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Preface and acknowledgements

This book deals mainly with central structural features of American (US) society, such as politics and
government, the law, the economy, social services, the media, education and religion. Chapters on the
country and the people are also included in order to emphasize the geographical and human diversity of
US civilization. Each chapter attempts to assess the attitudes of Americans to the social and cultural
structures in which they live and operate.

Methodologically, the book combines descriptive and analytical approaches within a historical
context. Each chapter has its own historical perspectives and provides information on debates and recent
developments in the USA. The book is intended to allow students to organize their own responses to
American society and to encourage discussion. Essay and term exercises at the end of each chapter can be
adequately approached from material contained in the text. Information may be also found in relevant web
sites, ‘Further reading’ and a recommended dictionary for terms (Alicia Duchak, 1999, 4-Z of Modern
America. London: Routledge).

A book of this type is indebted for many of its ideas, facts and statistics to a range of reference
sources, which cannot all be mentioned here, but to which general acknowledgement is made (see also
‘Further reading’ in each chapter). Particular thanks are due to public-opinion poll sources and media,
such as Gallup, Harris, Polling Report, Pew, the Roper Center, The Economist/YouGov, CNN, USA
Today, Fox News, CBS, NBC, ABC, Newsweek, Time, the New York Times, Los Angeles Times and the
Washington Post.

The term billion in this book follows the internationally approved standard, i.e. 1,000,000,000.



Chronology of significant dates in American history

20,000-
12,000 bc

¢.3000-2600

c.ad 350-
1250

1001
1050-1250

1300s
1492
1492-1542
1497

1519-21
1518-1620
1607
1619
1622
1620-30
1637
1624-81

1636, 1647

1680-1776

1732

1730s-1740s

1757
1770
1775, 1776
1783

1787

Asians and Mediterranean peoples migrate to the Americas

Mayan civilization flourishes in Central America

Anasazi build pueblo ‘apartment’ complexes in the American
south-west

Vikings establish ‘Vinland’ settlement in Newfoundland
Mississippian culture dominates the mid-western and
south-eastern United States

Aztec civilization rises in Mexico

Columbus comes ashore in the Bahama Islands

European explorers visit and map parts of the Americas
Europeans begin fishing in the Great Banks off the east coast

of North America

Hernan Cortez invadés and conquers Mexico

Smallpox and other European diseases decimate Native Americans
Jamestown, Virginia settlement established

First African workers arrive in Virginia

Native Americans and Virginians wage war

Pilgrims and then Puritans found New England colonies

Native Americans and Puritans wage war

New Amsterdam (New York), Maryland, New Sweden, Carolina, New
Jersey and Pennsylvania are founded

Harvard College and then public schools start in

Massachusetts

The first wave of non-English immigrants arrive in the North American
colonies

Georgia, the last of the thirteen English colonies, is founded
Religious ferment reaches a peak during the first Great Awakening
New Yorkers riot against British policies

British troops fire on Boston protestors

The American Revolution begins; the Declaration of Independence
The Treaty of Paris recognizes the independence of the United
States and grants it the territory south of Canada to the Mississippi
River

A strong federal government under the US Constitution replaces the



loose league of states under the Articles of Confederation

1789 George Washington takes office as President; federalists and
anti-federalists compete in Congress

1792 The New York Stock Exchange opens

1803 The Louisiana Purchase from France adds a huge slice of the continent's

mid-section to the USA; the US Supreme Court claims the power to
declare laws unconstitutional

1808 Congress outlaws the import of African slaves
1810 New York passes Philadelphia in population at third US census
1808-13 Shawnee leaders Tecumseh and the Prophet organize the eastern tribes

to resist US expansion beyond the Appalachians
1812-15 The USA wins no major battle in the war with Britain on American
1815-25 Industrialization starts in the New England and mid-Atlantic states
1820s-1840s A religious revival sweeps across the frontier in the second Great
Awakening; social and utopian reform movements spread
1820s-1880s About 16 million Europeans and smaller numbers of Asians and Latinos
immigrate in the second wave

1825 Opening the Erie Canal secures the economic power of the east

1831-8 Native Americans removed from the south along the Trail of Tears to
‘Indian Territory’ in Oklahoma

1830s The Democratic Party emerges and competes with the Whigs

1845-8 Conflict and war with Mexico; annexation of Texas, California and the
south-west

1848 The first women's rights convention at Seneca Falls, New York

1850s Anti-foreign ‘nativist’, abolitionist and pro-slavery movements dominate
US politics; the Republican Party emerges

1861-5 Civil War rages over slavery and states’ rights

1862 The Homestead Act grants land to people who live on and
farm it for five years, spurring massive settlement of the inland west

1865-75 Constitutional amendments and a civil-rights act are passed to secure the
citizenship and rights of former slaves

1877 Reconstruction of the south ends; southern race laws progressively deny

African Americans rights in the 1880s and 1890s

1869, 1882-3 Trans-continental railroads completed

1890 The ‘battle’ of Wounded Knee ends centuries of open warfare against
Native Americans; the US census bureau announces the ‘closing of the
frontier’

1890-1930 About 45 million ‘third-wave’ immigrants arrive, mostly from southern
and eastern Europe but also from Asia, Canada, Latin America and ‘old’
immigrant countries



1898

1890-1920
1917-18
1919
1919-33

1920
1921
1929
1920s-1940s
1920s-1970s
1932
1937
1939
1941

1946
1947

1950-3
1954

1955

1958

1953-74

1963

1960s

1964
1965

Anti-imperialist debate in Congress; the Spanish-American-Cuban-
Filipino War

Progressive Era reforms in social institutions, politics and government
America fights with the Allies in the First World War

