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Preface

Myths in American Culture, a textbook intended for juniors, seniors, or MA students
majoring in English in four-year colleges and universities in China, provides a diverse
set of selected readings focusing on the myths that dominate the American culture. By
introducing students to the dominant cultural myths and to the perspectives that challenge
these deeply held ideals and values, the textbook hopes to help students better understand
American culture and develop the intellectual independence and critical sensitivity
essential to their critical thinking.

Mytbs in American Culture consists of eight thematic units, each dealing with an
important myth in American culture, including the New World, Individualism, Progress,
Democracy, Racial Equality (in two parts), and Gender Equality (in two parts). This
central theme brings together forty-five readings on a broad range of topics that raise
controversial issues meaningful to Chinese students studying American culture. The
readings are drawn from many different sources, and therefore represent a variety of
voices, styles, and subjects. When possible, we have provided selections that can be read
in their entirety. When that is impossible, we have cut longer works in a manner that
preserves the integrity of the author’s argument. Within each thematic unit, each set of
readings is preceded by an overview of the thematic topic, and a biographical introduction
to each author. To assist students in their understanding of the readings, notes are provided
for each selected reading. As the readings in each unit are sometimes controversial in
nature, discussion topics are provided at the end of each reading.

The textbook is designed for a one-semester seminar course. In addition to the first
week used for the introduction, each unit is intended to be taught for two weeks. Students
are encouraged to write short responses to the readings and research essays focusing
on a certain topic in the textbook. In order for students to grasp the real differences
in perspectives that arise in a pluralistic society like America, we suggest that the class
activities revolve around discussions. It is also suggested that if possible, students should
be required to do one oral presentation in class. Let students choose one of the topics
and probe a little deeper into the issue, and then present their findings to the class.
The presentations will help them and their peers understand the issue better. To give a
presentation is also the time for them to give more thought to an issue and to air their
own views on it. All these activities will broaden their cultural vision and sharpen their
intellectual acuity.

Myths in American Culture is suitable for a wide audience. The book can serve as a

textbook for a course on American culture for English majors, and can also be used as a




reference guide for those who are teaching American culture or those who are interested
in American culture.

The compilation of this textbook is the united effort of several people: I on Unit
One, Yang Jiping on Unit Two and Unit Three, Zhou Ming on Unit Four, Xie Dengpan
on Unit Five and Unit Six, and Wang Lian on Unit Seven and Eight. 'm also responsible
for selecting the readings, proofreading all the units, and writing the Introduction. My
gratitude goes first to the above-mentioned people who have worked together with me
in this project. I also acknowledge our appreciation to Marcia Vale, the British professor
teaching in the School of English of Beijing Foreign Studies University, who has kindly
agreed to read through all the texts. Finally, we thank those people in the Higher
Education Press for their unfailing support in the compilation of this textbook.

Jin Li
Mar. 15, 2011




Introduction

The title of this textbook is Myths in American Culture. First of all, what is “culture?”
Culture, according to the definition of the New Oxford English Dictionary, is “the ideas,
customs and social behavior of a particular people or society.” And what is “myth?”
Normally one would associate the word “myth” primarily with the myths of the ancient
Greeks and Romans. The legends of gods and heroes like Zeus and Oedipus embodied
the central ideals and values of Greek civilization — notions like civic responsibility, the
primacy of male authority, and humility before the gods. These mythical stories reflect
important cultural beliefs of the ancient Greeks and also help to hold the Greeks together
by a shared set of customs, values, ideas, and beliefs, and more often than not a common
language. The myth of a culture embraces the dominant values of that culture, which
shape the way we perceive the world, influence the way we relate to others, and help us
understand our place in the world — our place as prescribed by our culture. Likewise,
myths of American culture refer to the mainstream cultural beliefs or cultural values that
have attracted people to the United States for more than two hundred years. By looking
at how these cultural values originated and developed, our students will have a better
awareness and understanding of how these cultural myths influence various aspects of
American life and gain some insight into the values and beliefs that shape the thinking and
the national identity of Americans. Naturally, it would be impossible to cover every aspect
of American culture in a textbook for a one-semester course. We have, therefore, focused
in this textbook on those cultural beliefs and values which we consider are extremely
important for the development of American culture.

It should be pointed out that cultural myths insinuate themselves into our thinking
before we are aware of them. They are “cultural” in the sense that they often grow out of
generally accepted assumptions within the culture and are sustained and taught to people
through social institutions (e.g., families, schools, and even corporations). Most cultural
myths are learned at a deep, even unconscious level, and when they are left unexamined
and unchallenged, they sometimes become problematic. American cultural myths play
much the same role. Take, for example, the myth of equality. The equality of all men
appears in the very first state document of the United States. However, looking beneath
the surface of their collective faith in equality, one will find that for many years white
Americans and other ethic Americans understand it in very different ways. It is ironic to
see that slavery existed in a nation which advocates equality and democracy for many years.
Moreover, because cultural myths serve such large and varied needs, they’re not always

coherent or consistent. Powerful contradictory myths coexist in a society and the minds




of its people. For example, while the myth of democracy celebrates equality, the myth
of individual success pushes people to strive for inequality — to “get ahead” of everyone
else. Likewise, the attitude of Americans toward the natural world is deeply paradoxical:
they see nature simultaneously as a refuge from a corrupt, urban society and as a resource
to be exploited for the technological advancement of that society. These contradictions
infuse the history, literature, and popular culture of the United States; they are so much
a part of American thinking that people tend to take them for granted, unaware of their
inconsistencies.

