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Introduction to the Course

Am eria is so vast that aln ost everything said about it & lkel to be true,
and the opposite & probably equally true. James T. Farrell

The United States of Am erica, with its enom ous political, econom ic and m ilitary
pow er, occupies a unique position in the m odem world. Its particular culture and distinctive
social institutions have been fascinating to people outside the country. In fact the very subjct
of Am erica invites opinions and judgm ents as no other country does.

A's for the people in China, many of them frequently are confused or even m ystified
about the Am erican values, attitudes, and cultural pattems that have pem eated the m odem
life. Even those business people, govemm ent officials and students who have m astered
enough English m ay find that they have not quite understood the cultural rules that are a m ust
in order to be successful in their stay or study in America. M any of these rules can be

understood only w ithin the broader context of A m erican cultural pattems.
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Thus, an introduction to the Am erican culture is given here to help them understand
Am erica m ore deeply and m ake their work and study in the country more satisfying. This
course exam ines the historical and cultural developm ent of the A m erican society and tries to
provide the readers w ith a concise but system atic overview of the United States. A t the sam e

tim e various social, econom ic and political issues of the country are explored in this book.

1. The D verse Am erican C ulture

In trying to understand the American culture, we must above all note the follow ing
them es underlying the course. First, the United States is a vast and com plex nation m arked
by immense cultural diversity and constant change. The variety of ethnic identities,
in m igration experiences, and cultural choices that have gone into m aking Am ericans is so
com plex that describing the “average Am erican” ( see Supplementary Reading 1) is very
difficult. The “average American” m ight be white, but Am ericans are not “nom ally”
white. M ost Am ericans are Christians, but Am erica cannot be called “a Christian country.”
And a majprity of Am ericans m ight clain European ancestry, but this description also does
not define Am ericans in general. So we must be cautious about generalizations in our study
of Am erican culture.

The second thing w e m ust rem em ber is that there is usually a gap betw een idealism and
reality. M any A m ericans hold values such as equality of opportunity and freedom . H ow ever,
these are ideals that m ay not necessarily describe the reality of Am erican life. Equality of
opportunity, for example, is an ideal that is not alw ays put into practice. In reality, som e
people have a better chance for success than others. Those who are bom nto rich fam ilies
have m ore opportunities than those w ho are bom into poorer fam ilies. Inheriting m oney does
give a person a decided advantage. M any black A m ericans have few er opportunities than the
average w hite Am erican, and m any wom en have few er opportunities than men, in spite of
law s designed to prom ote equality of opportunity for all individuals. And many inm igrants

today have few er opportunities than those who cam e before them , when there were m ore

high-paying factory jpbs, and the econom y was grow ing m ore rapidly.

Another idea we have to keep in mind is that many political and social issues are

2
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controversial and for which there is no absolute right and wrong. D ifferent, som etim es
conflicting, points of view about the sam e topic are presented in the course. The leamers are
expected to m ake independent judgm ents and draw their own conclusions.

The fourth i portant them e throughout the course is that the various aspects of A m erican
culture are analyzed from the historical and com parative perspectives. V arious aspects of
Am erican culture are exam ined w ithin a broader social and historical context. Furthem ore,
when we study about Am erican culture, we w ill naturally com pare it with our own. The
com parisons w ill help us see our own culture more clearly and becom e m ore sensitive to
cultural differences and m ore accepting of them . Perhaps this is the real goal of a culture

course.

2. Basic Am erican Values

To leam a culture is © leam people’s values, Values are broad cultural principles
em bodying ideas aboutw hat m ost people In a society consider to be desirable. They are the
standards by which people define good and bad, beautiful and ugly. To uncover people’s
values is to leam a great deal about them , for values underlie their preferences, guide their
choices, and indicate w hat they hold worthw hile in life.

W hen w e exam ine the system of basic values thatunderlie A m ericans’ entire w ay of life,
we must take into account the enom ous religious, ethnic, and cultural diversity of the
country. Because America has so many diverse gmwups and the country is constantly
changing, any one set of values is unlkely to receive unanimous support. Som e values m ay
be w idely shared. O thers m ay be hotly disputed by various groups of people.