The first tabloid newspaper, the New York Daily News, appears
Prohibition of alcoholic beverages is the law under the Eighteenth
Amendment to the Constitution (repealed by the Twenty-First
Amendment)

Women win the right to vote through the Nineteenth Amendment

The Red Scare and general restriction of immigration start

The Wall Street Crash signals the start of the Great Depression; the size
of the House of Representatives is set at 435

Hollywood's classic period of film production

Progressively more of the Bill of Rights applies to state law and cases
Franklin D. Roosevelt is elected President and implements the New Deal
to bring the USA out of the Great Depression

The Supreme Court accepts New Deal powers of federal government
Commercial television introduced at the World's Fair in New York City
On December 7 Japan bombs the Pearl Harbor naval base in Hawaii,
and the USA enters the Second World War

The post-war baby boom begins

The National Security Act transforms American government for the
Cold War; the Truman Doctrine sets path of US foreign policy
McCarthy era ‘Red scare’ and Korean War

Racial desegregation begins with the US Supreme Court Brown
decision

The American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the Congress of Industrial
Organizations (CIO) combine

The National Defense Education Act funds scientific competition with
the USSR

US involvement and war in Vietnam; massive protests at home and
abroad against the war in the 1960s; African Americans, Native
Americans, Latinos, women and gay Americans fight for civil rights
President John F. Kennedy is assassinated; Lyndon B. Johnson assumes
the presidency

Great Society and War on Poverty social reforms; the high point of the
youth ‘counter culture’ and of religious ecumenism in the USA

The Civil Rights Act outlaws discrimination in housing and jobs

The Voting Rights Act protects voter registration, especially in the south;
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act provides massive funding



1966-2004

1968

1970
1972
1973
1974
1981
1970s-1980s

1986-8

1991
1993-2001
1996

1999
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2006-8

I n.r
f?l tﬁg con (r)lumeg ourth wave of immigration, over 33 million people

arrive, most from Latin America and Asia, but also from the former
USSR, Africa and the Middle East

Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy assassinated; 168 cities
erupt in race riots

More Americans live in suburbs than in cities or rural areas

Nixon's ‘new federalism’ begins the return of power to the states

Roe v. Wade decision legalizes limited abortion rights for women
President Nixon resigns as a result of the Watergate scandal

AIDS first identified in the USA

The rise of Christian fundamentalism and conservative religious political
activity

Mikhail Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan cooperate to bring the end of

the Cold War; the Iran-Contras scandal casts a shadow over the second
Reagan administration; George H. W. Bush wins the presidency

The USA leads the Persian Gulf War to drive Iraq out of Kuwait
President Clinton presides over the longest economic boom in US history
Devolution of policy-making power to the states occurs through the
Welfare Reform Act

Congress impeaches but does not convict President Clinton

George W. Bush wins the presidential election after a five to four divided
decision of the US Supreme Court stops Florida vote recounts and calls
for uniform vote-counting procedures

The No Child Left Behind Act sets in action the most far-reaching
national educational reform since the 1960s; the World Trade Center is
destroyed and the Pentagon is attacked by terrorists; the USA initiates a
war on terrorism in Afghanistan and globally

The Help America Vote Act passed to standardize voting procedures
within states; USA Patriot Act and the authorization of the Department

of Homeland Security transform American government for the War on
Terrorism

The US-led coalition of the willing invades and occupies Iraq

No weapons of mass destruction found in Iraq; George W. Bush wins a
second term as President and the Republicans secure larger majorities in
both houses of Congress.

In the longest and most expensive presidential election in US history,

10 or more men and women in each major party announce that they will
try to win the Democratic or Republican nomination. By the early spring
of 2008 John McCain emerges as the presumptive Republican candidate.



2008

2008-

2009
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and current New York Senator, Hillary Clinton, continues a closely
fought contest with Illinois senator Barack Obama, an African American
of mixed racial background whose mainstream campaign is also
unprecedented. In June Obama becomes the presumptive Democratic
candidate. The party conventions confirm the presumptive candidates,
and by choosing Alaska Governor Sarah Palin as his vice presidential
running-mate, McCain picks the first female Republican nominee for
vice president. On November 4 Obama wins a decisive victory, and the
Democrats win clear majorities in both houses of Congress.

With the collapse of major financial institutions, the US and then other
nations enter the most serious economic crisis since the Great
Depression of the 1930s.

On January 20 Barack Obama, the first African-American president of
the US, takes office.






The American context

m Ethnic culture

Religious culture

Political-legal culture
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m Americanness and national identity
m Social and institutional change

m American attitudes to US society

m Exercises

m Further reading

m Websites

People inside and outside the United States of America (USA) have very varied and conflicting views
about the country and its people. Some opinions are based on quantifiable facts. Others are conditioned
by ideology, hatred or prejudice.

American self-images have historically often stressed the nation's supposed ‘exceptionalism’ (its
unique mission in the world, idealism, high aspirations and sense of destiny). However, there have also
been internal disagreements about the country's values, institutions, policies and national identity. Debates
center on whether the vaunted ideals match American reality or if there is an irreconcilable gap between
the two. US society is split politically, economically, ethnically and socially to varying degrees, although
considerable attempts are made to reconcile differences and to unify the country.

Public opinion polls suggest that, under the impetus of national and international events, Americans,
like other peoples, alternate between feelings of positivism and dissatisfaction about their country.
Periods of doubt and conflict, such as those during the two world wars (1914-18 and 1939-45), the 1930s
Great Depression, the 1945-89 Cold War, the 1950s-60s civil-rights campaigns, the 1960s-75 Vietnam
War, the 2003-4 Iraq War with its chaotic aftermath and the continuing Afghanistan conflict from 2001,
have often resulted in adaptation and renewal. Although a desire for change was evident among the
electorate and candidates in the 2008 presidential election campaign, the difficulties of solving domestic
and global problems should not be underestimated.

