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Thank you for your warm introduction. I understand that Secretary Norm Mineta gave this presentation last year. I have heard him speak before and in no way I can match his wisdom and grace in delivery. I also cannot match Secretary Elaine Chao’s elegant and powerful messages. Therefore, I am humbled and deeply honored that you ask me to share some of my thoughts with you tonight.

Most of us here tonight share the same ethnic background. I am tremendously proud to be an Asian American.  I am proud of my heritage of being a Chinese by birth. China has five thousand years of history. I was fortunate enough to be educated with classical Chinese and Buddhism when I was young. It provided me with many philosophical principles that helped me through me through some difficult times in my life. It also helped me to explain things to my children. When they were young and subjected to prejudice they said to me, “Daddy, it is not fair.”

At the same time, I am tremendously proud to be an American. Last July, when I gave testimony in front of the U.S. Senate Committee for my confirmation, I stated, “ I was born in Mainland China, grew up in Taiwan, and came to this country for graduate education. When my wife, Salina and I got married, we had a total of $48 dollars to start our family. Only in America, can someone like me have the chance to hold an important position as Under Secretary of Agriculture.” The United States of America is the greatest country in the world.

Being an Asian American, I am indeed proud to serve under President Bush, a decisive, determined and deserving president of our country at this historical period. The Bush Administration is committed to appointing qualified people to high positions of public service regardless of race, color, gender or creed—including Asian Pacific Islander American. In the first 15 months of this Administration, President Bush has appointed 75 Asian Pacific Islander American to his Administration, including 17 senior positions requiring Senate confirmation. Never in the history of this nation have that many Asian Pacific Islander American been asked to serve the nation, and at such high administrative positions. 

In addition, President Bush signed Executive Order 13216 on June 6, 2001 establishing the Presidential Advisory Commission on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders dedicated to “increasing opportunities and improving the quality of life” of Asian and Pacific Islanders, particularly where they are underserved.

These policies are specially important in light of the September 11 event that President Bush calls on ALL of the citizen in this nation to unit as one nation to defend our freedom. Your conference scheme of “Unity in Freedom” is particularly fitting for this period of time. In recent weeks, whenever I recite the pledge of allegiance at meetings, the words, “One nation, under God” takes on new meaning to me and inspires me to be the best Asian American that I can be in my everyday life.

One of the most frequent question asked of me has been, “Joe, how did you break the glass ceiling?” “What is your secret?”

“Glass Ceiling” is frame of mindset that differs from people to people. To some, Asian and Pacific Islander Americans included, the glass ceiling is like a steel ceiling, it is unbreakable. To others, it is merely a glass ceiling. All it takes is some effort to break it through. To still others, there is no such thing as a glass ceiling because the recognition of such barrier would hamper the creative mind of totally freethinking. Like many people, my definition of glass ceiling changed several times in my life. When I was younger and had just finished the creative thinking training, I used to tell people that the word, “impossible” does not exist in my vocabulary. It is a mindset that helps me break through several so-called glass ceilings in private and academic organizations. In reflection, I think it is not very important whether you believe in glass ceiling or not, the important thing is to continuously improve yourself and prepare yourself for the next level of higher challenge in life. If you do not believe a glass ceiling exists, there is nothing for you to worry about. If you do believe there is a glass ceiling, make it a challenge for you to break through it. If you can, it is even better to give advice and help other Asian Pacific Islanders to break through their perceived glass ceiling. Never let the glass ceiling mindset be your excuse of continuing to improve yourself. Confucius said, “Live and learn throughout your life,” and “you can always learn from the person next to you.”

The hardest thing is our life is to balance everything surrounding you. There are many advantages of having an Asian heritage. Being more patient, respecting elders, emphasizing on education and other virtues.

Last week, I was fortunate to have the chance to attend the White House’s celebration of the Asian Pacific Islander American event. President Bush stated that it is amazing the high standard of education that the Asians placed on their children. He thinks that all Americans should embrace the Asian American education model.

However, our strength and advantages can sometimes become our weakness and disadvantages. For example, most Asian Americans are highly technically trained. It helps us to gain entrance into a good job and career. As opportunities to advance in our careers take place, oftentimes we feel that we were passed over for the job because the supervisor favors someone else. Part of the reason we have such feeling is that we feel we are technically better than the person chosen. The reality is that the higher the level of the ladder in any organization, less importance is placed on technical skills and more importance is given to personal skills, and possibly business skills. Many Asian Americans fail to take advantage of the personal and business skill trainings available to them because they feel comfortable in the technical environment.

When I was first hired at Campbell Soup Company as a research manger, I came to the job with considerable research and education credentials. However, one year into the job, I was passed over for promotion to Director of Research. I carefully analyzed the situation and concluded that it was the lack of business skills that kept me from getting the promotion. So, I enrolled into a MBA program and spent weekends of most of the next four years to obtain an accredited MBA degree.  About two years into the MBA program, I was promoted to Director of Research. Near the end of my MBA program, the Company actually offered me a chance to be General Manager of the Far East Division. I mention this experience for two reasons. One is that my original thought—I had superior technical skills so the company promotion policy was obviously prejudiced--was in error. Secondly, it is a good example of analyzing my situation and finding out my shortcomings and doing something about it to put myself in position for promotion.

The other lesson I learned from that experience is very interesting. I found out that as a Ph.D. scientist I was taught to analyze any situation carefully, and collect as much as information as possible, before making a decision. With the MBA training, I was taught to make decisions on gut feeling. The two types of decision- making processes are in total conflict. What I was able to eventually figure out was the balance of the two processes, knowing when to apply the analytical skills in certain situations, while applying the gut feeling in other situations. I have not been able to teach anyone that balance. My Asian background tells that may be this is so-called wisdom comes with life’s experience. Maybe that is why Asians respect the elderly person--because the elders have much life’s experience, and with it comes the wisdom.

Lastly, I want to mention the balance of Asian and American culture. You and I are blessed with the advantages of having both Asian and American cultures. Take time to learn the differences and try to balance them; much likes my example of science and business skills at Campbell Soup Company. A small example is that Asians are generally more humble and patient. In many cases, it is a good thing because time solves many things for us. In other cases, it is a tremendous disadvantage when you are not aggressive in this society. Learning to balance the culture and heritage will give you the best of both worlds.

The time is right for Asian Pacific Islander Americans to have the best chance of advancement in life. At the White House celebration event I mentioned earlier, I was very moved by the talent of an Asian Musician Richard Chu that played in front President Bush and the audience. However, it was the word of another Asian youth, ABC TV personnel, Lisa Ling that impressed me most. Lisa said that we now have two Asian Cabinet members in the Administration. The next step is thinking of a President with Asian background. It certainly brought me back to my youthful days when the word “impossible” was not in my dictionary mindset.

Again, I am deeply honored for your invitation to speak with you this evening. I wish each and every one of you a wonderful career fill with joy and happiness.

Good night. 
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