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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION

Some things change, while others remain the same. So it is with American ways.

When the first edition of American Ways appeared in 1988, the United States was experiencing what was considered a “normal” year for that era. There was a presidential election (George H. W. Bush was chosen over Michael Dukakis); a political scandal (Iran-Contra); the Dow Jones Industrial Average (a widely used indicator of stock market performance) rose by about 15 percent; and the Cold War was in progress, with few in the United States suspecting that it would end in the following year (with the fall of the Berlin Wall). Popular musicians included Michael Jackson, George Harrison, Enya, Paul Simon, and the group Guns N’ Roses. The Los Angeles Dodgers won the World Series.

By 2003, when the second edition appeared, the country had experienced the terrorist attacks of what became known as 9/11, and problems were rampant. The economy had yet to recover from the shock of the hijacked airplanes being directed into three iconic buildings. President George W. Bush, whose accession to the presidency took place under a legal cloud, had declared a “Global War on Terror” and had ordered an attack on Iraq. Assorted “security measures” had become controversial. Dissension was widespread. People were confused and insecure about their future.

At the time of this third edition of American Ways, the United States seems to be at a major turning point. Concern about terrorism and security continues to be high. The war in Iraq seems to be winding down, while the war in Afghanistan is absorbing more and more resources. The country faces other grave problems, including an economic recession (or worse), an enormous and growing national debt, and a society and political system seemingly paralyzed by partisan divisions. Meanwhile, the country is experiencing some significant demographic and social shifts:

• An aging population

• An increasingly diverse population

• Greater equality for females in segments of society formerly dominated by males

• An increasing gap between the wealthy and the less well-off

• Assorted developments in electronic communication and social media that are reshaping the way people do business, interact with others, and, some suggest, mentally process the information they receive

Taken together, these current developments, pervasive demographic changes, and social transformation seem to have the country at a crossroads.

Pessimistic observers believe the United States is on the path toward breakdown, following the pattern of history’s previous imperial powers. Faced with a huge debt to foreign creditors, global climate change, a predicted decline in production of fossil fuels, massive commitment to military expenditures, a deteriorating infrastructure, growing social and economic divisions, and a seemingly paralyzed political system, the country will experience some form of radical transformation.

Optimistic observers, by contrast, say that “we’ve weathered hard times before, and we will do so again.” Somehow Americans’ intelligence, ambition, inventiveness, pragmatism, organizational ability, willingness to experiment, and technological sophistication will enable their country to solve whatever problems come its way. All that’s needed is the resolve to confront those problems. That resolve will come, according to this line of thought, when the problems become truly serious.

Beneath all these and many other issues and arguments, at least some essentials of U.S. American culture persevere. Sociologist Claude Fischer summarizes his findings from an exhaustive study of American culture and character with these words:

… continuity is a striking feature of American culture. To be sure, there have been important changes, spikes, sideways moves, and reversals, but what seemed socially distinctive about America in the eighteenth century still seems distinctive in the twenty-first. The major change has been the broadening and deepening of that distinctive culture and the incorporation into it of more Americans who had been—because of gender, race, age, servitude, poverty, and isolation—less than full participants. (2010, 241)

These distinctive characteristics, according to Fischer, include an emphasis on individualism, voluntarism, material progress, and religiosity.

A faith in science and technology also continues to distinguish U.S. American culture from most others. People from all parts of the American political spectrum trumpet their concern with “freedom.” The idea that one’s own hard work can improve one’s economic and social standing perseveres. The notion that the United States is the greatest country in the world seems to have been strengthened in some people’s minds but weakened in the minds of others. Readers of this third edition of American Ways will find elaboration on these and many other aspects of American life in the pages that follow.

First, though, a few words about terms.

Americans have a fondness for euphemisms—that is, gentle, indirect words or expressions used in place of words or expressions that refer clearly to unpleasant topics or that may imply something negative. For example, instead of saying that someone died, Americans are likely to say that the person passed away, passed on, went to her final reward, or some such soft-sounding expression. Many stores that used to have clerks now have associates. In such stores, people who come to shop may be called guests rather than customers. People employed to clean buildings (mop floors, empty rubbish containers, etc.) used to be called janitors. They are now commonly called sanitary engineers to avoid the implication that they occupy a lowly station.

