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Preface to the Second Edition

The September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Cen-
ter in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C.,
took place while this revision was in progress. Some com-
mentators said that “everything would change” as a result
of the events of that day. It remains to be seen whether
the attacks will indeed have a lasting impact on the way
Americans live. But the immediate aftermath seemed char-
acteristically American in several ways:

• Americans wanted to know exactly how many
people were killed.

• Americans searched for a single cause of the event
and settled on the idea that Osama bin Laden, rather
than some complex configuration of factors, was
responsible.
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• People all over the country sought ways to help;
they donated blood, set up fund-raising drives, and
volunteered at the attack sites.

• In general, Americans professed not to understand
how other people could hate them so. They ap-
peared to have no particular knowledge of or con-
cern about the history that might have led to the
attacks.

• Most seemed not to understand how people could
deliberately kill themselves in the name of a cause
such as a religion or political point of view.

• Americans believed that the event could have been
avoided and that another such event can be fore-
stalled, probably with better use of technology (such
as stronger doors on cockpits, fingerprinting, body
scanning, and other biometric security and identifi-
cation devices) and more thorough background in-
vestigations drawing on a wider range of databases.

• Some Americans were concerned that “individual
rights” might be curtailed as a result of the security
measures that were developed in the wake of the
attacks and also because hundreds of people with
possible links to terrorism were detained without
what many deemed proper cause.

• Americans assumed that, deep down, everyone
wants to negotiate about differences, certainly not
to kill on account of them.
The cultural assumptions underlying these reactions

will be referred to repeatedly in this book, which seeks to
bring up-to-date an introduction to American culture that
was originally published in 1988.

First, a few words about terms. For the past dozen years
or so, Americans have been quite concerned with what has
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come to be called “political correctness.” The term means
different things to different people, but in general it refers
to the notion that speakers and writers should avoid any
words or phrases that might be considered “insulting” or
“demeaning” to anyone. For example, restaurant waitresses
(as well as waiters) are now commonly referred to as
“waitstaff” or “servers” to avoid the implication that people
who serve restaurant customers are predominantly females
in a lowly station. Many people with what were formerly
called physical or mental handicaps now prefer to be called
“differently abled.” Writers and speakers are encouraged to
avoid the exclusive use of the word he in any passage that
refers to members of both genders.

The word foreign, used for decades to refer to people
from one country who were temporarily in another, has
been criticized for implying strangeness, or being out of
place. People who consider themselves sensitive to the
feelings of people from other countries urge the use of
international in its place. So, “foreign students” has gen-
erally been replaced by “international students,” “foreign
visitors” by “international visitors,” and so on.

People who consider themselves sensitive to the feel-
ings of citizens of the Western Hemisphere outside the
United States of America argue that it is unacceptably ar-
rogant for people in the United States to refer to them-
selves as “Americans.” Everyone from the Western Hemi-
sphere is American, they say. People in the U.S. should
refer to themselves as “U.S. Americans,” “U.S. citizens,” or
some such term.

Perhaps by the time a third edition of this book is writ-
ten, clear and graceful terms for referring to people from
other countries and to citizens of the United States will
have evolved. For now, though, this book generally main-
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tains the traditional usages of the words foreign and
American.

Second and in conclusion, a few words about culture
change. Social scientists argue about the notion of “cul-
ture change”: Do cultures actually change, or is it only a
people’s trappings that 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?

Fewer than fifteen years have passed since the first
edition of American Ways. During that period, many things
certainly changed, most obviously in the areas of tech-
nology, politics, and economics. E-mail, the World Wide
Web, cellular telephones, automobiles with built-in navi-
gational systems, and many other innovations made
Americans’ lives, and the lives of people in many other
countries, move at an ever-faster pace.

The Soviet Union collapsed, ending the Cold War and
leaving the United States as the world’s sole “superpower.”
The September 11 attacks occurred, presumably bringing
significant changes in both domestic and international
politics.

Large corporations became larger, assuming ever-
more important roles in many countries’ economies. Sev-
eral large corporations found themselves beset by major
scandals, giving rise to fundamental questions about the
role of the “free-market system” so long touted by many
Americans.

Underneath all this, though, the essentials of Ameri-
can culture have persevered. If anything, they have be-
come more pronounced. The emphasis on individualism
and material progress, the faith in science and technol-
ogy, the idea that the future can be better than the past,
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all these live on. The notion that the United States is the
greatest country in the world seems to have been strength-
ened, not weakened, following the September 11 events,
which produced an upsurge of patriotism.

Readers of this second edition of American Ways will
find elaboration on these and many other aspects of
American life in the pages that follow.

—Gary Althen
Chandler, Arizona
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Introduction

Most 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 foreigners do have trouble understanding
Americans. Even if they have a good command of En-
glish, most foreigners have at least some difficulty under-
standing what the Americans they encounter are thinking
and feeling. What ideas and attitudes underlie their ac-
tions? What motivates them? What makes them talk and
act the way they do? This book addresses those ques-
tions. The book is intended to help foreign visitors—both
those staying for a long time and those here for short
visits—understand the natives.
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On Understanding
This book is not intended to encourage foreigners to like
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, others will
want to go back home as soon as possible. People in both
these 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 for-
eigners to have negative feelings toward 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 attend-
ing, he has a “host family,” a local family that periodically
invites him to their home for dinner or some other activ-
ity. The family’s name is Wilson. Mr. Wilson is a middle-
aged engineer. His wife works half-time in a lawyer’s of-
fice. Their two children, a daughter who is twenty-two and
a son who is nineteen, are both university students, and
one of them is attending a university in a distant state.

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.
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Mr. Wilson’s mother is obviously old, but she can move
around reasonably well and can carry on a normal con-
versation 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, irrespon-
sible person who does not understand the obligations
children have toward their parents; or Mr. Wilson’s mother
has some medical or psychological problem that is not
evident to him and that requires special care she could
not get in Mr. Wilson’s home; or 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 Tariq
has seen. If Tariq understood the way in which Americans
are trained to behave as independent, self-reliant indi-
viduals, he would be more likely to understand why Mr.
Wilson’s mother was in the nursing home. He might real-
ize that the mother may actually prefer to be in the nurs-
ing 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.
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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 Ameri-
cans in age groups other than that of his fellow students,
and to learn from Mr. Wilson about the engineering pro-
fession as it is practiced in the United States.

If, on the other hand, Tariq understood the factors
underlying 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. Mis-
understanding them can eliminate opportunities and pro-
duce negative feelings that are unwarranted. This book can
help foreign visitors understand 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 3,618,770 square miles (9,408,802 sq.
km.) and is inhabited by some 281,000,000 individuals. Ac-
cording to the 2000 U.S. Census, population density ranges
from 1,134 people per square mile (2,564 per sq. km.) in the
state of New Jersey to 1 per square mile (1.82 per sq. km.)
in the state of Alaska. There are deserts, plains, marshlands,
tundra, forests, and snow-covered mountains.

America’s population reflects remarkable ethnic diver-
sity. While the majority of Americans are non-Hispanic
white, 12.5 percent of the population is Hispanic, 12 per-
cent of the population is African American, about 4 per-
cent is Asian, and about 1 percent is Native American. In
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the year 2000, there were 28.4 million foreign-born resi-
dents in the United States, representing 10 percent of the
total U.S. population. Terms such as Asian American, Ital-
ian American, and Arab American are commonly used and
reflect the persistence of various ethnic heritages within
the U.S. There are people whose skin is labeled white, black,
brown, yellow, and red.

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, socialists, Communists, libertarians, and
adherents of other political views as well. There are law-
yers, farmers, plumbers, teachers, social workers, immi-
gration officers, computer technicians, and people in thou-
sands of other occupations. 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:

In some ways all people are alike.

In some ways every person is unique.

In some ways groups of people resemble each
other.

In some ways, all people are alike. Anatomists and
physiologists study ways in which the structure and func-
tions of the human body operate, regardless of race, reli-
gion, income, or political opinion. A human pancreatic
gland knows no political persuasion.
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On the other hand, there are ways in which each per-
son is unique. Psychologists study the manner in which
each person’s characteristics and experiences give rise to
his or her particular attitudes and behavior.

In still other 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—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. Americans might
all seem different from each other until you compare them
as a group with the Japanese, for example. Then it be-
comes clear that certain attitudes and behaviors are much
more characteristic of the Americans and others are far
more typical of the Japanese.