Some international opinion has recently regretted what is seen as a decline in historic American



values, and the US Department of State reported in 2008 that Canada, Britain, France and Germany had
shown growing disenchantment with the USA between 2002 and 2007. Other attitudes to the US are
driven by anger, envy or a claim that America's alleged values are merely a smokescreen for national
self-interest. Its foreign policy has been forcefully criticized by its enemies, its domestic critics and its
supposed allies.

The global context has been conditioned by the September 11, 2001 attacks on New York and
Washington (9/11). In response, the US Administration sought to protect its domestic and worldwide
interests; declared its opposition to terrorism; initiated coalition military action in Afghanistan and Iraq;
and warned some countries about their allegedly aggressive policies. A Gallup poll in 2007 reported that
US citizens identified the following countries as the greatest threats to global stability: Iran (35 percent),
China (19 percent), North Korea (10 percent), Iraq (nine percent) and interestingly the USA itself (eight
percent). It remains to be seen whether the initially positive international responses to the 2008
presidential election result will influence America's overseas relationships.

In order to understand the contemporary USA and appreciate how it has developed historically,
some conditioning factors need to be emphasized. Among these are:

m the country's treatment of Native Americans and other minority ethnic groups (particularly African
Americans) over time;

m the early colonial settlement of the nation by Europeans from the late fifteenth century and the
establishment of specific social values, religious faiths and institutional structures;

m the War for Independence from Britain (1775-83);

m the westward expansion of the new nation;

m the effects of large-scale immigration into the country, especially in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries;

m the Civil War to end slavery, and southern-state secession from the Union (1861-5);

m the principles of the nation (human dignity and rights to freedom, justice and opportunity)
contained in the Declaration of Independence (1776) and the US Constitution (1787);

m ideologies of egalitarianism, individualism and utopianism;

m the development of corporate capitalism with its management and business philosophies;

m increasing government regulation, red tape and overarching bureaucracies that have arguably
undermined individual autonomy;

m American attitudes towards the rest of the world, particularly during the two world wars, the Cold
War period and the early twenty-first century;

m the development of the USA as a dominant economic, military and cultural force since the
nineteenth century;

m current arguments as to whether the USA is the prime driver of contemporary globalization
(interdependent economic, political and cultural forces) or whether America is itself subject to
globalizing forces beyond its control.

These historical developments have created four major cultures in the USA, which may conflict with
each other and operate on levels of idealism and pragmatism. The first is a diverse ethnic culture founded
on indigenous Native-American civilizations, European colonial settlement, African-American slavery
and later waves of immigration. The second is a multi-faith or pluralist religious culture, which reflects
the beliefs of colonists and immigrants and is still prominent today. The third is a political-legal culture
theoretically based on individualism, constitutionalism and respect for the law. It tries to unite the people
under ideal versions of ‘Americanness’, such as egalitarianism, morality and patriotism which should be
reflected in political and legal institutions. The fourth is an economic and consumer culture driven by



corporate and individual competition and production, which encourages profit and the consumption of
goods and services.

US society has been directly or indirectly conditioned by these major cultures. However, although
their presence may be generally acknowledged, considerable numbers of young people, political activists,
radicals, intellectuals, the disadvantaged and minorities may be alienated from them. Conflict on these
and other levels has occurred throughout US history and undermined ideals of national harmony and unity.

Since American independence in 1776, the major cultures have collectively created what is seen as
a unique, 300-year-old national identity in the USA for the majority of its inhabitants. The difficulty lies in
determining what this may actually consist of in practice. Some critics argue that the nation has recently
strayed from its traditional foundations and suffered from a crisis of self-image and direction. Others
maintain that the 2000 census suggests that a sense of American nationalism and unity is in fact growing
stronger.

=
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PLATE 1.1 Visitors (May 18, 2004) at Ground Zero, the site of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks
on the World Trade Center, New York City. The twin towers of the Center were destroyed when hijacked

planes were flown into the buildings and 3,000 people died. The site is being redeveloped and will
contain a memorial, museum and new towers.

(Stephen Chernin/Getty)

Ethnic culture

In terms of ethnic culture (see Chapters 2, 3 and 4), initial US colonial settlement was largely composed
of British arrivals, who shared North America with indigenous Native-American communities and other
Europeans, such as the French and the Spanish. Until 1776, over half of the population came from the
British Isles. These people gradually assimilated other early European settlers into a white, mainly
Anglo-American, Protestant dominant culture. They were responsible for promoting many of the new
nation's political, social, constitutional and religious institutions, which produced a mainstream American
identity and set of values whose impact is still felt. Their political principles were based on democracy,
grass-roots sovereignty (independence of the people) and skepticism about government. Their social
values were conditioned by a belief in individualism, a Protestant work ethic (working hard in this life to
be rewarded here and in the next) and the rule of law (respect for and acceptance of legal rules



applicable to all individuals irrespective of status or wealth).

After the colonial period and American independence from Britain, northwestern Europe supplied
over two-thirds of episodic US immigration for most of the nineteenth century. There were also many
Asian immigrants (particularly Chinese) during this time. At the end of that century there was a shift
towards newcomers from southern and eastern Europe. Much of this later immigration was neither Anglo
by descent nor Protestant in religion, and it significantly altered the demographic composition of the USA.
Despite greater immigration restrictions, the twentieth century saw a large variety of other nationalities
from worldwide origins emigrating to the USA. In the 1980s, 1990s and early twenty-first century, the
largest groups of immigrants have come from Asia, South and Central America and the Caribbean. In
total, some 60 million immigrants entered the USA between 1820 and 2000.

