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General Information about the United

States — People and Cusioms



Chapter One
First Impressions

Fast modern airplanes have made the world seem a
smaller place. With increasing frequency, people travel
from one country to another to conduct business or just
to visit. Many visitors to the United States, in parti-
cular, find that life in America is very different from
the customs and habits observed in their own countries:
This chapter will discuss some of the differences visi-
tors will notice when they first arrive in the United
States.

Pace

Many visitors find the fast pace at which people
move very troubling. One’s first impression is likely
to be that everyone is in a rush. City people always
appear to be hurrying to get where they are going and
are very impatient if they are delayed even for a brief
moment. At first, this may seem unfriendly to you.
Bus drivers will rush you; storekeepers will be in a
hurry as they serve you; people will push past you as
they walk along the street. You will miss smiles, brief
conversations with people as you shop or dine away
from home. Do not think that because Americans are
in such a hurry that they are unfriendly. Often, life
is much slower outside the big cities, as is true in ethor
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countries as well.

Americans who live in cities such as New York,
Chicago, or Los Angeles, often think that everyone is
equally in a hurry to get things done; they expect others
to “push back”, just as city people do in Tokyo, Bei-
rut, or Sdo Paulo, for example. But when they discover
that you are a stranger, most Americans become quite
kindly and will take great care to help you, Many of
them first came to the city as strangers and they remem-
ber how frightening a new city can be, If you need
help or want to ask a question, choose a friendly look-
ing person and say, “I am a stranger here. Can you
help me?”

Most people will stop, smile at you, and help you
find your way or answer your questions, But you must
let them know that you need help. Otherwise they are
likely to pass you by, not noticing that you are new
to the city and in need of help. Occasionally, you may
find someone too busy or perhaps too rushed to give
you aid. If this happens, do not be discouraged; just
ask someone eise, Most Americans enjoy helping a
stranger.

People

Who are these people rushing by you on the street?
More than 215 million now call America “home,” but
most of them can trace their families back to other parts
of the world. If vou look at the names on shop win-
dows, you will see that Americans come from many
different lands. The idea that these people, who once
were strangers to the United States, have lost the cus-
toms and cultures of their original countries and have
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become “American” is really not true, In fact, what
€Xists in America is more often a kind of “side-by-side”
living in which groups of people from other countries
often have kept many of their own customs and habits.
They join the general American society only in certain
areas of their lives—such as in schools, businesses, and
sports —but they keep many of their own native cus-
toms and manners socially and at home. This living
“side-by-side” has both advantages and disadvantages.
Sometimes it may cause disagreements to develop be-
tween groups whose ways of 1life are very different
from one another. However, there are also great advan-
tages that come from the variety of cultures brought
by settlers from other lands. There is great freedom
of choice among ideas, dress, food, and social customs
in America. Everyone can find some part of his own
familiar world in the United States, in churches, music,
food, national groups, or newspapers.

Informality

Although American informality is well known,
many new visitors think that it indicates a “lack of
respect,” This is especially true in the business world.
Americans often use first names upon meeting a strang-
er and do not always shake hands. They often just
smile and say “Hi” or “Hello,” rather than using a
more formal hand shake, It is good to remember that
to an American such an informal greeting really means
the same thing as a more formal hand shake someplace
else. Similarly, Americans do not usually give a spe-
cial “farewell” or hand shake to each person when they
leave a party or business meeting. They will often
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just wave good-bye to the whole group or perhaps say,
“Well, so long everybody, I’ll see you tomorrow.” They
then will leave, No hand shakes,

Americans seem either totally hurried and hard
working or totally informal and at ease, Often vou will
see men working at office desks without their suit
coats and ties. They may lean far back in their chairs
and even put their feet up on the desk while they talk
on the telephone. This is not meant to be rude. Once
Americans leave the busy streets, they are easy and in-
formal,

A visitor to the United States shouid therefore
understand that being in a great hurry does not indi-
cate unfriendliness and being informal and at ease does
not show a lack of respect. Americans have a great
-range of customs and habits that at first may seem puz-
zling to a visitor, In time you will learn these new
ways.

(41}
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Chapter Two

Customs Vary with Cultures

If American customs seem strange, remember that
Americans feel the same way when they visit another
country. People living in different cultures do many
daily things differently from one another. What a dull
world it would be if this were not true!

Some differences are small, and one soon becomes
accustomed to them. For example, many people find it
strange that Americans move from place to place so often.
Born in one city, they may attend school in a second,
enter business in a third, and perhaps move several more
times during their lives. Today, most Americans fully

_expect and accept the fact they will move frequently.

Nevertheless, houses are of great interest to Ameri-

cans, They spend much time thinking, reading, and talk-
ing about their homes and how to improve them. They
also enjoy looking at other people’s houses. Since they
would enjoy visiting and examining a house in another
country, they may assume that you will probably have
the same desire when you visit the United States. Do
not te surprised, therefore, when you visit an American
famiiy and are shown every room in the house, including
the bathroom and kitchen!
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The Love of Travel

You may notice that Americans are in constant mo-
tion: People in the flat central part of the United Sta-
tes, the Middle West, may choose to drive their auto-
mobiles 120 to 160 kilometers just to have dinner with
a friend in a neighboring city. They may go to another
town for an evening of theater or music. Many young
people attend universities that are located at great dis-
tances from their friends and families, just so they can
“see another part of the country.” Americans love to
travel in their own land as well as in other parts of
the world. They are always curious to know what lies
beyond the next hill or the next town.

Knowledge of Your Country

You may meet Americans who know very little about
your country. If so, be patient with them. Unfortunate-
1y, little is taught about the cultures or customs of
other countries in American schools, The United States
has always been separated from other countries by the
vast oceans to the East and West of the country., Asa
result, Americans have not become so familiar with dif-
ferent cultures and other ways of doing things as is
often the case in other countries. If Americans try to
help you with something that is very familiar to you, if
they mistake your country for another thousands of kilo-
meters away, be patient with them. The United States
has developed into a modern nation in a very short time
compared with many other countries—only about 300
years. Americans have been very busy with growth of
the country, with building roads and cities, establishing
free education for millions of children, and making in-
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