The predominant ideas, values, and behaviors of
“mainstream” Americans are those of the white middle
class. People in that category have long held the large
majority of the country’s most influential positions. They
have been the political and business leaders, the univer-
sity presidents, scientists, journalists, and novelists who
have successfully exerted influence on the society. Ameri-
can culture as talked about in this book, then, has been
strongly influenced by white middle-class males.

Obviously, not all Americans are white and middle
class. The portion of the population that is non white is
growing, and that growth has had some effects on the
general culture. Nevertheless, society’s main ideals have
been forged by that middle-class white group. Members
of other groups usually (not always) agree with those ide-
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als, at least on some level. Foreign visitors can find Ameri-
cans who actively oppose the ideas that generally define
American culture.

Foreign visitors will find many variations on the “Ameri-
can culture” portrayed in this book. There are, as has al-
ready been suggested, regional, ethnic, family, and indi-
vidual 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 re-
garded by Americans from elsewhere as being relatively
quiet and inexpressive. Texans are deemed more forceful
and openly self-confident than their relatively self-effac-
ing compatriots from the Midwest.

Variations related to ethnic background are also no-
ticeable. Chinese Americans seem to place a higher value
on education than do Americans in general. African Ameri-
cans, at least those who live in mainly black communities,
tend to be more verbally and physically expressive than
do white Americans. So do Italian Americans.

Growing up in ethnically and culturally different situ-
ations, Americans learn the attitudes and behaviors of their
families. Families may vary in the way they respond to
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 aggres-
sive, more adventurous, more contemplative, or more fo-
cussed on their own inner feelings.
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Generalizations such as the ones in this book are sub-
ject to exception and refinement. Readers ought not to be-
lieve that having read the book, they will understand all
Americans. They will not. At best, they will begin to under-
stand some aspects of some Americans’ behavior. Readers
are advised after reading this book to observe Americans
with their minds still 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. It barely con-
cerns itself with the question of why Americans act as they
do. There is a great temptation among people who en-
counter 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 countless other
such questions, most of them ultimately unanswerable.
The fact is that people do what they do. The “whys”—the
reasons—are probably not determinable. The general char-
acteristics of American culture have been ascribed by vari-
ous observers to such factors as its temperate climate; its
nineteenth-century history as a large country with an open
frontier to the west; its citizens’ origins among dissenters
and the lower classes in Europe; its high level of techno-
logical development; the influence of Christianity; the de-
clining 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 right. One commentator said
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that the only answer to “why” questions about cultural
differences is “Because…“. For example, why are Ameri-
cans so practical? Because their educational system em-
phasizes practice more than theory. Why does their edu-
cational system emphasize practice over theory? Because
Americans tend to believe that theory is less important
than what really works. Why do Americans tend to be-
lieve that theory is less important than what really works?
Because…. Because…. Because.

And although it may be interesting to speculate on
the “why” questions (especially for people from places
where theory is considered more important than prac-
tice!), it is not necessary in daily dealings with Americans
to understand why they act as they do. This book, there-
fore, does not examine that topic in depth.

The assumption underlying this book’s discussion of
American and other cultures is that, as one well-known
student of cross-cultural matters 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 certain 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.
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Americans do not usually see themselves, when they
are in the United States, as representatives of their coun-
try, even though they are quite patriotic at times. For a
period following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks,
Americans displayed considerable emotional attachment
to their country. But that began to fade after several
months. Usually, Americans see themselves as individu-
als (we will stress this point later) who are different from
all other individuals, American or foreign. Americans of-
ten 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 im-
posed on them by the society in 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
such a 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 pre-
ferred.

At the same time, Americans will readily generalize
about various subgroups within their own country. North-
erners have stereotypes (that is, overgeneralized, simpli-
fied notions) about Southerners, and vice versa. There are
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stereotypes of people from the country and people from
the city, people from the coasts and people from inland,
people from the Midwest, minority ethnic groups, minor-
ity religious groups, Texans, New Yorkers, Californians,
Iowans, and so on. We have already commented on a few
of these differences and will cover more later. The point
here is to realize that Americans acknowledge few gener-
alizations that can safely be made about them, in part
because they are so individualistic and in part because
they think regional and other kinds of differences com-
pletely 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, school-
books, and the media are principal sources of informa-
tion 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; 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 in-
fluence 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 anything they consider wrong with it.
Americans generally believe their country’s free-market
economic system has enabled them to enjoy one of the
highest standards of living in the history of the world.
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Travel writer Bill Bryson puts the point this way:
When you grow up in America you are inculcated
from the earliest age with the belief—no, the un-
derstanding—that America is the richest and most
poewrful 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 pro-
ductive farms, the most devastating nuclear arse-
nal and the friendliest, most decent and most pa-
triotic folks on earth. Countries just don’t come
any better. (1989, 270–71)

If Americans consider their country to be superior, then
it cannot be surprising that they often consider other coun-
tries to be inferior. The people in those other countries are
assumed to be not quite as intelligent or hardworking or
sensible as Americans are. Political systems in other coun-
tries 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. Foreigners (with the exception of
Canadians and Northern Europeans, who are generally
viewed with respect) tend to be perceived as underdevel-
oped 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 Ameri-
cans. Americans tend to suppose that people born in other
countries are less fortunate than they are and that most
foreigners would prefer to live in the U.S. The fact that mil-
lions 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.)
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Foreign visitors often find that Americans in general
are condescending to them, treating them a bit (or very
much) like children who have limited experience and per-
haps limited intelligence. Foreign 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 preced-
ing generalizations. The main exceptions are those Ameri-
cans 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 intellec-
tual capability that commands respect. British writers,
German scientists, Korean martial arts specialists, and
Kenyan runners, among others, readily have many Ameri-
cans’ 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 along the lines of “Well,
that’s hard to say.”

It is indeed difficult to explain how one cultural group
differs from another. Anthropologists, psychologists, so-
ciologists, journalists, communication experts, and oth-
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ers have tried various approaches to explaining the dis-
tinctive features of different cultures. There is no single
best way to proceed.

Our approach to helping foreign visitors understand
Americans is divided into three parts. Part I presents some
general ideas (theory) about cultural differences and
American culture as it compares with others. Part II gives
information about specific aspects of American life, in-
cluding friendships, social relationships, politics, religion,
the media, and others. Part III brings the book to its con-
clusion by offering guidelines for responding construc-
tively to cultural differences.
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Part I

General Ideas about
American Culture

How does American culture differ from others? There are
several ways to address that question. The first way we
will use, in chapter 1, is to consider the values and as-
sumptions that Americans live by. The second is to exam-
ine their “communicative style”; that we do in chapter 2.
Chapter 3 is about how Americans reason and think about
things. Chapter 4, the last in Part I, addresses American
customs.
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Chapter 1

✰ ✰ ✰

American Values and
Assumptions

As people grow up, they learn certain values and assump-
tions from their parents and other relatives, their teach-
ers, books, newspapers, television programs, the Internet,
and a variety of other sources. Values and assumptions
are closely related, but there are some differences between
them. The ways in which different cultures approach the
issue of appropriate roles for men and women provide a
good example of the relationship between values and as-
sumptions. Values are ideas about what is right and wrong,
desirable and undesirable, normal and abnormal, proper
and improper. In some cultures, for example, people are
taught that men and women should inhabit separate so-
cial worlds, with some activities clearly in the men’s do-
main and others clearly in the women’s. In other cultures
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men and women are considered to have more or less equal
access to most roles in the society.

Assumptions, as used here, are the postulates, the
unquestioned givens, about people, life, and the way things
are. People in some societies assume, for example, that
family life proceeds most harmoniously when women stay
at home with their children and men earn money by work-
ing outside the home. In other societies people assume
that family life works best when outside work and child-
rearing responsibilities are shared by men and women. In
some societies people assume that when a mature man
and woman are alone together, sexual activity will almost
certainly occur. In others, platonic (that is, lacking a sexual
element) friendship between unmarried men and women
is assumed to be possible.

Scholars debate the definition of values, assumptions,
and other terms that appear in this book. But this book is
not for scholars. It is for international visitors who want
some basic understanding of America. Those visitors who
want to read more scholarly works on the issues raised
here can refer to the Bibliography at the end of this book.

People who grow up in a particular culture share cer-
tain values and assumptions. That does not mean they all
share exactly the same values to exactly the same extent.
It does mean that most of them, most of the time, agree
with each other’s ideas about what is right and wrong,
desirable and undesirable, and so on. They also agree,
mostly, with each other’s assumptions about human na-
ture, social relationships, and so on.

