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A Look at America’s Suburban Civilization 

Excerpts from the book by David Brooks

Introduction - The Great Dispersal

Americans are still moving from the Northeast and the Midwest down to the South and the Southwest.  But the really interesting movements are outward from the cities.  The people who were in move out, and the people who were out move farther out, into the suburbs of suburbia.  (p. 2)

The geography of work has been turned upside down.  Jobs used to be concentrated downtown, in office buildings, stores, and urban-manufacturing zones.  But 90 percent of the office space built in American in the 1990s was built in suburbia, and most of it in far-flung office parks along the interstates.  (p. 2)

That means we have a huge mass of people who not only don’t live in the cities, they don’t commute to the cities, go to the movies in the cities, eat in the cities, or have any significant contact with urban life.  They are neither rural, nor urban, nor residents of a bedroom community.  They are charting a new way of living.  (p. 3)

A vast suburb such as Mesa, Arizona, now contains more people than Minneapolis, St. Louis, or Cincinnati and will soon pass Atlanta.  (p. 3)

[The expression "exurb" (for "extra-urban") was coined in the 1950s … to describe the ring of prosperous rural communities beyond the suburbs that, due to availability via the new high-speed limited-access highways, were becoming dormitory communities for an urban area. – Wikipedia.com]

In the exploding exurbs, there are no centers, no recognizable borders and boundaries, and few of the conventional geographic forms – such as towns, villages, and squares – that people in older places take for granted.  Up till now in human history, people have lived around some definable place – a tribal ring, an oasis, a river junction, a port, a town square.  You could identify a certain personality type with a certain place. There was a New York personality, an L.A. personality.  But in exurbia, each individual has his or her own polycentric nodes – the school, the church, the sub-development, the office park – and the relationship between those institutions is altered.  (p. 4.  “Polycentric” means having many centers.]
Virginia Tech demographer Robert Lang compares this new exurban form to the dark matter in the universe: stuff that is very hard to see or define but somehow accounts for more mass than all the planets, stars, and moons put together.  (p. 4)

…Generation after generation of American writers and storytellers have paraded out the same clichés of suburban life.  Suburbs are either boring and artificial, or else they are superficially boring and artificial but secretly sick and psychotic.  If you were to judge by the literature of the past century, nobody is happy in suburbia.  (p. 5)

One quickly sees that suburbia no longer hews to the stereotypes.  We think of suburbs as places where families move to raise kids.  But in fact, married couples with children make up only 27 percent of suburban households, according to the 2000 census.  Today the suburbs contain more people living alone than families with kids.  (p. 5)

For centuries we’ve read novels about young people who come to the city looking for opportunity and adventure.  For centuries we’ve romanticized and demonized rural and urban life, built mythologies of lonely pioneers and city gangsters.  What happens to storytelling when we all realize that suburbia is not just derivative of those two places but actually dominates them?  What happens when we realize that suburban culture has quietly deepened over the past few decades and become more dense and more interesting?  (p. 6)  [NOTE #1]

In any given year, 16 percent of Americans move compared with about 4 percent of Dutch and Germans, 8 percents of the Brits, and about 3 percent of the Thais.  … Americans move so much and so feverishly that they change the landscape of reality more quickly than we can adjust our mental categories.  (p. 6-7)

Chapter 1 - Out for a Drive

So let’s get in the minivan  … Go into the heart of suburbia, the mid-ring, middle-class split-level and ranch-home suburbs, with their carports, driveway basketball hoops, and seasonal banners over the front doors.  (p. 15)

One out of every nine people living in America was born in a foreign country – roughly 32.5 million people, according to the last census – which means there are now more foreign-born Americans than ever before in the country’s history.  (p. 36) [NOTE #2]

Families are more likely to shop for homes strictly on the basis of price … whites, native minorities, and immigrants tend to live and work side by side … You will be stunned by how many of the luxury homes belong to immigrants who own businesses in these light industrial zones.  (p. 36)

You drive by home after tidy home, each on its well-tended quarter or eighth or sixteenth acre, and you see the same icons of suburban life development after development: Big Wheels, swing sets, adjustable-height basketball hoops, garden-hose storage rolls, pink and purple girls’ bikes with sparkly handlebar tassels, stay-at-home dogs barking behind the bay-shaped picture windows, allegedly squirrel-proof bird feeders, vinyl siding, rusting tool sheds, RE/MAX for-sale signs posted by the mailboxes, holiday-theme banners over the doorways, faux gaslight lanterns staked in the front yard.  (p. 38-39)

The cars get washed in the driveways, the weeds get killed, the driveways get patched and repaved, the decks get waterproofed and coated, and the garage doors go up and down and up and down.  The same rituals are observed, and all those things that once seemed hopelessly outré [eccentric] – cheerleaders, proms, country clubs, backyard barbecues, and stay-at-home moms – still thrive, in some ways more than ever.  The trick-or-treaters are still greeted with oohs and ahs, the mischief-night eggings get reenacted, the storm windows come out and the screens go in season after season, year after year, and decade after decade.  (p. 39)

No wonder artists are offended … These places do not appear grand and glorious, like a canyon or mountain or a teeming metropolis, and yet they are humbling … We might rail against this cul-de-sac culture, we may hate it and curse it.  But it will remain this way through all the passage of time, committed to the same values: tidiness, tranquility, domesticity, safety, predictability.  (p. 39-40)

[Your ideals are that] your DVD collection is organized, and so is your walk-closet.  Your car is clean and vacuumed, your frequently dialed number are programmed into your cordless phone, your telephone plan is suited to your needs, and your various gizmos interact without conflict.  Your spouse is athletic, your kids are bright, your job is rewarding, your promotions are inevitable, everywhere you need to be comes with its own accessible parking.  … You are honest and straightforward, friendly and good-hearted.  … Your neighbors all know that one cannot allow too much time to pass between mowings, and one cannot mow when the grass is wet, lest it lead to clumpings and unevenness.  One cannot cut the grass too short, lest one stress the lawn.  One cannot leave one’s garbage can out at the end of one’s driveway long after the garbage has been collected, lest one disturb the par of the streetscape.  (p. 42-43) 

Kids in the cul-de-sac are jointly monitored, for kids are at once the suburbs’ whole point, yet the focus of so many anxious thoughts… (p. 43)

Seventy-three million Americans moved across state lines in the 1990s … One day I stood and watched a crew carve a golf course out of the desert near Henderson, Nevada, one of the fastest-growing cities in America.  A year later, and fifty thousand people are living where there was nothing.  (p. 45) [NOTE #3]

People move to these centerless places in search of the things people have always sought in a home: extra counter space in the kitchen, abundant storage space in the basement, and plenty of closets.  Those are the three most important amenities to home buyers, according to market research.  (p. 45)

[A woman who no longer liked where she lived] did what Americans always do when something bothers them.  She moved on.  The philosopher George Santayana once observed that Americans don’t solve problems, they leave them behind.  If there’s an idea they don’t like, they don’t bother refuting it, they simply talk about something else, and the original idea dies from inattention.  If a situation bothers them, they leave it in the past.  (p. 47)  [NOTE #4]

