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The basis of a nation's capability to exert power is found in its national cultural
characteristics—people are the “heart,” the "'nerves,” the “emotions,"” the “intellect"
that create power. In evaluating these characteristics, one must consider them not in
light of an arbitrary scale of values favorable to a particular culture, but in light of
the values and environment of the subject culture, The failure to do this has often
resulted in erroneous estimates, the inadequacy of which has been ascribed to

irrational behavior.

NATIONAL CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS
AND NATIONAL POWER

An article

Professor Clyde B. Sargent

Chair of Comparative Cultures

The word  “edlture™  has  several
meanigs, Somelimes il is wrillen with a
capital “C.,” somelimes with a small
“e.” When wriltten with a capital “C,”
Culture means everything thal you and |
regard as good, correct, and gentle-
manly. An acquaintance of mine quips
that  “Culture™ represents  “indoctri-
nalion in prejudice” and includes what
“nice”™ people believe and do, When
wrillen with a small “c,” cullure refers
to patterns of learned behavior shared
by a parlicular group ol people over a
particular lime. For the purpose of this
arlicle [ wish o discuss culture with
reference Lo Lhe latler definition.

There are many basic similarities
among ol people—similarities in Munda-
menlal interests, in basic human objec-
tives, and in hasic insttutions. The
differences  commonly  observed
represenl dilferences in the methods of

pursuing four very busie gouls—sceurity,
productivily, hartmony, and dignity.
Dillerences in culture are normal, desir-
able, and appropriate. These differcnces
inclwde different methods of thought,
decisionmaking, and aclion.

Ivery cullural syslem is valid wilhin
the environment within which it devel-
oped. Cultures cannol be simply com-
pared or comparatively evaluated. Cul-
Lures are nol comparable, Fach cullure
was crealed oul ol a wnigue sel of
circumslances lo accomplish the objec-
tives of one people. Fach culture is or
was superior [or that people wilh those
goals in those circumsiances al that
time. A particular culture would bhe
unsuitable  for another socicty, and
another sociely’s cullure wouled be less
usclul Tor il. Therefore, we may not
grade amd compitre cullures as superior
or inferior. We can say only that certain
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cultures are or are not effective in the
pursuit of the society’s seleeted goals.
Many people grossly err hy eomparing
cultures on the basis of selected criteria
favorable to one culture or another. Is
chess a beiter form of recreation than
golf? This question is unanswerable; it
depends upon what you want to accom-
plish. What is the best restaurant in
town? The answer depends on your
desires and tastes. Cultures can be evalu-
ated only in lerms of their own values
and goals,

Culture comprises all of the things,
both material and intangible, that man
has created Lo assist in pursuing his basic
objeclives. In addition to his material
crcations for eomfort and production,
culture includes forms of commu-
nicalion, man’s beliefs, his values, the
way he behaves, his organization of
soeicly, the determination of ‘“‘rules”
for the functioning of soeciety, protocol,
and a variety ol institutions, It includes
langnage, thought and philosophy, fcars
aud confidences, aspiratious nud goals,
and certainly views of onesell, the
world, and one’s role in it.

Cultures develop from three primary
sourcea: (a} cultural heritage and
tradition, (b) environmeul, oand (c)
historical experienees, Cultures reflect
the way people cope with these lorees
as they seck security, prosperily,
harmony, and dignity. A long history of
isolation will produee attitudes in a
people quite different from the atti-
tudes of a pcople eonstantly threatencd
by attacks on their borders or con-
tinually engaged in trading activities,
The physical hardships of North Ameri-
can colonial life iu the 17th eentury
produced cultural values and attitudes
that today’s wmorc prosperous sociely
rcbels  apainst.  Another  important
ingredient in the creation of culture ia
the periodic appearance of a sage, of
scveral in sequence, who synthesize
expericnees and vocalize for the people
a system of philosophy—such as a
Buddha, a Confucius, a Jcsus, a

Mohammed, a tribal sage, or a Mao
Tse-tung.

