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American Culture and Society, a textbook intended for juniors or seniors
majoring in English in four-year colleges or universities in China, aims at
expanding the vision of Chinese students in their acquisition of English
language skills at college. Specifically speaking, it takes it as its goal to
provide students with a broad picture of the cultural and social life in the
United States.

Unlike many other survey textbooks on the United States published

in China, American Culture and Society does not merely touch upon the

most important aspects of the culture and society of the United States, it

also offers a considerable amount of discussion about, and analysis of, the
questions raised in each chapter. To this end, the textbook furnishes each
topic with a historical dimension to help students achieve a balanced
perspective on the social and cultural issues in the United States.

Thematiyc in format, American Culture and Society is composed of

~ sixteen chapters altogether, covering a wide range of subjects from

immigration to cultural values, from marriage and family to political
institutions, and from religion to women and minority people. By piecing
together virtually all the important parts of American life and culture in it,
the textbook attempts to present to the readers a multi-dimentional image
of the U. S. However, extensive as these topics are, each chapter is an
entity in and of itself.

To facilitate the use of the textbook, it has provided new words and
expressions as well as cultural notes for each chapter. Additionally, to assist

students in their understanding of the complexity and diversity of American



re and society, it has given essay questions
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i %ﬁtfw 1 Bhe Amevican Land: A Panoramic View

he love of place was the earliest pulling force that brought

immigrants to the American shores. The settlers came from

" countries of their own where they had loved the familiar land, skies,

rivets and hills. The American landscape in their eyes was strange,
untidy and mysterious. The continent was wild, vast and grand with a
luxuriance of plant and animal life that struck all the early explorers who
brought with them “the eye of discovery. ” They liked the place and
decided to stay and live there. Out of their extraordinary experiences
with the new environment, they created a nation called the United
States of America.

It has been said that America is a nation with an abundance of
geography but a shortage of history. There is some truth in this
statement. After all, it took less than 400 years for the national territory
to expand from 865, 000 square miles of the original 13 states, with a
population of 3.9 million, to 3,549,000 square miles, with about
303. 8 million people living in today’s 50-state U. S. A. In fact,
Americans took over the bulk of'their national domain within the last
century and a half. Even today, much of the United States remains
only thinly populated and hardly tamed by civilization.

Every nation is, in part, a country and, in part, a people. The
country of the United States is one of great opportunity and one of
considerable challenge as well. Opportunity consists of the favorable
position of America, its spaciousness, and the wealth of natural
resources. Challenge lies in overcoming the physical barriers of relief
and distance, and the hazards of flood, drought and frost. In the
process of conquering the continent, Americans have reshaped the face
of their land, leaving behind them a record of glorious achievements as
well as dismal failures. Reversely, in their constant intimate encounters
with that massive land, Americans themselves have been shaped and
reshapéd by the entirely new environment, molding and .forging their
national character in a unique fashion.

General Geographic Characteristics

The United States is situated in North America between Canada
and Mexico, bordering both the North Atlantic Ocean and the North
Pacific Ocean. The position of America has always been one of its chief
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assets. Over 2,000 miles from Europe (or 3,000 miles from Britain )
and 7,000 miles from Asia, it was long isolated from the conflicts of
these troubled continents. It thus offered itself a haven for those who
wished to seek a new life free of restrictions. Not surprisingly , many of
the first settlers were Separatists, anxious to separate themselves from
the established churches of Western Europe. However, as the settlers
moved further away, striking inland across the Appalachians, they
isolated themselves even more, enjoying a still greater chance to create
a different life. In this sense, isolation helped America to work out a
character of its own.

Yet, as the world grew less land-based and more ocean—centered,
the position of America received fresh value. With improvements in
transportation and communication, America ceased to be a retreat and
instead became a cross-roads; a cross-roads between East and West,
facing the two most densely-populated regions of the world in Western
Europe and Eastern Asia. This shift has given the United States vast
scope, for instead of being gulfs of separation, the Atlantic and the
Pacific have become the lifelines of a new world in which Americans
have made their country the focus of the world connections.