Any list of values and assumptions is inherently arbi-
trary. Depending on how one defines and categorizes
things, one could make a three-item or a thirty-item list of
a country’s major values and assumptions. The list of-
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fered below has eight entries, each covering a set of closely
related values and assumptions commonly held by Ameri-
cans: individualism, freedom, competitiveness, and privacy;
equality; informality; the future, change, and progress;
goodness of humanity; time; achievement, action, work,
and materialism; and directness and assertiveness. Because
individualism is so vital to understanding American soci-
ety and culture, it receives more attention than the others.

Notice that the values and assumptions discussed
below overlap with and support each other. In general,
they agree with each other. They fit together. A culture
can be viewed as a collection of values and assumptions
that go together to shape the way a group of people per-
ceives and relates to the world around them.

Individualism, Freedom,
Competitiveness, and Privacy

Individualism
The most important thing to understand about Ameri-
cans is probably their devotion to individualism. They are
trained from very early in their lives to consider them-
selves as separate individuals who are responsible for their
own situations in life and their own destinies. They are
not trained to see themselves as members of a close-knit,
interdependent family, religious group, tribe, nation, or
any other collectivity.

You can see it in the way Americans treat their chil-
dren. One day I was at a local shopping mall, waiting in
line to buy an Orange Julius. (An Orange Julius is a cool
drink made in a blender with orange juice, ice, and some
other ingredients.) Behind me in the line was a woman
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with two children, a boy who was about three years old
and a girl who was about five. The boy had his hand in a
pocket of his blue jeans, and I could hear that he had
some coins in there.

The boy asked his mother, “Can I get an Orange Julius?”
“No,” she said to him. “You don’t have enough money

left for an Orange Julius. Remember you bought that
cookie a while ago. You do have enough money for a hot
dog. So you could get a hot dog now if you want to. Or,
you could save your money, and sometime later when
you have enough money, we could come back here and
you could get an Orange Julius.”

When I tell this story to people from other countries,
they usually react with disbelief. The idea that a child so
young would even have his own money to spend, let alone
be expected to decide how to spend it, seems beyond
their comprehension. Here is a young child whose own
mother is forcing him to make a decision that affects not
just his situation at the moment—whether or not to get a
hot dog—but that will affect him at some unspecified time
in the future, when he will have more money.

But when Americans hear this story, they usually un-
derstand it perfectly well. This mother is helping her son
learn to make his own decisions and to be accountable
for his own money. Some American parents might not
expect a three-year-old to make a decision about how to
spend money, but they certainly understand what the
mother is doing. She is getting her son ready for a world
in which he will be responsible for his choices and their
consequences. Even his own mother won’t be helping him
later in life, and he needs to be ready for that.

This particular mother may or may not have owned a
copy of Dr. Benjamin Spock’s famous book, Dr. Spock’s
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Baby and Child Care, to which millions of American par-
ents have long turned for information and advice on rais-
ing their children. The most recent version of the book
makes this observation:

In the United States…very few children are raised
to believe that their principal destiny is to serve
their family, their country, or their God [as is the
practice in some other countries]. Generally chil-
dren [in the United States] are given the feeling
that they can set their own aims and occupation
in life, according to their inclinations. We are rais-
ing them to be rugged individualists… . (1998, 7)

While it has become more acceptable in light of chang-
ing economic circumstances (especially higher housing
costs) for young adults to live in their parents’ house, the
ideal of independence after high school graduation re-
mains. If it is economically feasible for them to do so,
young adult Americans are expected to live apart from
their parents, either on their own or in college, or risk
being viewed as immature, “tied to their mother’s apron
strings,” or otherwise unable to lead a normal, indepen-
dent life.

Research by social scientists indicates that the culture
of the United States is the most individualistic (or second
most, after Australia) in the world. American individual-
ism was perhaps epitomized by a “Walkman dance” at a
major university. Students assembled in a large room,
where they all danced alone to whatever music they were
playing on their own Walkman.

Americans are trained to conceive of themselves as
separate individuals, and they assume everyone else in
the world is too. When they encounter a person from
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abroad who seems to them excessively concerned with
the opinions of parents, with following traditions, or with
fulfilling obligations to others, they assume that the per-
son feels trapped or is weak, indecisive, or “overly depen-
dent.” They assume all people must resent being in situa-
tions where they are not “free to make up their own minds.”
They assume, furthermore, that after living for a time in
the United States, people will come to feel “liberated” from
constraints arising from outside themselves and will be
grateful for the opportunity to “do their own thing” and
“have it their own way.” As indeed, many are.

Margaret Wohlenberg was the only American student
among about nine hundred Malays enrolled at the branch
campus of Indiana University in Shah Alam, Malaysia. She
took Psychology 101, an introductory psychology course
from the Indiana University curriculum and earned a grade
of A+. The other students’ grades were lower. After the
experience she reported,

I do not think that Psych 101 is considered a very
difficult course for the average freshman on the
Bloomington campus [Indiana University’s main
location], but it is a great challenge to these [Malay]
kids who have very little, if any, exposure to the
concepts of Western psychology… . The Ameri-
can [while growing up] is surrounded, maybe even
bombarded, by the propaganda of self-fulfillment
and self-identity. Self-improvement and self-help—
doing my own thing—seem at the core of Ameri-
can ideology.

But these are “quite unfamiliar ideas to the Malay stu-
dents,” MsF Wohlenberg said. The Malay students’ upbring-
ing emphasizes the importance of family relationships and
individual subservience to the family and the community.
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It is this concept of themselves as individual decision
makers that blinds at least some Americans to the fact
that they share a culture with each other. They often have
the idea, as mentioned above, that they have indepen-
dently made up their own minds about the values and
assumptions they hold. The notion that social factors
outside themselves have made them “just like everyone
else” in important ways offends their sense of dignity.

Americans, then, consider the ideal person to be an
individualistic, self-reliant, independent person. They as-
sume, incorrectly, that people from elsewhere share this
value and this self-concept. In the degree to which they
glorify “the individual” who stands alone and makes his
or her own decisions, Americans are quite distinctive.

The individual that Americans idealize prefers an at-
mosphere of freedom, where neither the government nor
any other external force or agency dictates what the indi-
vidual does. For Americans, the idea of individual free-
dom has strong, positive connotations.

By contrast, people from many other cultures regard
some of the behavior Americans legitimize by the label
“individual freedom” to be self-centered and lacking in
consideration for others. Mr. Wilson (see pages xx–xxii)
and his mother are good American individualists, living
their own lives and interfering as little as possible with
others. Tariq Nassar found their behavior almost immoral.

Foreign visitors who understand the degree to which
Americans are imbued with the notion that the free, self-
reliant individual is the ideal kind of human being will be
able to understand many aspects of American behavior
and thinking that otherwise might not make sense. A very
few of many possible examples:
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• Americans see as heroes those individuals who “stand
out from the crowd” by doing something first, long-
est, most often, or otherwise “best.” Real-life examples
are aviators Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart,
golfer Tiger Woods, and basketball player Michael
Jordan. Perhaps the best example from the world of
fiction is the American cowboy as portrayed by such
motion-picture actors as John Wayne and Clint
Eastwood.

• Americans admire people who have overcome ad-
verse circumstances (for example, poverty or a
physical handicap) and “succeeded” in life. Booker
T. Washington, a famous nineteenth-century Afri-
can American educator, is one example; the blind
and deaf author and lecturer, Helen Keller, is an-
other.

• Many Americans do not display the degree of re-
spect for their parents that people in more tradi-
tional or family-oriented societies commonly do.
From their point of view, being born to particular
parents was a sort of historical or biological acci-
dent. The parents fulfill their responsibilities to the
children while the children are young, but when the
children have reached “the age of independence,”
the close child-parent tie is loosened, occasionally
even broken.

• It is not unusual for Americans who are beyond the
age of about twenty-two (and sometimes younger)
and who are still living with their parents to pay their
parents for room and board. Elderly parents living
with their grown children may do likewise. Paying
for room and board is a way of showing indepen-
dence, self-reliance, and responsibility for oneself.
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• Certain phrases one commonly hears among
Americans capture their devotion to individualism:
“You’ll have to decide that for yourself.” “If you don’t
look out for yourself, no one else will.” “Look out
for number one.” “Be your own best friend.”
In the late 1900s, social scientists who studied cultural

differences published extensively about differences be-
tween individualistic and collectivistic societies. Some of
their articles offered observations that can be quite help-
ful to collectivists and others trying to understand Ameri-
can culture. Two examples follow; both mention ideas that
are addressed elsewhere in this book.