Just as people ereate cullure, so
culture molds the personality and char-
aeter of the people under its influence. |
rescmble a North American not because
my parents were North Amerieans, but
because I was raised in North America
and molded by the values of this
socicty. Had 1 had the same parents but
been raised within the socicty of China,
England, or the Aretic, | should behave
like a Chincse, an Englishman, or an
Eskimo,

Cultures impose upon all of their
memhers massive, intense, and con-
tinuing “brainwashing” to mold and
shape thoughts and feelings. From birth
uutil death our eultures are molding us.
The agents of culture who influence us
are our parents and familics, our play-
mates and pecrs, our teachers, the social
group with which we associale, our
churehes and religious systems, our pro-
fessional group, and the state. We can-
not cscape. We are induced to eonform,
to behave and think like other people of
our euliure, And then, in turn, we do
the same with our children.

Culture is learned, patterned
behavior shared by a large number of
people and communicated gencration
after gencration—learned from predeces-
sors and transmitted Lo descendants.

Cultures determine and define the
values, the standards, and the modes of
behavior in which people are indoc-
trinated. Cultures defline aceeptable
hehavior on the part of their members,
The total of cultural values defines the
framework and parameters within which
a people think, make judgments, make
decisions, and behave. People usually
ar¢ unaware of the influcnce of these
values.

Time, social change, the growth of
knowledge and  technology, and the
introduction of new goals create obso-
lescence for every culture. Cultures can-
not be stalic, cannot stand unchanged,
Culture is, in somc ways, essentially a
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“‘problem-solving™ deviee. It is a
people’s system for creating and main-
taining a desired social order, The solu-
tion ol problems crcates other prob-
lemns, and cultures and societics juust
develop new methods for new problems.

Wherever we  look today in the
world, we sce change. The treruendous
increase over recent decades in knowl-
edge, lechnology, interpersonal and
iuternational relations, human social-
ization within cultures and among cul-
tures, and idcological conccpts has
crealed such a dynanic drive for change
that most vital cultures in the world
today are iu the throes of upheaval. Not
only China, hut most of the rest of the
world is involved in a dynamic Cultural
Revolution. This is very notably truc in
the United Stales,

It is incvitable that any given cultural
system will become obsolete if society is
alert and dynamie, and cvery culiural
system beeoming obsolete must struggle
f[or new perspectives and new values to
solve new problems. Our old cultures
were not geared to handle our new
problems. Morcover, with the need for
change, cvery people is [aced with the
need to surmount the resistance of
tradition and familiar ways. Cultures for
suitable living, satislying in the past,
must be modernized in order that we
may have ncw cultures suitable [or
satisfying living in this century and the
next.

We tend to think of “culture™ and
“nation” as synonymous, [lowever, cul-
ture is not necessarity synonymous with
“nation™or with “socicty.” A culture
may encompass more than one nation—
as “‘Fastern culture,” *Western culture,”
“Latin culture,” or “Moslem culture,”
“Buddhist culture,” and “Christian cul-
turc,” Culture may relate to people who
arc less than a nation or sociely—as
“southern culture™ or “black culture.”
Culturec may encompass segments of
populations of numerous nations and
sociclies—as “youth culture.” We might
even speak of an international “Navy

culture.” People may be “sliced,” as it
were, in different ways and grouped by
a sharing of dominant traits and valucs;
cach group, in effect, represents a “cul-
mrc.’,

Popularly we equate “culture”™ and
‘nation”’—as  ““French culture,”
“Chinese  culture,” or “Russian cul-
turc.” But within cach nation there is
greal diversity, and iu generalizing about
a national culturec we must admit many
variations. We recognize what are called
“subeultures.” Nevertheless, for con-
venicnee we ean speak of “national
cultures™ and ““national culture values.”

An understanding of culture provides
ingights essential for elfective inter-
nalional relations, A major clement ol
culture, ol course, is people and their
motivatious, The dominant values and
characteristics reflected by large seg-
ments of the population arc called, by
UNFESCO, national culture valucs, The
product of these values is national char-
acler.

| venture into this topic with an
awareness of controversy and a recog-
nition that there is no decisive con-
sensus regarding the nature, value, or
cven existence of national character, [t
is my view, however, that the concepl
permils us to focus upon and under-
stand the attributes of the people of the
various socictics in a way not otherwise
posgible, And in our world affairs today
we need cevery tool of comprehension.

