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% America.is so vast that almost everythlng said about It is likely to be true, )
gonq the opposite s probably equally true. James T. Farrell
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Section | Introduction

The United States of America, with its enormous political, economic and military
power, occupies a unique position in the modern world. Its particular culture and distinctive
social institutions have been fascinating to people outside the country. In fact the very subject
of America invites opinions and judgments as no other country does.

As for the people in China, many of them frequently are confused or even mystified
about the American values, attitudes, and cultural patterns that have permeated the modern
life. Even those business people, government officials and students who have mastered
enough English may find that they have not quite understood the cultural rules that are a must
in order to be successful in their stay or study in America. Many of these rules can be
understood only within the broader context of American cultural patterns.
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Thus, an introduction to the American culture is given here to help them understand
America more deeply and make their work and study in the country more satisfying. This
course examines the historical and cultural development of the American society and tries to
provide the neaders with a concise but systematic overview of the United States. At the same
time various social, economic and political issues of the country are explored in this book.

Sectionll Text

1. The Diverse American Culture

In trying to understand the American culture, we must above all note the following
themes underlying the course. First, the United States is a vast and complex nation marked
by immense cultural diversity and constant change. The variety of ethnic identities,
immigration experiences, and cultural choices that have gone into making Americans is 50
complex that describing the “average American” (see Supplementary Reading 1) is very
difficult. The “average American” might be white, but Americans are not “normally”
white. Most Americans are Christians, but America cannot be called “a Christian country. ”
And a majority of Americans might claim European ancestry, but this description also does
not define Americans in general. So we must be cautious about generalizations in our study
of American culture. )

The second thing we must remember is that there is usually a gap between idealism and
reality. Many Americans hold values such as equality of opportunity and freedom. However,
these are ideals that may not necessarily describe the reality of American life. Equality of
opportunity , for example, is an ideal that is not always put into practice. In reality, some
people have a better chance for success than others. Those who are born into rich families
have more opportunities than those who are born into poorer families. Inheriting money does
give a person a decided advantage. Many black Americans have fewer opportunities than the
average white American, and many women have fewer opportunities than men, in spite of
laws designed to promote equality of opportunity for all individuals. And many immigrants
today have fewer opportunities than those who came before them, when there were more
high-paying factory jobs, and the economy was growing more rapidly.

Another idea we have to keep in mind is that many political and social issues are
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controversial and for which there is no absolute right and wrong. Different, sometimes
conflicting, points of view about the same topic are presented in the course. The learners are
expected to make independent judgments and draw their own conclusions.

The fourth important theme throughout the course is that the various aspects of American
culture are analyzed from the historical and comparative perspectives. Various aspects of
American culture are examined within a broader social and historical context. Furthermore,
when we study about American culture, we will naturally compare it with our own. The
comparisons will help us see our own culture more clearly and become more sensitive to
cultural differences and more accepting of them. Perhaps this is the real goal of a culture
course.

2. Basic American Values

To learn a culture is to learn people’s values. Values are broad cultural principles
embodying ideas about what most 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 learn a great deal about them, for values underlie their preferences, guide their
choices, and indicate what they hold worthwhile in life.

When we examine the system of basic values that underlie Americans’ entire way of life,
we must take into account the enormous religious, ethnic, and cultural diversity of the
country. Because America has so many diverse groups and the country is constantly
changing, any one set of values is unlikely to receive unanimous support. Some values may
be widely shared. Others may be hotly disputed by various groups of people.

Despite these problems, sociologist Robin Williams has identified fifteen major values
guiding the daily lives of most Americans. Whether or not his classification is complete, it
provides a picture of many of the major values that exert a particularly strong influence on the
American culture. These values include achievement and success, activity and work,
humanitarianism , efficiency and practicality, progress, material comfort, equality, freedom,
democracy, individuality, science and rationality, external conformity, group ( racial,
ethnic, religious) superiority, morality, and patriotism. (see Supplementary Reading 2 &3)

These values clearly are interrelated. The values of achievement and success and activity
and work are related to the values of efficiency and practicality. Equally obvious is the
conflict among some values: Americans value group superiority while stressing equality and

democracy.
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3. Subculture & Counterculture

American society contains thousands of subcultures and countercultures. Subcultures are
groups that share many elements of mainstream culture but maintain their own distinctive
customs, values, and lifestyles. One of the clearest illustrations of a subculture is an ethnic
minority concentrated in one location, such as San Francisco’s Chinatown. Early Chinese
immigrants brought much of their native culture with them to America and have attempted to
retain it by passing it from generation to generation. Although Chinese residents of Chinatown
have been greatly affected by American culture, they have retained many cultural patterns of
their own, such as language and family structure.

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

Countercultures are groups whose values place them in opposition to the dominant
culture. They reject the conventional wisdom and standards of behavior of the majority and
provide alternatives to mainstream culture. For example, skinheads who challenge non-white
immigration, and racial harmony with calls for a return to white domination and “racial
purity” form part of a counterculture.

4. Globalization & Cultural Convergence

During the second half of the 20th century, expanded global trade, advances in
telecommunications, tourism, and large-scale emigration from one end of the earth to the
other have introduced virtually everyone to the extraordinary array of customs, values,
beliefs, and lifestyles worldwide. One result of this globalization is cultural convergence —
a process in which cultures become similar to one another as expanding industrialization
brings not only technology but also Western culture to the rest of the world. Japan, for
example, is no longer a purely Eastern culture. It has adopted not only Western economic
production but also Western forms of dress, music, and so on. These changes,
superimposed on Japanese culture, have turned Japan into a blend of Western and Eastern
cultures.

Today, in most American large cities and even many small towns, peoples’ values,
beliefs, food, and clothing may have much more in common with people who live thousands
of miles away than with their neighbors who live only a few blocks away ( see Supplementary

Reading 4). In this sense, contemporary American culture is a complex mosaic, with

4