The exurban people aren’t going to stay and fight the war against the inner-ring traffic, the rising mortgages, the influx of new sorts of rich and poor.  They’re not going to mount a political campaign or wage a culture war.  It’s not worth the trouble.  They can bolt and start again in place where everything is new and fresh.  The highways are so clean and freshly paved you can eat off them.  The elementary schools have spick-and-span playgrounds, unscuffed walls, and all the latest features such as observatories, computer labs, and batting cages.  (p. 47)

They have, in great numbers and with great speed, moved from their old homes in California, Illinois, Wisconsin, New York, and elsewhere to these places that didn’t exist ten years ago.  (p. 48)

Demographic studies show that they look like 1950s suburban America – intact two-parent families, 2.3 kids, low crime, and relatively low divorce rates.  You sometimes get the impression that these people have fled their crowded and stratified old suburbs because they really want to live in an updated Mayberry with BlackBerries [smart phones].  (p. 49) 

Theology is too troubling a topic for general conversation, and politics is not that interesting, so the new neighbors converse happily about how much better the traffic is here than where they used to live.  (p. 49)  [NOTE #5]

Since nobody can understand what their neighbors actually do - she does something with cell phones, he’s involved in some sort of marketing – residents are likely to be known by their leisure-time interests: He’s the one who spends his life emailing practice schedules to the soccer parents, she organizes the drill team, she’s scuba woman and perpetually off in the Caribbean underwater, he’s Carnival Cruise man, longing to tell you how many restaurants there were on his last vacation boat.  (p. 50)

… [A classic example is] a man who is about to buy a first-class barbecue grill.  He walks into Home Depot and Lowe’s or one of the other mega-hardware complexes, and his eyes are glistening with a faraway visionary zeal … The man adopts the stride American men fall into when in the presence of large amounts of lumber. … [The grills] are arrayed magnificently next to the vehicles that used to be known as riding mowers but are now known as lawn tractors, because to call them riding mowers doesn’t fully convey the steroidized M1 tank power of the things.  (p. 53)  He is once again glad that he’s driving that Yukon XL so he can approach the loading-dock guys as a co-equal in the manly fraternity of Those Who Haul Things.  (p. 55)

… Children playing with child-safe lawn darts alongside a gaggle of their cul-de-sac friends, a happy gathering of Haley s and Codys and Corys and Britneys.  … In American today the average square yardage of boyswear grows and grows, while the square inches in the girls’ outfits shrinks and shrinks.  The boys carry so much fabric they look like skateboarding Bedouins, and the girls look like preppy prostitutes.  (p. 56)

The bigger the car, the thinner the woman. (p. 59) … [At Sam’s Club megastore] she has stocked up on so many fat-free, salt-free, lactose-free, and cholesterol-free items that the boxes she’s carrying might as well be empty.  (p. 61)

Chapter 2 - Thyroid Nation

Forty-percent of Americans consider themselves evangelical Christians, according to the Barna Research Group.  In cities and inner-ring suburbs, you don’t hear much God talk (people are quiet about it), while in the exurbs, they are loud and proud.  America is segmented politically, too.  In 2000, Al Gore won among big-city voters by over three to one, while George Bush won among rural and exurban voters by nearly as big a margin.  (p. 67)

High-achieving parents are marrying each other and breeding kids who are high-achievement squared, who will in turn make a lot of money and breed their own kids who are high-achievement cubed.  (p. 69)

If the southern Baptists don’t really sympathize with your decision to be Wiccan, then you find your own Wiccan cluster.  … As you look across the landscape of America … you don’t see a lot of conflict.  You see a big high school cafeteria with all these different tables.  The jocks sit here, the geeks sit there, the drama people sit over there, and the druggies sit somewhere else.  All the different cliques know the others exist, and there are some tensions.  But they go to different parties, have slightly different cultures, talk about different things, and see different realities.  Although individuals may live in two or three overlapping cliques, the cliques don’t know much about one another, and they all regard the others as vaguely pathetic. … You’ve found your own community, and as in every clique, it has its own status system, its own causes, its own validation systems and its own exaggerated sense of it role in society.  (p. 71)

Perhaps you are an NRA enthusiast, an ardent Zionist, a Rush Limbaugh ditto-head, a surfer, a neo-Confederate, or an anti-globalization activist.  Your clique will communicate its code of honor, its own set of jokes and privileges.  It will offer you a field of accomplishments and a system of recognition.  You can look down from the heights of your own achievement at all those poor saps who are less accomplished in the field of, say, antique-car refurbishing, Civil War reenacting, or Islamic learning.  And you can feel quietly satisfied about your own worth.

“Know thyself”, the Greek philosopher advised.  But of course this is nonsense.  In the world of self-reinforcing clique communities, the people who are truly happy live the maxim “Overrate thyself.”  They live in a community that reinforces their failures every day.  The anthropology professor can stride through life knowing she was unanimously elected chairwoman of her crunchy suburb’s sustainable-growth study seminar.  She wears the locally approved status symbols: the Tibet-motif dangly earrings, the Andrea Dworkin-inspired hairstyle, the peasant blouse, and the public-broadcasting tote bag.  She is, furthermore, the best outdoorswoman in the Georgia O’Keeffe Hiking Club, and her paper on twentieth-century Hopi protest graffiti was much admired at last year’s Multidisciplinary OutGroup Research Conference.  No wonder she feels so righteous in her beliefs.  (p. 72)

As you may have noticed, 90 percent of Americans have way too much self-esteem (while the remainder has none at all).  Nobody in this decentralized, fluid social structure knows who is mainstream and who is alternative, who is elite and who is populist.  (p. 73)

We are all okay; it’s the vast ocean of morons who are mucking things up.  (p. 74)

We may not all be chasing the same thing, but we are all chasing something.  What defines us as a people is our pursuit, our movement, and our tendency to head out.  … In 1910 a man named Henry Van Dyke wrote a book called The Spirit of America, which begins with the sentence, “The Spirit of America is best known in Europe by one of its qualities – energy.”  That is what you see across this country.  Wherever we are heading, we are getting there at great speed and with great energy.  It’s not the steering wheel that distinguishes us, it’s the throttle.  The mystery of America is the mystery of motivation.  Where does all the energy come from?  (p. 75)

It was the energy to move that brought many people here in the first place.  During the twentieth century, the population of France increased by 52 percent, the population of Germany increased by 46 percent, and the population of the United Kingdom by 42 percent, but the population of the United States increased by 270 percent.  (p. 75)

Americans are the hardest-working people on the face of the earth.  We work more hours per year than even the Japanese.  The average American works an average of 350 hours a year – nearly ten weeks – longer than the average European.  Furthermore, this work is not compulsory.  For the first time in history, people at the top of the income ladder work longer hours than people at the bottom.  (p. 75-76) [NOTE #6]