To transcend the distance between self and oth-
ers, people in individualistic societies have to de-
velop a certain set of social skills. These include
public speaking, meeting others quickly and put-
ting them at ease…, making a good first impres-
sion, and being well mannered, cordial, and ver-
bally fluent during initial encounters with others.
These skills are not as necessary for collectivists.
When it comes time for a person to meet unknown
others in the larger society, members of the col-
lective act as go-betweens and make introductions,
describe the person’s accomplishments and abili-
ties, and so forth… . In short, individualists have
to rely on themselves and to develop skills that
allow them to branch out in society. Collectivists
have a supportive group that assists in this same
goal. (Brislin 1990, 21–22)

Collectivists will want to understand that individualists are,
according to Harry Triandis, Richard Brislin, and C. H. Hui,
likely to
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• pay relatively little attention to groups (including
families) they belong to,

• be proud of their accomplishments and expect oth-
ers to feel proud of their own accomplishments,

• be more involved with their peers and less involved
with people who are older or more senior in an
organization, and be more comfortable in social
relationships with those who are their equals and
less comfortable in relationships with people of
higher or lower status than themselves,

• act competitively,
• define status in terms of accomplishments (what

they have achieved through their own efforts) rather
than relationships or affiliations (the family or other
group to which they belong),

• seem relatively unconcerned about being coopera-
tive or having smooth interpersonal relations,

• seem satisfied with relationships that seem superfi-
cial and short-term,

• be ready to “do business” very soon after meeting,
without much time spent on preliminary getting-
acquainted conversation,

• place great importance on written rules, procedures,
and deadlines, such as leases, contracts, and ap-
pointments,

• be suspicious of, rather than automatically respect-
ful toward, people in authority, and

• assume that people in general need to be alone
some of the time and prefer to take care of prob-
lems by themselves. (1988, 271)
To elaborate here on just one of the ideas in the list

above: individualistic Americans naturally see themselves
as being in competition with others. Competitiveness per-
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vades the society. It is obvious in the attention given to
athletic events and to star athletes, who are praised for
being “real competitors.” It is also obvious in schools and
extracurricular activities for children, where games and
contests are assumed to be desirable and beneficial. Com-
petitiveness is less obvious when it is in the minds of
people who are persistently comparing themselves with
others: who is faster, smarter, richer, better-looking; whose
children are the most successful; whose husband is the
best provider or the best cook or the best lover; which
salesperson sold the most during the past quarter; who
earned his first million dollars at the earliest age; and so
on. People who are competing with others are essentially
alone, trying to maintain their superiority and, implicitly,
their separateness from others.

Privacy
Also closely associated with the value they place on indi-
vidualism is the importance Americans assign to privacy.
Americans assume that most people “need some time to
themselves” or “some time alone” to think about things or
recover their spent psychological energy. Most Americans
have great difficulty understanding people who always
want to be with another person, who dislike being alone.
Americans tend to regard such people as weak or depen-
dent.

If the parents can afford it, each child will have his or
her own bedroom. Having one’s own bedroom, even as
an infant, inculcates in a person the notion that she is
entitled to a place of her own where she can be by herself
and—notice—keep her possessions. She will have her
clothes, her toys, her books, and so on. These things will
be hers and no one else’s.
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Americans assume that people have their “private
thoughts” that might never be shared with anyone. Doc-
tors, lawyers, psychiatrists, and others have rules govern-
ing “confidentiality” that are intended to prevent informa-
tion about their clients’ personal situations from becom-
ing known to others.

Americans’ attitudes about privacy can be difficult for
foreigners to understand. Americans’ houses, yards, and
even their offices can seem open and inviting, yet, in Ameri-
cans’ minds, there are boundaries that other people are
simply not supposed to cross. When such boundaries are
crossed, the Americans’ bodies will visibly stiffen and their
manner will become cool and aloof.

Equality
Americans are also distinctive in the degree to which they
believe in the ideal, as stated in their Declaration of Inde-
pendence, that “all men are created equal.” Although they
sometimes violate the ideal in their daily lives, particularly
in matters of interracial relationships and sometimes re-
lationships among people from different social classes,
Americans have a deep faith that in some fundamental
way all people (at least all American people) are of equal
value, that no one is born superior to anyone else. “One
person, one vote,” they say, conveying the idea that any
person’s opinion is as valid and worthy of attention as
any other person’s opinion.

Americans are generally quite uncomfortable when
someone treats them with obvious deference. They dis-
like being the subjects of open displays of respect—being
bowed to, deferred to, or treated as though they could do
no wrong or make no unreasonable requests.



AMERICAN VALUES AND ASSUMPTIONS 15

It is not just males who are created equal, in the Ameri-
can mindset, but females too. While Americans may vio-
late the ideal in practice (for example, women continue to
be paid less, on average, than do men in similar jobs),
they do generally assume that women and men are equal,
deserving of the same level of respect. Women may be
different from men but are not inferior to them.

This is not to say that Americans make no distinctions
among themselves as a result of such factors as gender,
age, wealth, or social position. They do. But the distinc-
tions are acknowledged in subtle ways. Tone of voice, or-
der of speaking, choice of words, seating arrangements—
such are the means by which Americans acknowledge sta-
tus differences among themselves. People of higher sta-
tus are more likely to speak first, louder, and longer. They
sit at the head of the table or in the most comfortable
chair. They feel free to interrupt other speakers more than
others feel free to interrupt them. The higher-status per-
son may put a hand on the shoulder of the lower-status
person. If there is touching between the people involved,
the higher-status person will touch first.

Foreigners who are accustomed to more obvious dis-
plays of respect (such as bowing, averting eyes from the
face of the higher-status person, or using honorific titles)
often overlook the ways in which Americans show respect
for people of higher status. They think, incorrectly, that
Americans are generally unaware of status differences and
disrespectful of other people. What is distinctive about the
American outlook on the matter of equality are the under-
lying assumptions that (1) no matter what a person’s initial
station in life, he or she has the opportunity to achieve high
standing and (2) everyone, no matter how unfortunate,
deserves some basic level of respectful treatment.
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Informality
Their notions of equality lead Americans to be quite in-
formal in their general behavior and in their relationships
with other people. Store clerks and table servers, for ex-
ample, may introduce themselves by their first (given)
names and treat customers in a casual, friendly manner.
American clerks, like other Americans, have been trained
to believe that they are as valuable as any other people,
even if they happen to be engaged at a given time in an
occupation that others might consider lowly. This infor-
mal behavior can outrage foreign visitors who hold high
status in countries where it is not assumed that “all men
are created equal.”

Relationships between students, teachers, and co-
workers in American society are often very informal, as
the following example illustrates. Liz, a staff member at a
university international office, invited a group of French
exchange students along with their American teachers and
several co-workers to her home for dinner. When the
guests arrived, she welcomed them by saying, “Make your-
selves at home.” She showed them where to find the food
and drinks in the kitchen and introduced them to some of
the other guests. The French students then served them-
selves and sat with the other guests in small groups
throughout the house, eating and talking. The young son
of one of the American guests entertained them with jokes.
When it was time to leave, several of the American guests
stayed to help Liz clean up.

Later, in describing the dinner party, the French stu-
dents remarked that such an event would almost never
happen in their country. First, they were surprised that
Liz, whom they had only met twice before, had invited
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them into her home. Moreover, they were impressed that
the teachers and students and the international office co-
workers and their family members socialized so easily. Even
though they held positions of different status at work and
were of different ages, they seemed to interact easily and
naturally at the party.

People from societies where general behavior is more
formal than it is in the United States are struck by the infor-
mality of American speech, dress, and body language. Idi-
omatic speech and slang are liberally used on most occa-
sions, with formal speech reserved for public events and
fairly formal situations. People of almost any station in life
can be seen in public wearing jeans, sandals, or other in-
formal attire. People slouch down in chairs or lean on walls
or furniture when they talk rather than maintaining an erect
bearing.

A brochure advertising a highly regarded liberal arts
college contains a photograph showing the college presi-
dent, dressed in shorts and an old T-shirt, jogging past
one of the classroom buildings on his campus. Ameri-
cans are likely to find the photograph appealing: “Here is
a college president who’s just like anyone else. He doesn’t
think he’s too good for us.”

Likewise, U.S. President George W. Bush frequently
allowed himself to be photographed in his jogging attire
while out for one of his frequent runs.