Without going into details about a complex issue, suffice it to say here that America’s “culture wars” of the 1980s produced a heightened sensitivity to terms used to refer to people or groups often perceived to be socially marginalized or discriminated against. The idea, held dear by some and ridiculed by others, was that everyone ought to use terminology that conveys respect for such people and groups, rather than terminology that might insult them or reinforce their possible feelings of exclusion. Here are some examples of “politically correct” terminology, furnished by the online encyclopedia Wikipedia:

• African-American in place of Black, Negro, and other terms

• Native American (or in Canada First Nations) in place of Indian

• “Gender-neutral” terms such as firefighter in place of fireman

• Terms relating to disability, such as visually challenged or hearing impaired in place of blind or handicapped

(“Political Correctness,” 2010)

Visitors from abroad will probably notice that U.S. Americans exhibit a certain caution when choosing words that refer to race, gender, disability, and sexual orientation.

For this book, one application of the heightened attention to word choice has to do with foreign. For decades (or longer), foreign referred to people from one country who were temporarily in another. For others, though, foreign implied strangeness, or being out of place. A more sensitive term, from this point of view, is international. In this edition, foreign and international are used interchangeably.

People who consider themselves sensitive to the feelings of citizens of the Western Hemisphere outside the United States of America argue that it is unacceptably arrogant for people in the United States to refer to themselves as Americans. Everyone from the Western Hemisphere is American, they say. People in the United States should refer to themselves as U.S. Americans or U.S. citizens.

In this book, people who live in or are from the United States of America are called Americans or U.S. Americans. Caucasian U.S. Americans are referred to as European Americans, to distinguish them from African Americans, Asian Americans, and other groups that comprise the country’s quite diverse population.

Next, a few words on the style in which this book is written. American Ways exemplifies the typical organization and writing style of American nonfiction writing. Thoughts are presented in a linear way, within chapters, within subsections, and even within paragraphs, like this one. There is usually a main idea or other form of introduction at the beginning, then some elaboration, then a conclusion.

Ideas are made explicit. There are few digressions from the main topic. For more on the way U.S. Americans typically organize their presentations, see chapter 3.

In conclusion, some words about culture change. Social scientists argue about the notion of “culture change”: Do cultures actually change, or is it only that people’s superficial behaviors seem to alter over time? If cultures do change, what is it that actually becomes different? What causes the changes? How fast does change occur?

This book does not explore these interesting but difficult questions. Rather, it offers a large set of generalizations—with many, many qualifications—about the assumptions, values, and behaviors that seem typical of the people who live in the United States of America. Readers are encouraged to compare what they read in this book with what they observe for themselves during their time in the United States. What seems accurate? What may be changing? What remains distinctively “American” about the way U.S. Americans are living their lives? Exploring such questions can ensure that your time in the United States will be stimulating and rewarding.

—Gary Althen
    Grand Lake, Colorado 
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INTRODUCTION

Most U.S. Americans see themselves as open, frank, and fairly friendly. If you ask them a question, they will answer it. They have nothing to hide. They cannot understand why people from other countries should have any difficulty understanding them. Unless, of course, there are language problems.

But most people from other countries do have trouble understanding Americans. Even if they have a good command of English, most foreigners have at least some difficulty understanding what the Americans they encounter are thinking and feeling. What ideas and attitudes underlie their actions? What motivates them? What makes them talk and act the way they do? This book addresses those questions. It is intended to help international visitors—both those staying for a long time and those here for short visits—to understand the natives.

ON UNDERSTANDING

This book is not intended to encourage foreigners to like U.S. Americans or want to imitate them. Some visitors from abroad will have positive feelings toward most of the Americans they meet. Others will not. Some will want to remain for a long time in the United States while others will want to go home as soon as possible. People in both groups, however, will be more likely to benefit from their stays in the States if they understand the natives. Understand here means having a reasonably accurate set of ideas for interpreting the behavior they see.