Acculturation — the process of internalizing cultural values — leaves people living
in a culture with a set of categories for viewing the society and its people. While cultural
categories help people make practical decisions in everyday life, they also impose their
inherent rigidity on people’s thinking and thus limit their ability to understand the
complexity of their experience, their culture, and their history. Only when people are
confronted by a different way of doing things, are they aware of the differences. This
textbook tends to present the American cultural myths from different perspectives. It
hopes to help students look beyond these cultural myths and the assumptions embedded in
them and to provide them with the opportunity to challenge conventional ways of seeing
the world and to question things that appear clear and self-evident.

Since it takes a value-based approach to our study of American culture, this textbook,
different from what our students are used to, invites students to ask questions rather
than memorizing information. Instead of simply focusing on dates and events in history,
students should probe for motives, causes, or underlying assumptions. They should
cultivate their ability to imagine and value points of view different from their own, and
then enlarge, or reshape their ideas in light of those other perspectives. They should try
to be active learners, and learn to see the world from muldple perspectives. They need to
develop a genuine sensitivity to alternative perspectives.

Learning to recognize differences and contradictions lies at the very heart of
critical thinking, for intellectual conflict inevitably generates questions: can both (or all)
perspectives be true? What evidence do I have for the validity of each? Is there some way
to reconcile them? Are there still other alternatives? What similar or different beliefs and
values are there in Chinese culture? Questions like these represent the beginning of serious
academic analysis. They stimulate the reflection, discussion, and research that are essential
for good scholarship. Thus, whether we find contradictions between the American cultural
myths and lived experience, or between opposing cultural myths, the readings we include
in this textbook offer a particularly rich context for critical inquiry. Only by taking active
part in the reading, discussing, debating, researching, could our students attain a deeper
understanding of the American culture which is so different from our own, and hopefully
learn to evaluate our own cultural beliefs and assumptions in a more critical way.

Xi
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he start of the European colonization of America can be traced back to 1492, when a

Spanish expedition headed by Christopher Columbus sailed to America and introduced
the New World to the Western World of the time. Columbus” expedition was actually one of
many European attempts 1o find a sea route to Asia. And his “discovery” — from a European
perspective — of a New World caught the European imagination. Foliowing the Atlantic Ocean
crossings of Columbus, European exploration and colonization began. By the 17th century,
European possessions in North America included Spanish Florida, Spanish New Mexico, the
English colonies of Virginia and New England, the French colonies of Acadia and Canada, the
Swedish colony of New Sweden, and the Dutch Netherlands. In the 18th century, Denmérk*
Norway reestablished its former colonies in Greenland, and the Russian Empire ruled Alaska.

The reasons for immigration to the New World were generally either for economic gain or
for.religious freedom or both: Even though mariy colonists came to the New World to escape
religious’ persecution, most people emigrated, even in the 17th century, because America
offered economic opportunities: In. addition, the deteriorating European social conditions gave
impetus to emigration: Poverty, wars, hardships, and political and religious oppression in the
Old World drove people to a land which they believed to be a new Garden of Eden. Hope for
ownership of land and improvement of themselves with their own hand attracted more and
more immigrants to the New World who wished to escape poverty and deprivation.

The first permanent British settlement in North-America was established in 1607, when
a group of about one hundred settlers sent by the Virginia Company arrived at Jamestown,
Virainia. The nurnose of the venture was for nrosneritv- ar wealth, ‘and the Enalish:merchants




who sponsored the settlement were particularly interested in finding gold mines. However,
inexperience, disease, drought, lack of food, and wars with the Indians quickly reduced the
number of settlers and the colony had to strive for survival. Failing to find gold, the Jamestown
colonists began growing tobacco for shipping back to England. Agricultural cultivation and
hunting eventually made the colony self-sustaining. Despite all the setbacks, the colony slowly
grew. By 1624, 6,000 people had come to the settlement even though only 3,400 survived.

Religious freedom was the other important reason for people to emigrate to the New
World. The earliest permanent European settlers in New England were Puritans, who sailed
to the New World in hope of practicing their religion without persecution. In 1620, a group
of 102 passengers plus crew, about half of whom were Puritans, sailed on the ship, the
Mayflower, for America. Having failed to reach Virginia where they had already obtained
permission from the London Company to settle, they landed in what is now Provincetown
Harbor and established the Plymouth settlement. Also known as Pilgrims, they wrote and
signed the Mayflower Compact before leaving the ship, an agreement to provide “just and
equal laws” in their settlement. :

in 1630, approximately one thousand Puritans set sail from England in eleven ships for
the New World where they set up the Massachusetts Bay Colony on the east coast of North
America, centering around the present-day cities of Salem and Boston. The colonists were
mostly Puritans, under the leadership of a small group of religious leaders. Their ambition had
been to establish an ideal Christian community — a “city upon a hill,” as Winthrop claimed
it to be — for the people of England and the entire world to see. These Puritan leaders
agreed to recognize only church members as freemen (those entitled to vote and hold office).
The company’s officers became the colony’s magistrates. A theocracy was thus established.
Dissenters were suppressed or banished. As time went on, other groups also came to set up
their own forms of religion. For example, the Catholic settlement of Maryland in 1632, Roger
William’s refuge (Rhode Island) in 1636, and William Penn’s settlement of a Quaker colony in
Pennsylvania in 1681.

Establishment of colonies continued into the second half of the 17th century. By the
mid-1700s the English settlers had formed the original thirteen colonies, each with its own
governor and legislature, but all under control of the British King. The thirteen colonies were
Virginia, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, New York, New Jersey,
Delaware, Maryland, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.

To understand American culture, one has to have some knowledge of American
Puritanism. Puritanism was the most influential religious belief in colonial America. It continues
to influence American thought, and has become an important component of American
cultural beliefs. The Puritans were opposed to the Church of England and wanted to “purify”
the established church of its Papist-like rituals and service. They were treated as outlaws when

Unit One The Myth of the New World