The superficial friendliness for which Americans are
so well-known is related to their informal, egalitarian ap-
proach to other people. “Hi!” they will say to just about
anyone, or “Howya doin?” (that is, “How are you doing?”
or “How are you?”). This behavior reflects not so much a
special interest in the person addressed as a concern (not
conscious) for showing that one is a “regular guy,” part of
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a group of normal, pleasant people—like the jogging col-
lege president and the jogging president of his superpower
country.

More ideas about American notions of friendship are
discussed in Part II.

The Future, Change, and Progress
Americans are generally less concerned about history and
traditions than are people from older societies. “History
doesn’t matter,” many of them will say. “It’s the future that
counts.” They look ahead. They have the idea that what
happens in the future is within their control, or at least
subject to their influence. The mature, sensible person,
they think, sets goals for the future and works systemati-
cally toward them. Americans believe that people, as indi-
viduals or working cooperatively together, can change
most aspects of their physical and social environments if
they decide to do so, then make appropriate plans and
get to work. Changes will presumably produce improve-
ments. New things are better than old things.

Closely associated with their assumption that they can
bring about desirable changes in the future is the Ameri-
cans’ assumption that their physical and social environ-
ments are subject to human domination or control. Early
Americans cleared forests, drained swamps, and altered
the course of rivers in order to “build” the country. Con-
temporary Americans have gone to the moon in part just
to prove they could do so! “If you want to be an Ameri-
can,” says cross-cultural trainer L. Robert Kohls, “you have
to believe you can fix it.”

“The difficult takes a while,” according to a saying of-
ten attributed to the United States Marine Corps. “The
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impossible takes a little longer.”
This fundamental American belief in progress and a

better future contrasts sharply with the fatalistic (Ameri-
cans are likely to use that term with a negative or critical
connotation) attitude that characterizes people from many
other cultures, notably Latin American, Asian, and Arab,
where there is a pronounced reverence for the past. In
those cultures the future is often considered to be in the
hands of fate, God, or at least the few powerful people or
families that dominate the society. The idea that people in
general can somehow shape their own futures seems
naïve, arrogant, or even sacrilegious.

Americans are generally impatient with people they
see as passively accepting conditions that are less than
desirable. “Why don’t they do something about it?” Ameri-
cans will ask. Americans don’t realize that a large portion
of the world’s population sees the world around them
not as something they can change, but rather as some-
thing to which they must submit, or at least something
with which they must seek to live in harmony.

Goodness of Humanity
The future cannot be better if people in general are not
fundamentally good and improvable. Americans assume
that human nature is basically good, not basically evil.
Foreign visitors will see them doing many things that are
based on this assumption. Some examples will help.

Getting More Education or Training. Formal education
is not just for young people, it’s for everyone. Many post-
secondary students are adults who seek to “improve them-
selves” or to change careers by learning more and/or get-
ting a degree. Newspaper articles at graduation time of-
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ten feature grandmothers or grandfathers who have re-
turned to school late in life and earned a college diploma.
Educational institutions offer “extension classes,” night
classes, correspondence courses, televised courses, and
on-line courses so that people who have full-time jobs or
who live far from a college or university have the oppor-
tunity to get more education.

“Nonformal” educational opportunities in the form of
workshops, seminars, or training programs are widely
available. Through them people can learn about a huge
array of topics, from being a better parent to investing
money wisely to behaving more assertively.

Rehabilitation. Except in extreme cases where it would
clearly be futile, efforts are made to rehabilitate people
who have lost some physical capacity as a result of injury
or illness. A person who learned to walk again after a
debilitating accident is widely admired.

Rehabilitation is not just for the physically infirm but
for those who have failed socially as well. Jails, prisons,
and detention centers are intended as much to train in-
mates to be socially useful as they are to punish them. A
widespread (but not universally held) assumption is that
people who violate the law do so more because of ad-
verse environmental conditions such as poverty, domes-
tic violence, or the media than because they themselves
are irredeemably evil individuals.

Belief in Democratic Government. We have already dis-
cussed some of the assumptions that underlie the Ameri-
can belief that a democratic form of government is best—
assumptions about individualism, freedom, and equality.
Another assumption is that people can make life better
for themselves and others through the actions of govern-
ments they choose.
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Voluntarism. It is not just through the actions of gov-
ernments or other formal bodies that life can be improved
but through the actions of citizen volunteers as well. Many
international visitors are awed by the array of activities
Americans support on a voluntary basis: parent-teacher
organizations in elementary and secondary schools, com-
munity “service clubs” that raise money for worthy causes,
organizations of families that play host to foreign stu-
dents, “clean-up, paint-up, fix-up” campaigns to beautify
communities, organizations working to preserve wilder-
ness areas, and on and on.

Educational Campaigns. When Americans perceive a
social problem, they are likely (often on a voluntary basis)
to establish an “educational campaign” to “make the pub-
lic aware” of the dangers of something and to induce
people to take preventive or corrective action. Thus there
are campaigns concerning tobacco, addictive drugs, al-
cohol, domestic abuse, handguns, and many specific dis-
eases. Often these groups are started by someone who
has either suffered personally from one of the problems
or lost a loved one to it.

Self-help. Americans assume themselves to be improv-
able. We have already mentioned their participation in
various educational and training programs. Mention
should also be made of the array of “self-help” and “how-
to” books Americans buy as well as of the number of group
activities they join in order to make themselves “better.”
Through things they read or groups they join, Americans
can stop smoking, stop using alcohol, lose weight, im-
prove their physical condition or memory or reading
speed, manage their time and money more effectively,
become better at their jobs, and improve themselves in
countless other ways.
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“Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” Americans say.
People who want to make things better can do so if only
they have a strong enough motivation.

Time
For Americans, time is a resource that, like water or coal,
can be used well or poorly. “Time is money,” they say.
“You only get so much time in this life; you’d best use it
wisely.” As Americans are trained to see things, the future
will not be better than the past or the present unless people
use their time for constructive, future-oriented activities.
Thus, Americans admire a “well-organized” person, one
who has a written list of things to do and a schedule for
doing them. The ideal person is punctual (that is, arrives
at the scheduled time for a meeting or event) and is con-
siderate of other people’s time (that is, does not “waste
people’s time” with conversation or other activity that has
no visible, beneficial outcome).

Early in his career, American anthropologist Edward
T. Hall lived and worked on reservations belonging to two
Native American Indian groups, the Navajo and the Hopi.
He discovered that the Native Americans’ notion of time
was very different from the conception that he, a white
American male, held. In describing his experience on the
reservation, Hall later wrote,

During my five-year stay on the reservations, I found
that, in general, the Indians believed that whites were
crazy, although they didn’t tell us that. We were al-
ways hurrying to get someplace when that place
would still be there whenever we arrived. Whites
had a kind of devil inside who seemed to drive them
unmercifully. That devil’s name was Time. (1992, 218)
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The American attitude toward time is not necessarily
shared by others, especially non-Europeans. Most people
on our planet are more likely to conceive of time as some-
thing that is simply there, around them, not something
they can “use.” One of the more difficult things many for-
eign businesspeople and students must adjust to in the
United States is the notion that time must be saved when-
ever possible and used wisely every day.

In their efforts to use their time wisely, Americans are
sometimes seen by foreign visitors as automatons,
unhuman creatures who are so tied to their clocks, their
schedules, and their daily planners that they cannot par-
ticipate in or enjoy the human interactions that are the
truly important things in life. “They are like little machines
running around,” one foreign visitor said.

The premium Americans place on efficiency is closely
related to their concepts of the future, change, and time.
To do something efficiently is to do it in the way that is
quickest and requires the smallest expenditure of re-
sources. This may be why e-mail has become such a popu-
lar means of communication in American society. Students
commonly correspond with their professors by e-mail
rather than waiting to talk with them during their office
hours. Likewise, businesspeople frequently check their e-
mail before and after work, on the weekend, and even
while on vacation. American businesses sometimes hire
“efficiency experts” to review their operations and to sug-
gest ways in which they could accomplish more with the
resources they are investing. Popular magazines offer sug-
gestions for more efficient ways to shop, cook, clean house,
do errands, raise children, tend the yard, and on and on.
The Internet provides immediate access to all kinds of in-
formation and products. Americans have come to expect
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instant responses to phone calls, e-mails, faxes, and other
forms of communication. Many quickly become impatient
if the responses aren’t immediately forthcoming, even
when there is no apparent urgency.