Let’s look at an example, one that causes many foreigners to have negative feelings toward U.S. Americans.

Tariq Nassar is Egyptian. In his society, people place a high premium on family loyalty. Obligations to parents and siblings are an important part of daily life. Tariq has come to the United States to earn a master’s degree in civil engineering. Through the U.S. university he is attending, he has a “host family,” a local family that periodically invites him to their home for dinner or some other activity. The family’s name is Wilson. Mr. Wilson is a middle-aged engineer. His wife works part-time as a paralegal. Their two children, a daughter who is twenty-two and a son who is nineteen, are both college students, one attending a university in a distant state, the other a local community college.

Mr. Wilson’s father died two years ago. His mother, Tariq learns, lives in a nursing home. One Sunday after having dinner with the Wilsons, Tariq goes with them to visit Mr. Wilson’s mother. The nursing home is full of frail, elderly people, most of whom are sitting silently in lounge areas or lying in their rooms. A few are playing cards or dominoes in the game room or are watching television.

Mr. Wilson’s mother is obviously old, but she can move around reasonably well and can carry on a normal conversation with anyone who talks a bit louder than usual. Mr. Wilson says he visits his mother once a week if at all possible. Sometimes he has to go out of town, so two weeks will pass between visits. His wife sometimes goes along on these visits; the children rarely do, since one lives far away and the other is usually busy studying.

Tariq is horrified. How can Mr. Wilson, who otherwise seems like a pleasant and generous person, stand to have his mother living in such a place? Why doesn’t she live with Mr. Wilson?

How can Tariq interpret Mr. Wilson’s behavior? There are several possibilities.

• Mr. Wilson is a selfish, irresponsible person who does not understand children’s obligations toward their parents.

• Mr. Wilson’s mother has a medical or psychological problem that is not evident to him and that requires special care she could not get in Mr. Wilson’s home.

• Mr. Wilson’s wife is a domineering woman who, for selfish reasons, refuses to have her husband’s mother living in her house.

Any of these interpretations might be correct, but there are others that are more likely to explain the situation. If Tariq understood the way in which Americans are trained to behave as independent, self-reliant individuals, he would be more likely to understand why Mr. Wilson’s mother is in the nursing home. He might realize that the mother may actually prefer to be in the nursing home rather than “be a burden” to her son and his family. Tariq might understand, at least to some degree, the concern for privacy that leads Americans to keep to themselves in ways people in his own country would rarely do.

If Tariq misinterpreted this situation, he might well become unfriendly and even hostile to Mr. Wilson and his wife. His host family relationship would end. He would then lose a good opportunity to socialize, to meet Americans in age groups other than that of his fellow students, and to learn from Mr. Wilson about the engineering profession as it is practiced in the United States.

If, on the other hand, Tariq understood the nursing home situation in the same way the Wilsons probably do, he might go on to develop a closer and more rewarding relationship with the Wilson family.

So, understanding Americans can be beneficial. Misunderstanding them can eliminate opportunities and produce unwarranted negative feelings. This book can help foreign visitors understand U.S. Americans and thereby better achieve their own goals while in the United States.

HOW MUCH GENERALIZING IS ACCEPTABLE?

Who are these Americans? The United States of America covers a land area of 3,531,901 square miles (9,147,582 sq. km.) and is inhabited by some 310,000,000 individuals. According to 2009 census estimates, population density ranges from 1,184 people per square mile (438 per sq. km.) in the state of New Jersey to 1.2 per square mile (0.46 per sq. km.) in the state of Alaska. There are deserts, plains, wetlands, tundra, forests, and snow-covered mountains.

America’s population reflects remarkable ethnic diversity. While the majority of Americans are non-Hispanic white (to use the official terminology), about 15 percent of the population is Hispanic, another 13 percent is African American, about 5 percent is Asian, and about 1 percent is Native American. In the year 2007, there were 38.1 million foreign-born residents in the United States, representing 12.6 percent of the total population. Terms such as Asian American, Italian American, and Arab American are commonly used and reflect the persistence of various ethnic heritages within the country.

