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Chapter 1 Introduction

Abstract

Section A is divided into five subsections: Geography, the formation of the
union, U. S. population trends, the economy, and the concept of class. Geog-
raphy gives a brief account of Hawaiian Islands and the 7 major physical fea-
tures across the mainland. The latter include the Pacific Coast, the Intermoun-
tain Region, the Rocky Mountains, the Interior Plains, the Appalachian Moun-
tains, the Canadian Shield, and the Coastal Plains. The formation of the union
first explores the content of the Declaration of Independence, how the Constitu-
tion was adopted, the causes and effects of the Civil War, what happened dur-
ing the Gilded Age, the Great Depression, and the unexpected impact of World
War II on the American economy. It then proceeds to outline and comment on
the following events and movements in post-war America: the baby boomers and
the counterculture movement, the Vietnam War, and the Culture Wars. Popula-
tion trends state that more than 80% of Americans live in urban areas. Subur-
banization, a process that began in the post-war era, became, by the early
1960s, the predominant element of metropolitan America, and the central city
was declining. However, recent experiences of downtown revitalization around
the United States are evidence that many communities have succeeded in bring-
ing life back to the once dying downtown. At the same time, many metropolitan
areas have become so large that they simply sprawl and merge into other
metropolitan areas, forming a megalopolis, a post-suburban pattern. The public
sector accounts for only one fifth of the American economy, a free enterprise
system where services constituted 80% of the GDP revenues in 1999. Homeown-
ership, a major part of the American Dream, has been realized only for two-
thirds of Americans, while wealth distribution becomes increasingly polarized.
The class system, however defined, has played a significant role in the life and
thinking of Americans. The Feature in Section C surveys the following six Amer-
ican values: individual freedom, self-reliance, equality of opportunity, competi-
tion, material wealth, hard work.

Focus questions

1. What are the seven major physical regions across the United States? What are
the important cities located within each region?

2. What are the main contents of the Declaration of Independence? When was
the period referred to as the Gilded Age? What were the features of the
1920s? What were the important events and movements in post-World War I1
America?

3. Comment on the fate of Americans in the inner cities. Who are the baby
boomers?

4. Can you give a brief account of homeownership and wealth distribution in the
United States? What were the maJor shifts in U. S. GDP composmon around

. the turnof the century? :

5. How do youinterpret the class system in the lives of Axnerlcans‘?
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Topic for Term Paper

Have students discuss the intricacies of generational politics in modern
America.

Hints

A number of critics have set forth the potential for conflict between the
three major generations represented in American society today: the World
War II generation, the baby boomers and Generation X. Ask them to point
out the distinctive historical contexts into which each of these generations
was born. They should demonstrate in their papers how these different his-
torical contexts define each generation’s political, economic, social, and cul-
tural agenda. They should also identify the potential for conflict between the
generations as America moves into the 21% century.

Al. Geography

Geographic Facts about the U . S.

Largest state, by area Alaska 591,004 square miles
Largest state, by population | California 33,145,000
Smallest state, by area Rhode Island 1,212 square miles
Smallest state, by population | Wyoming 480,000
Longest rivers 1. Mississippi 2,348 miles
2. Missouri 2,315 miles
3. Rio Grande 1,885 miles
. ; Mount McKinley
Highest mountain (Alaska) 20,320 feet
Lowest point Dea’Eh Valley (Cali- 282 feet below sea level
fornia)
Largest lake Lake Superior 31,820 square miles
Deepest lake Crater Lake (Oregon) | 1,932 feet
Rainiest spot Mt. W.a.1a1ea1e 460 inches rainfall per
(Hawaii) year

Tornadoes

Tornadoes are especially common in the United States, but only in certain
areas. They occur mainly in the central states.

A hot afternoon in the spring is the most likely time for a tornado. Torna-
does always move in a northeastern direction. They never last longer than eight
hours. A tornado’s path is narrow,.but within that narrow path a tornado can
destroy everything. It can smash buildings and rip up trees. Tornadoes can kill
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people, too.

The worst ever tornado swept through the states of Missouri, Illinois, and
Indiana in 1925, killing 689 people. Modern weather equipment now makes it
possible to warn people of tornadoes. People have a much better chance of pro-
tecting themselves, but nothing can stop tornadoes from destroying everything
in their path.

A2. The Formation of the Union

1) The Declaration of Independence

The Declaration was intended to influence foreign opinion, but it had little
effect outside Great Britain, and there it had only made people determined to
subdue the rebels. Why then, has it had so much influence on modern history?
As John Adams later pointed out, the basic idea was commonplace among 18"
century liberals. But if the idea lacked originality, at least it had never before
been put into practice on such a scale. Revolution was not new, but the specta-
cle of a people solemnly explaining and justifying their right to overthrow their
oppressors and establish a new system on their own authority was almost un-
precedented. Soon the French would be drawing upon this example in their
revolution, and rebels everywhere have since done! likewise. And if Jefferson
did not create the concept, he gave it a perfect form.

5) Economic Weaknesses of the 1920s and the New Deal

Although there was real prosperity in the United States in the 1920s, there
were also disguised economic problems. Traditional industries, like railroads
and coal, were in deep trouble, and farmers suffered from a decline in both ex-
ports and prices. Laborers saw their real wages rise, but not nearly as rapidly as
the income of the middle-class manager, who benefited the most from the new
Industrial Revolution. The increasing income of the middle class created its own
peculiar problem. Because the middle class had so much idle money, much of it
went into speculation. It is not surprising that the 1920s ended in a stock-market
crash.