In this context the “fast-food industry” can be seen as a
clear example of an American cultural product. McDonald’s,
KFC, Pizza Hut, and other fast-food establishments pros-
per in a country where many people want to minimize the
amount of time they spend preparing and eating meals.
The millions of Americans who take their meals at fast-
food restaurants cannot have much interest in lingering
over their food while conversing with friends, as millions of
Europeans do. As McDonald’s restaurants have spread
around the world, they have been viewed as symbols of
American society and culture, bringing not just hamburg-
ers but an emphasis on speed, efficiency, and shiny clean-
liness. The typical American food, some observers argue, is
fast food. And now, for those who don’t have the time to
stand in line to pay for their fast food, some companies
offer special cell phones or wands with which you can “pay”
with a quick wave of the hand. What next?

Achievement, Action, Work,
and Materialism

“He’s a hard worker,” one American might say in praise of
another. Or, “She gets the job done.” These expressions
convey the typical American’s admiration for a person who
approaches a task conscientiously and persistently, see-
ing it through to a successful conclusion. More than that,
these expressions convey an admiration for achievers,
people whose lives are centered around efforts to accom-



AMERICAN VALUES AND ASSUMPTIONS 25

plish some physical, measurable task. Social psycholo-
gists use the term achievement motivation to describe
people who place a high value on getting things done.
Affiliation is another type of motivation, shown by people
whose main intent is to establish and retain relationships
with other people. Obviously, the achievement motiva-
tion predominates in America.

Visitors from abroad commonly remark, “Americans
work harder than I expected them to.” (Perhaps these visi-
tors have been excessively influenced by American mov-
ies and television programs, which are less likely to show
people working than driving around in fast cars or pur-
suing members of the opposite sex.) While the so-called
“Protestant work ethic” may have lost some of its hold on
Americans, there is still a strong belief that the ideal per-
son is a hard worker. A hard worker is one who “gets
right to work” on a task, works efficiently, and completes
the task in a timely way that meets reasonably high stan-
dards of quality.

Hard workers are admired not just on the job but in
other aspects of life as well. Housewives, students, and
people volunteering their services to charitable organiza-
tions are also said to be hard workers who make “signifi-
cant achievements.”

More generally, Americans like action. They do indeed
believe it is important to devote significant energy to their
jobs or to other daily responsibilities. Beyond that, they
tend to believe they should be doing something most of
the time. They are usually not content, as people from
many countries are, to sit for long periods and talk with
other people. They get restless and impatient. They be-
lieve they should be doing something, or at least making
plans and arrangements for doing something later.
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People without the Americans’ action orientation of-
ten see Americans as frenzied, always “on the go,” never
satisfied, compulsively active, and often impatient. They
may, beyond that, evaluate Americans negatively for be-
ing unable to relax and enjoy life’s pleasures. Even recre-
ation, for Americans, is often a matter of acquiring lavish
equipment, making elaborate plans, then going some-
where to do something.

Americans tend to define and evaluate people by the
jobs they have. (“Who is she?” “She’s the vice president in
charge of personal loans at the bank.”) Family back-
grounds, educational attainments, and other characteris-
tics are considered less important in identifying people
than the jobs they have.

There is usually a close relationship between the job a
person has and the level of the person’s income. Ameri-
cans tend to measure a person’s success in life by refer-
ring to the amount of money he or she has acquired and
to the title or position that person has achieved. Being a
bank vice president is quite respectable, but being a bank
president is more so. The president gets a higher salary
and more prestige. The president can also buy more
things—indicators of status: a bigger house, a sports car,
a boat, a beach home on a Caribbean island, and so on.

Regardless of income, Americans tend to spend money
rather freely on material goods. Items that were once con-
sidered luxuries, such as personal computers, telephone
answering machines, microwave ovens, and electric ga-
rage-door openers are now considered “necessities” by
many Americans. Credit cards, which are widely available
even to teenagers, encourage spending, and of course the
scale and scope of the advertising industry is well known.
Americans are often criticized for being so “materialistic,”
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so concerned with acquiring possessions. For Americans,
though, this materialistic bent is natural and proper. They
have been taught that it is good to achieve, to work hard,
and to acquire more material badges of their success and
in the process assure a better future for themselves and
their families. And, like people elsewhere, they do what
they are taught.

Directness and Assertiveness
Americans, as we’ve said before, generally consider them-
selves to be frank, open, and direct in their dealings with
other people. “Let’s lay our cards on the table,” they say.
Or, “Let’s stop playing games and get to the point.” These
and many other common expressions convey the Ameri-
cans’ idea that people should explicitly state what they
think and what they want from other people.

Americans usually assume that conflicts or disagree-
ments are best settled by means of forthright discussions
among the people involved. If I dislike something you are
doing, I should tell you about it directly so you will know,
clearly and from me personally, how I feel about it. Bring-
ing in other people to mediate a dispute is commonly con-
sidered somewhat cowardly, the act of a person without
enough courage to speak directly to someone else. Media-
tion is, however, slowly gaining in popularity in recent years.

The word assertive is the adjective Americans commonly
use to describe the person who plainly and directly ex-
presses feelings and requests. People who are inadequately
assertive can take “assertiveness-training classes.” What
Americans consider assertive is, however, often judged as
aggressive by some non-Americans and sometimes by
Americans—if the person referred to is a woman.
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Americans will often speak openly and directly to oth-
ers about things they dislike, particularly in a work situa-
tion. They will try to do so in a manner they call “con-
structive,” that is, a manner the other person will not find
offensive or unacceptable. If they do not speak openly
about what is on their minds, they will often convey their
reactions in nonverbal ways (without words but through
facial expressions, body positions, and gestures). Ameri-
cans are not taught, as people in many Asian countries
are, that they should mask their emotional responses. Their
words, the tone of their voices, or their facial expressions
will usually reveal their feelings: anger, unhappiness and
confusion or happiness and contentment. They do not
think it improper to display these feelings, at least within
limits. Many Asians feel embarrassed around Americans
who are exhibiting a strong emotional response to some-
thing. On the other hand, as we shall see in Part II, Latin
Americans and Arabs are generally inclined to display their
emotions more openly than Americans do and to view
Americans as unemotional and “cold.”

Americans, however, are often less direct and open
than they realize. There are in fact many restrictions on
their willingness to discuss things openly. It is difficult to
categorize those restrictions, which are often not “logical”
in the sense of being consistent with each other. Gener-
ally, though, Americans are reluctant to speak openly when

• the topic is in an area they consider excessively per-
sonal, such as unpleasant body or mouth odors,
sexual functioning, or personal inadequacies;

• they want to say no to a request that has been made
of them but do not want to offend or hurt the feel-
ings of the person who made the request;

• they are not well enough acquainted with the other
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person to be confident that direct discussion will
be accepted in the constructive way that is intended;
and, paradoxically,

• they know the other person very well (it might be a
spouse or close friend) and they do not wish to risk
giving offense and creating negative feelings by talk-
ing about some delicate problem.
A Chinese visitor invited an American couple to his

apartment to share a dinner he had prepared. They
complimented him warmly about the quality of his meal.
“Several Americans have told me they like my cooking, “
he replied, “but I cannot tell whether they are sincere or
are just being polite. Do you think they really like it?”

All of this is to say that Americans, even though they
see themselves as properly assertive and even though they
often behave in open and direct ways, have limits on their
openness. It is not unusual for them to try to avoid direct
confrontations with other people when they are not con-
fident that the interaction can be carried out in a con-
structive way that will result in an acceptable compro-
mise. (Americans’ ideas about the benefits of compromise
are discussed later.)

Foreigners often find themselves in situations where
they are unsure or even unaware of what the Americans
around them are thinking or feeling and are unable to
find out because the Americans will not tell them directly
what they have on their minds. Two examples follow:

Sometimes a person from another country will
“smell bad” to Americans because he or she does
not follow the hygienic practices, including daily
bathing and the use of deodorants, that most
Americans think are necessary (see chapter 16).
But Americans will rarely tell another person
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(American or otherwise) that he or she has “body
odor” because that topic is considered too sensi-
tive.

A foreigner (or another American, for that matter)
may ask a “favor” of an American that he or she
considers inappropriate, such as wanting to bor-
row some money or a car or asking for help with
an undertaking that will require more time than
the American thinks she or he has available. The
American will want to decline the request but will
be reluctant to say no directly.

Americans might feel especially reluctant to refuse a
foreigner directly for fear of making the person feel un-
welcome or discriminated against. They will often try to
convey their unwillingness indirectly by saying such things
as “It’s not convenient now” or by repeatedly postponing
an agreed-upon time for carrying something out.