Additionally, the geographical position has favored Americans in
placing their country in the middle of latitudes, for it is a warm-
temperate land and only in northern Alaska is it under the permanent
threat of frost. Moreover, as it faces two océans, it is swept by humid
and maritime airs and only in the extreme southwest does it experience
chronic drought. No other country has such a favorable climatic
disposition -—— comfortable, stimulating and productive. Take Russia
and China for example. Two-thirds of Russia are in the cool-
temperate and arctic zones,. frustrated by frost, and a 1arge part of
China is so continental as to be away from rain-bearing winds, debarred
by droughts.

Another advantage of the United States is the sheer size of the
country, which is over 4,000 miles broad and less than 2,000 miles
deep. From the very beginning, Americans were impressed by the
spaciousness of their environment. This was seen by the way in which
they often resolved their difficulties by founding new settlements and
creating new territories and states. When the Massachusetts theocracy
became unbearable, for example, people went out to establish their
new sects in new colonies such as Rhode Island, New Hampshire, and

Connecticut. Similarly, as the tidewater gentlemen of Virginia and the
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Carolinas grew too oppressive,, people did not hesitate to march to the
mountains to set up more independent settlements of their own. This
tradition of packing up and moving to the west continued all the way to
1890, when the Census Bureau of the United States declared that the
whole continent had been settled.

What struck the early American colonists more than the size of
their new environment was its richness, for so much of it could be
used. The New England seas were thick with fish and a wealth of
forest was found along the Atlantic coast and on the Appalachians.
Even greater wealth lay in the Appalachian coal fields. The trans-
Appalachians had a super-abundance of coal and oil, together with
iron, copper, lead and zinc, and above all, of fertile productive soils.
The Far West abounded with precious metals and with forested
ranges going down to its irrigable basins. Indeed, so great was
America’s wealth that it was thought to be boundless and,
consequently, it generated wasteful methods of production that were
sadly to deplete the non-renewable resources of the land by the mid-
twentieth century. To combat waste, extensive conservation projects
have been undertaken, and America is now one of the most
conservation-minded nations in the world.

America’s resources, though plentiful, have never been easy to
develop. Barriers of distance and relief and certain difficulties in the
climate have all had to be overcome before the rich rewards could be
won. So, there has been a strong element of challenge in each part of
America, evident from the beginning to the present day. New England
fisheries are set in a storm-swept sea where storm-tracks from the
interior are carried well out over the ocean. Besides, New England
soils are singularly stony, made up, as they were, from heavily
glaciated land. Virginia and the Carolinas have their “dismal swamps”
to put up with: poor drainage and an all but tropical summer often
meant fever of one kind or another in the past. And once the interior is
reached, new hazards are there to be dealt with. A truly continental
climate with strong heating in summer and intense chilling in winter
brings July thunderstorms and blizzards. Before the advent of science
and technology, the killing of crops by severe winter frosts was quite
common, and when spring came and snow melted, dangerous floods
often rolled down the rivers and brought widespread ruin. Further
west, in the Great Plains and the Pacific basins, rainfall is often
unreliable and drought frequently hits the area.
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In brief, then, the United States is a land rich in opportunities and
full of challenges. While the abundant opportunities it provides have
drawn an endless flow of immigrants from around the world, the
challenges it poses have eventually transformed the nation from a small
and relatively young nation into a big and relatively mature

superpower.

The Face of the land

On the topographic map of the United States, the mountains
look like jagged masses, the plains like vast flat spaices, and the rivers
like meandering threads. Mountains, plains and rivers, like in other
countries, constitute the main features of the face of the United States.
America’s geologic and topographic framework is built around a huge
interior lowland that has yielded some of America’s greatest agricultural
and mineral wealth. This huge interior lowland contains a large bulk of
its population, and is the heart of what politicians like to call “middle
America. ” The region is drained by the Mississippi River and its great
tributaries, one of the largest navigable systems in the world. The
Mississippi is not merely a useful river; it also serves as a potent
geographic symbol — the traditional dividing line in America between
“East” and “West. ” This great lowland rises toward the north, where
it butts against the wild bulwark of the Canadian Shield. To the
south, the lowland opens to a broad coastal plain that fringes the Gulf
of Mexico. To east and west, the land rises gradually and then
abruptly to mountain ranges that flank the lowland to either side and
separate it from the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.