America’s population includes Catholics, Protestants of many denominations, Jews of several persuasions, Muslims, Buddhists, animists, and others. Some people believe in no Supreme Being or higher power. There are people who have many years of formal education and people who have nearly none. There are the very rich as well as the very poor. There are Republicans, Democrats, independents, libertarians, socialists, Communists, and adherents of other political views as well. There are people in thousands of lines of work, from abalone divers to zoo attendants. Some live in urban areas, some in rural locations.

Given all this diversity, can one meaningfully talk about Americans? Probably so, if one is careful. Consider it this way:

[image: image] In some ways all people are alike. Anatomists and physiologists study ways in which the structure and functions of the human body operate, regardless of race, religion, income, or political opinion. A human pancreatic gland knows no political persuasion.

[image: image] In some ways every person is unique. Psychologists study the manner in which each person’s characteristics and experiences give rise to his or her particular attitudes and behavior. Some social scientists use the term “multilayered self” to refer to the idea that each person embodies a unique combination of factors such as nationality, regional background, ethnicity, physical traits, economic status, religion, level of education, sexual orientation, occupation, and group memberships.

[image: image] In some ways groups of people resemble each other. One can find common characteristics among such groups as physicists, mothers, Olympic athletes, and farm laborers. One can also find common characteristics among nationality groups—U.S. Americans, Nigerians, Irish, Egyptians, and so on. Members of these nationality groups share certain common experiences that result in similarities among them—even if, like many Americans, they do not recognize those similarities themselves. U.S. Americans might all seem different from each other until you compare them as a group with the Japanese, for example. Then it becomes clear that certain attitudes and behaviors are much more characteristic of the Americans and others are far more typical of the Japanese.

The ideas, values, and behaviors that comprise “American culture” are generally those of the European American, middle-class, Protestant males who long dominated the society. Until fairly recently, people in that category held the large majority of the country’s most influential positions. They have been the political, business, and military leaders, the university presidents, the scientists, the journalists, and the novelists who have successfully exerted influence on the society.

Obviously, not all Americans are such people. Catholics and Jews have become noticeably more integrated into the society in the past fifty years or so. The non–European American portion of the population is growing, and in fact some demographers predict that by the middle of the twenty-first century European Americans will be in the minority, as is the case even now in some large American cities. That shift has already had some effects on the general culture. An increasing number of non–European Americans, non-Protestants (mainly Catholics and Jews and, increasingly, Mormons), and women have achieved influential positions. Nevertheless, society’s main ideals have been forged by that middle-class, European American, Protestant group. Members of other groups usually (not always) agree with those ideals, at least on some level. Historically, millions of immigrants have, at least over the space of a generation or two, accommodated themselves to them. International visitors can, though, find Americans who actively oppose the ideas and behaviors that generally define American culture.

Foreign visitors will find many variations on the “American culture” portrayed in this book. There are, as has already been suggested, regional, ethnic, family, and individual differences. Southerners (which really means people from the southeastern states, except Florida, which is home to many transplants from northern states and from Cuba) are known for their hospitality, relatively slow pace of life, and respect for tradition. New Englanders are often regarded as relatively quiet and inexpressive. Texans are deemed more forceful and openly self-confident than their relatively self-effacing Midwestern compatriots.

Variations related to ethnic background are also noticeable. Chinese Americans seem to place a higher value on education than do Americans in general. African Americans, at least those who live in mainly black communities, tend to be more verbally and physically expressive than European Americans. So do Italian Americans.

Growing up in ethnically and culturally different situations, Americans learn the attitudes and behaviors of their families. Families vary in many ways, such as how they deal with disagreement or conflict, the degree to which they share their thoughts and feelings, and their level of comfort with being touched by other people. (“I grew up in a family where people didn’t touch each other much,” you may hear an American explain.)

And, of course, there are individual differences. Some people are more outgoing than others, or more aggressive, more adventurous, more contemplative, or more focused on their own inner feelings.