The effects of colonial settlement, the importation of African slaves and later large-scale
immigration on US culture have been substantial, in terms of both the total figures involved and the high
number of very different groups. This background, together with Native-American experiences, is
different in size and scope from that of other nations, arguably defines American history as special and
provides the USA with a distinct, ethnically based identity. There is therefore some truth in the assertion
that America is a nation of immigrants and their descendants. In 2008, the foreign-born share of the
population was about 13 percent (or 40 million people), almost as much as the peak of 15 percent in
1906.

Today, the biggest minority immigrant population is Latino. It is found in southern states such as
Florida, Texas, New Mexico and California, in the cities of New York and Los Angeles and in smaller
towns throughout the country. The US Census Bureau estimates that white people (66 percent of the
population in 2008) will make up less than half the total in 2042. By 2050, non-Whites will account for
54 percent of the population and non-Latino Whites for 46 percent and will include increasing numbers of
people who classify themselves as mixed-race. This change will be caused by immigration, higher birth
rates among ethnic minorities, intermingling of races and an ageing white population with lower birth
rates.

However, critics argue that the heart of the USA continues to lie in the conditioning effects of the
original European settlers; that Anglo-Protestant culture and institutions are still central to American
national and civic identity; and that the country remains a fundamentally Protestant society with its large
number of mainstream and evangelical churches. These features significantly influence contemporary
social, economic and political life although they may decline in the future as more multicultural elements
develop in the population.

Immigrants and imported black African slaves have considerably affected public life at different
times in US history. But they have also experienced difficulties of integration into the existing society due
to language problems, social position or cultural practices. There have been conflicts and racial tensions
between settled groups, Native Americans, African Americans and immigrants, which have sometimes
erupted into violence. These factors have revealed nativism (discrimination towards others by the
majority indigenous population) and racism in many areas of American life, frequently in institutionalized
form.

Ethnic diversity has brought advantages and disadvantages over time. It has also gradually reduced
the dominance of the original Anglo-American Protestant culture, which had to take account of a growing
social pluralism. It is argued that the USA has historically managed to integrate its immigrants
successfully into the existing society at varying levels, and newcomers have generally adapted to
American life. However, despite significant improvement from the 1950s, racial and ethnic divisions still
continue to disfigure American society in both covert and overt forms, and attitudes to immigration remain
volatile.

A Washington Post poll in June 2008, shortly before the election of Barack Obama as President of



the USA, reported that half of all Americans believed that race relations in the country were in bad shape
and three in 10 themselves acknowledged feelings of racial prejudice. Other polls reported that
respondents were still divided by race; many racial patterns and ethnic attitudes remained unchanged; and
black and white people had very different opinions about the degree and extent of racism in the country,
despite a small narrowing of the racial divide and a slight optimism about the future.

Diverse ethnic groups have had to both coexist and struggle for individual expression in the USA.
Today, they must somehow live together in spite of tensions between them, and there is always the
possibility of political and social instability. This may amount either to rejection of immigrants by settled
Americans, or rejection of Americanization (adaptation to mainstream American culture) by immigrant
groups. However, these conflicts (arising out of social pluralism) and the problems of assimilation and
integration by new groups are not distinctively American, but occur in other nations that have diverse
populations.

Religious culture

Religion is the second major American culture and has its roots in the many faiths that colonists, slaves
and immigrants have brought to the USA over the centuries (see Chapter 13). Some early settlers escaped
religious persecution in their homelands and hoped to establish communities based on what were often
nonconformist beliefs. Others brought established native denominations with them. The religious
motivations of many initial arrivals were clear and provided an institutional and moral bedrock for the
new nation. Many later immigrants also often strongly identified with their home faiths and preserved
them in the new country.

However, not all settlers or immigrants were religiously inspired. Some traveled for adventure, new
experiences, escape from European habits, material gain and the acquisition of land. Religious
observance fluctuated in later centuries. The USA underwent periods when religiosity was very low and
periodic Great Awakenings and missionary activity were needed to restore the faiths. Generally however,
religious belief, observation and a diversity of faiths became defining features of American society, when
compared with other countries.

Although religion is a private matter and constitutionally separate from the state, it informs aspects
of social, economic and political life beyond the purely denominational. The precise influence of religion
on many areas of American life, such as education, politics and ethics, continues to be hotly debated.
Despite a desire to keep religion out of politics, some critics question whether it is realistic to deny
religion a full and active part in public life.

Political-legal culture

The third major American culture consists of political-legal elements (see Chapters 5, 6 and 8). Its nature
has been largely shaped by

the central place of law and the Constitution in American life;
the restrictions that the Constitution places upon politics;
the fact that Americans believe in minimal government, especially at the federal level;

|
|
|
m the perceived need to produce consensual (widely agreed) national policies.



The Constitution is central to this structure, but it has to be interpreted by the judiciary (particularly
the US Supreme Court in Washington DC) to determine whether actions of government are constitutional
or not. The political system has layers of institutional checks and balances at various state and federal
levels, which can sometimes result in stalemate. However, these features do help to solidify the society
and move it towards consensus or centrist policies. Idealized versions of ‘America’ constructed through
its federal and state political bodies and a general respect for the law can potentially minimize conflict.

The need in the political-legal culture for balance and compromise illustrates the degree of
abstraction that is involved in defining ‘the USA’ and ‘Americanness’. The notion of what constitutes
‘America’ has had to be revised or reinvented over time and reflects the tension between a materialistic
practical reality, with its restrictions, and an idealistic, abstract image of the nation. Words such as
‘hope’, ‘change’, ‘democracy’, ‘defining moment’ and ‘traditional values’ were often employed during
the 2008 presidential election campaign.

