Lack of Knowledge Will Hurt Us

Americans’ generally dismal knowledge of international affairs will continue hurting our economic  recovery and future developments, as witnessed in popular support for self-defeating policies emanating from the far-left and the far-right in both national parties. Without understanding how much we as a country are affected by foreign developments, benefit from trade, and can prosper only if we educate and train people in the professions where we are, still, leaders, we are slowly condemning ourselves to a living standard below par. 

Why is good information so crucial? The explosion of information emanating from our high-tech devises makes it increasingly difficult to distinguish fact from fiction. Populist demands are channeled through screaming heads with big microphones on cable-tv and radio. Awash with iconography and rife with contradictions, debates among pundits and Monday-morning political-quarterback citizen-commentators result in a frightening display of conspiracies, half-truths, emotional outbursts, and selective phraseology. A hodgepodge of extracts distort reality and reinforces misperceptions and myths. If citizens question more and seek out facts they will find that much of headline news on Cable TV and radio is not only distorted, but often false. 
Much research supports Lamar Smith, Republican Congressman from Texas, assertions that “ … if the American people can’t get good information, can’t get the facts, and can’t make good decisions, then we simply don’t have a viable democracy.” 24/7 medium enable people to gather information and research almost any issue, and one could argue there should be no excuse for saying “I don’t know” or “I don’t understand,” but reality is different. A 2007 Pew Research Center national study in 2007 showed little change in overall levels of public knowledge  compared with 1989;  the results of my own 2009 survey were similar.  Information overload, mass propaganda, and time constraints, underpinned by the false sense of “we’re best so we don’t need to care about what others do,” instilled in American children for the past half century, breeds ignorance; all while relegating accuracy and truthfulness in the media to an all too bitter afterthought. Free speech is essential, but we as citizens must be more critical, have longer attention spans, and demand facts more often than opinions.
Uninformed citizens become ill-informed leaders. A look at recent presidents and elected representatives reveals that most American policy makers reach top positions lacking any knowledge of foreign affairs, let allow experience. The circle is perpetuated as rising stars often receive incomplete or slanted the information from peers and superiors. Therefore, a better informed citizenry also means better informed future leaders, and fewer opportunities for the elite to manipulate public opinion and diminish transparency. People cannot engage in substantive criticism if lacking a basic understanding of the issues. 
A few examples show how a lack of understanding hurt us. The current administration has topped even its predecessor’s in finding scapegoats. Obama, yielding to unions, imposed tariffs (taxes) on Chinese tires, and was met with a 105% tax on select American poultry exports to China.  Congress imposed a 50¢ per gallon tariff on Brazilian sugar-cane ethanol while subsidizing corn based ethanol (which also cuts into the food supply and raises corn prices) for all Americans. 

No people on earth has benefitted more than Americans from globalization. The reason we can buy papayas in January or Boeing planes can transport Chinese across their vast landscape  is trade. Our incomes have risen in real terms because our purchasing power benefits from cheap imports, and we remain the third largest export nation in the world! For every job that leaves the USA, we gain two. And China is not hogging our investments or taking over our economy. Pennsylvania gets 70% of all its foreign investments from Europe, and the figures are similar across our union; 60% of American investments go to Europe, another 30% to other rich democracies, not low-cost countries, and American companies make 50 times more profits in Europe than in China.. Why? Know-how, efficiency, and effectiveness. Contracts are enforced without bribing officials.  China’s growth numbers, while impressive, have been shown repeatedly to be exaggerated. China also lacks any desire to assume the responsibility that comes with being a world power. It is relatively easy to forcefully create mass manufacturing hubs and cheap exports, but far more difficult to engage cooperatively in responsible governance aimed at addressing global problems of stability and prosperity. Yet despite our advantages, and more in-sourced than out-sourced jobs, our economy is suffering and it is easy to “blame China”, which has become a national blame game. 
The successful nations of today are not asking, “how are others cheating?,” but rather the quintessential American question, “what can we do to improve our competitiveness and prosperity?” For example, German companies endure higher social taxes and wage costs, but lower insurance and healthcare expenditures. Their total business costs are not very different from their main competitors’ in the US, Japan, or Australia; and the quality of employees are also very similar. We need to understand that things would be far worse without global trade, restricting markets and shying from competition is self-defeating; it is not China’s fault that we annually graduate more philosophy majors than engineers. It is a culture of shunning math and science, postponing retraining efforts, clinging to agricultural subsidies to the tune of $14,000 per minute, and imposing restrictions on foreign imports, that is perpetuating our problems. Demand that policy makers force open other markets for American goods and services instead of shielding our domestic market. We are a nation of survivors and innovators, we have historically shown that we can compete with anyone; not through defensive and protective measures – those have never worked, and have always led to higher unemployment and less prosperity– but through forcing others to open their markets and leading by example. A good offense is the best defense, and this starts with an improved understanding of international affairs and the benefits available for Americans in a globalized world.  
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