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What's So Great About Americaisadefense and analy-
sis of America’s role in the world in the aftermath of 11
September 2001. It is written from the perspective and in-
sights of an immigrant from a Third World country, an im-
migrant who attributes his success to a country that to him
is a model for the world. Obviously the product of much
research and personal reflection, this book is thought-pro-
voking and challenging.

In the preamble, D’ Souza endeavors to put America
into historical perspective by comparing this nation to the
ancient Athenians who were amodel for “civilized peoples
everywhere.” The Athenianswere not only “afreedom-lov-
ing society” but functioned “within the bounds of the law.”
Athens was a commercial civilization whose people had
access across state boundaries and who traded freely with
their neighbors. Athenians, however, were not immune from
the attacks of enemies; Pericles characterized these adver-
saries as “leaner, hungrier, and hardier.” The Athenians,
therefore, were not only enjoined to consider Athens’ great-
ness, but also to be willing to make sacrifices “to preserve
Athenian liberty and the Athenian way of life.” America
today isin a similar position, facing enemies, but it must
determinethe “ source of the conflict” and “the nature of the
enemy.”

Chapter 1 focuses on America’s enemies and why they
hate this nation. The author asserts that arguments for and
against America“play out” in hislife; moreover, he claims
that over the years he has seen “the greatness of America
reflected in” his experience here. He says that he does not
take lightly what critics have to say about this country, but
he categorically statesthat critics are wrong since “they are
missing something of great significance about Western civi-
lization and about the American way of life.” His attacks
are directed at “terrorists,” “the European school” repre-
sented by the French, “the Asian school,” “the Islamic
school,” “the political Left” in the USA, and the “political
movement called multiculturalism.” Multiculturalists, he
claims, are powerful and are an influence in high school
and colleges. They are opposed to immigrants assimilating
to the American mainstream, since by doing so immigrants
would lose their identity and give in to racism.

Chapter 2 is devoted to colonialism and how the West
prevailed. The author denounces current views, particularly
multiculturalism, that he claimsteach studentsto “despise”

Western civilization and put it at the same level as other
civilizations. Ethnocentrism, colonialism, and savery are
concomitant with the history of the West, but the author
downplaysthe negative characterization applied to them by
America’s critics and suggests that these are not distinc-
tively Westernin origin. At the end of this chapter he makes
the assertion that the success of the West isdueto theinter-
action between science, democracy, and capitalism. It is
capitalism, the author notes, that has “produced the great
wealth and strength and success of Western civilization.”
Therefore, it iswrong to claim that the West grew rich from
robbing Asia, Africa, and Latin America“ because the West
created its own wealth, and still does.”

Chapter 3 is about “becoming American and why the
Americanideaisunique,” and interwoven into this chapter
is areflection of the author’s reasons for wanting to come
tothe United States. Being from amiddle-classbackground,
the author was more privileged than those from poor back-
grounds, but his destiny would have been determined more
or lessby thetraditions of his culture had he not emigrated.
He maintains that America provides great scope and oppor-
tunitiesfor immigrants, but someimmigrants cannot handle
these freedoms without some ambivalence. And becoming
an American isrisky because oneislikely to become alien-
ated from one's culture. The process of assimilation iswhat
concernsthe author even though he considersit agood thing.
He notes that, “when second-generation Asian-Americans
becomefully assimilated, they don't study as hard and their
test scoresfall.” He mentions, with some ambivalence, that
heis“quite willing to let his daughter date and choose the
person she wants to marry, as long as the process begins at
theageof thirty.” Notwithstanding, he believesin the“ melt-
ing pot” concept and decriestheidea of it being considered
racist.

