizens. Although they are a minority, they share the negative images of Americans held by non-Americans. They criticize their country for too much emphasis on money, image, glamour, and youth. They think that the public education system has failed its citizens, causing incompetence in math and science. They are concerned that Americans do not respect the institution of marriage or their elders. Finally, they fear that the American government is interfering in other countries’ affairs.


Interestingly, when I ask Americans how they think foreigners perceive Americans, even those with positive perceptions of themselves turn negative. Despite their pride in their country and people, the majority believe that the image of the “ugly American” is prevalent overseas. They admit that they are ashamed of the ugly Americans they have seen or met overseas.


Nevertheless, when they discuss the American image abroad, I do not sense that they are genuinely concerned about how they are perceived. In fact, they seem to have fun imagining foreigners bashing Americans. Most of them feel that foreign impressions are shaped by media and Hollywood images, from John Wayne to Baywatch. So they feel no need to worry about these images. Although these may be only perceptions, they often reflect reality and can become reality.


Writing about early immigrants, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur wrote, “An American is one who leaves behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners and receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced.”



Closing of the American Mind



Without doubt, the whole world has embraced some aspects of American culture. Unfortunately, though, Americans have rarely looked to the rest of the world as a source of learning during the last century. Goods have been exchanged and technologies transferred, but the cultural transfer has been mostly one way from America to other countries. During the recession in the 1980s, it was fashionable to cite Japan as a model. American scholars and pundits looked to Japan as a source of inspiration for everything from management practices to manufacturing technology, from education to customer service. But when Japan’s economy collapsed and the Asian crisis occurred in the 1990s, America regained its confidence as world leader in everything.


This is a mixed blessing, because pride can close American minds even more tightly. Some Americans already believe that American culture is the universal norm. To them, America is the center of the universe, and foreign behaviors are abnormal. One American tourist had to remind her fellow travelers that foreigners are not defective Americans.


Inside and outside the United States, Americans have been criticized for their ignorance of other cultures. Very few people know the number of European Union (EU) countries, and they are rarely able to name them. Some Americans ask Europeans how they celebrate Thanksgiving. Others ask the British, “How do you celebrate July 4?”


Americans are even less knowledgeable about Asia. In a survey done by the Asia Society in the late 1990s, almost half the respondents did not know that the Pacific Ocean divides the United States and Asia. Some think that Asia is one vast country encompassing Japan, Singapore, China, Korea, and Vietnam. On Jay Leno’s Tonight Show, an interviewee answered that China had attacked Pearl Harbor. I have met some Americans who can’t distinguish the Korean War from the Vietnam War. During the Asian economic crisis in the late 1990s, few Americans, including those who did business with Asia, could name the three countries that had received the International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout. An American professor of sociology labeled Americans “monolingual, geographically challenged nationalists.”


This lack of global literacy is not necessarily the fault of individual Americans. Many high schools do not require world history, geography, or a foreign language. Although American best-sellers are widely translated and read in other countries, rarely do Americans read books written by foreign authors. Even a Nobel Prize winner in literature from another country may find it difficult to find a New York publisher, let alone American readers.


Maybe Americans are losing interest in the outside world as the United States becomes the dominant power. With all the comforts they have, Americans may not feel the need to know about other cultures in their pursuit of liberty and happiness. I can fully understand the feeling. A few years ago, I was traveling through the New England states. As I drove by beautiful, spacious homes in peaceful neighborhoods with luscious green, sculpted lawns, I asked myself why Americans should care about people of other countries—how others live, work, think, and feel—when they have so much where they are. Besides, America is so huge; it could easily be ten different countries. Although I love traveling, it took me almost eighteen years to visit forty states. Sometimes I defend Americans when others complain about their lack of interest in other cultures. I tell them not to blame Americans, because it is not easy for them to learn about other states in their own country, let alone other countries.


Nevertheless, neither the size of the United States nor the complacency of Americans should discourage them from learning about other cultures. More than ever, Americans are connected to the people of other countries—economically, politically, and even environmentally. In 1998 I eagerly rushed home to Austin, Texas, from a business trip to Seoul. The air there had been almost unbearable due to pollution and the sandy winds blown from China’s Gobi Desert. I was glad to be on the plane, expecting to breathe relatively clean air in Austin. But when I got there, I found that the air was no better than in Seoul. Smoke from a big fire in Mexico had blown into Texas, and there were health warnings regarding outdoor activities for the elderly and those with respiratory problems. No one country can solve the world’s ecological, economic, environmental, and political problems. With all the power it has, America needs to work with other countries to make the world a more livable and peaceful place.



Opening of the American Mind



As a country of immigrants, America has always been open to other cultures. Americans have reinvented pizza and adopted many other ethnic foods. They are eating more salsa than ketchup and drinking cappuccino and espresso even in small towns. Americans are listening to Latin music in Spanish, applying henna paste, and taking martial arts for mental and physical discipline. But the fact that someone eats sushi with chopsticks, uses alternative medicine, or shops at Pier 1 Imports may have nothing to do with his or her being worldly or open-minded. Despite the phenomenal success of Japanese cars, Walkman, Nintendo, and Pokemon, most Americans do not know the essence of Japanese culture, much less the cultures of lesser-known countries.


