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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

L, ;

Understand a series of triggering events that led to the birth of
the United States of America

® Know the democratization process of the new Republic

® Be aware of the rapid development of industrialization and urbanization

® Learn the ways the United States shifted from non-engagement to
engagement in world affairs, especially in the two world wars
and the cold war

® Make sense of the social reform movements of the 1960s

E &

To understand the society and culture of any nation, we need to, first
and foremost, build a reasonable amount of knowledge about the nation’s
past, for it is out of the past that the nation has traveled to its present,
and it is also out of the past that the nation has developed its social
institutions and formulated its cultural values.

In this chapter, we will probe into the American past, examining its
evolutionary process from the early colonial period to the forging of the
republic, from the outbreak of the Civil War to the development of
industrialization and urbanization, and from the arrival of the post-
industrial society to the emergence of the superpower. Sketchy in style, it
is largely designed to furnish the historical background for the discussion

of American social and cultural fabrics in the following chapters.
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Out of the Past

The Birth of a New Nation

The First Americans

In 1492, North America was not an empty wasteland. As many as 7
to 10 million lived north of present-day Mexico, unevenly scattered in
small tribes from the warlike Iroquois hunters of the Northeast to the
pueblo dwellers of the Southwest. These people, nowadays called Native
Americans (also known as Indians), had crossed from Asia to Alaska
some 20,000 years earlier, making good use of the land and its resources
to lead a nomadic life on this vast continent. Sparse populations of nomads
inhabited the Great Basin, the high plains and the northern forests, Fairly
dense concentrations, however, thrived along the Pacific coast, in the
Southwest and Southeast, in the Mississippi, and along the Atlantic
coast. All these peoples grouped themselves in several hundred nations
and tribes, speaking many diverse languages and dialects. But the most
important Indian social groups were the family, the village, and the clan.
Within these spheres, Native Americans fed themselves, reared their
children, and tried to sort out the mysteries of life.

By all accounts, Native American society in North America was
closely tied to the land. Identification with nature and elements was
integral to their religious beliefs. Their life was essentially clan-oriented
and communal, with children allowed more freedom and tolerance than
was the European custom of the day. Although some Native Americans
developed a type of hieroglyphics to preserve certain texts, their culture
was primarily oral, with a high value placed on the recounting of tales and
dreams. Killing only for food, traveling by water and forest paths,
making their weapons and tools from stone and wood, and using animal
skins and bark for their shelters, they had left a beautiful virgin landscape
largely untouched. Clearly, however, there was a good deal of trade
among various groups and strong evidence exists that neighboring tribes
maintained extensive and formal relations, sometimes friendly, and
sometimes hostile.

Most Indians explained the origin and destiny of the human race in myths
told by storytellers during religious ceremonies. In the beginning, said the
Iroquois, was the sky world of unchanging perfection. From it fell a beautiful
pregnant woman, whom the birds saved from plunging into the limitless ocean.
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On the back of a tortoise who rose from the sea, birds created the earth’s soil,
in which the woman planted seeds carried during her fall. From these seeds
sprang all nature; from her womb, the human race. Based on such myths,
Native American religions revolved around the conviction that all nature was
alive, pulsating with a spiritual power. A mysterious, awe-inspiring force that
could affect human life for both good and evil, such power united all nature in a
unbroken web. Their belief in supernatural power led most Indian peoples to
seek constantly to conciliate all the spiritual forces in nature: living things,
rocks and water, sun and moon, even ghosts and witches. To the Indians,
humanity was only one link in the great chain of living nature. The Judeo-
Christian view that God had given humanity domination over nature was very
strange to them,

The Coming of the English

The early 1600s saw the beginning of a great tide of emigration from
Europe to North America, with Englishmen making their first permanent
settlement at Jamestown, Virginia in 1607. The encounter of these two
peoples, the one a hunting society that depended on game and the other an
agricultural people who cleared the forests for planting, was often tragic
and sometimes brutal. In the short span of less than two hundred years,
for example, the Atlantic seaboard that the Indians had known was
scarcely recognizable, Vast forest regions had been cleared to build self-
sufficient English communities, inter-colonial roads were being
constructed to facilitate trade and commerce, the port towns were
developing into bustling cities, and a growing number of adventurers were
passing through the mountain gaps to settle the Ohio Valley. In short,
with the influx of European settlers, Native Americans not only found it
difficult to maintain their tribal life, but after the seizure of land by
whites, they were literally driven out of the homeland they had had lived
in for centuries.

Most European emigrants left their own countries to escape political
oppression, to seek the freedom to practice their religion, or to find
opportunities denied them at home. Between 1620 and 1635, for example,
economic difficulties swept England, with many people thrown out of
work without any foreseeable hope in sight. Even skilled artisans could
not earn enough to make a decent living, Moreover, the Commercial

Revolution had created a burgeoning textile industry, which demanded an