During his campaign for the presidency in 1932, Franklin D. Roosevelt de-
clared that he pledged himself to a new deal for the American people. Right
after his inauguration in 1933, FDR sent a number of bills to Congress. During
the Hundred Days, Congress passed 15 major new laws. These new laws covered
programs from job relief to planning for economic recovery. Together, they
made up Roosevelt’s New Deal, which had three main goals: relief for the un-
employed, plans for recovery, and reforms to prevent another depression.

How much did the New Deal programs contribute to the U. S. economic re-
covery in the early 1940s?

Supporters believed that the government must regulate industries such as
banking to prevent another depression. They also argued that the government
should meet the needs of all citizens. Programs like Social Security (see Social
Welfare), they said, were necessary for the public good. The Social Security Act
(passed in 1935) had three parts. First, it set up a system of pensions for older
people. Payments from employers and employees supported this system. Se-
cond, the new act set up the nation’s first system of unemployment insurance.
People who lost their jobs received small payments until they found work again.
The third part gave states money to support dependent children and people with
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disabilities. The Social Security system survived and has expanded over the
years. Today, it provides medical benefits to older Americans as well as pen-
sions and unemployment insurance.

Many critics were worried about the increased power of the government.
Others warned that the government spent more than it took in from taxes. Busi-
ness leaders claimed that the New Deal was making labor unions too powerful.
The criticism also pointed out that it was not bringing economic recovery. In
fact, full recovery did not come until 1941. By then, the U.S. was producing
goods for the nations fighting in World War II. Today, many Americans would
agree and say that World War II, instead of the New Deal, ended the Depres-
s101 . '

7) The Post-World War II America
The Baby Boom of the 1940s and 1950s

By the time the 1950s rolled around, Americans were hungry for financial
security and family stability. For people who could recall their family’s struggle
to make ends meet during the Depression and who had experienced instability
and family separation during World War 1I, the opportunities to buy a home and
have a big family represented an attractive promise of security and fulfillment.

For many Americans the 1950s still stands out as the “glory days” of fami-
lies, a reference point against which recent changes in family life can be mea-
sured and interpreted. It was the most family-oriented period in U.S. history,
dramatically reversing trends in the United States since the turn of the 20" cen-
tury. For example, half of all women in the 1950s married while they were still
teenagers. And the divorce rate declined steeply, to about half what it is today.
For the first time in history the vast majority of American children could expect
to live with married biological parents throughout childhood. New values re-
garding families also developed in the 1950s. The belief that all the satisfaction
and amusement one needed could be found within the nuclear family had no
precedent in history. According to one popular magazine of the time, the defin-
ing characteristic of the ideal family was “togetherness,” a “new and warmer
way of life” in which men and women sought fulfillment not alone, isolated
from one another, but as a family sharing a common experience.

The Counterculture Movement

Rock music and lyrics that challenged traditional values became popular,
and many young people joined “hippie” communes or fled to neighborhoods like
Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco or the East Village in New York City, where
they experimented with drugs and a variety of alternative lifestyles. Traditional
family values declined as even many adults accepted a freer sexual code of be-
havior, living together out of wedlock and accepting the view that marriage and
having children were not essential for happiness.

A significant aspect of the counterculture movement was its rejection of
work as the end of one’s life.

A deep-rooted belief in the value of hard work, which was linked to a con-
servative, industrious, and moralistic view of life, had long been a fundamental
doctrine of American society. Workers mostly tended to be loyal to their compa-
nies, fellow employees, and the task itself — although labor-management con-
flict sometimes found:expression in battles between company bosses and unions
in a number of industries. :
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However, since the 1960s, there has been a retreat from the stern concepts
of the Protestant work ethic. As conventional values and monetary success were
undermined in the thinking of young people during the counterculture period,
leisure satisfactions assumed new importance.

By 1981, a poll by the Louis Harris survey organization found that:
® 78% of all working Americans feel that “people take less pride in their work

than they did 10 years ago.”
® 73% believe that “the motivation to work hard is not as strong today as it was
a decade ago.”
69% feel that American workmanship is worse than it was.
63% simply believe that “most people do not work as hard today as they did
10 years ago.”

Generation X

Certain cohorts are so distinctive that they get pinned with a label. One ex-
ample is the baby boom generation. A more recent cohort of interest is Genera-
tion X, which consists of roughly 48 million people who are now in their 20s.
The birth rate during the late 1960s and the 1970s, when these individuals were
born, was about half as high as during the post-World War II years of the baby
boomers.

People of Generation X are less likely to get married than older generations
and more likely to delay marriage if they do. In 1970, 55% of men and 36% of
women between the ages of 20 and 24 had never married. In 1996 the figures
were 81% of young men and 68% of young women (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1997).

Furthermore, the high divorce rate over the past several decades has had a
direct and lasting impact on this cohort. Roughly 40% of people in their 20s to-
day are children of divorce. Even more of them were so-called latchkey chil-
dren, the first generation of children to experience the effects of two working
parents. For many of them, childhood was marked by dependence on secondary
relationships — teachers, friends, day care teachers, and so on.

From the perspective of older generations, Generation X—with its hard-
edged and sometimes threatening language, fashion, music, and recreational
pursuits — has become the embodiment of uncontrollable change and fear of
their collective future. However, the members of Generation X have a bold
style of confronting the world that is having a significant impact on everything
from TV advertising to employee recruiting.

The Devaluation of Women in American Culture

American women’s demands for greater autonomy have resulted in signifi-
cant cultural, political, and economic gains, compared to those of women in
other countries. However, American men continue to control most of the im-
portant social institutions. They still dominate the upper echelons of business
and government while women still bear most of the responsibility for under-
valued domestic concerns and household labor (see Family and Personal Relation-
ships).

Women also continue to be devalued by cultural expectations that emphasize
superficial appearance over accomplishment. For instance, recent research on
images of women in: television, films, books, and magazines shows that women
are more likely than men to have their looks commented on or to show concern