If we could shrink the world population to 1,000 people, there would be 584 Asians, 124 Africans, 95 Europeans, 84 Central and South Americans, 55 Russians and others from the former Soviet Union, 52 North Americans, and 6 Australians and New Zealanders. According to Bob Dillenschneider, as quoted by Dr. Robert Schuller of the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California, in a global village of 100 people as a microcosm representing all the earth’s inhabitants, there would be 70 nonwhites and 30 whites; 67 non-Christians and 33 Christians. In that village, 80 people would live in substandard housing, and 50 people would suffer from malnutrition. Seventy-five people would never have made a telephone call, and fewer than 10 would have access to the Internet. Half of the wealth of the entire village would be in the hands of 6 people, all of whom would be U.S. citizens. When we consider our world from such a global perspective, the need for learning about other cultures becomes apparent. Without an understanding of the cultures of co-workers, customers, partners, and suppliers, America’s leadership and dominance are at risk.


If Americans are to be effective in a global village, personally and professionally, they must understand American culture from a cross-cultural perspective. There are many elements of culture, but most of them are outside of our awareness. Culture is like water, and people are like fish. When people are in the water (their own culture), they take it for granted. Only when they find themselves out of the water (their element) do they realize that they need certain “currents,” “temperatures,” and “minerals” to survive and prosper. As a result, most people who have never traveled outside their home country assume that their values are applied universally. Of course, there are universal values, but depending on its history, geography, religion, economy, politics, and so on, each culture has different beliefs and attitudes, ethics and justice systems, decision-making processes, communication styles, interpersonal relationships, entertainment, food and diet, and the like. Each group is different, and people’s unique culture forms their outlook on life, their view of the world, and their beliefs about proper attitudes and behaviors. No one can judge that all is good or all is evil. People develop different ways of thinking and living in order to survive and thrive, depending on their specific circumstances. We cannot say that one is right and the other wrong. Each culture has its own virtues and vices, and every culture has room for improvement.


To experience other cultures, there is no substitute for travel. Chuang Tzu, a Chinese philosopher, said:


How shall I talk of the sea to the frog if he has never left his pond?


How shall I talk of the frost to the bird of the summer land if it has never left the land of its birth?


How shall I talk of life with the sage, if he is prisoner of his doctrine?


On the road, we come across people we would be unlikely to meet in our own comfort zone. For people who have traveled the world, there is no turning back. Thus, Mark Twain said that travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness. Indeed, traveling can be a life-transforming experience.


Although overseas travel definitely broadens one’s horizon, Americans do not have to travel to experience other cultures. America is a great place for learning about world cultures. Annually, fifty million international tourists visit the United States, and there is already tremendous cultural diversity among its inhabitants. We can learn a lot about the world when we open our minds and hearts.


Unfortunately, not everyone is ready to embrace global diversity. One superintendent of a Texas school district said that whenever she tried to introduce a multicultural or global curriculum, she faced resistance from board members because they feared that by learning cultural differences, the children would lose their American identity. Some people feel threatened by newcomers who look different or speak with accents. A columnist who wrote on multicultural manners in the Los Angeles Times said that she often received angry letters from readers. They wrote, “Why should we learn about the cultures of new immigrants? They came to my country, and they have to learn the American way.” These people have a point, but their rejection of other cultures only limits their growth and closes the door to a more fulfilling future.


The biggest potential benefit of Americans’ appreciating other cultures is the transformation of American culture into a world-class culture that can be respected by other nations. The possibilities are limitless if Americans are only willing to accept them.



Vision of a World-Class Culture



“Is America #1?” was the title of a feature on ABC’s 20/20 broadcast in 1999. The question may have been a rhetorical one, because there were no criteria for determining number-one status. Ranking countries is a difficult task because there are no established standards for measuring a country’s greatness. Per capita gross national product (GNP), standard of living, quality of life, openness of the system, financial success, freedom, and human rights issues have been used to compare nations, but none of them can measure a country’s greatness based on its cultural and moral leadership. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that most Americans are convinced that America is one of the greatest countries (if not the greatest) in the world. Very few Americans would give up their U.S. citizenship to live in another country, and almost one million people immigrate to the United States every year.


Although many people think that China poses the biggest challenge to the United States’ world-power status in the next one hundred years, most Americans are pretty optimistic (complacent) about America’s role as the leader for this century. However, this refutes the historical axiom, “Thirty years prosperity, thirty years decay.” It also challenges a Japanese belief that he who climbs a great mountain must come down the other side. The U.S. already climbed a great mountain in the twentieth century. Must it now descend?


Americans are not ready to come down the other side. In a 1999 poll, “The Century Survey,” by the Wall Street Journal and NBC News, Americans were asked, “Will the United States continue to lead the world?” Most respondents answered yes, and others responded that America will remain strong, even if not a leader. When asked in what specific areas the U.S. ranked as a leader in the last century, 60 percent of the respondents answered movies, music, television, and pop culture; 55 percent, military; 46 percent, technology; 44 percent, world economy; and 44 percent, creativity and innovation (respondents were allowed to pick more than one). Yet when they were asked about the greatest threat to U.S. power status, 74 percent ranked moral decline highest.
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