If we are not rushing to work, we are rushing to church or softball or tutoring.  The American tendency to switch religions – sometimes several times over the course of a lifetime – is probably unprecedented in world history.  Nearly a fifth of adult Americans have converted at some point in their lives. … Americans attend religious services at rates well above those of all comparable nations.  Fifty-eight percent of Americans say their belief in God is very important to their lives, compared to only 12 percent of the French and 19 percent of the British, according to a UNESCO survey.  About 86 percent of Americans believe in heaven, twice the German percentage.  Our tendency to donate time to community service and voluntary associations such as Big Brother programs is also unmatched.  Global surveys reveal that about 80 percent of Americans belong to some sort of voluntary association, compared with only 36 percent of, say, Italians and Japanese.  About one-third of Americans do unpaid work for religious organizations, compared to 5 percent of the French and 6 percent of the British.  [NOTE #7]

Nearly three-quarters of Americans make charitable contributions, with those toward the lower end of the income scale donating a higher percentage of their income than any other group.   (p. 76-77)

Only 8 percent of Americans say they typically spend thirty dollars or more when they eat out.  Half of all Dutch people do.  (p. 77)

We spend more money per school pupil than any other nation, have the highest school and college graduation rates, and offer some of the best universities in the world but also some of the worst elementary and secondary schools.  (p. 78)

With under 5 percent of the world’s population, the U.S. accounts for about 31 percent of the world’s economic activity.  American gross domestic product per worker is about 30 percent greater than that of Germany or Japan.  

The affluence of the upper class isn’t the amazing thing.  It’s the affluence of the middle class.  Americans spend $40 billion on lawn care each year, more than the total tax revenues of the federal government in India.  The average American family spends $2,000 a year on food in restaurants.  According to Cotton Incorporated’s magazine, Lifestyle Monitor, American women between the ages of sixteen and seventy have, on average, seven pairs of jeans in their wardrobes.  Nearly three-quarters of the new cars on the road have cruise control and power door locks.  (p. 79)

According to data compiled by the UN and the U.S. Department of Energy, the typical American occupies a house with 718 square feet per person.  Australia comes in second, with 544 square feet per person.  In Canada, the average person has 442 square feet; in crowded nations such as Holland, the average person has 256 feet, and in Japan, the average person has only 170 square feet.  (p. 80)

Ours is a nation with six hundred certified pet chiropractors.  (p. 80)

The average household headed by someone with a college degree has an income of about $72,000 a year.  If you live in that household, you are richer than 95 percent of the people on the planet.  You are probably richer than 99.99 percent of the people who have ever lived.  In comparative terms, you are stinking rich.  (p. 80)

The U.S. military spends more on defense than the next fifteen nations combined.  (p. 81)

As the Yale historian Paul Kennedy recently noted, never before in human history has one nation been so dominant in the world; never before has one nation’s economic and military might so eclipsed that of its closest rivals and allies.  (p. 81)

If there were a rhino in the middle of your room, you wouldn’t be reading this book, you’d be staring at the rhino.  The United States is the rhino of the world.  And when you get down to it, all that might is based on the work, the creativity, and the mysterious inner drive of the Patio Men and Realtor Moms, the inner-ring litigators and the bohemian software geeks.  We are living in the age of the American Empire, and America is a suburban nation … (p. 81)

Chapter 3 - Americans: 
Bimbos to the World

What people around the world do deny is that the U.S. is the most profound of nations, or that we are the most intelligent and reflective of peoples, or that we have mastered the art of truly savoring the important things in life.  America’s image is to the world what southern California’s image is to the rest of America.  (p. 90)

The anti-Americanism that flared up around the time of the 2003 war with Iraq didn’t emerge out of nothing, and the rage was not fueled merely by a disagreement about policy.  Anti-Americanism, as political theorist James W. Caeser has noted, is based on the belief that there is something deeply arrogant at the core of the American life that threatens the rest of the world.  (p. 90-91)

Virulent anti-Americans see us as the blonde slut of the universe, seducing the young and subverting traditional values.  …  They have no real strategy to bring the U.S. low, just their rage, their burning sense of unjust inferiority, their envy mixed with snobbery.  …  Jean-Francois Revel put it more broadly (no doubt too broadly): “If you remove anti-Americanism, nothing remains of French political thought today, either on the Left or on the Right.”  …  They regard Americans has muscle-brained blond cowboys roughriding over the globe.  They look in horror as we Americans charge off on John Wayne-style crusades: We dim boobies have no idea what sort of instability we are about to cause.  We will go marching off as we always do, naively confident of ourselves, yet unaware of the situation’s complexities. (p. 93)

The United States, Georges Clemenceau wittily observed, is the only nation in history that “has gone directly from barbarism to degradation without the usual interval of civilization.”  Indeed, it is French intellectuals who have mastered the art of the pro-American insult.  … “Please,” he insists, “take me to your Elvis impersonators.”  The French writer, you see, is on safari for puerile paradoxes.  He wants to explore the meaning of vapidity, the exquisite sadness of glitter, and the penetrating tranquility of violence.  He wants to head straight for the hyper-reality, for Vegas, for Orlando. (p. 98-99)

Why do they hate us?  Once you ask that question, you can always find something wrong with America with which to answer it.  The Brunettes [pessimistic opposites to the blond bimbos] wheel out the inner sociologist, the deep dark self-lacerator of the soul, and they come to the measured judgment that the foreigners have a point.  (p. 101)

If optimism was compulsory in Blonde America, then short-term pessimism became nearly compulsory in Brunette America. … America goes through a wave of declinism about every seven to ten years.  As I look over my bookshelves at the books, essays, and novels of the last fifty years, I could build, if had sufficient balancing ability, a pile of books that would loom high over my head, a mountain of cultural pessimism attesting to the hollowness of contemporary life.  (p. 105-106)

[After reviewing many of the books], by this time the pile is so high, I’ve been through so many gloomy and depressing books, that I’ll probably want to go into the kitchen and suck the gas pipe.  (p. 109)

America, especially suburban America, is depicted as a comfortable but somewhat vacuous realm of unreality: consumerist, wasteful, complacent, materialistic, and self-absorbed.  (p. 110)

Chapter 4 - The Spiritual Wind

But what if that’s all wrong?  What if Thoreau was wrong to think that the ordinary life most Americans choose is a mistake?  What if Spengler was wrong to think that Americans are soulless creatures driven by their desire for the almighty dollar?  What if even Tocqueville’s fear that Americans are disoriented by their materialism, and driven to lonely lives of self-regard and muffled ambitions, was unfounded?  What if Lasch was wrong about narcissism, Whyte was wrong about conformity, Bloom was wrong about nihilism, Bork was wrong about hedonism, and the radical Islamicists were wrong about decadence?  (p. 111)

After all, most these criticisms come enshrouded in predictions of American decline.  The pessimists have long predicted that a cultural catastrophe would crash upon this nation and fracture it; or that some other nation – the Soviet Union, United Europe, Japan – was on the verge of overtaking the sagging U.S. as the globe’s top dog.  But America has an amazing ability to not decline.  American standards of living surpassed those in Europe around 1740.  For about 260 years, in other words, America has been rich and allegedly money-mad and materialistic.  Yet Edward Gibbon would have nothing to write about here, because economic, military, or even social decline hasn’t come.  On the contrary, despite the supposed sickness of the American soul and the vulgarization of American culture, there have been clear signs of regeneration over the past decades: Crime has dropped, illegitimacy has dropped, and teenage pregnancy has declined, as have teenage suicide rates, divorce rates, and poverty rates. (p. 112)