Racial or ethnic differences, immigration and social diversity have been barriers to national unity,
and are still problematic. Consequently, it is often argued that the American political-legal system
consists of both hard-nosed manipulation of group and ideological interests and an exaggerated rhetoric
which might hopefully promote common resolutions. Americans are also aware of occasional corruption
and incompetence in the political and legal systems and that claims to liberty and freedom are not always
respected in reality.

Responses to pluralism have often resulted in consensus politics based on political and judicial
compromise. US politics are not normally considered to be as oppositional as in other nations, although
historically there has been an underlying 60 percent support for the Democratic Party and 40 percent for
the Republican Party. In the 2008 presidential election, the Democrats received 53 percent of the popular
vote, while the Republicans gained 46 percent. Differences between party policies on minorities, the
economy, education, employment, religion and social issues can play a divisive role in US society. Voters
may therefore register support and opposition across party lines on many single issues such as abortion,
the death penalty and gun control. In non-party terms, exit polls in the 2008 presidential election found
that 22 percent of respondents considered themselves as liberal, 44 percent were moderate and 34
percent were conservative.

American politics, reflecting the federal nature of US government, often tend to be more influenced
by local, special and regional or state interests than national matters. Politicians in the febrile atmosphere
of Washington DC promote their own constituency legislation as a response to local and regional
pressures. Such concerns, as well as national issues, often persuade American voters to vote
simultaneously in election lists for political representatives from different political parties who support
specific issues.

Academic critics debate whether or not there have been apathy and low political participation
among US voters in recent decades. They also differ in their methods of measuring the turnout of voters at
elections. While some 70 percent of the eligible population may register to vote, others do not register
and there can be a low turnout of registered voters (estimated at 54 percent average) actually voting in
elections. Low turnout and registration suggests alienation from the political process, a feeling that power
is in the hands of a political elite at state and Washington levels and that politicians do not consider the
concerns of ordinary voters (see Table 1.2, p. 18 on alienation in the USA).



PLATE 1.2 Ventura shopping mall, California. Malls have become a consumer and cultural institution in
American life and a symbol of economic capitalism, which appeal to many social groups, particularly
teenagers. They have a wide variety of shops, cafes, restaurants, banks and car parks, and are often
located outside city centers.
(Jaakonaho/Rex Features)

Economic culture

The fourth major US culture is the economic framework (see Chapter 9), which is also idealistic/abstract
and materialistic/practical. Americans generally have a belief in individualism and a free-enterprise
system, which 1s supposed to deliver goods and services demanded by the consumer market. The people
historically have had to fight for their economic and social survival, a process which can result in
exploitation of others, excesses and a Darwinian ‘survival of the fittest” mentality. The competitive nature
of American life creates considerable disparities of wealth, social inequalities and varying life
opportunities. In 2008, for example, 28 million Americans were dependent upon government food stamps
(card debits) for their daily needs and 48 million could not afford health care insurance.

Although free enterprise and corporate domination of US economic life may deliver what the market
requires, the system can also produce inferior products, bad service, incompetence, corruption and little
variety or real choice for consumers. Americans have historically been skeptical of Big Business as well
as Big Government. However, debates about the capitalist model often ignore significant economic
cooperation, charitable organizations and volunteerism in American society. Furthermore, they do not
always acknowledge the influence of a substantial public-sector structure in the national economy.

Americanness and national identity



The ethnic, religious, political-legal and economic cultures influence other specific parts of American
life, such as education (see Chapter 11), social services (Chapter 10), the media (Chapter 12) and the
arts, sports and leisure (Chapter 14). They also condition questions of what it means to be American
(‘Americanness’) and what constitutes national identity.

A historical dilemma for the USA has been how to balance a need for civic unity against the reality
of ethnic diversity and, thus, to avoid the dangers of fragmentation. An emphasis was initially placed on
‘Americanization’, or the assimilation of different ethnic groups into a shared, Anglo-American-based
identity or ‘melting pot’. This process was gradually seen as pressurizing immigrants to assimilate into an
Americanized dominant culture, with a resulting loss of their ethnic identity. ‘Assimilation’ implies
absolute national unity, whereas ‘integration’ occurs at levels of partial blending.

In recent decades, debates on national identity have centered on questions of unity as against
diversity (ethnic pluralism). These opposed views reflect arguments which have shifted between
reform/liberal and consolidation/ conservative periods. In the 1950s, ethnic differences and issues
seemed to be losing their urgency, but have revived since the 1960s, particularly with the growth of
Latino ethnic groups in the 1990s and early 2000s.

Arguments have vacillated between the adequacy of supposed American values (often represented
by conservatives) and ethnic- or minority-group interests (supported by liberals). On one hand, it is
suggested that the American ideal of e pluribus unum (out of many one) is an abstract concept which does
not reflect reality and cannot be practically achieved. On the other hand, emphases on ethnicity and
difference arguably weaken the possibility of achieving a set of values that could represent a distinctive
‘American Way of Life’. Some critics feel that American society is at risk because of the competing
cultures and interest groups, with each claiming a right to special treatment. They maintain that these
conflicts have weakened the sense of an overarching American identity in the past forty years.

From the late 1970s and into the 2000s, there has been a reaction against liberal policies and
affirmative-action programs for minority groups, which allegedly discriminate in the latter's favor in
areas such as education and employment. Conservatives assert what they consider to be traditional
American values, and many are opposed to liberal policies on abortion, gun control, school education,
same-sex marriage, religion, the death penalty and immigration. These debates over supposed
fundamental American values have further increased anxieties about national identity and where the
country is headed.