These are my vicws—in{luenced by
many scholars, shared by some, denied
and rejected by others. Do not aceept
them beeause they are expressed here, If
these views broaden your insights in
understanding people and nations, use
them. If they confuse or scem csoterie,
then set them aside. | hope these views
will suggest tools by which we can
better  understand  people  and  ean
increase our cllectiveness in intercul-
tural and international relations,

You have no doubt considered
national power from various perspec-
tives. Many congiderations are used in

€
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cvalnaling a nation’s power, but onc
lactor remains clear. People, exerting
and cxpressing power, are the primary
and ultimate sources ol a nation’s
strength. People are the heart and the
nerves and the emotions and the intel-
lect Lhat create expression ol power,
Only people ean activale matcerial
resources lor power. The ellectivencss
of a nalion’s power depends not pri-
marily on material instruments, but on
how people use the instrnments, A
nalion may possess instruments of
power, and ils people may use them,
this nation expresses power. Or a nalion
may have the inslruments of power but
chooses nol to use them; this nation
does not exert power. We [requently
speak of a nalion’s “intentions and
capabilitics.” “Capahilitics™ refer princi-
pally to a nalion’s malcrial asscls [or
power, “Intentions’™ relates primarily to
the desires and will cxisting within the
people.

Scholars and strategists often iden-
tily “the clements of national power,”
and they admit people are a signilicant
clement of power, Tlartmann, speaking
ol the power of nalions, refers Lo “the
hehavior palterns of nations™ and in-
cludes people in his [ifth clement of
national power as  “psychological-
social.” Mahan ineludes “the character
of people.” Farragul stated, “One ol the
requisile studies for an ollicer is man.
Mao Tsc-tung is unrestrained in his
emphasie  upon the importanee of
people, stressing that people are more
important than all the sophisticated
inslitutious and hardware of modern
socictics.

Although we consider people as an
clement of national power, we oflen do
so only in a quantitalive scnse. We
count them and evaluale their job skills
iu terms of warmaking capability. This
is not sufficient, lor people are differcut
in other ways. The [orees that molivale
themn caunot be assessed statistically,
ner interpreted by crileria suitable for
assessing tbe Americau people.

Not all of the components of power
are televant in cach and cevery ease of
power  cvalnation.  Rich  natural re-
sources or navigable rivers may or may
not be present. People are the sole (one
and only) sine qua non ol power. Thus,
we: need to inercase our understanding
ol people, and we need Lo identify Lheir
role in the use ol the instruments ol
power. This involves the study of
cullurces.

Il people are the heart and the key to
power, we mual, as far as possihle,
analyze, cvaluate, and determine the
erncial and core clement of people as
the principal lorec of power. This is
extremely difficult for people, as indi-
viduals and as proups, are complex,
They reflect great variely. In addition,
we are not cerlain of the attributes of
people thal are significantly related o
power. It is cven possible that these
altributes can dilfer from cullure Lo
culture.

Characterislics ol people cunnol be
quantitatively or qualitatively measured
and expressed stutistically, Vivaluating
hnman characleristics cannol be turned
over lo compulers; this Lask must be
tackled with the resources of human
intelligence, imagination, insights, and
experience. Falimales ol the relalion
between cultural characteristies and the
capacily [or cxpressing power roeguire
(as in mosl proflessional activitics) per-
sons wilh cerlain apliludes.

Perhaps the mosl important of these
is intellectual empathy, the capacily to
see the role, lunction, and suitability of
belicfs and practiees that may not make
sense or bhe aceeplable in our own
sociely, Also necessary is a disciplined
imagination that can sce beyond the
irupersonalily of slalistical data aud
[acls and grasp the human (aclor.

fn simple lers, Chel luntley, in
one of several “swan songs,” refllected
this aecomplishment when he wrole, “1
believe | have been able to work the
necessary (ransforuation of mind, and
to undertake the required purge of
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prejudice Lo the end that | can advance
lo cvery other [ellow person Lhe
assumplion that he [‘I[)H“s{‘HHl'H sensilivity
and himan dignity.”