The Consumer Expenditure Survey reveals that during the 1990s – the wondrous fizzy decade of splendiferous stock-market returns and walloping prosperity – Americans spent less on just about every item in the [luxury] repertoire.  Americans in 2000 spent less than they did ten years before on steaks, martinis, cigars, jewelry, watches, furniture, toys, and sound equipment.  They increased their spending on education, housing, transportation, and computers.  Americans spent 10 percent less on food in general but 15 percent more on fresh vegetables.  They spent 14 percent less on clothing, the largest decline in any category, though did spend 12 percent more on shoes.  They spent less on entertainment, as baby boomers went less frequently to rock concerts, and chose to go, less expensively, to the movies.  (p. 112-113)

Overall, this is not the picture of a nation of superficiality and self-indulgence.  American beaches still aren’t Rio-style thong expos; nor are they Southern European nudist zones … Despite leadership from the top, we haven’t learned to relax about adultery, and serious sex surveys do not depict a culture of serious kinkiness and sensuality.  (p. 113)

Obviously, huge problems remain, but it you go back and read the leading social scientists of the past few decades, you are struck by the fact that they were invariably too pessimistic …  It brings to mind a question: If middle America is so stupid, vulgar, self-absorbed, and materialistic, which it often is, then how can America itself be great?  (p. 113)

America is the most moralistic nation on earth and also the most materialistic.  (p. 115)

[Quoting Luigi Barzini about Americans:]  What was behind their compulsion to improve man’s lot was an all-pervading sense of duty, the submission to a God-given imperative, to a God-given code of personal behavior, the willing acceptance of all the necessary sacrifices, including death in battle.  Few foreigners understand this, even today.  The United States appears to them merely as the triumph of soulless materialism. (p. 116)

These writers … sense a spiritual force motivating Americans. … [Writers] are trained to think and write about society as a collection of social conditions, economic forces, or – at the most abstract – political and philosophical ideas.  We are not quite comfortable crossing over to the religious and the transcendental.  (p. 116)

Yet there is something else out there, some religious or mythical or metaphysical yearning that refuses to die, and that shapes everyday life in ways that cannot be predicted easily by journalists, social scientists, or even philosophers.  (p. 117)

We are still shaped by such beliefs, we just don’t know how to talk about them as well.  (p. 117)

[Quoting Cotton Mather:] “There are many arguments to persuade us that our Glorious Lord will have an Holy City in America …” 

[Quoting Herman Melville:]  “We Americans are the peculiar chosen people – the Israel of our time.”  (p. 118-119)

As the political theorist Martin Diamond has observed, words like “Americanization,” “Americanism,” and “un-American” have no counterparts in any other language.  Nobody says that a country or culture is being Italianized or Japanized or Chinese-ized, yet the Americanization of the world has been a topic of debate for a century.  This doesn’t mean just that there are McDonald’s and Tom Cruise movies sweeping the landscape; it means some distinctive creed, mentality, and way of life is felt to be overrunning earlier patterns and cultures.  (p. 119)

… Historians point out that a tremendous strain of anxiety runs through U.S. history, the nagging and sometimes panicked sense that we are failing to live up to our ideals and mission, that if we Americans fail, then that will be the most terrible failure in human history.  (p. 121) [NOTE #8]

When he arrived on these shores, Luigi Barzini was immediately struck, as others have been, by this strange compulsion “to tirelessly tinker, improve everything and everybody, never leave anything alone.”  He was amazed by the incredible profusion of self-help manuals in every bookstore, in every pharmacy, on every magazine rack.  (p. 122)

[Quoting George Santayana:]  “[The American] is an idealist working on matter … All his life he jumps into the train after it has started and jumps out before it has stopped.”  (p. 124)

I’ve sketched two broad ways of describing life the in the United States.  One sees middle-American life as essentially mediocre, materialistic, driven by worldly longing.  The second sees a life that is primarily metaphysical and imaginative, in which everyday Americans are driven to realize grand and utopian ideals through material things.  (p. 124)

I would like to think that an idealist flame does burn in every American split level, that everyday American life is shaped by grand metaphysical visions, a holy sense of mission, and a committing oneself to a glorious future.  (p. 125)

Chapter 5 - Growing

The most devastating evidence of American parenthood’s overwrought nature is that most of the child-care books – which are written by experts who spend their entire lives thinking about child rearing – don’t tell parents to concentrate more on child rearing.  The experts – and there are more than ten thousand parenting books on the Amazon.com – feel compelled to tell parents to relax.  The entire literature of parental instruction can practically be summed up in the phrase “Don’t worry.  This happens to everyone.”  (p. 138)

In 1844, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his journal, “I wish to have rural strength and religion for my children, and I wish city facility and polish.”  (p. 138)

Roughly two-thirds of women with kids under three are in the workforce, compared to roughly one-third twenty years ago.  At the same time, children, at least those in two-parent families – spend more time with their parents than they did before.  … The University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research runs the most exhaustive and reliable studies on how parents and children spend their day.  Today, the institute reports, the average child spends 31 hours a week with his or her mother, up from about 25 hours a week in 1980.  The average child spends 23 hours a week with his or her father, up from 19 hours a week.  This does not mean that families are able to dawdle together over the dinner table.  But it does mean that parents have gone to extraordinary lengths not to let jobs get in the way of child rearing.  They have added work time, but on average, they have not stolen those hours from child-rearing time.  The time has come out of housework, relaxation, and adult friendships.  (p. 139) [NOTE #9]

Between 1981 and 1997, the amount of time children between the ages of three and twelve spent playing by themselves indoors declined by almost a fifth.  The amount of time spent watching TV declined by 23 percent.  The amount of time studying increased by a fifth.  The amount of time doing organized sports increased by 27 percent.  …  Never before has such a high proportion of our young people been enrolled in school. … Now there are fewer than thirteen students per teacher in school, compared to more than twenty-six students per teacher [in 1950].  … School is tougher.  … By 1981 the average six-to-eight-year-old was doing fifty-two minutes of homework a week.  By 1997 the amount of homework assigned to the average child of the same age had doubled to over two hours a week.  Meanwhile, the school day, which had shortened during the 1960s and 1970s, has steadily lengthened, as has the school year.  Requirements have stiffened. Before 1983 the average school district required one year of math and one year of science for high school graduation.  Now the average high school calls for two years of each.  (p. 140-141)

The toys, such as Barbies or Hot Wheels, that used to appeal to eight-year-olds now appeal to four-year-olds.   The eight-year-olds have moved on to laptops. … I look into my garage these days, and I see a vast landscape of protective gear.  My daughter, who is nine, is already a four-helmet kid.  She has a bike-riding helmet, a horseback-riding helmet, a batting helmet, and an ice-hockey helmet.  These helmets serve as a testimony to a certain sort of active, scheduled, yet massively protected childhood.  (p. 143)