Such splits in opinion have led critics to argue that the USA should more realistically be regarded
ethnically, culturally and ideologically as a ‘mosaic’, ‘;salad bowl’, ‘pizza’ or ‘;stew mix’, rather than a
‘melting-pot’. However, while the ‘melting pot” model of America has been rejected in some quarters, the
metaphors of salads and stews nevertheless imply that variety and difference should somehow be
incorporated into a larger ‘American’ whole. The difficulty lies in defining what the common core
identity should be.

These metaphors also suggest a certain acceptance of cultural and ethnic pluralism in American
society. The reality of hetereogeneity (difference) and an adherence to roots have continued despite
pressures and arguments in support of homogenization (sameness). It is argued that degrees of
separateness and integration vary between ethnic groups, and that absolute social assimilation is both
undesirable and impossible. But this can lead to hybrid cultural identities on the one hand and the
breakdown of strong national links on the other.

Critics argue that while there are extremes of opinion, unfairness, diversity and vested interests in
US society, underlying moral and political commitments to freedom, justice, tolerance and equality under
the law can succeed in limiting divisions and do promote unity, homogeneity and stability. However,
these ideals may not always be achieved in the complex real world and the USA still has to live
resiliently with conflicts and anxieties.



Arguably, the tension is between pluralism (referred to in some contemporary models as
multiculturalism, where the interests of separate ethnic groups or minorities are equally valid) on the one
hand and an acceptance of diversity under an umbrella American identity on the other. The latter solution
has to be achieved within defining national structures, which acknowledge ethnic identity and roots.
Levels of integration (such as citizenship for immigrants, education, home-ownership, language
acquisition, intermarriage, economic opportunities and upward mobility) are then achievable, while
differences are seen as valid. The 2000 US Census indicated that natural forces of integration have grown
and that a sense of civic commonality or a distinctive American nationalism has increased.

Nevertheless, liberals maintain that a multicultural, multi-ethnic society should be the ultimate
national goal. The US may achieve this position in fact as the population grows from 305 to 439 million
by 2050 and a non-white majority emerges. Demographers argue that terms such as ‘White’ or ‘Latino’
will lose their meaning and people will define themselves as multi-ethnic, multiracial or mixed race.

Others question whether this development will provide for umbrella civic institutions and a national
identity or result in fragmentation and separatism. It is argued that Latino arrivals in the USA since the
1980s include some who allegedly reject Americanization. Bilingualism (English and Spanish) in
California and the south-west (with Spanish-speakers in Florida, Texas and elsewhere) and an alleged
Latino reluctance to reject old national identities suggest a contemporary model composed of one nation
with two cultures.

But many Latinos do integrate on various levels into American society. Historically, Irish, Jewish,
Chinese and Italian immigrants, among many others, have initially lived partially separate lives and been
subjected to suspicion and hostility before achieving degrees of integration. The fear of a decline in
national unity may therefore seem exaggerated and overlook the US ability to Americanize immigrants.
Nevertheless, attitudes to immigration (both legal and illegal) have become increasingly negative in
recent years.

Americans have historically tried to construct a sense of overarching national identity and
institutional unity by binding the ethnically diverse population to central images of ‘ Americanness’, such
as the national flag (also known as the Stars and Stripes, Old Glory or the Star-Spangled Banner), the
pledge of allegiance to the flag, the Declaration of Independence, the Liberty Bell, Abraham Lincoln's
Emancipation Proclamation and Gettysburg Address, the °;Star-Spangled Banner’ (the US national
anthem) and the Constitution. These are meant to provide common cultural signs which promote loyalty to
ideal notions of what American citizenship, ‘America’ and ‘Americanness’ might be. Their representative
qualities are tied to institutions, appeal to hope and progress and try to avoid the potentially divisive
elements of economic, social, class or ethnic differences.

Certain values have also been traditionally associated with these symbols, particularly those rights
stemming from the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. In the frequent
attempts to define ‘Americanness’, elements such as self-reliance, individualism, independence,
utopianism, liberty, egalitarianism, freedom, opportunity, democracy, anti-statism (distrust of
government), populism (grass-roots activism), a sense of destiny and respect for the law are stressed.
They stem from the ideas of Puritan religion and the European Enlightenment, which influenced the
framers of the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution. Thus, there are layers of idealism
and abstraction in American life that coexist, and may often clash, with reality. Yet this situation is not
unique. It echoes the experience of other countries, particularly those that are unions, federations or
collections of different peoples with contrasting roots and traditions, who need to erect new national
identities while preserving some aspects of their origins.



PLATE 1.3 A girl in Cedarburg, Wisconsin celebrates Independence Day, July 4. This official US
holiday commemorates the day in 1776 when the Continental Congress sitting in Independence Hall,
Philadelphia gave its approval to the Declaration of Independence from Britain, and is now celebrated
with processions, speeches, flags and fireworks.

(Stewart Cook/Rex Features)

The degree to which such values are propagated in US society is significant, irrespective of whether
they are individually or nationally achieved. They are attractive and valid for many people and are
revealed in times of both normality and crisis. A key feature of American life, therefore, is how
individuals manage to combine traditional ideals of the nation with the actual realities of society and how
they cope with the resulting tensions.

Other critics have tried to explain the USA, its people and its national identity by ‘American traits’.
Features such as restlessness, escape from restraints, change, action, mobility, quests for new
experiences, self-improvement and a belief in potential supposedly constitute typical American behavior.
They are often attributed to immigrant and frontier experiences and a belief in progress for the individual
and society. Americans allegedly refuse to accept a fixed fate or settled location, but seek new jobs, new
horizons and new beginnings in a hunt for self-fulfillment and self-definition. The huge sales of self-
improvement books based on popular psychology suggest that such attitudes (or the desire to attain them)



are widespread.