Despite these limitations, Americans are generally more
direct and open than people from almost all other coun-
tries with the exception of Israel and Australia. They will
not try to mask their emotions, as Scandinavians or Japa-
nese tend to do. They are much less concerned with “face”
(that is, avoiding embarrassment to themselves or others)
than most Asians are. To them, being honest is usually
more important than preserving harmony in interpersonal
relationships.

Americans use the words pushy or aggressive to de-
scribe a person who is excessively assertive in expressing
opinions or making requests. The line between accept-
able assertiveness and unacceptable aggressiveness is
difficult to draw. Iranians and people from other coun-
tries where forceful arguing and negotiating are common
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forms of interaction risk being seen as aggressive or pushy
when they treat Americans in the way they treat people at
home. This topic is elaborated upon in chapter 2.
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Chapter 2

✰ ✰ ✰

The Communicative
Style of Americans

Pushy Greeks. Shy Taiwanese. Opinionated Germans. Emo-
tional Mexicans, Brazilians, and Italians. Cold British. Loud
Nigerians. These are among the stereotypes or general
ideas Americans have about some other nationalities. In
part these stereotypes arise from differences in what the
communications scholar Dean Barnlund called “commu-
nicative style.”

When people communicate with each other, they ex-
hibit a style that is strongly influenced by their culture.
Communicative style refers to several characteristics of
conversations between individuals, according to Barnlund
(1989): (1) the topics people prefer to discuss, (2) their
favorite forms of interaction in conversation, (3) the depth
to which they want to get involved with each other, (4) the
communication channels (verbal or nonverbal) on which
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they rely, and (5) the level of meaning (factual versus emo-
tional) to which they are most attuned. Each of these is
discussed below.

Naturally, people prefer to use their own communica-
tive styles. Issues about communicative style rarely arise
when two people from the same culture are together be-
cause their styles generally agree. Most people—including
most Americans—are as unaware of their communicative
style as they are of their basic values and assumptions.
Foreigners who understand something about the Ameri-
cans’ communicative style will be less likely to misinter-
pret or misjudge Americans than will those who don’t
know the common characteristics of interpersonal com-
munication among Americans. They will also have a bet-
ter understanding of some of the stereotypes Americans
have about other nationality groups.

Preferred Discussion Topics
When they first encounter another person, Americans en-
gage in a kind of conversation they call “smalltalk.” The
most common topic of smalltalk is the weather. Another
very common topic is what the speakers “do,” meaning,
normally, what jobs they have. They may discuss their
current physical surroundings—the room or building they
are in, the area where they are standing, or whatever is
appropriate. Later, after the preliminaries, Americans may
talk about past experiences they have both had, such as
watching a particular TV program, seeing a certain movie,
or eating at a particular restaurant.

Beyond these very general topics of smalltalk, there is
variation according to the life situation of the people in-
volved and the setting in which the conversation is taking
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place. Students are likely to talk about their teachers and
classes; if they are of the same gender, they are likely to
discuss their social lives. Adults may discuss their jobs,
recreational interests, houses, or family matters. Men are
likely to talk about sports or cars. Women are likely to talk
about interpersonal relationships or their children, if they
have any. It is important to remember that these are gen-
eral observations and that individual Americans will differ
in their preferred topics of conversation. Some men are
not interested in sports, for example, and some women
are.

Americans are explicitly taught not to discuss religion
and politics unless they are fairly well acquainted with the
people they are talking with. In public meetings Ameri-
cans will openly debate political matters, but we are talk-
ing here about communicative style in interpersonal situ-
ations. Politics and religion are thought to be “controver-
sial,” and discussing a controversial topic can lead to an
argument. Americans, as we will discuss under “Favorite
Forms of Interaction,” are taught to avoid arguments.

Unlike Americans, people from Germany, Iran, Brazil,
and many other countries consider politics, and some-
times religion, to be excellent topics for informal discus-
sion and debate. For them, discussing—and arguing
about—politics is a favorite way to pass the time and to
get to know other people better.

There are other topics Americans generally avoid be-
cause they are “too personal.” Financial matters is one. To
many foreigners, this may seem contradictory because
material wealth is so highly valued by many Americans.
However, inquiries about a person’s earnings or about
the amount someone paid for an item are usually beyond
the bounds of acceptable topics. So are body and mouth
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odors (as already mentioned), bodily functions, sexual
behavior and responses, and fantasies. Another sensitive
topic for many Americans is body weight. It is considered
impolite to tell someone, especially a woman, that he or
she has gained weight. On the other hand, saying that
someone has lost weight or that he or she “looks slim” is
a compliment. Mary, an American woman married to a
German, encountered a different attitude toward body
weight while visiting her husband’s family in Bavaria. She
was shocked that her husband Dieter’s friends and family
commented so openly about how much weight he had
gained while living in the United States. “If my family said
that about me, I would be very insulted!” Mary exclaimed.

Upon first meeting, people from Latin America and
Spain may have long interchanges about the health and
well-being of each other’s family members. Saudis, by con-
trast, consider questions about family members, particu-
larly women, inappropriate unless the people talking know
each other well. Americans might inquire briefly about fam-
ily members (“How’s your wife?” or “How’re the kids?”),
but politeness in brief and casual encounters does not
require dwelling on the subject.

As was already said, people prefer to use their own
communicative styles. That means, among other things,
they prefer to abide by their own ideas about conversa-
tion topics that are appropriate for any given setting. For-
eigners who have different ideas from Americans about
what topics are appropriate for a particular setting are
very likely to feel uncomfortable when they are talking
with Americans. They may not feel they can participate in
the conversation on an equal footing, and Americans of-
ten resist (quite unconsciously) foreigners’ attempts to
bring up a different topic.
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Listening to American smalltalk leads some foreign-
ers to the erroneous conclusion that Americans are intel-
lectually incapable of carrying on a discussion about any-
thing significant. Some foreigners believe that topics more
complex than weather, sports, or social lives are beyond
the Americans’ ability to comprehend. Foreigners should
keep in mind that this is the type of communicative style
that Americans are accustomed to; it does not necessarily
reflect their level of intelligence.

Favorite Forms of Interaction
The typical conversation between two Americans takes a
form that can be called repartee. No one speaks for very
long. Speakers take turns frequently, often after only a
few sentences have been spoken. “Watching a conversa-
tion between two Americans is like watching a table ten-
nis game,” a British observer said. “Your head goes back
and forth and back and forth so fast it almost makes your
neck hurt.”

Americans tend to be impatient with people who take
long turns. Such people are said to “talk too much.” Many
Americans have difficulty paying attention to someone
who speaks more than a few sentences at a time, as Nige-
rians, Egyptians, and some others do. Americans admire
conciseness, or what they call “getting to the point” (about
which more is said in the next chapter).

Americans engage in far less ritual interaction than
do many other cultural groups. Only a few ritual inter-
changes are common: “How are you?” “I’m fine, thank you,”
“Nice to meet you,” “Hope to see you again,” and “We’ll
have to get together.” These things are said under certain
circumstances Americans learn to recognize, and, like any
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ritual interchanges, are concerned more with form than
with substance. That is, the questions are supposed to be
asked and the statements are supposed to be made in
particular circumstances, no matter what the people in-
volved are feeling or what they really have in mind. In
many Americans’ opinions, people who rely heavily on
ritual interchanges are “too shy” or “too polite,” unwilling
to reveal their true natures and ideas.

Americans are generally impatient with long ritual in-
terchanges about family members’ health—common
among Latin Americans—or invocations of a Supreme
Being’s goodwill—common among Arabs—considering
them a waste of time and doubting their sincerity.

A third form of interaction, one Americans tend to
avoid, is argument. Americans imagine that an argument
with another person might result in the termination of
their relationship. They do not conceive of argument as a
sport or a pleasurable pastime. If Americans are in a dis-
cussion in which a difference of opinion is emerging, they
are likely to say, “Let’s not get into an argument about
this.” Rather than argue, they prefer to find areas of agree-
ment, change the topic, or even physically move away from
the person they have been talking to. Not surprisingly,
people who like to argue are likely to be labeled “pushy,”
“aggressive,” or “opinionated.”

If an argument is unavoidable, Americans believe it
should be conducted in calm, moderate tones and with a
minimum of gesturing. Loud voices, vigorous use of arms,
more than one person talking at a time—to most Ameri-
cans these are signs that a physical fight, or at least an
unproductive “shouting match,” might develop. They be-
lieve people should “stay cool” when presenting their view-
points. They watch in astonishment when television news
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programs show members of the Japanese parliament (the
Diet) hitting each other with their fists.