Parents exist mainly to drive their kids places and carry their kids’ gear, haul out hitting tees, practice nets, professional-quality baseballs by the bucket, and banners with résumé-like championship results to hang over the dugout.  … These [little league] kids practice three nights a week.  They play 80 to 140 games a year.  In the winter, they work out in gyms and get special tips from former minor leaguers turned eighty-dollar-an-hour youth baseball instructors … (p. 144)

Studies from the Institute for Social Research … show that most kids enroll in these activities because one of their friends was doing it, so they asked their parents if they could do it also.  The kids initiate the activity, not the adults.  Moreover, the kids love the team, the camaraderie, the fun of playing and practicing and achieving and learning.  They are happy creatures in the land of achievement.   The Achievatron is easy to ridicule but not easy to reject. … The kids are still kids.  They love goofing around with one another and forget the losses five minutes after they have occurred (with the parents, it takes about an hour).  The coaches, far from being martinets or drill sergeants, are mostly remarkably generous human beings.  In fact, sports coaches have become the leading moral instructors in America today.  They are the only ones who dare to tell kinds to tuck in their shirts, say please and thank you, and be respectable.  (p. 145)

[The coaches] … give them specific advice on how to handle adversity.  They’re the ones who talk unabashedly about character, sportsmanship, old-fashioned politeness.  The best coaches insist on a code chivalry that has somehow survived untarnished in an age of scoffing and irony.  They still demand deference to authority, loyalty, and individual subordination to the team in ways that nobody else does outside the military.  Most coaches preach a code of effort, hard work, and discipline so straightforward that it seems archaic when it comes out of the mouth of anybody else in American society.  (p. 146)

Danny’s parents are deep in prayer, silently offering to trade God five years of their lives if only Danny could jack one into left-center field … The kid hears none of this [shouted encouragement], because while he is at bat, he is deep in his own zone of concentration, and the parents and coaches vaguely know this, but they have to keep shouting, because how else are they going to disguise their own irrelevance?  (p. 147)

[From the section “The Theology of Achievement”]  But American civilization encourages us to strive to realize our best self.  … [Quoting theologian Jürgen Moltmann] “Man has no subsistence in himself, but is always on the way towards something and realizes himself in the light of some expected future whole.”  … Whatever you are doing, you should never be merely as good tomorrow as you are today.  (p. 148-149)

Take one of these young meritocratic kids raised on Mozart for Babies, tutored at age six, coached at age eight, honed and molded and improved and enlightened every day of his life, and imagine telling him at some point in the middle adulthood that the ascent is over.  All his dreams have been realized.  There is no more need to exert himself.  Do you think he’d be happy?  Of course not.  Inertia would reduce him to the gravest misery.  He is bred to want more and better and deeper, to ceaselessly reform and improve himself.  He has become, for better or worse, an American.  (p. 152)

Chapter 6 - Learning

Many students begin contemplating their college application around age twelve (roughly twelve years and nine months after their parents have begun worrying about it.)  (p. 153)

“I don’t know where these kids find lepers,” George Washington University president Stephen Trachtenberg has observed, “but they find them and they read to them.”  (p. 154)

By the time they apply to college, the best of them have, to judge by their applications, founded a few companies, cured a least three formerly fatal diseases, mastered a half-dozen languages, and monitored human-rights abuses in Tibet while tutoring the locals on conflict-resolution skills and environmental awareness.  Their résumés are impressive, and the competitive standard they set is so high, that no American adult could get into the college he or she attended as a youth.  (p. 155)

… Women earn a quarter more bachelor’s degrees and a third more master’s degrees than men. (p. 156)

American young people are nearly twice as likely to attend [university] as young people in Western Europe, and American universities spend, on average, about twice as much money per student as their French, German or British counterparts.  (p. 158)

On the whole, professors love and admire their students, but they are a little disturbed by how non-contentious they are, how willing they are to jump through whatever hoop is placed in front of them for the sake of pleasing teachers, mentors, or the achievement system itself.  These students are, in general, exceedingly deferential to authority.  Very few will challenge or contradict a professor… (p. 159)

It’s true that most professors are liberals, and in its wisdom, American society has decided to warehouse its radicals on university campuses – in departments that serve as nunneries for the perpetually alienated.  But most students do not live in an overly politicized world.  There is, one must always remember, a large cultural gap between the students and the faculty.  The faculty at most schools is significantly to the left of the students.  The students know this and accept it a part of the inevitable structure of the universe.  They know who the radical professors are and regard their radicalism as an endearing blemish, the way a professor’s absent-mindedness would have been regarded in an earlier generation.  (p. 160)

Radicals no longer assault the American family and the American home.  Even theological conflicts have settled down.  It’s somewhat fashionable to be religious so long as one is not militantly so.  (p. 163)

[Students] are less likely than previous generations to feel they must rebel against their parents.  Responding to a 1997 Gallup survey, 96 percent of teenagers said they got along with their parents, and 82 percent described their home life and “wonderful” or “good”.  I’m not sure families are quite that healthy, but the results show what young people want things to be.  Roughly three out of four teens said they shared their parents’ generationn values.  When asked by Roper Starch Worldwide in 1998 to rank the major problems facing America today, students aged twelve to nineteen named as their top five concerns: selfishness, people who don’t respect law and the authorities, wrongdoing by politicians, lack of parental discipline, and courts that care too much about criminals’ rights.  It is impossible to imagine teenagers of a few decades ago calling for stricter parental discipline and more respect for authority.  In 1974, for example, a majority of teenagers told pollsters that they could not “comfortably approach their parents with personal matters of concern.”  Forty percent believed they would be “better off not living with their parents.”  (p. 164)

A study conducted by Peggy Giordano and Monica Longmore of Bowling Green found that 55 percent of eleventh-graders had had sex with a casual acquaintance.  College students talk about prudential sex – the kind you have for leisure without any of [the romance] as a normal part of life (though many of them are lying).  (p. 166)

Now the first thing to be said about this state of [sexual] affairs is that every survey of youth sexual activity over the past several years reveals that young people are having less sex than their predecessors were ten and twenty years ago.  Young women may talk more baldly about sex, but it is simply not true that they are more promiscuous or casual about it.  (p. 170)

[Regarding courtship rituals] the only time many young people have ever gone out on a formal date was their high school senior prom.  (p. 171)

The students in America’s colleges are bright, lively, funny and generous.  Their behavior is in many ways exemplary, especially compared to past generations.  They are not the pains in the ass to their parents that many of their parents were to theirs.  Their commitment to community service is one of the marvels of the age.  Their volunteer work may have started out as a way to impress admissions officers, but their interest in it has transcended shallow careerism.  You go to schools and find that 20, even 30 percent of the students spend some meaningful time each week helping the less fortunate.  (p. 173)

Today’s schools, unless they are religious schools, do not transmit a concrete and articulated moral system … We have only the dimmest idea of how the achievement ethos corrodes virtue in certain other ways.  And have not begun to come up with a way to counter it.  (p. 179)