Chapter 4 addresses what D’ Souza terms the thorny
subject of “reparations’ which is directed specifically at
African-Americans. Apparently the author has debated Jesse
Jackson and othersonthisissue. Blacks, in particular, claim
that America is oppressive and denies freedom and oppor-
tunity to minorities becauseit isracist and has always been.
The author does not dispute the fact that racism does exist;
one can find many instances of it. In debating this issue,
reference is made to the fact that a distinction exists be-
tween the views of “indigenous’ people of color (African-
Americansand Native-Americans) and those of immigrants
considered people of color. The author believes that the
notion that old immigrants could easily pass for white is
wrong because prejudice and hostility against earlier gen-
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erations of Europeansimmigrantswerefar greater than what
Asian, African, and Latin American immigrants experience.
Reference is made to the fact that Black leaders and schol-
arsthink that “ societal racism isresponsible for the current
problems of blacks.” Thisviewpoint the author attemptsto
diffuse by pointing out that Black immigrants are not pre-
vented by racism from being successful in the United States.
They areinreality following the strategy of Booker T. Wash-
ington. Washington argued that African-Americans faced
racism and cultural disadvantage; he also said that “black
crimeratesweretoo high, black savingstoo low, [and] blacks
did not have enough respect for educational achievement.”
The cultural problems facing Blacks nevertheless needed
attention; if they were not addressed, “they would help rac-
ism by giving it an empirical foundation,” Washington
warned. Evidence supporting immigrant success points to
“assimilating to the cultural strategiesof success.” D’ Souza
notes that:

Theimmigrants know that racism today isnot sys-
tematic, it is episodic, and they are able to find
waysto navigate around its obstacles. Even immi-
grantswho start out at the very bottom are making
rapid gains, surging ahead of African-Americans
and claiming the American dream for themselves.
West Indians, for instance, have established astrong
business and professional community, and have
nearly achieved income parity with whites.

And he argues that this is possible because:

Theimmigrants don’'t spend alot of time contem-
plating the hardships of the past; their gazeisfirmly
fixed on the future. They recognize that education
and entrepreneurship arethe fastest |addersto suc-
cessinAmerica. They push their children to study,
so that they will be admitted to Berkeley and MIT,
and that they can pool their resources and set up
small businesses, so that they can make some
money and move to the suburbs. There are plenty
of hurdlesalong theway, but theimmigrant is sus-
tained by the hope that he, or his children, will be
ableto break the chain of necessity and pursue the
American dream.

Thisreality does not detract from the fact that Black Ameri-
cans have contributed much to the United States by forcing
the country to live up toitshighest principles. Consequently,
immigrants:

owe a tremendous debt to the black civil rights
movement for opening up doors that would
otherwise have remained closed. All Americans
have alot to learn from African-Americans about
suffering, about dignity, about creativity, and about
charm. Butitisalso afact that the black leadership
can learn a lot from the immigrants, especially

Mordaunt

black immigrants. African-Americans can move up
faster if they focus less on manufacturing
representation and more on building intellectual
and economic skills. Inthisway blacks can achieve
alevel of competitive successthat isultimately the
best, and final, refutation of “rumorsof inferiority.”

Martin Luther King is cited for stating that we are respon-
sible for what we do with our rights, what we do with our
lives.

Chapter 5, titled “When Freedom LosesAll Her Love-
liness,” is concerned with freedom and its abuses. The au-
thor makes reference to the fact that the most serious accu-
sation against Americais that it is immoral. According to
Muslim fundamentalists, the United States and the West,
although materially advanced, are morally depraved. The
view that the West isimmoral is supported by the percep-
tions of critics within the United States and Europe. The
blame for thisis generally placed on technology and capi-
talism, but according to D’ Souza, this is not the complete
story. Inthe 1960s and 1970s, the United States experienced
a mora revolution, a rebellion against society the author
attributes to the philosopher Rousseau. Prior to Rousseau,
no one believed that each person should follow his or her
own unique “moral course, nor did anyone think of giving
theinner self—the voice of nature within us—final author-
ity in determining that course.” Both Augustine and
Rousseau held that the “counsel of inwardness’ was the
means to arriving at the truth, but for Rousseau, self deter-
mines goodness. For Augustine, however, “theinward jour-
ney is merely a pathway to the Creator. The inner light is
controlled by an outer source, and that source is God.” In
other words, there isamoral order in the universe and that
moral order isdistinct from us. Thismoral framework, says
D’ Souza, was taken for granted by the majority of Ameri-
cansin the 1950s, but it changed in the 1960s:

