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Introduction
1-2

Most of you already have images of what you think America is like. Some
of you envision its “frontier spirit” and rugged individualism. Some see it
as a great nation with wonderful people. It’s big: big cars, wide streets, big
houses.

Many people see America as the land of the free, where individual social,
political and economic rights are protected. Americans enjoy freedoms that
people in many countries can only dream about. Protection of human rights
1s afforded to all, citizens and non-citizens alike.

America is rich, a world leader, the only remaining super-power. It is a
land of opportunity where even the most recent immigrants can still pursue
the American dream.

For others, however, the image is a bit different. They see America as a
rather dangerous place, with widespread gang, drug, and crime problems.
Some point out America’s history of racism, bigotry, and other social ills.
America might be rich, but lots of Americans are not; millions live in poverty,
thousands are homeless. Americans also struggle with social health issues
such as obesity and drug abuse, especially among the young.

All of these images are partly right. But images do not always reflect
reality. Nor do they paint the complete picture. Movies and TV shows often
contain a dose of realism, but we cannot assume that all of society is the
way it 1s shown in the movies and on TV, or even in the news. After all, even
“reality TV” is far from real. 1-3

In an effort to better understand America and American society, this
book attempts to seek the reality behind many of the images people have of
America by looking at some of the major issues in American society today.
To see why these issues are important to Americans, we try to understand
some of their ideas about individual rights, views on the role of government,

the relationship between the individual and society, and their relationships
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with each other. As we talk about the 1ssues, we see the effects these 1deas
have on them, and how they can put a strain on a society as large and
diverse as America.

As you read about and hopefully discuss the topics, perhaps some of your
own images of America will change, or at least you will be better able to

compare the images with the reality.

John Tilmant

Koriyama, Japan
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CHAPTER 1

Which America? Which Americans?

 BABEHORER. TNHT AU DR,

KEY WORDS AND PHRASES

Choose the best expression (or concept) from the list below to match each sentence.

1
2
3
4
5

. America has everything from mountains to deserts, swamps and plains.
. The various groups were scattered in many different directions.

(
(
. She followed her family history to find her roots. (
. Her family had always gone to the shrine on New Year’s Eve. (

(

. After long thought, she was able to get to the very heart of the problem.

(a) core (b) tradition (c) dispersion (d) trace (e) ranging from

)
)
)
)
)
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In attempting to understand America and American culture, we first need to
realize that America is actually a “country of countries,” a “culture of cultures.”
If we talk about a Japanese-style house, or a Japanese-style room, Japanese
food, or traditional Japanese music or dress, it is fairly easy to get a picture of
what we are talking about.

But what is typically American? The size of Japan is about 378-thousand
sq. kilometers, or a little smaller than the state of California, and although
local areas do enjoy local foods, festivals and traditions, there really is not
much difference in culture, customs and lifestyles nationwide. America covers
an area of about 9,385,000 sq. kilometers, with geography ranging from vast
deserts and plains to the towering peaks of the Rocky Mountains, from the lush
green of the northwest to the swamps of Florida and Louisiana. And many of
these different areas have strikingly different cultures, customs and histories.
If you flew from the city of New York to the city of Albuquerque, New Mexico,
you might think you landed in a different country.

While about 98 percent of the Japanese population is ethnic Japanese, less
than 70 percent of Americans are white with European background. More than
13 percent are black, and another 14 percent Hispanic. Over ten million are
Asian. Atleast 10 percent were born in foreign countries, and another six percent
have at least one non-American parent. And while some of these families have
been in “the States” for several hundred years, others arrived very recently,
bringing with them many of their own cultural values and ideas. 1-5

In addition, there is not always an even dispersion of the many ethnic or
cultural groups in American society. Southern California and the southwest
have large Hispanic populations — in many places they are the majority group.
Spanish is widely spoken, Mexican culture is a part of the overall culture, and of
course Mexican cuisine is common. Many places have Spanish names. Perhaps
you know some of these: San Diego, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Las Vegas

are a few. Parts of the southwest, such as Arizona and New Mexico, still have



Chapter 1 Which America? Which Americans?

a strong Native American cultural influence as well.

New England, on the other hand, is the birthplace of America. As such, it has
a long history of European tradition. Over 85 percent of the population is white
with a strong cultural influence from their European roots. European names,
or English variations of them, are the rule. Many of their celebrations, such
as St. Patrick’s Day, can be traced back to “the old country.” This same kind
of difference in demographic spread can be seen in other places as well. Many
southern states have populations that are over 30 percent black, with a culture
defined in many ways by their own unique history, while in the northwest
over 80 percent of the population is white. Over 12 percent of the people in
California are Asian.

And even within these ethnic groups are various sub-groups. Most Hispanics
in the southwest trace their roots to Mexico, while the majority in New York
are from Puerto Rico and other Caribbean countries, and most Hispanic
communities in Florida, which make up about 20 percent of the population
there, are from Cuba or South America. The majority of Asians in California
trace their roots back to China, while those in Hawaii tend to be Japanese.

It is true that the white European Christian tradition has had by far the
greatest influence on American society and culture but, as we have seen, this
has certainly not been the only influence. Millions of Spanish Americans have
large “fiestas” to celebrate the national holidays of Mexico. There are colorful
Chinese New Year celebrations in New York, San Francisco, and elsewhere.
Most American jazz and much of the basis of rock and roll, as well as rap music,
come from the Black culture. 1-6

All of this diversity helps to make America a rather unique place. Most
Americans are exposed to, and influenced by, a wide variety of cultures and
ethnic differences. While people in many countries, such as Japan, have to decide
what “international” means, lots of places in America are international.

But is this cultural, racial and ethnic diversity always a good thing? The
answer to that question will depend on whom you ask. One thing is sure; it

certainly has a tremendous influence on American culture and society, both
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locally and nationwide, and is at the core of many of the social issues and
problems that this book will talk about.

We can see the difficulty in defining American culture in the same way as
we might think of Japanese, Italian or French culture. But realization of the
diversity in American society will help you to understand the American people

and their society much better.
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COMPREHENSION

Use the information from the text to answer the following questions in English.

1. What do we first need to realize if we want to understand America?

2. What percentage of Americans were born in foreign countries?

3. Where was the “birthplace” of America?

4. What are the main places that Hispanic Americans come from?
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5. Which ethnic group has had the greatest influence on American society

and culture?

SAY IT AGAIN 1-7

Choose the best answer or response, based on the material in the textbook.

1. The United Statesisabout ____ bigger than Japan.
a. 24 times

b. 18 times

2. Different parts of America have
a. pretty much the same cultures and traditions

b. very different cultures and traditions

3. The racial and ethnicmixis_ throughout America.
a. not the same

b. pretty much the same

4. Most of the Asians in California originally came from
a. Japan

b. China

5. The cultural and ethnic diversity in America
a. has always been a positive thing for American society

b. can sometimes cause problems or issues in American society