Chapter 7 - Shopping

You look around the magazine racks, and there is no aspect of human existence that doesn’t have some periodical offering advice on how it can be made better.  You wouldn’t be surprised to come across ToughGums: The Magazine for Frequent Flossers … (p. 190-191)

Some people see advertisers as devious manipulators who manufacture wants and create dissatisfactions.  That’s not quite right.  The people who look at advertisements want to want.  They are not passive victims in these fantasies.  (p. 201)

Often the pleasure that shoppers get from anticipating an object is greater than the pleasure they get from owning it.  Once an item ceases to fire their imagination – when it no longer inspires a story about a brighter future – then they lose interest in it, and their imagination goes off in search of new and exciting things to dream about and buy.  (Kids can go through this process in dispiriting speed, as anybody can tell you on a Christmas afternoon.)  (p. 211)

Chapter 8 - Working

The average millionaire in the U.S. had a collegiate GPA of about 2.92, a B- average.  The average SAT score for the millionaires is 1190, good but not nearly good enough to get you into an Ivy League college – and that average was pulled up by the doctors and lawyers in the group, who had much higher scores than the entrepreneurs.  What matters is energy, discipline, and focus.  (p. 218)

These are the drivers of the American economy.  The press concentrates its attention on the remarkable figures, the dot-com geniuses, the zillionaire investment bankers, or the paradigm-shifting, over-the-horizon-peering, outside-the-box-thinking corporate rebels who let their wacky but brilliant employees scooter down the company hallways while squirting each other with Super Soaker water cannons.  But the real engines of American capitalism are the people you see in the most unremarkable locales – sitting around in the bland office parks or checking in to the suite hotels.  (p. 220-221)

… Walgreens, Kroger, Wells Fargo, Circuit City, and Pitney Bowes.  These companies outperformed the overall stock market during the 1980s and 1990s by anywhere from 400 percent to 1,800 percent.  They are led by quiet executives in flavorless work environments, and the book Collins wrote about them, Good to Great, became a huge bestseller and was devoured by a million similar executives who, on the outside, don’t look any spicier.  (p. 221)

How did they build great companies?  According to Collins, they didn’t capitalize on any technological revolution. They are not in fast-growing industries – Walgreens builds drugstores, Kroger is a supermarket chain.  They were not aggressive in mergers and acquisitions.  They did not have innovative compensation schemes (in fact, their executives earned slightly less than their competitors).  They did not spend more time than their competitors on strategic planning.  They did not hire superstar CEOs from outside.  Instead, Collins argues, they found one small thing, or a few things, they could do better than anyone else in the world, and they did that thing over and over, and they got better at it.  (p. 221)

One of the advantages these companies had was that they did not suffer from what Collins calls the liability of charisma.  The corporate culture at these places encouraged simplicity and humility.  In these places, it would have been socially unacceptable for an executive to portray himself as a flamboyant genius, a countercultural maverick, or an intellectual pioneer.  The social standards encouraged self-effacing behavior, modesty, and reserve.  “Throughout our research,” Collins continues, “we were struck by the continual use of words like disciplined, rigorous, dogged, determined, diligent, precise, fastidious, systematic, methodical, workmanlike, demanding, consistent, focused, accountable and responsible.”  (p. 222)

Seventy percent of the millionaires Thomas Stanley surveyed for his books The Millionaire Mind and The Millionaire Next Door have their shoes resoled and repaired rather than replaced, and the average millionaire spends about $140 on a pair of shoes.  After Visa and MasterCard, the most common credit cards in the millionaire’s wallets are charge cards for Sears and JC Penney.  Ford is the most popular automaker among the group.  In the 1996 study, Stanley reported that the typical millionaire paid $399 for his most expensive suit and $24,800 for his or her most recent car or truck, which is only $3,000 more than the average American spent. (p. 223)

These people have incredibly low divorce rates.  They still clip supermarket coupons, if only to demonstrate the value of thrift to their children.   They are far less likely to gamble than other Americans.  They shop at price clubs. [Sam’s Club, Costco].  (p. 224)

Nearly half of Americans take the initiative to check in with work while they’re supposedly on vacation.  (p. 232)

Decade after decade, in poll after poll, 80 or 90 percent of respondents say they are satisfied with their jobs. … Yet these people still switch jobs with amazing frequency, in search of something better.  Today a phenomenal 8 percent of Americans have started their own businesses.  (p. 233)

A study published in 2000 … found that innovative people are spread fairly evenly over the globe.  But they also found that people in the United States are more likely to feel they can control their own destinies than people in Britain, Australia, Venezuela, Colombia, and elsewhere.  Entrepreneurs in America also felt more comfortable with risk than those in any of the twelve nations studied.  Most of all, and most puzzling to the researchers, the study found “the likelihood of high energy level decrease with cultural distance from the United States.”  (p. 234)

Far from wanting a comfortable, easy life, as bourgeois [property-owning, middle class]] humans are supposed to do, [Americans] want a consuming challenge.  (p. 234)

“The one thing in the world of value,” Emerson echoed, “is an active soul.”  (p. 243)

The redeeming fact about American business life is that it is a stimulant.  It calls forth boundless energy. Even in those boring office parks, even among those narrow workaholics who have never had a philosophical self-reflection in their lives, the successful ones are driven by some inner intensity.  They must relentlessly improve, perpetually grow.  (p. 243)

In this way, the American business class has reversed the conventional moral formulae.  In classical morality, money enervates [weakens] and corrupts.  (p. 243)

The endemic [prevalent] temptation in [this type of] life is to become so obsessed with the process of producing a better [French] fry or a better widget that you may stop thinking about the ultimate purpose of your life.  … Friendships become contacts.  …  Money becomes the measure of accomplishment.  … The language of commerce obliterates the vocabulary of morality.  (p. 244)

Chapter 9 - A History of Imagination

[In the 1700s Hector St. John de] Crèvecoeur famously observed: “A European, when he first arrives, seems limited in his intentions as well as in his views; but he very suddenly alters his scale; two hundred miles formerly appeared a very great distance, it is now but a trifle.  He no sooner breathes our air than he forms schemes and embarks on designs he never would have thought of in his own country.”  (p. 254)

“It requires but a small portion of the gift of discernment for anyone to foresee,” Samuel Adams wrote in 1775, “that providence will erect a mighty empire in America.”  Adam Smith predicted that the British Parliament would someday move to the New World, since the economic and political weight of the colonies would obviously overwhelm the motherland.  At a time when the United States was a scraggly stretch of colonies along the Atlantic seaboard, Alexander Hamilton declared that the country would soon become a mighty empire, “in many respects the most interesting in the world,” and would be stronger than all the great empires of the day, “able to dictate the terms of the connection between the old and the new world!”  (p. 254-255)

Noah Webster, who began work on his dictionary of American English just after 1800, observed a need for a standard guide to a language that he predicted would one day be spoken by three hundred million people.  America is today closing in on that mark, but when Webster made the forecast … the United States possessed only 4 percent of that total.  (p. 255)