Generalizations such as the ones in this book are subject to exception and refinement. Readers ought not to believe that this book will enable them to understand all U.S. Americans. It will not. Readers are advised to observe Americans with their minds open to new observations and new interpretations.

ON ASKING “WHY?”

This is not a philosophical or political book. It is intended to be a practical guide for understanding U.S. American culture. It barely concerns itself with the question of why Americans act as they do. There is a great temptation among people who encounter cultural differences to ask why those differences exist. “Why do they talk so loud?” “Why do they love their dogs more than their children?” “Why are they so hard to get to know?” “Why do they smile and act so friendly when they can’t even remember my name?” And there are countless other such questions, most of them ultimately unanswerable. The fact is that people do what they do. The “whys”—the reasons—probably cannot be determined. The general characteristics of American culture have been ascribed by various observers to such factors as its temperate climate; its nineteenth-century history as a large country with an open frontier to the west; its rich natural resources; its citizens’ origins among dissenters and the lower classes in Europe; its high level of technological development; the influence of Christianity; the declining influence of Christianity; its capitalist economic system; and “God’s benevolent attention.”

No one can say which of the many explanations of American cultural patterns is correct. The late James Bostain, who trained U.S. Department of State officers and others bound for overseas assignments, said in his lectures that the only answer to “why” questions about cultural differences is “Because ….” You might ask, for example, “Why are Americans so practical?” Because their educational system emphasizes practice more than theory. Why does their educational system emphasize practice over theory? Because Americans tend to believe that theory is less important than what really works. Why do Americans tend to believe that theory is less important than what really works? Because …. Because … . Because.

Although it may be interesting to speculate about the “why” questions (especially for people from places where theory is considered more important than practice!), it is not necessary in daily dealings with Americans to understand the ultimate explanations for their behavior. This book, therefore, does not examine that topic in depth.

The assumption underlying this book’s discussion of U.S. American and other cultures is that, as James Bostain put it, “People act the way they were taught to act, and they all have different teachers.” There are reasons for the way people behave, even if we can’t be certain what those reasons are. People who have grown up in the United States have been taught, or trained, to act in some ways and not in others. They share a culture. We will begin exploring that culture after a few words about Americans’ conceptions of themselves and their attitudes toward foreigners.

HOW AMERICANS SEE THEMSELVES

It is usually helpful, when trying to understand others, to understand how we see ourselves. A few comments about Americans’ self-perceptions appear here; others come later.

Americans do not usually see themselves, when they are at home, as representatives of their country, even though they are quite patriotic at times. Their government’s 2003 invasion of Iraq brought forth a widespread display of American flags, which people mounted on their porches, in their front windows, and even on their cars. Usually, Americans see themselves as individuals (we will stress this point later) who are different from all other individuals, American or foreign. U.S. Americans often say they have no culture, since they often conceive of culture as an overlay of arbitrary customs to be found only in other countries. Individual Americans may think they chose their own values rather than having had their values and the assumptions on which they are based imposed on them by the society into which they were born. If asked to say something about American culture, they may be unable to answer and they may even deny that there is an American culture and become annoyed at being asked the question. “We’re all individuals,” they will say.

Because they think they are responsible as individuals for having chosen their basic values and their way of life, many Americans resent generalizations others make about them. Generalizations such as the ones in this book may disturb them. They may be offended by the notion that they hold certain ideas and behave in certain ways simply because they were born and raised in the United States and not because they had consciously thought about those ideas and behaviors and chosen the ones they preferred.

At the same time, Americans will readily generalize about various subgroups within their own country. Northerners have stereotypes (that is, rigid, overgeneralized, simplified notions) about Southerners, and vice versa. There are stereotypes of people from the Appalachian region and from the Midwest, feminists, European American men, politicians, rich people, minority ethnic groups, minority religious groups, Texans, New Yorkers, Californians, Iowans, and so on. We have already commented on a few of these differences and will mention more later. The point is to realize that Americans acknowledge few generalizations that can safely be made about themselves, in part because they are so individualistic and in part because they think regional and other kinds of differences completely distinguish Americans of various groups from each other.