On the other hand, many Americans seek roots and stability in their lives, their institutions and a
national identity. While the alleged informality of American life is supposedly founded on individualism,
egalitarianism and a historical rejection of European habits, many Americans respect and desire
formalities, hierarchy, order and conformity.

Americans may stress their individualism, distrust of Big Business and Big Government and their
desire to be free. But communalism, voluntary activities, charitable organizations and group endeavors
are also a feature of US life. Individuals have to cope with corporate, political, social, economic and
employment bureaucracies with their associated power bases, which reflect the tension between ideal
aspirations and everyday facts of life.

One cannot define a single set of traits which are shared by all Americans. Diversity, individual
differences and departures from consensual norms limit possibilities and can result in contradictions or
tensions rather than unified beliefs. The supposedly American traits are universal characteristics, which
are also present in other societies and are neither exceptional in themselves nor distinctively American.

Nevertheless, the four major cultures and various subcultures have produced a composite
Americanness and distinctive US image, which are recognized internationally and have influenced a
globalized culture, whether simplistically and stereotypically or in more sophisticated forms. They are
expressed through Hollywood films, television and radio, music and art, newspapers and magazines,
sports, consumption patterns, well-known chain stores and brand names, corporate and financial
institutions, business and management philosophies, political activity, ethnic concerns, religion and
popular culture.

Social and institutional change

The major US cultures are not static. They may influence other societies, just as external pressures can
modify the American cultures. But although the latter are conditioned by increasingly globalized forces,
they must also remain responsive to specific American political, minority and consumer demands. A
national mass culture and economic system are inevitably integrationist forces as they cater for the
American market.

American social organizations or institutions have been constructed over 300 years and reflect a
variety of values and practices. Some are particular to the USA and others are similar to those of other
nations. All have developed to cope with, and adapt to, an increasingly complex, diverse and dynamic
society. They take many different forms and sizes, operate on national, state and local levels, and may be
public or private in character.

The larger elements, such as federal and state governments, are involved with public business, but
there is also a diverse range of smaller social and cultural activities tied to sports, local communities,
neighborhoods, religion, the theater and expressions of ethnic identity. These may take on more
individualistic forms than the larger public institutions.

For some critics, it is the localized life and behavior of people in small-town America which
typically define their society, rather than centralized federal institutions and the big cities. However, the
larger frameworks do serve as a cement which holds local activities and people together. They also
contribute to an umbrella sense of American identity and ‘Americanness’. The USA, like other countries,
gains its identity from a mixture of the local and the national, which inform and influence, as well as
conflict with, each other.

The American ‘way of life’ is defined by how citizens function within and respond to local and



national institutions, whether positively or negatively. The large number and variety of such institutions
and social groups means that there are many different ‘ways of life’ and values and all contribute to the
diversity and particular characteristics of American society.

The following chapters stress the historical context of US growth and suggest that the contemporary
owes much to the past. Social structures are adaptable, provide frameworks for new situations and their
present roles may be different from their original functions. They have evolved over time as they have
been influenced by elite and government policies as well as grass-roots impulses and reactions. This
process of change and adaptation continues and reflects current anxieties and concerns in American life.
Social structures contribute to a culture of varied and often conflicting habits and ideals, as well as being
practical organizations for realizing them.

This book presents a range of critical viewpoints on the society and its institutions in an attempt to
describe what may, or may not, be regarded as distinctively American. It first considers the physical
geography, cultural regions and peoples of the USA. It then examines the central social structures within
which Americans have to operate, analyzes their historical growth and modern roles, and considers their
underlying values.

American attitudes to US society

Social structures are not remote abstractions. They affect individuals directly in their daily lives. Despite
their diversity of origins and values, Americans do have many shared common concerns. They identify in
public-opinion polls what are for them the major issues facing the country. Items such as the economy,
politics, crime, ethnicity, religion, morality, immigration and race regularly lead the lists of problems.
There has traditionally been skepticism about the accuracy of polls. They are now regarded as significant
indicators (although they can occasionally be misleading) and reflect how respondents are sensitive to
changing conditions.

Poll results between 2004 and 2008 illustrate people's priorities and also how these may change or
remain static over time. In the first half of 2004, all American polls (according to PollingReport.com)
showed that the economy (including taxes and the federal budget deficit), unemployment, jobs and foreign
competition were primary concerns for people, together with education. By the time of the presidential
election in November 2004, the campaign against terrorism, domestic (homeland) security, foreign policy
and Iraq became increasingly important. The economy and jobs were still prioritized but education had
slipped in the ratings. Questions about Medicare (medical program for people over 65 years of age),
Medicaid (medical care for low-income people under 65), the cost of prescription drugs, social security
(federal payments to people who are unemployed, poor, old or disabled), abortion and same-sex marriage
were also prominent. Concerns about corporate corruption and immigration had climbed up the poll
ratings, whereas worries about gun control, drugs, the death penalty and crime had declined. This latter
finding coincided with an overall decrease in the crime rate in the late 1990s and the early twenty-first
century.

Prior to the presidential election campaign, respondents to a February 2008 CBS News/New York
Times poll reported that the most important problems facing the country were in order of priority the
economy/jobs, the war in Iraq, health care, terrorism, immigration, the budget deficit/national debt and the
gas/heating crisis (see Table 1.1). Certain issues had remained central in people's minds since 2004, but
others, such as the energy crisis, had climbed up the list. More specific economic items such as
unemployment, the credit crisis and difficulties with loans, mortgages and property became more urgent.
Concerns such as abortion, crime and same-sex marriage had apparently declined in importance. These
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findings were echoed in other poll results during the course of 2008 and indicated that worries about the
worsening economy, the fragility of the job market, declining consumer confidence, health care, energy
supplies, the environment, global warming, illegal immigration, social security, taxes and education were
prominent. An Economist/YouGov poll in October 2008 found that 83 percent of respondents felt that the
economy was getting worse. However, fierce debates about Iraq, Afghanistan and foreign policy
continued.