As Arthur K. Moore concluded in his 1957 book, The Frontier Mind: … “Ironically, emigrants very often flourished because the new situation is in fact no Eden and, far from affording ease and abundance, compels extraordinary energetic responses.”  (p. 266)

When you go to a country where the past is more real than the future, and then you return to America, it becomes clear how distinct the American imagination really is, and how each of us in this culture is molded by our horizon dreams. (p. 270)

From the very start, Americans have felt that the same God who selected them for their sacred mission might repudiate them if they failed to live up to their side of the covenant.  (p. 271)

Whitman was right when he wrote in “Democratic Vistas” that political democracy, as it exists in America, and “with all its threatening evils,” nonetheless “supplies a training school for the making of first class men.  It is life’s gymnasium, not of good only, but of all.”  (p. 278)

Writing after the Civil War, Whitman lamented the materialism and crassness all about him. … “Shams, etc. will always be the show, like ocean’s scum,” but the American people are “the peaceablest and most good-natured race in the world, and the most personally independent and intelligent.”  (p. 279)

Bibliographical Essay

… I found that people are really good at describing certain things about their lives, but they are generally not good at seeing broad patterns.  They do not think sociologically.  (p. 283)

I’ve become a fanatical devotee of the magazine American Demographics, which packs its pages with reliable statistics about everyday American life.  I make weekly visits to the website of the University of Michigan’s Institute of Social Research [http://www.isr.umich.edu/home].  (p. 284)


Zan and Misty’s Notes

1. America is usually portrayed in movies as being New York, Los Angeles or Chicago – or small farming towns in Iowa or cowboy ranches in the west.  Unknown and unnamed suburbs are the main part of America and actually dominate the big cities.  

2. Understanding and taking an interest in foreign cultures can help in member-missionary work.  Members with ties to foreign cultures can be especially productive in member missionary work.

3. Helping new move-ins can be good service and good member-missionary work.  It can be a whole area of focus.

4. “They don’t bother refuting it.”  “The original idea dies from inattention.”  This is exactly how things are done in the church, in so many ward councils and beyond.  Over and over!  The problem is that this approach is vague.  Valiant members can get confused about when to continue laboring on something or when to let it fade away.  This happens so often!

5. Religious issues are often too contentious, with adamant believers “witnessing” (an Evangelical term for testifying) with an in-your-face approach.  Pres. Hinckley’s methods are opposite.

6. This has big implications for American Mormons, and maybe for Mormons elsewhere too.  We spend loads of time and energy at work, then go home and do likewise in their church jobs.  Leaders need to counsel members to be careful about working too hard in their employment.  Leaders also need to be careful in not burdening members to the point that they get burned out.  Members are an obedient lot and will work themselves to death if that’s what they’re told to do.

7. It’s astonishing how religious America is when Europe has gone the complete opposite direction.  No wonder there are so many missions in the USA (over 100) while, sadly, they’re being closed or merged in Europe.

8. “Strain of anxiety.”  This really describes a lot of us.  We’re up early even on Saturdays and are driven to accomplish one thing after another.  It’s not always a good thing.  Sometimes we can’t relax.

9. Ok, this one’s huge.  “The time has come out of … adult relationships.”  American parents have fewer and fewer adult friends.  American Mormons will be the same way but even worse because they have church jobs too.  Out of time constraints LDS parents will have very few friends outside of the church.  The standard member missionary approach is to pick a non-member friend to fellowship.  Maybe this is getting the cart before the horse.  Perhaps the most important thing is to first get more non-member friends.  

Members may need to start with joining a community organization and getting to know people, instead of picking among the few they already know.  Finding the time for this may require some adjustments in a career or at least in the current job’s duties.  It may require working with priesthood and auxiliary leaders about the workload there.  (Pres. Hinckley told someone, “If you are too busy in your church activities to take care of your family, then perhaps we had better find something else for you to do.”  [National Press Club, Newsmakers Luncheon, March 8, 2000.]  This might apply too in some degree to member missionary work.  

Joining a service organization automatically ups the member’s chance of meeting especially good people.  Joining a hobby group automatically puts the member with others with the same interest.  Perhaps a good question from a missionary to a member is, “What community groups do you belong to?”  Another question might be, “About how many non-member friends do you get together with on a regular basis?”   “How do you find the time?”

A major factor in the difficulties in our church with member missionary work may be lack of time, sometimes perhaps even more so than with lack of courage or ambition.  Effective tools for those short of time include emails, Facebook, txt messaging, long-distance phone calls.  The Lord has given us tools to help us accomplish His work, in staying in touch with friends, former co-workers, high-school buddies and more.
Utah’s Population

According to an article in 2005 in the Salt Lake Tribune - 

· About 60% of Utah’s population is Mormon.

· Roughly 50% of Utah’s Mormons are church-going or practicing.  (From “Mormon Portion Of Utah Population Steadily Shrinking”, Salt Lake Tribune, 26 July 2005)

Therefore the breakdown of Utah’s population is –

1. 40% non-Mormon

2. 30% non-practicing Mormons

3. 30% practicing Mormons

Latinos make up 11 percent of the state's population. (“Latinos march en masse to urge fairness, respect”, Salt Lake Tribune, 10 April 2006)

 SHAPE 



[The following are excerpts from a special report at 
Time Magazine, European edition, posted 11 Dec. 2005]

The British Disease

Binge drinking used to be a mostly Anglo-Saxon thing. But now it's sweeping Europe from Malmo to Madrid

Between 2002 and 2004, the percentage of 14- to 18-year-olds in Spain who said they had been drunk in the last month jumped from 19% to 35%; 82% say they drink regularly; 27% say they're drunk every 10 days. And it's not only Spain where teens are boozing. All over Europe — in traditional drink-to-get-drunk cultures like Britain and Scandinavia, and in southern countries such as Italy and Portugal where public drunkenness has traditionally been frowned upon — young people, girls as well as boys, are hitting the bottle harder than their parents and starting younger. Just as Britain introduces new laws to encourage its people to drink more gently, like Continentals, the children of the supposed role models are vying with other young Europeans to become lager louts.

Europe is already the heaviest-imbibing region in the world, with alcohol consumption per head over twice the world average — 11 L of pure alcohol per year. That number has been gradually declining since the mid-1970s, as southern countries have slowly lost the habit of drinking throughout the day. But the younger generation is yanking it up again. The age people start drinking is getting lower — 11.8 years for Europeans who are now students, compared to 15 for those now aged 40 to 54. Across the European Union, 13% of 15- to 16-year-olds have been drunk more than 20 times in their life, and 18% have "binged" — drunk the equivalent of a bottle of wine in one sitting — three or more times in the last month. Irish Minister of State Noel Ahern, speaking about his own country, captures the European trend: "People used to drink for enjoyment, but now many young people are drinking to get plastered."