For the first time many people, especialy young
people, began to find the external rules arbitrary,
senseless, and oppressive. The counterculture did
not reject morality; it was passionately concerned
with morality. But it substituted Rousseau’s con-
ception of the inner compass for the rules of obli-
gation. Getting in touch with one's feelings and
being trueto oneself were now moreimportant than
conforming to the preexisting moral consensus of
society. By embracing the new morality, the chil-
dren of the 1960s becameincomprehensibleto their
parents. And as this new generation inherited the
reins of power, its ethos entered the mainstream.
Asaconsequence of thischange, Americabecame
adifferent country.

The author holds that our freedom and autonomy are valu-
able “commodities,” but the inner self needs a “compass’
to direct it, and therefore the role of “conservatives’ is to
“steer the American ethic of authenticity tois highest mani-
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festation and to ennoble freedom by showing it the path to
virtue.” Why only conservatives are invoked is somewhat
puzzling.

Chapter 6, “America the Beautiful,” explores Ameri-
can “exceptionalism and American universalism,” charac-
teristics that have come under the onslaught of America's
enemies. At stakeisthe United States' foreign policy, which
the author defends, while, in part, recognizing the fact that
mistakes have been made. Next, in the discussion, is the
United States' “evident moral superiority” which the author
mentionsisrefuted by “Ieftist intellectuals,” hereand abroad;
by “American multiculturalists,” and “ldamic fundamen-
talists.” In denouncing cultural relativism, aconcept attrib-
uted to multiculturalists, the writer attemptsto explain what
he means by American superiority by linking it to the right
to free speech and people achieving shared objectives. The
notion of the success of American ideas and culture, as far
as the international marketplace is concerned and the fact
that most immigrants from around theworld prefer to come
to the United States, isinconsequential to some cultures. In
one country, aperson’slife can be controlled by others, while
in another, a person’s life can to a great extent be self-di-
rected. In afree society, however, freedom includes the op-
tion to do what is good or what is evil. This freedom to
chooseiswhat the United Statesreceivesblamefor. D’ Souza
says Muslim fundamentalists “don’t just object to the ex-
cesses of American liberty; they object toliberty itself.” But,
in effect, virtue can be chosen freely whereas compulsion
cannot produce virtue.

The author concludes this chapter by declaring that the
American founders were aware that:

Americais anew kind of society that produces a
new kind of human being. That human being—
confident, self-reliant, tolerant, generous, future
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oriented—isavast improvement over thewretched,
servile, fatalistic, and intolerant human being that
traditional societieshave alwaysproduced, and that
Islamic societies produce now. InAmerica, thelife
wearegivenisnot asimportant asthelifewe make.

In addition, he makes the claim that:

America is the greatest, freest, and most decent
society in existence. It isan oasis of goodnessin a
desert of cynicism and barbarism. This country,
once an experiment unique in the world, is now
the last best hope for he world.

This claim is one that is bound to cause controversy, par-
ticularly in light of the writer's expressed feelings about
nations, personalities, and institutions he considers critics
and enemies of the United States.

This text is fast-paced, written in readable, lucid, and
straightforward language. It draws on research as well as
on the author’s experiences and reflections. (Notes at the
end of thetext list research sources used). D’ Souzaattempts
to define both the character and historical import of the
United Statesin an engaging and challenging way. Thisbook
isapt to appeal to abroad political readership. Someor much
of the discussion might be controversial to some readers,
but it is worthwhile reading and can contribute to the rein-
forcement of one's negative, positive, or ambivalent atti-
tudes toward the United States of America. Two possible
guestions emerge from my analysis of the text. Does the
author present strong and convincing arguments? Is the
United States what the author perceives it to be? Answers
to these questions will of course reflect each reader’s point
of view.
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