Bul, even as students of the nature of
power, we must live with our dilemma,
We must pursue, wilh the best of
knowledge and insights we ean acquire,
our understanding  of people.  Tven
thougl we eannot identily and statisti-
cally measure “people power,” we know
that it cxists. We are dealing with
unmeasurables,. We cannol mathemati-
cally represent love and hate, courage
amd cowardice, confidence and fear,
oplimism and cynicism, national patri-
otism and local provinciatism. Bul we
know that all these characteristics ol
people exist, and we need to consider
them, Similarly, with “people power™ as
a whole, though often we canmol repre-
sent it mathematically, we know that
“people power” is a controlling foree,
and we need to evaluate it te the best ol
our ability. This involves a study andl
analysis ol cultures.

At the level of the nation, these
patierns of national enlture values ollen
are called national character. | hold that
the concept of national character is
valid even llmugh we cunnol measure it
statistically, We conlinue our scarch for
nnderslanding. Similarly, we must con-
linue our quest Lo understand national
character; only as we inerease onr
knowledge can we understand the prime
role of people as  determinants  of
nalional power.,

National  character is a  working
liypothesiz. That we do wot amply
understand it does not negate ils reality.
Research tends Lo demonstrale  that
mations do have both uniqueness of
character distingnishing them one {rom
another and  similarity  of  character
shared by most nations.? Gur concern
for national character musl encompass
our own culture and nation. Most ol us
are nol very aware of “whal makes us
li(‘k” as o people, ol why we hehave as

L), or wh we ||.l i« ((‘rluméclicll.
d by U.S. Nav War Co ege Digital

allitudes, molives, and goals. This
awarcness 8 cssential, for an under-
standing ol national ¢haracter hecomes
meaningful and purposeful when we
ohserve inleraclion belween and among
cultures. Only by understanding our
own character can we understand Lhe
essenlials of another vulture or nation
and the experienee ol internclion be-
tween our nation and other nations.

What is national character? My own
delinition, at Lhis time, is that national
character is: One or several distinguish-
able mosaic patterns of human, cultural,
and personal/psycholagical (especially
molives) atiributes, widely possessed by
significant proportions ol the popula-
tion, having a degrec of durability or
continuity, thal tend to determine be-
havior or action as a nation,

The attributes inelnde intellectual,
physical, and cmotional characlerislics
(including attitudes, aspirations, mo-
tives, and culturally ercaled human and
sactl values).

Before working with this definition,
we sl note that national characier is
not computed by identifying the signifi-
cant attributes of a large number of the
people and multiplying by the popula-
tion. Two characleristics of populations
dictate this caution.

First, the national characler of a
people may differ from the national
character of a nation. The leadership
may create a national attitude and a
national character that differs from the

LPV Guide, 1-8 Augusl 1970, p.8.

2undreds of sludics—scientific, intuitive,
and olherwise—related to national character
have been done over the past 30 years by
anthropologists, political scientists, pysehia-
trists, psychologists, sociologists, and others,
A splendid survey of theae studies is reported
by Alex lnkeles and Daniel J. Levinson in
“National Character: the Study of Modal
Personality and Socioeultural Systemns,” in
Handbook of Social Psychology, Vol 1V,
Group Psychology and Phenomena of
hllvrat:liml (1969}, p.418.492,

ommons, 197
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character of the people as a whole. Also,
people acting in groups often act differ-
ently than they would as individuals.
Consider the example of the looters in
the Detroit riots of 1967 who later
returned their foot, and the vandals at
the Sino-Soviet Institute in 1969 who
later volunteered apologies.