HOW AMERICANS SEE FOREIGNERS

Like people everywhere else, Americans, as they grow up, are taught certain attitudes toward other countries and the people who live in them. Parents, teachers, schoolbooks, and the media are principal sources of information and attitudes about foreigners and foreign countries.

Americans generally believe that theirs is a superior country, probably the greatest country in the world. It is economically and militarily powerful, even if it suffers temporary setbacks; its people are creative and energetic; its influence extends to all parts of the globe. Americans generally believe their democratic political system is the best possible one, since it gives all citizens the right and opportunity to try to influence government policy and since it protects citizens from arbitrary government actions. They also believe the system is superior because it gives them the freedom to complain about its failings. Americans generally believe their country’s free-market economic system has enabled them to enjoy one of the highest standards of living ever.

Travel writer Bill Bryson puts it this way:

When you grow up in America you are inculcated from the earliest age with the belief—no, the understanding—that America is the richest and most powerful nation on earth because God likes us best. It has the most perfect form of government, the most exciting sporting events, the tastiest food and amplest portions, the largest cars, most productive farms, the most devastating nuclear arsenal and the friendliest, most decent and most patriotic folks on earth. Countries just don’t come any better. (1989, 270–271)

Even during the worldwide economic recession of the late 2000s—with its high unemployment, two continuing wars, and partisan gridlock in Washington, D.C.—polls showed that most Americans remained optimistic about their country’s future. And they continued to believe that their country was better off than others. They continued to believe in the idea of “American exceptionalism”—that is, the idea that America has a special, enlightened place among nations.

If Americans consider their country to be superior, then it cannot be surprising that they often consider other countries to be inferior. The people in those other countries are assumed to be less intelligent, hardworking, and sensible than Americans are. Political systems in other countries are often assumed to be inadequately responsive to the public and excessively tolerant of corruption and abuse; other economic systems are regarded as less efficient than that of the United States. People from other countries (with the exception of Canadians and Northern Europeans, who are generally viewed with respect) tend to be perceived as underdeveloped Americans, prevented by their “primitive” or inefficient economic and social systems and by their quaint cultural customs from achieving what they could if they were Americans. U.S. Americans tend to suppose that people born in other countries are less fortunate than they are and that most would prefer to live in the United States. The fact that millions of foreigners do seek to enter or remain in the U.S. illegally every year supports this view. (The fact that billions of foreigners do not seek entry is ignored or discounted.)

Visitors from abroad often find that Americans in general are condescending to them, treating them a bit (or very much) like children who have limited experience and perhaps limited intelligence. International visitors are well advised to remember that it is not malice or intentional ignorance that leads so many Americans to treat them like inferior beings. The Americans are, once again, acting the way they have been taught to act. They have been taught that they are superior, and they have learned the lesson well.

There are obviously many exceptions to the preceding generalizations. The main exceptions are those Americans who have lived or at least traveled extensively in other countries and those who have in some other way had extensive experience with people from abroad. Many Americans will also make an exception for a foreigner who has demonstrated some skill, personality trait, or intellectual capability that commands respect. British writers, German scientists, Korean martial arts specialists, and Kenyan runners, among others, readily have many Americans’ respect.

ON DESCRIBING AMERICANS

If you ask a Turk, for example, who is visiting the United States whether the Americans she has met think and act the way Turks normally do, she’ll probably say, without any hesitation, “No!” If you then ask her to explain how the Americans differ from the Turks, she will probably hesitate and then offer something like, “Well, that’s hard to say.”

It is indeed difficult to explain how one cultural group differs from another. Anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists, journalists, communication experts, and others have tried various approaches to explaining the distinctive features of different cultures. There is no single best way to proceed.

Our approach to helping international visitors understand Americans is divided into three parts. Part I presents some general ideas (or theories) about cultural differences and American culture as it compares with others. Part II gives information about specific aspects of American life, including friendships, social relationships, politics, religion, and the media. Part III concludes the book by offering guidelines for responding constructively to cultural differences. 
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