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The Nation and the People

Learning Objectives

_| To be informed of the geographical features of the United States

] To have a general idea of the racial and ethnic diversity of the United
States

| To learn about the major immigration waves in US history

| To understand the key components of the American Dream

| To make sense of the national character of the American people



Brainstorming

How much do you know about America and Americans?

Geographical Features Ethnic Groups
’r‘__ = At ':f“ ‘ eraaes J J

Topics

America and Americans

Americanization




Text

The United States is a vast land with almost every kind of climate
available in the country. The continental United States stretches* 4,500
kilometers from the Atlantic Ocean on the east to the Pacific Ocean on the
west. It borders Canada on the north, and reaches south to Mexico. With an
area of 9,363,123 square kilometers, the United States is the fourth largest
country in the world, following Russia, Canada, and China.

In this vast area there live tens of millions of immigrants and their
descendants®, who, in search of the American Dream, have turned this vast
stretch of wilderness into the most modern and most powerful country in
the world. Beginning as a thinly settled land with about 10 million Native
Americans living across the whole North America in pre-Columbian® era, the

present-day United States has now become a multi-ethnic, multi-racial, and

multicultural country with an estimated resident population of 322,267,564




as of* December 2, 2015, making it the third most populous country in the

world.
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A Land of Abundance

The most obvious physical feature of the United States is its vast size
and great variety. Because of its vastness and diversity, American natural
environment varies from the Arctic*® to the tropical, from rainforest to desert,
and from vast plains to rugged® mountains. Indeed, the present-day United
States comprehends® most of the physical conditions known to human
beings: heat and cold, swamp® and dry waste land, mountain ranges and
endless plains, empty spaces and big cities, and above all, the world’s largest
river system.

Another advantage of American geography is its richness. When the early
colonists came to the New World, they were all struck by the abundant*
supply of its natural resources. The New England seas, for example, were
thick with fish, and a wealth of forest was found along the Atlantic coast and
on the Appalachians®. Beyond that, the trans-Appalachians had a super-




Famous sunrise at Mesa Arch in Canyonlands National
Park, Utah, USA

abundance of coal, oil, iron, copper, and lead, and above all, of fertile and
productive soils. The Far West abounded with precious metals as well as
forested ranges®. So abundant were America’s natural resources that they
were thought to be boundless, capable of lasting for many, many years to
come, if not forever.

Besides its enormous wealth of natural resources, the position of the
United States has also been thought to be one of its chief assets*. Over 2,000
miles from Europe and 7,000 miles from Asia, it initially offered itself as a
haven* for those who wished to run away from conflicts of these two troubled
continents and seek a new life there. With improvements in transportation
and communication, the United States received fresh value for its position,
turning itself into a cross-roads between East and West. This change has
given the United States a great range of opportunities, 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.

While America’s resources are plentiful, it does not mean that they would
automatically yield beneficial results. Barriers of distance and relief* and
certain difficulties in the climate have all had to be overcome before the
rich rewards could be won. Throughout American history, there has been
a strong element of challenge in each part of America in the exploitation of
natural resources. New England fisheries, for example, are set in a storm-
swept sea, and Virginia and the Carolinas have their “dismal swamps” to put
up with. Once the interior is reached, new hazards are there to be dealt with.
Before the arrival of science and technology, the killing of crops by severe

winter frosts was quite common, and when spring came and snow melted,
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dangerous floods often rolled down the rivers and
brought widespread ruin.

In short, based on the above descriptions of
America’s natural environment, it can be safely
argued that every bit of America’s natural resources
has been brought into use through strenuous® efforts.
Without such diligent and persistent efforts, America’s
natural resources would not have been so fully
exploited, nor would they have been put to such great
use in the development of the United States.

A Nation of Immigrants

The United States has often been called “a nation
of immigrants”, There are basically two good reasons
for this. Firstly, the country was settled, built, and
developed by generations of immigrants and their
children. Secondly, even today, the United States
continues to take in more immigrants than any other
country in the world. For this reason, America is
among the most heterogeneous® societies in the world.
Many different cultural traditions, ethnic customs,
national origins, racial groups and religious beliefs
make up what we call “Americans”. According to the
US Census Bureau in 2015, 77.1% of the US citizens
claim themselves to be Whites, 13.3% Blacks, 5.6%
Asians, 1.2% American Indians and Alaska Natives,
0.2% Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders,
and 2.6% two or more races. It should be noted that
a separate listing for Hispanics is not included here
because the US Census Bureau considers Hispanics
to mean persons of Spanish/Hispanic/Latino origin
living in the US, who may be of any racial or ethnic
group (white, black, Asian, etc.). It is estimated
about 17.6% of the total US population is Hispanic.
Excluding Hispanics or Latinos, White population
will be reduced to 61.6%.

