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Is There an American National Character?

by
Roy Clouser

Trenton, New Jersey—There’s an old
joke that starts: in heaven the French are
the cooks, the English are the cops, the
Italians are the lovers, and the Germans
organize evervthing. The punch line is
that in hell the English are the cooks, the
French are the cops, the Germans are the
lovers, and the Italians organize
everything.

The joke isn't terribly funny, but what
humor it contains depends upon the
identification of certain character traits
with particular countries. The traits are
stereotypes, of course, but as generaliza-
tions they have a core of truth to them.
Now, if the joke were to include Ameri-
cans, what character trait might it ex-
ploit? Is there a generalization that
captures the typically American character?

After considerable reflection, I have
concluded that there is, indeed, a typical
American character trait. Moreover, it
seems to me that it has been our out-
standing trait from the beginning and ap-
plies across the entire nation. That
characteristic is competitiveness.

Right from the start, the settlers in
Massachusetts Bay and other colonies set
out to build a society that would be bet-
ter than European society. They started
with a competitive outlook that was
heightened by their struggle to settle a
vast land which presented many natural
obstacles to both survival and success.
Furthermore, the land was already in-
habited by other people, so the settlers
learned to fight for it.

From that beginning up to the present,
Americans have developed a self-
understanding of being the world’s big-
gest and best competitor. That is one of
the reasons why so much concern exists
today about the nation's ability and will-
ingness to maintain its competitive edge.

Cur very identity is at stake,

Perhaps the clearest expresson of the
American glorification of competitiveness
is to be found in our attitude toward
sports. The word “sport” connotes sonie-
thing done for fun, amusement, or enjoy-
ment. But the US, competitive
compulsion has transformed sports into a
nonlethal substitute for war. Fans don't
merely follow their favorite teams; they
vicariously transfer onto their teams the
responsibility to achieve the competitive
success they want in their personal lives.

By now I can imagine that many
readers may be asking, “So what? What if
we are a competitive people! Is anything
wrong with that? How can you do busi-
ness or play sports or fight a war without
being competitive?”

The problem is that the entire spirit of
competitiveness, when understood as
“beating the other guy,” is forbidden by
the law of God. Whereas God commands
us to LOVE our neighbor, the ULS. social
ethic says BEAT your neighbor. Simply
becoming accustomed to a value does not
excuse it. During the last century a large
number of American Christians became
accustomed to buying, selling, and own-
ing other human beings and making
them do their work. But it was still a vio-
lation of the law of love.

This Issue

Does this criticism of competitiveness
mean that a Christian cannot participate
in business or sports without violating
God’s law? Not at all. There is a big
difference between trying to do one’s best
and trying to beat the other guy. We've
all heard the illustraton comparing the
person who sees a glass as half full and
the person who sees it as half empty. The
same is true about doing business. If my
attitude is one of trying to do my best to
supply a product or service to others, and
to support my family, that can be per-
fectly compatible with the law of love.
But as soon as my attitude shifts to one
of beating the other guy, it is wrong, even
if ’'m supplying the same product ot
service.

Similarly, if [ run for political office try-
ing to win votes, [ can do that with love
toward God and my neighbors. But if I
run for office thinking only of trying to
beat my opponent, | may end up hiring a
dirty-tricks squadron or planning a
Watergate break-in.

This argument may strike some readers
as highly naive. Can we really expect ath-
letes, for example, even Christian ath-
letes, to play simply for enjoyment? How
can they do that when it’s their living? In
the final analysis don’t we all have to
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agree with Vince Lombardi that winning
is not the most important thing, it’s the
only thing? The answer to these ques-
tions must be found in recognizing that
the competitive ethic looks so unavoida-
ble only because we've become used to it.

Qur American obsession with competi-
tion is clearly seen by others. The acti-
tude of “America First” has often
characterized our dealings with neigh-
bors, We seemn to want the admiration of
other countries for our first-place finish,
for our success as the best competitot.
Even when we defend human rights or
aid disaster victims our spirit of “doing it
better than others” seems to shine
through.

Now that America’s “Number One”
status is in question, we should take care-
ful note of the historical record. Nations
which have been dominant over others
have frequently engendered envy and
resentment. While we think of ourselves
as good guys simply competing to be
Number One, many other countries have
regarded our deeds with suspicion and
sometimes with hostility.

American Christians have some critical
reevaluation to do. We should not want
our country to drop out of world politics
any more than we should want individ-
uals to turn away from business, politics,
and sports. But the spirit with which we
approach America’s role in the world
may need to change. The way we think
of ourselves as Americans may need fun-
damental reform. (]

[Prof. Roy Clouser teaches philosophy at
Trenton State College and is just com-
pleting a book on the religious roots of
scientific and philosophical theories.}
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