Kids may think binge drinking is cool, but the hangover — in terms of health problems, crime and accidents causing death or disability — is huge. Spanish Health Minister Elena Salgado says that the number of hospitalizations from alcohol abuse has doubled in a decade. Martin Plant, an alcohol researcher at the University of the West of England, says that "people in their 20s are now dying of alcohol-related liver disease, and even teenagers are developing it." Alcohol is estimated to be a factor in 20-30% of British accidents and 47% of violent crimes. In Germany, young people are drinking almost 30% more alcohol than four years ago. Emergency-room visits caused by "coma drinking" rose 26% between 2000 and 2002; half the patients were female. In Poland, where the number of adolescents who drink jumped 40% between 1995 and 2003, 20% of 17-year-old boys say they got in a booze-fueled fight in the last year. Eight percent of Swedish 15- to 16-year-old girls say drink led to unplanned sex, while 12% say it made them forget to use a condom.

But girls aren't just watching the boys; they've started to match them round for round. "Before the differences between boys and girls were so much greater," says Giulia, a 15-year-old Roman. "Now we feel equal." In Poland last year, there were actually more 15-year-old girls who drank (54%) than boys (46%). "A few years ago it was hard to remember orders from girls," says Jurek, a bartender at Bolek. "One juice, one Coke, one soda, one beer. Now it's easy: beer, beer, beer." Jerzy Mellibruda, a Warsaw professor who used to head the government's agency for prevention of alcohol problems, says liquor advertising — prohibited under communism but now omnipresent — has "made drinking cool. When I ask my female students why they binge, they tell me it's fun. They see nothing wrong with it." 

… A survey of patrons entering bars in Manchester in 2004 found they already rated themselves an average of 1.8 on a five-point scale of intoxication. Women had drunk the equivalent of about one bottle of wine and the men had drunk nearly two, meeting the research definition of "binge drinkers" before they even got to the bar — where they were planning to get to 3.8 on the intoxication scale.

Dubious honor—British girls outdrinking boys

Reuters, June 1, 2006

29 percent of teen females were binge drinkers in 2003, report finds

… It said over a quarter of all 15 and 16-year-olds in Britain had been on drink binges three or more times in the last month.

… Among adults, Britons rank among the top binge drinkers in Europe, causing widespread damage to the nation’s health and social fabric.  The study said British drinkers binge about once every 13 days -- 28 days a year -- the second-highest rate in Europe behind Finland and Ireland, both on 32 times.

Still No.1 

The Economist, 28 June 2007,

... [America] can still muster 1.5 [million] people under arms and a defence budget almost as big as the whole of the rest of the world's. And it could call on so much more: in relation to the country's size, its defence budget and army are quite small by historical standards. Better diplomacy would enhance its power ... If America were a stock, it would be a “buy”: an undervalued market leader, in need of new management. But that points to its last great strength. More than any rival, America corrects itself ... America recovered from the 1970s. It will bounce back stronger again. (http://economist.com/opinion/displayStory.cfm?Story_ID=9407806)


Ted Lyon (from his review of a book by Philip Jenkins) - Latin America, of course, is already Christian and Catholic, but Jenkins projects a change from mildly passive, nominal Catholicism to more energetic, charismatic denominations, noting that in the economically progressive country of Chile, for example, more than 20 percent of the population is already evangelical, active, and highly participative.  Even in a more traditional country like Guatemala, charismatic Christianity is expanding rapidly, flourishing in the tiniest hamlets as well as in urban centers.  From my own studies, I calculate that there are likely more participating, "churched" non-Catholics than active Catholics in both of these countries.  In short, Roman Catholicism is weakening, but Protestant Christianity is thriving.

Many of Jenkins's statistics may shock the reader.  For example:

1. "The annual baptismal totals for Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of the Congo are each higher than those for such familiar Catholic lands as Italy, France, Spain, and Poland" (pp.  194–95).

2. "There are [only] half as many Catholics in the whole of the Netherlands as in (say) just the Manila metropolitan area" (p.  198).

3. "In absolute terms, there are more Christians in the People's Republic [of China] than in either France or Great Britain" (p.  70).  The "southerners" are coming north—the flood of Hispanic immigrants bolsters and renovates the still-dynamic Catholic Church in the United States, as well as provides millions of converts to U.S.  Protestant and evangelical congregations.  Yet even without the influx of Hispanics, the United States has stood out as the exception to the European norm that economic prosperity generally spawns religious passivity.  Indeed, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark have convincingly demonstrated that from its inception 230 years ago, the United States has become more "churched," more religiously active, and not less participative.  As North America has prospered, so has religion.  Jenkins confirms this analysis.  He charts the largest Christian communities over a period of fifty years (numbers are in millions):

	Nation
	2000
	2025
	2050

	United States
	225
	270
	330

	Brazil
	164
	190
	195

	Mexico
	95
	127
	145

	Philippines
	77
	116
	145

	Nigeria
	50
	83
	123


By every measure the United States seems destined to continue as the largest single Christian country in the world.  (Review of The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity by Philip Jenkins, FARMS Review,  v. 19, no. 2 [2007], p. 91)


Arthur C. Brooks – Roughly 85 percent of Americans identify with a religion, and about a third of Americans attend a house of worship every week or more.  These statistics have changed relatively little over the decades.  By international standards, America’s level of religious practice is exceptionally high.  In Holland, for example, just 9 percent of the population attends church on a regular basis; in France, it’s 7 percent; in Latvia, 3 percent.

In general, religious Americans (those who attend a place of worship almost every week or more) are happier than those who rarely or never attend.  In 2004 the General Social Survey found that 43 percent of religious folks said they were very happy with their lives, compared with 23 percent of secularists.  Religious people were a third more likely than secularists to say they’re optimistic about the future.  And secularists were nearly twice as likely as religious people to say “I’m inclined to feel I’m a failure.”

The connection between faith and happiness holds regardless of one’s religion.  All nonpartisan surveys on the subject have that Christians (Protestants, Catholics, Mormons, and others) and Jews, as well as members of many other religious traditions, are far more likely than secularists to say they’re happy.  It also doesn’t matter if we measure religious practice in ways other than attendance at worship services.  In 2004, 36 percent of people who prayed every day said they were very happy, versus 21 percent of people who never prayed.

Of course, not every religious person is happy; neither is every secularist unhappy.  Nonetheless, it’s clear that faith is a common value among happy Americans.  (“Why We’re Happy”, Readers Digest, July 2008, p. 165-166.  Adapted from the book, Gross National Happiness: Why Happiness Matters for America--and How We Can Get More of It, 2008.)


“Americans working more, playing less: poll”

… Americans' leisure time in 2008 was plumbing an all-time low since 1973, when Harris [Interactive] began tracking how Americans work and spend their free time.
Thirty-five years ago, Americans worked 41 hours and played more than half that amount -- 26 hours, or around two-thirds of the time they spent working.

This year, the play to work ratio was around half of what it was in 1973: play-time was less than 35 percent of work-time in 2008.

Asked how they liked to spend their leisure time, 30 percent of Americans chose reading as their favorite activity, up one percentage point from 2007.

Next came watching television which 24 percent of Americans said was their preferred leisure activity this year compared with 18 percent last year.

In third, at 17 percent, was spending time with family, up three points from 2007, the poll showed.  (Yahoo! News, 9 Dec. 2008)


