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INTRODUCTION

* The United States — a country which generally arouses curiosity and interest, a country
about which people have varied opinions and which sometimes evokes strong emotions.

~

i

Land of promise and opportunity,
Land of mitacles and achievements,
Land of paradox and contradiction,
Land of oddities and absurdities,
Land of inequality and injustice.

These are some of the ipaages that come to people’s minds when the United States is men-
tioned.

Which of the above images is true? Which is an accurate description of the country?

Land of promise and opportunity? No one can deny the attraction of this country to those
in need, to those demed the means to show themselves and get ahead, to those deprived of basic
rights and to those OP_QI€SS d Since the days of the early settlers, thousands, and later millions,
were drawn to America with the hopes that they would find land, food, jobs. Many were at-
tracted to the land that seemed to open up possibilities for those with ability and initiative to get
ahead. Still others went there seeking a place where they would be free to pursue their own be-
liefs, without fear of religious Rgsggution or political oppression.

Sy

Land of miracles and achievements? No one can belittle the tremendous progress and
changes that Americans have achieved. On land that only two hundred years ago was virtually
uninhabited and undeveloped, one now finds thriving citjes,bustling factories, elaborate trans-
portation and communication networks, vast stretches of highly productive fields, immense
herds of cattle and sheep — all contrlbutmg to a standard of living that is among the highest in
the world.

Or one could mention such things as the telephone, electric light, automobile, combine har-
vester, computer, spaceship — just a few of the many important inventions produced or per-
fected by Americans.

And what other country can claim such a large number of Nobel prize winners —
approximately 40% of the world s total sinceWorld War I1?

Land of paradox and contradiction? One cannot help recalling -the words of a great
American humorist; “The United States is the only country that drove to the poorhouse in a
car.”— a reference to the Depression of the early 1930"s, when millions of hungry Americans
were driving around in their own cars looking for jobs and food, while mountains of potatoes
and oranges were burnt and hundreds of thousands of gallons of milk were dumped into the
ocean.
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Or, if one wishes to talk about the present, one finds it hard to understand how the country
with the world’s highest GNP (gross national product)is at the same time also the country with
the world ’s highest national debt. The amount of this debt staggers the imagination.

Land of oddities and absurdities? How else can one describe contests to see who can spit
the farthest — yes, spit — in a highly civilized country? Or how can one explain contests to
see who can eat the most hot dogs at one sitting, with the winner aften ending up in severe dis-
comfort and sometimes having to be taken to the hospital after winning the “honor.”

Land of inequality and injustice? No one can ignore the plight of the Indians — Native
Americans — who at one point virtually became extinct on the land that they originally inhab-
ited. Yet it was the Indians who had earlier befriended the white settlers and had offered them
their hospitality.

Nor can one forget the harsh treatment of the Chinése laborers after they had built the rail-
roads to the west in the late 19th century. The contribution of these Chinese can be seen from
this well-known statement made at the time: “Under every sleeper (of the railroad) lies the body
of a Chinaman.” Yet these same Chinese were cheated,robbed, humiliated and later excluded
from this land to which they had given so much.

From this, then, it seems that all the images mentioned above are true.or at least partly
true. It is not surprising then, that the United States has been at the same time praised and en-
vied, ridiculed and scorned, denounced and condemned.

Such a complex nation, such a diverse and unusual one, obviously deserves our interest and
attention, And when one considers that this country today is one of the most powerful on earth
and is still considered dominant in the western world economically, politically, militarily, and
technologically, then there is all the more reason for doing some serious study of the country.

The study of another nation, its society and culture , not only can be fascinating but also
beneficial. Exposure to the ways and means of other societies and an understanding of the char-
acteristics, attitudes, beliefs and values of other peoples often help us to see those of our own
more clearly. Following this, comparison of the two cultures is inevitable. People naturally tend
to reflect on the differences as well as note the similarities. What aspects of the other culture
seem to be superior to ours? What aspects of our culture seem superior to the other’s ?

Such comparison often helps to promote social change. People become inclined to discard
or modify things in their own culture which no longer seem valid or useful and to adopt those
that appear better from other cultures. )

Or comparison of different cultures may lead people to realize the need for certain changes,
but with nothing that appears satisfactory, people may be forced to come up with new creations
of their own.

Or, such comparison may lead to deeper appreciation of the positive aspects of one’s own
culture. This will often strengthen people’s resolve to hold on to such things and perhaps even
to spread them to other cultures.
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The study of other cultures may be beneficial in still other ways.

For developing countries such as ours, the experiences and changes of the industrialized
countries may help us —

to foresee problems brought about by modernization which have not yet emerged in our
own society; '

to provide us with options for dealing with such problems when they do emerge;
to avoid solutions that have proven unsuccessful or questionable:
to make better overall preparations to meet other new developments.

Obviously, when we consider our tasks of modernization and reform, when technological
and social changes are bound to have impacts of tremendous importance, then it is of particular
significance for us to know how a country like the U.S. has developed in the past few decades,
what problems it has faced, what ways were used to deal with them, what changes the culture
has undergone, and how the people have reacted to such changes.

This book is an attempt to introduce the reader to the United States. It intends to give a
concise but fairly well rounded overview of present day American society ; not only a picture of
surface phenomena, but insights into American culture and insights about the American people.