Immigrants came to the US from different



countries and at a different time, but over time immigration patterns

have changed with regard to® the origin of emigration countries. These
changing patterns do affect, and have affected, what America is today

and how Americans view the rest of the world. It is generally believed that
throughout American experience there have occurred altogether four waves
of immigration, namely, the first wave: colonial immigration between 1680
and 1770; the second wave: the “old” immigrants between 1820 and 1890; the
third wave: the “new” immigrants from 1890 to 1930; and finally, the fourth
wave: from 1965 to the present. In each of these four waves of immigration,
there were some visible characteristics with regard to the origin of
emigration countries. For instance, during the first wave, the great majority
of immigrants came from Great Britain, Germany, France and Ireland, plus
involuntary* blacks from Africa. This group of immigrants constituted the
founders of the United States.

The so-called “old” immigrants in the second wave largely referred to
northwestern European immigrants, such as Germans, Irish, Britons and
Scandinavians®, plus French Canadians, Swiss, and Dutch. Since they
basically came from the same countries as the first-wave immigrants, they
were called “old” immigrants. By contrast, immigrants during the third wave
mostly hailed from* southeastern rather than northwestern Europe, and
hence they were nicknamed® “new” immigrants. This group of immigrants
included primarily Italians, Jews, Poles, Hungarians®, Russians, Czechs®,
and Greeks, marking a significant change in the origin of immigrants.
However, with the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965, the largest
share of immigrants since 1965 has come from Latin America and Asia,
making the United States ever more heterogeneous in its racial, ethnic
and religious composition. As a result of all these changes in the origin of
emigration countries during the third and fourth waves of immigration, the
so-called Anglo-Saxon® heritage of America has been undergoing a major
transformation. Indeed, with the nation growing increasingly multi-ethnic,
multi-racial and multi-religious, America, more than ever before, has become
truly “a nation of immigrants”.

In Search of the American Dream
Why did people from around the world emigrate to the US? And, why do
they still go there? A good way to approach these two questions is to look
at the “push” and “pull” factors. By “push”, it means the forces that “push”



people to leave their own countries. They include, but not limited to, wars,
revolutions, periods of starvation, persecutions, or religious intolerance. In
short, it can be any number of disasters which lead people to believe that
there is no hope to stay where they are. By contrast, “pull” refers to the forces
that “pull” people out of their own motherland and to the country they adopt
as their new nation. Such forces include, among other things®, political and
religious freedom, economic opportunity, access to quality education, and a
better life. In a nutshell®, the “pull” factor can probably find its expression
in® the phrase — the American Dream. Only when the two factors combine
to work does immigration take place, because they are the two sides of the
same coin.

Take the Chinese immigrants of the mid-19th century for example. At that
time, in addition to local wars and natural disasters, land was scarce and
. opportunities scanty” in China. On the other hand, America seemed to offer
abundant opportunities for personal improvement and economic betterment,
let alone its attractive “Gold Rush'”. Thus, “pushed” by the miserable life
back at home and “pulled” by the opportunity America offered, tens of
thousands of Chinese went to the United States in search of a better life.
Similarly, between 1846 and 1851, more than a million Irish emigrated to
America in order to escape starvation and disease in Ireland in the 1870s,
and a wave of refugees® left the political turmoil* of Eastern and Southern
Europe to seek freedom and a future in America. At other times when the
“pull” forces weakened, as during the Great Depression or World War II, for
example, a smaller number of immigrants went to the United States.

What then is the American Dream? While different people have different
interpretations about it, the term “dream” can be defined as the hopes and
ideals of a people, suggesting a sense of new possibility and fresh aspirations.
It could mean a decent job with good pay; it could also mean ownership of a
car and a house. More importantly, it can mean freedom of speech, freedom
of assembly*, and freedom of religion. All of such dreams imply a sense of
optimism. To be sure, other countries may have their own success stories’
and own dreams as well. What makes the American Dream unique is the
coming together in one place of so many separate dreams: the search for
liberty, the discovery of one’s own potential, the betterment of one’s life, and
the exploration of new possibilities for happiness.

Of course, not all immigrants and their descendants realize their

dreams. Indeed, quite oftentimes, dreams turn into mere illusions* or even