Furthermore, as provided in the
definition above, national character may
consist of several distinct but over-
lapping patterns of attributes. These
reflect distinctive groups of people
within the society, all having much
national culture in common, but each
having attributes of distinct diversity.
This is true for even small countries as,
for example, Belgium. Certainly in all
nations there are distinctions between
urban and rural, between “white collar™
and “blue collar,” perhaps belween
coastal and hinterland.

A study of national character does
not imply evaluation or comparison of
merit. The national character of a
people or of a nation is a creation of
that culture. National character reflects
attributes that society created to cope
with environment and to pursue desired
goals. Thus, the only acceptable evalu-
ation of a national character is in terms
of its perceptions of its environment
and its goals. Attributes of national
character might be utterly unsuitable in
another society. Should the environ-
ment or goals of a society change, its
attributes of national character may no
longer be suitable for it. Mainland China
today is a good illustration of this. In
conclusion, the national character of a
people can be evaluated only in terms of
their culture and their goals. [f, at any
given time of evaluation, a society’s
national character for coping with envi-
ronment and pursuing goals seems
unsuitable, this unsuitability probably is
due to the fact that environment and
goals have changed, but the elements of
national character have not adjusted to
the new situation.

heps: ik Abuation b

c%dul}rqv'ijgpevfa&f/xi/gi’24/iss1/ 3

“national character” at every given time
is, however, of great importance to that
nation. Many tragedies to nations have
occurred becanse of an insufficient
awareness by those nations of the
“national character” of their own
people. I suggest that much of the
unrest and turbulence in nations today
is related to insufficient self-under-
standing. The United Stales is out-
standing among nations that have failed
to appreciate their national character.
Much that we see today in the way of
turmoil, confrontations, accusations,
and recriminations reflects the United
States in the agonizing and tortuous
ordeal of “deep soul-searching.” Self-
evaluation is an imperative process for
each nation as it seeks to maintain its
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social order and pursue national goals.
Sclf-evaluation is also imperative as a
nation cvaluates its national power visa
vis other nations.

How is national charaeter created?
The basic forees molding national char-
acter are: (I} physical environment, {2)
cultural heritage (accumulative), and (3)
historical expericnees. Pressured by the
mfluence ol these three forees, men
seck to develop a salisfying physieal
cxistence and meaning in life. These
generally universal desires of all men are
reflected in human goals generally pue-
sucd hy all men, regardless of when and
where they live in the world.

People in diflerent parts of the world
have ercated diflferent ways to pursuc
common goals and solve problems. This
is. why we have diflferences among
people. Social structure, values, beliefs,
and patterns of hehavior arc all devices
created to pursue goals and solve prob-
lems. These all contain the elements of
national eharacter. These are the things
we musl undersiand il we wantl Lo know
how a people arc likely 1o behave in
given siluations.

The challenge to all who would

understandd  the nature and force of
national culture values is difficult. We
have a problem of perception and a
problemn of interpretation. The problem
of perceplion is our need to climb out
of our vision and perceplion condi-
tioned Dby our American “culture
training” and ry Lo sce the world as our
targel cultures see it. The aetions of a
nation or a people are determined by
their concepts and  perceplions, not
ours. Most pcople “‘act rationally.” If
hehavior appears to us to be “irra-
tional,” usually we are judging others’
behavior by American norms and over-
looking the perspectives and values of
the people whose behavior appears ir-
ralional. These can be fatal faults.

In conclusion, national culture values
arc comphicated. They are illusive. They
arec continuously changing. There are
many variables. An approach to under-
standing is hard work—intellectual aud
psychological. However, insolar as we
can develop insights, we can betler
manage our own national aflairs and
increase  the  sophistication ol  our
involvement in intercullural and
international affairs,

A military philosophy and that somewhat more tangible
thing—a military policy-are the product of many factors. A
philosophy grows from the minds and hearts, social mores
and customs, traditions and environment of a people. It is the
product of national and racial attributes, geography, the
nature of a potential enemy threat, standards of living and
national tradition, influenced and modified by great military
philosophers like Clausewitz and Mahan, and by great

national leaders like Napoleon.

Hanson W. Baldwin:

In "“The New York Times,"” 3 November 1957
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