Various aspects of American life are presented through articles written mainly by
Americans themselves, or by westerners familiar with the United States. Most were written by
scholars or specialists on the topic or field. A number of articles were written by sociologists.
This gives a perspective that goes beyond the common articles written for the average tourist ,

. for the person with passing curiosity , or for the ordinary man—in—the street. A number of arti-
cles were also selected with the idea of presenting different, sometimes conflicting , points of
view about the same topic. This , it is hoped, will help the reader to gain better understanding
and to help him draw his own conclusions.

It should be stressed that the viewpoints of the variors authors are not necessarily those of
the compilers of this book.We may agree with all of some articles, only partially with others,
and possibly disagree considerably with a few of the selections. To allow the reader to use his
own judgment, we have generally kept the articles in their original form. If changes were made,
they were to make the language easier or to make the articles more manageable for the reader.

Most of the articles in this book were used on a trial basis for the course “American Society
and Culture " at the Beijing Foreign Studies University. Through selection an rejection based
mainly on student opinion, the articles in this book were finally chosen. Our ¢riteria for selecting
an article were as follows: :

1. Its suitability for giving accurate information about a topic or some aspect of the topic;
it should help present a well-rounded picture of the whole; in this respoct, we have sometimes
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given preference to an earlier article rather than a later one if the former gives a more insightfui
or more comprehensive treatment of the subject;

2. Its appeal to the ordinary reader; it should be authoritative and reliable, yet not too el-
ementary; the contents should be of interest to most readers ;

3. Its linguwistic quality and degree of difficulty ; the level for which it is intended is college
students of English, other college students with a fairly good command of English, and the gen-
eral reader interested in the U. S. and with fairly good comprehension of the language;

4. lIts general relevance to Chinese readers or Chinese Society; it should have some general
significance to China, either present or future, and not be totally irrelevant.

Obviously no one book can give a completely comprehensive picture or description of such
a vast and complex nation. Many readers may disagree with our choice of topics; most likely a
number will say we have left out important ones. Many may feel we did not use our best
Judgment in selecting the articles; we must admit that we did not always agree among ourselves.
We were furthermore restricted by the limited amount of materials to choose from. Needless o
say, we welcome suggestions and criticisms from our readers. And in spite of all its shortcom-
ings, if the book has helped the reader to gain some insight and understanding about the United
States and its people and has stimulated the reader to go further, and to study more, then in a
modest way this book will have accomplished much of what it was intended to do .
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The States

226,504,825

1 {non-voting)}
35

Date of Number of
State Name Admission Population Representatives  Capital
I Delaware 1787 595,225 1 Dover
2 Pennsylvania 1787 11,866,728 23 Harrisburg
3 New Jersey 1787 7,364,158 14 Trenton
4 Georgia 1788 5,464,265 10 Atlanta
5 Connecticut 1788 3,107,576 6 Hartford
6 Massachusetts 1788 5,737,037 11 Boston
7 Maryland 1788 4,216,446 8 Annapolis
8 South Carolina 1788 3,119,208 6 Columbia
9" New Hampshire 1788 920,610 2 Concord
10 Virginia 1788 5,346,279 10 Richmond
11 New York 1788 17,557,288 34 Alban
12 North Carolina 1789 5,874,429 11 Raleig
13 Rhode Island 1790 947,154 2 Providence
14 Vermont 1791 511,456 1 Montpelier
15 Kentucky 1792 3,661,433 7 Frankfort
16 Tennessee 1796 4,590,750 9 Nashville
17 Ohio 1803 10,797,419 21 Columbus
18 Louisiana 1812 4,203,972 8 Baton Rouge
19 Indiana 1816 5,490,179 10 Indianapolis
20 Mississippi 1817 2,520,638 5 Jackson
21 Illinois 1818 11,418,461 22 Springfield
22 Alabama 1819 3,890,061 7 Montgomery
23 Maine 1820 1,124,660 2 Augusta
24 Missouri 1821 4,917,444 9 Jefferson City
25 Arkansas 1836 2,285,513 4 Little Rock
© 26 Michigan 1837 9,158,344 18 Lansing
27 Florida 1845 9,739,992 19 Tallahassee
28 Texas 1845 14,228,383 27 Austin
29 lowa 1846 2,913,387 6 Des Moines
30 Wisconsin 1848 4,705,335 9 Madison
31 California 1850 23,668,562 45 Sacramento
32 Minnesota 1858 4,077,148 8 St. Paul
33 Oregon 1859 2,632,663 5 Salem
34 Kansas 1861 2,363,208 5 Topeka
35 West Virginia 1863 1,949,644 4 Charleston
36 Nevada 1864 799,184 2 Carson City
37 Nebraska 1867 1,570,006 3 Lincoln
38 Colorado 1876 2,888,834 6 Denver
39 North Dakota 1889 652,695 1 Bismarck
40 South Dakota 1889 690,178 1 Pierre
41 Montana 1889 786,690 2 Helena
42 Washington 1889 4,130,163 8 Olympia
43 Idaho 1890 943,935 2 Boise
44 Wyoming 1890 470,816 1 Cheyenne
45 Utah 1896 1,461,037 3 Salt Lake City
46 Oklahoma 1907 3,025,266 6 QOklahoma City
47 New Mexico 1912 1,299,968 3 Santa Fe
48 Arizona 1912 2,717,866 5 Phoenix
49 Alaska 1959 400,481 1 Juneau
50 Hawaii 1959 965,000 2 Honolulu
District of Columbia 637,651
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