The mountain ranges differ substantially from each other. The
Appalachians on the east stretch almost unbroken from Alabama to the
Canadian border and beyond, running parallel to the east coast. They
are old mountains ( the highest elevation is less than 7,000 feet) with
many coal-rich valleys between them, and are set back from the
Atlantic by a broad belt of coastal lowland. While this coastal region
contains no very remarkable scenery, not much in the way of mineral
wealth, it was here that the American nation was planted and took root
in the 17th century. The original 13 colonies were all located in this
narrow belt, and almost half of America’s history has been played out
here. It was not until the American Revolution that significant

numbers of American settlers began to move westward across the




Appalachians into the interior lowlands.

To the west of the interior basin lies the mighty system of
mountains, the Rocky Mountains. The Rockies are often said to be
“the backbone of the continent,” and are considered young
mountains ; of the same age as the Alps in Europe, Himalayas in Asia,
and the Andes in South America. Like these ranges, the Rockies are
high, rough, and irregular. The western United States around the
Rockies, unlike the east, has no coastal plain, and the mountains along
the Pacific coast drop abruptly and often spectacularly into the sea. This

cii
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western country is both complicated and varied, containing not only
some of the highest mountains in North America, but also a wvast
expanse of intermountain basins, plateaus, and isolated ranges. It is a
peculiar and wonderful place — a land of impressive scenery,
considerable environmental variety, and great mineral wealth. Much of
this western cotntry was settled by adventurous folks in search of quick

riches, when the “gold rush” swept across the United States from east

to west in the mid-19th century. It was also settled by people who -

sought freedom from the conventions and traditions of the crowded,

long-settled east, when industrialization both opened up new

opportunities in the West and made means of transport available for
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people to migrate there. Its picturesque scenery and thrilling history -
have captured the imagination of American artists for a long time,
who, for whatever reasons, have painted the American West in bright,
uncomplicated colors.

In sum, as far as geography is concerned, there are four definable
topographic regions in the United States. Viewed from east to west in
the order that European settlers found and took over them, they are
(1) the Atlantic and Gulf Coastal Plain; (2) the Appalachians and
their foothills; (3) the Interior Lowlands; and (4) the Cordillera, a
Spanish word referring to all the high rough country of the western
third of the United States, which includes both the main mountains

and a variety of intermountain valleys, basins, and plateaus.

The Regional Geography of the United States

A country as diverse and as large as the United States was almost
bound to evolve different conditions of life, or traditions of living, in
different areas. The contrast between New England and Virginia early
became apparent. The former, due to its shorter growing season, was
less dependent on agriculture and more reliant on trade and industry,
owing to its easier access to, and greater use of, water power.
Additionally, as the area was largely settled by Puritans and Separatists,
the middle—class democracy assumed dominant position early on. The
latter, in contrast, has a much warmer and more productive climate
and soil, and therefore from its inception, it placed great emphasis on
agriculture, particularly on commercial and industrial crops. Because of
the enormous importance people attached to the land, landed gentry
class there enjoyed prestigious position and, for a long time, Virginia
practiced the rule of squirearchy. It is quite obvious, then, that
factors of the natural environment, combined with different economic
interests and social backgrounds, can produce a very different
geography. It is in this sense that special conditions in other areas also
influenced the development of their own regions, and distinct regions,
as time went by, eventually emerged within the United States.

Of course, regions do not remain static; they change with time
and technological progress. With the onrush of industrial revolution,
regions in the United States have witnéssed'great changes over the past
two centuries., They are less and less the direct result of nature and

more and more the work of man. Consequently, the regional




