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The American Tradition of Innovation

 

America has long been revered as a land of opportunity and the epicenter of innovation, a breeding ground for the synthesis of revolutionary ideas, methods, and technological inventions. It began with our nation's birth in 1787, when the Constitution was drafted and ratified by Congress; this national constitution is unique in that it encompassed the notion that the power lie within the people, and it has evolved to support innovation and the flowering of thought rather than regulation. Furthermore, America is the melting pot of the world, a pot in which the contents are constantly changing and new ingredients are being introduced. Immigrants from all over the globe arrive at our so-called "land of opportunity" to exercise their ideas in a land where freedom and a capitalistic market based on the laws of supply and demand prevail. Due to this a tremendous amount of American innovations are omnipresent and important to modern society; however, there are a select few that have had an incredibly disproportionate impact on humanity. 

On July 20, 1969, at precisely 10:56 p.m., a new future for humanity was on the horizon as a brave American who was 240,000 miles away from his home planet declared these famous words, "That's one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind."[1] Being placed as number five this innovation was not merely an American historical event, or technological breakthrough, but an innovation that would alter humanity's future forever and make reaching other worlds a definite possibility. America, which was in the midst of the Cold War, had taken a serious blow by the Soviet Union, which had successfully launched the first manmade satellite and intercontinental ballistic missile, Sputnik, displaying their superior military power.[2] After failing at several attempts to launch Explorer I America became seriously behind, but in 1961 President John F. Kennedy boldly proposed that America would land a man on the moon and return him safely back before the decade was over.[3] As the history books show, it ended in tremendous success. 

Modern historians are awed by the destruction wreaked upon the global community by the bubonic plague, which wiped out a third of Eurasia's population. A millennium later, historians will react with a similar awe when they study the devastation elicited by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. It is probably that by 2025, 80 million Africans will have died of the disease.[4] Though the situation is deplorable, it is not without hope; the development of antiretroviral drug therapy and efforts to implement effective prevention measures have eliminated the "death sentence" previously represented by HIV. We owe our ability to wage a war against this disease to Dr. Robert Gallo, an American medical researcher who contributed heavily to distinguishing the etiological agent of AIDS: a retrovirus.[5] Through this discovery, scientists worldwide could better focus their research efforts, leading to the swift introduction of a blood test and intensified research that has protected humanity for the past three decades. Hence, the discovery of HIV falls fourth on our list.

Our third innovation can only be described as sheer brilliance because it holds the future cures for cancer, heart disease, and mental illness, and has advanced biomedical technology to new heights. This was the formation of the Human Genome Project in 1990 by the National Institutes of Health and Department of Energy.[6] Using DNA information discovered during the 1970s the Human Genome Project set its goal to sequence all 3 billion base pairs of the human genome.[7] By April 2003 the U.S. Human Genome Project finished cracking the genetic code allowing for a new era of medical research and treatment to begin.[8]The project was also revolutionary as it incorporated the massive ethical, legal, and social issues that would certainly arise from the scientific breakthroughs, making both the discoveries and project itself as an amazing innovation.

Although seen as one of the greatest curses developed by man, the atomic bomb comes in at number two; yet there is certainly a strong case of justification for its creation. On December 7, 1941 Pearl Harbor was struck by a surprise air raid launched by the Japanese killing 3,000 men.[9] Before the war had come to a close, a total of 292,000 American military personal were killed in action, with another 114,000 men dying from disease and other causes from the two-front war.[10] Washington was forced to act and through the Manhattan project developed a solution to cease the endless bloodshed. On August 6, 1945 America used the last resort option by unleashing the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, wiping out 180,000 people, and three days later America finally halted the war by dropping another atomic bomb on Nagasaki, and resulted in terrible deaths and a new era of warfare.[11]

The term "global citizen" is thrown around often, though very few understand its magnitude. A Portuguese man no longer has to round the Cape of Good Hope to speak with his friends in East Africa and India; a simple email will suffice, or even an instant message. As of September 2000, there were 333.5 million Americans with email accounts.[12] Eight years later, the corresponding figure is sure to be staggering; the ubiquity of the Internet has transformed the world. Borders have been transcended and rendered useless, almost all documents have been digitized, information is shared at incredibly fast rates, and communication is between societies occurs at an unbelievably fast rate. The Internet has, is, and will continue to revolutionize the world, and it is therefore the number one innovation on our list.

The impact of an innovation should not be measured solely by its usefulness and creativity, but rather by its effect on humanity. These five American innovations have significantly altered the trajectory of human existence, leading to phenomena that continue to shape the modern world. As the future approaches, the magnitude of this effect is being amplified in the entire world, creating intellectual, cultural, and social transformations that will propagate the development of a new generation of innovations.
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