TABLE 1.1 The most important problem facing the country today, 2008

Problem Most important %
Economy/jobs 33
War in Iraq 20
Health care 7
Terrorism (general) 5
Immigration 4
Budget deficit/national debt 3
Gas/heating oil crisis 3
Other 19
Unsure 6

Source: CBS News/ New York Times poll, February 2008

In terms of more general attitudes about the state of the nation, polls from Gallup and the Pew
Research Center/Princeton Survey Research Associates International in March and January-February
2008 showed that between 70 and 80 percent of respondents reported various degrees of dissatisfaction
with the way things were going in the USA. Polls from NBC News/Wall Street Journal and Associated
Press-Ipsos in March 2008 also reported that between 66 and 73 percent of respondents felt the country
was on the wrong track. These findings were echoed in other polls in 2008 during the presidential
election campaign and indicated sharp declines in approval ratings about the condition of the country and
the performance of the US Administration since 2004.

Given the alleged optimism of Americans, their faith in their society and a belief in an individual
ability to achieve the American Dream, it is instructive to consider the results of polls which report on
alienation in US society (see Table 1.2) between 2003 and 2007. These findings suggest a degree of
powerlessness felt by ordinary Americans in the face of political, economic, bureaucratic, corporate and
institutional forces.

In terms of the ethnic composition of the country, and given the considerable significance of original
settlement and later immigration in US history over the centuries, attitudes to national identity and
immigration appear to be shifting somewhat. The US Census 2000 Supplemental Survey found that when
asked to describe their ancestry, more Americans traced their roots to Europe than anywhere else in the
world (17 percent German, 12 percent Irish and 10 percent British/English). But these three largest
ancestral groups in fact saw their numbers decline by 20.5 percent between the 1990 and 2000 censuses.



TABLE 1.2 Alienation in the USA, 2003-7

Americans fend fo feel that . . . 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

. .. the rich get richer and the poor get poorer 69 68 75 72 73

. . . what you think doesn't count very much

any more 56 51 53 52 55
. . . most people with power try to take

advantage of people like yourself 60 53 60 54 57
. .. the people running the country don't really

care what happens to you 46 44 53 53 59
... you're left out of things going on around

you 40 34 35 38 36

Source: adapted from Harris Alisnaficon Index, the Harris Poll, December 2007

‘American’ or ‘US’ was the fourth largest ancestral identity. This finding from the census suggests
that more people now identify themselves and their ethnic background as simply ‘American’ or ‘US’,
without the need for a qualifying hyphen such as Irish-American. According to the Christian Science
Monitor in June 2002, this does not represent a denial of roots but rather an increased sense of
commonality, patriotism and American nationalism. However, it is also argued that natural forces of
integration, such as intermarriage, education and upward mobility, have weakened many Americans’
bonds with their immigrant roots, particularly in the later generations. It seems that newer immigrants
retain stronger ancestral ties, while other groups, such as many African Americans, now seem more
willing to employ both a hyphenated identity and an ‘American’ label, or even only the latter. However,
increased immigration, a non-white majority population by 2042 and increased birth rates for non-white
people may significantly change these observations in the relatively near future.

Tensions concerning ethnicity and immigration were shown in a CBS News/New York Times poll in
January 2004 which found that 45 percent of respondents believed legal immigration numbers should be
reduced and only 16 percent thought they should be increased. An Economist/YouGov poll in December
2007 found that 55 percent of respondents felt that immigrants are a threat to traditional American values
and customs; 69 percent thought that immigrants take jobs away from American workers; 55 percent
believed that skilled workers are harmed by immigration; 70 percent felt the same about unskilled
workers; and 45 percent considered that consumers are harmed by immigration.

These finding have been reflected in other polls and suggest that many Americans see legal
immigration as a problem and believe that illegal immigration should be stopped. They might indicate that
there is still a considerable nativist or xenophobic current in American society, which is at odds with the
values of much of the country's political and economic leadership. The government, for example, argues
that skilled and unskilled immigration is necessary to support the economy and an ageing population.

Some critics argue that the meaning and definition of a more unified national and civic US identity
remain elusive. They maintain that a candid debate about the essence of American identity is needed in the
current fluid and polarized situation. Opposed and partisan positions between the unifiers and the
pluralists/multiculturalists still operate.

Many Americans may generally appear to believe in the inherent validity of American values, but
they continue to question what is meant by these values, how consensual they are and, consequently, what
it means to be American.



Exercises

Explain and examine the significance of the following names and terms:

slavery individualism alienation constitution
populism  ethnic anti-statism exceptionalism
diversity = consensus corporate the Cold War
grass roots culture(s) consumerism  civil rights
America frontier salad bowl 9/11

utopianism pluralism assimilation the Vietnam War

nativism egalitarianism Americanization Washington DC
ideology =~ brand names multiculturalism integration
globalization regulation Old Glory the Civil War

Write short essays on the following questions:

1. What are some of the characteristics that you would associate with the American people and their
society? Why?

2. Why are questions of ‘national identity’ and ‘ Americanness’ important in the USA?
3. Is the study of the major cultures an adequate way to approach American society?

4. Do you find that the public opinion poll findings in this chapter give a valid picture of the USA?
Give your reasons after carefully examining the poll results.
5. Discuss whether multiculturalism and national identity can coexist.
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