D espite these problem s, sociologist Robin W illiam s has identified fifteen m apr values
guiding the daily lives of m ost Am ericans. W hether or not his classification is com plete, it
provides a picture of m any of the m apr values that exert a particularly sttong influence on the
American culture. These values include achievem ent and success, activity and work,
hum anitarianisn , efficiency and practicality, progress, m aterial com fort, equality, freedom |,
dem ocracy, Wndividuality, science and rationality, extemal confomm ity, gmup ( racial,
ethnic, religious) superiority, m orality, and patriotisn . ( see Supplem entary Reading 2 &3)

These values clearly are interrelated. The values of achievem ent and success and activ ity
and work are related to the values of efficiency and practicality. Equally obvious is the
conflict am ong som e values: Am ericans value group superiority w hile stressing equality and

dem ocracy.
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3. Subculture &C ounterculture

Am erican society contains thousands of subcultures and countercultures. Subcultures are
groups that share many elem ents of m alnstream culture but m aintain their own distinctive
custom s, values, and lifestyles. One of the clearest illustrations of a subculture is an ethnic
m inority concentrated in one location, such as San Francisco’s Chinatown. Early Chinese
in m igrants broughtm uch of their native culture w ith them to Am erica and have attem pted to
retain itby passing it from generation to generation. A lthough Chinese residents of C hinatow n
have been greatly affected by Am erican culture, they have retained m any cultural pattems of
their own, such as language and fam ily structure.

Some other subcultures in America are adolescents, cabdrivers, artists, police,
construction w orkers, and so on. Each subculture, a world within the larger world of the
dom inant culture, has a distinctive way of looking at life.

Countercultures are groups whose values place them in opposition t the dom hant
culture. They re pct the conventional w isdom and standards of behavior of the m aprity and
provide altematives to m ainstream culture. For exam ple, skinheads who challenge non-w hite
im m igration, and racial ham ony with calls for a retum to white dom ination and * racial

purity” form part of a counterculture.

4. G bbalization &Cultural Convergence

During the second half of the 20th century, expanded global trade, advances in
telecom m unications, tourism , and large-scale em igration from one end of the earth to the
other have introduced virtually everyone to the extraordinary array of custom s, values,
beliefs, and lifestyles w orldw ide. O ne result of this globalization is cultural convergence —
a process in which cultures becom e sim ilar © one another as expanding industrialization
brings not only technology but also W estem culture to the rest of the world. Japan, for
exam ple, is no longer a purely Eastern culture. It has adopted not only W estem econom ic
production but also W estem forms of dress, music, and so on. These changes,
superin posed on Japanese culture, have tumed Japan into a blend of W estem and Eastem
cultures.

Today, in most Am erican large cities and even many small towns, peoples values,
beliefs, food, and clothing m ay have m uch m ore in com m on w ith people who live thousands
of m iles aw ay than w ith their neighbors who live only a few blocks aw ay ( see Supplem entary
Reading 4 ). In this sense, contem porary Am erican culture is a com plex mosaic, w ith

N\
/
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m em bers of different cultures and subcultures living side by side, som etin es in ham ony,
relishing each other's special contributions, but at other tim es in opposition and conflict w ith

other value system .

unique being the only one of its kind ME—), JH—Jc K]

them e main idea T

diversity the quality of having variety and including a wide range of different people or
things Z5, M

cautious careful to avoid danger or risks IEF), 7N, EE R

decided clear, definite and easily noticed BH 2 [, AHAf )

controversial causing a lot of disagreem ent, because m any people have strong opinions
about the sub jct being discussed 5|#CiB 1], A F3LIT]

perspective a way of thinking about som ething; point of view 4 ffi

desirable worth having or doing as useful, advantageous, beneficial or w ise FR:CrI, PEAR
M, SRR, W3 AR

take nto account 1o consider or include particular facts or details when m aking a decision
or jidgm ent about som ething % &, VEE

unanin ous (of a decision, an opinion, etc) given or held by everybody —3{%% 7] ]

hum anitarianisn  trying to improve life for hum an beings by giving them better living
conditions; helping others AJ& 3 X

conform ity behavior in accordance w ith the accepted rules of society or a group M, £F
&, #

conventional traditional or custom ary {451, AT

skinhead a young man who has hair that is cut very short, especially one who behaves
violently Y6k BA4E, J6LH A

array a group or collection of things — &%, —#t, K&

superin pose to com bine two system s, ideas, opinions etc. so thatone influences the other
s b, Btk

m osaic design or pattem m ade up of m any different individual item s = %€ 3¢,