This is not to say that no Americans argue. Certainly
there are those who do, even in interpersonal situations.
Then, of course, there are the famous (infamous?) hordes
of American lawyers. Generally, though, they prefer not
to. One result of their aversion to arguing is that they get
little practice in verbally defending their viewpoints. And
one result of that, in turn, is that they may appear less
intelligent than they actually are (see page 37 for more on
this subject).

A fourth and final form of interaction is self-disclo-
sure. In many cases, conversations with a large amount of
smalltalk (or of ritual interchange) usually produce little
self-disclosure. That is, the people involved reveal little if
anything about their personal lives or situations. This is
especially true if the people involved in the conversation
do not know each other well. What Americans regard as
personal in this context is their feelings and their opin-
ions about controversial matters. In most public situa-
tions Americans reveal little that is personal. They often
wait until they find themselves in a more private setting
(until they are at home or at a bar or restaurant where
fewer people are likely to know them) to discuss personal
matters. Women tend to disclose more about themselves
to other women than they do to men. Men tend not to
disclose much about themselves to anyone. Of course,
for both men and women, much more self-revelation takes
place in the context of a close friendship or intimate rela-
tionship.

Americans are probably not extreme with respect to
the amount of self-disclosure that takes place in interper-
sonal encounters. Foreign visitors who are accustomed
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to more self-revelation may feel frustrated in their efforts
to get to know Americans. In contrast, those accustomed
to less self-disclosure may be embarrassed by some of
the things Americans do talk about. As Melissa, an Ameri-
can college student, said about her new friend from Ko-
rea, “Joohwan seemed so uncomfortable when I asked
him to tell me more about his dating experiences. I don’t
understand why. I always talk about dating with my Ameri-
can friends, both guys and girls!”

Depth of Involvement Sought
Cultural backgrounds influence the degree to which people
want to become closely connected with other people out-
side their families. People from some cultures are looking
for close, interdependent relationships. They value com-
mitment to other people, and they want friendships in
which there are virtually no limits to what the friends will
do for each other.

Americans cause immense frustration for foreigners
by their apparent inability to become closely involved with
other people in the way the foreigners want and expect
them to. Americans just don’t know how to be friends,
many people from other countries say. You never feel that
you are free to call on them at any time or that they will
help you no matter what.

Many Americans do have what they call close friends,
with whom they discuss intimate personal concerns and
to whom they feel special attachments and strong obli-
gations. But such friendships are relatively few in number.
Much more numerous are relationships with people who
might more accurately be called acquaintances than
friends. With acquaintances, the degree of intimate involve-
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ment or sense of mutual obligation is much lower. Ameri-
cans are likely to use the term friend to cover a wide range
of types of relationships, much to the confusion of visi-
tors from abroad.

Americans often relate to each other as occupants of
roles rather than as whole people. Another person might
be a roommate, classmate, neighbor, colleague from work,
weekend boater, or teacher. Certain behaviors are expected
of people in each of those roles. All is well among Ameri-
cans if people behave according to the generally accepted
notions of what is appropriate for the role in which they
find themselves. Other aspects of their behavior are not
considered relevant, as they are in other societies where
attention is paid to the “kind of person” one is dealing
with. An accountant may be a chain-smoking, hard-drink-
ing adulterer, but if he is a good accountant, I am likely to
use his services even if I disapprove of chain-smoking,
the heavy use of alcohol, and adultery. His personal life is
not relevant to his ability as an accountant.

In the United States the idea of “compartmentalized
friendships” is accepted as natural and positive (or at least
not negative). That is, instead of having friends with whom
they do everything, Americans often have friends with
whom they engage in specific activities. For example, they
have go-out-to-dinner friends, exercise friends, and friends
from whom they might ask advice. Notice that most of
these friendship relationships entail doing something to-
gether. Simply being together and talking is often not
enough for Americans. It seems pointless, a waste of time,
as pointed out earlier.

Americans often seem to fear close involvement with
other people. They will avoid becoming dependent on oth-
ers, and they don’t want others, with the possible excep-
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tion of immediate family members, to be dependent on
them. Notice that many American self-help books are tar-
geted to people who are “too dependent” on others and
who may need help achieving a proper level of self-suffi-
ciency. (Remember, Americans have been brought up to
see the ideal person as independent and self-reliant.)
Americans are likely to be extremely cautious when they
meet a new person who seems to want to get closely in-
volved with them. “What does this person want?” they seem
to be asking. “How much of my time will it take?” “Will I be
able to withdraw from the relationship if it gets too de-
manding?”

Foreigners will want to realize that Americans often
have difficulty becoming “close friends” with each other,
not just with unfamiliar people from other countries.

Channels Preferred
Verbal Communication
Americans depend more on spoken words than on non-
verbal behavior to convey their messages. They think it is
important to be able to “speak up” and “say what’s on
your mind.” They admire a person who has a moderately
large vocabulary and who can express him- or herself
clearly and cleverly, but they distrust people who are, in
their view, excessively articulate. A person with a very large
vocabulary is likely to be considered overeducated or a
snob. A person who is extremely skillful at presenting ver-
bal messages is usually suspect: “Is he trying to sell me
something?” “What’s she up to?” “He’s a smooth talker, so
you’d better watch him.” “Who is she trying to impress?”

People from some other cultures, notably Arabs, Ira-
nians, sub-Saharan Africans, and some (especially South-
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ern) Europeans, prize verbal agility more than Americans
do. People from those cultures, when they visit the United
States, are likely to have two different reactions to Ameri-
cans and their use of language. The first is to wonder why
Americans seem suspicious of them. The second is to
suppose that Americans, since they cannot carry on dis-
cussions or arguments very well, must not be very intelli-
gent or well informed. “Americans are not as intelligent as
we are,” said an Iranian who had been in the States for
several years. “In all the time I’ve been here I’ve never heard
one of them talk about anything more important than
sports and the weather. They just don’t know anything
about politics and they don’t understand it.”

It is no doubt the case that the level of knowledge and
understanding of political matters is lower in the States
than it is in many other countries. It does not necessarily
follow, though, that Americans are less intelligent than
are people elsewhere. To conclude from their relatively
limited verbal abilities that they are unintelligent is to un-
derestimate them.

Other people come to the United States from cultures
where people generally talk less than Americans do and
rely more on the context and on nonverbal means of un-
derstanding each other. Such people tend to find Ameri-
cans too loud, too talkative, and not sensitive enough to
understand other people without putting everything into
words. “You Americans!” an exasperated Japanese woman
said when she was pressed for details about an unpleas-
ant situation involving a friend of hers. “You have to say
everything!”

Americans’ preference for verbal over nonverbal means
of communicating pertains also to the written word. Words
are important to Americans, and written words are often
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more highly regarded than are words that are merely spo-
ken. Formal agreements, contracts, and decisions are nor-
mally written down. Official notices and advisories are writ-
ten. “Put it in writing,” the Americans say, if it is important
and you want it to receive appropriate attention. Busi-
nesspeople and foreign students sometimes get them-
selves into difficulty because they have not paid enough
attention (by American standards) to written contracts,
notices, procedures, or deadlines.

Nonverbal Communication

“You shouldn’t have your office arranged like this,”
a Nigerian said to me. “You should have it so your
desk is between you and the person you are talk-
ing to.”

“You shouldn’t have your furniture this way,” a
Chinese told me. “Having your back to the door
when you are at your desk brings bad luck. You
should be facing the door.”

“I like the way you have your office set up,” a
Canadian observed. “It’s nice and informal. You
don’t have a desk between you and the person
you are talking to, so the person feels more at
ease.”

Furniture arrangements are just one aspect of a larger
topic, nonverbal communication. The types and relative
positions of the furniture in an office or a home convey
messages to people about such topics as degrees of for-
mality and concern with social status. And, as the examples
above make clear, spatial arrangements convey different
messages to different people.

Body smells, volume of voice, clothing styles, and at-
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tention to punctuality are among the many other aspects
of human behavior that come under the heading of non-
verbal communication. The subject is large, complex, and
not very well understood. It seems clear, though, that much
communication among human beings takes place on the
nonverbal level and that many aspects of nonverbal com-
munication are heavily influenced by culture.

Finally, we know that much discomfort in intercultural
situations stems from differences in nonverbal commu-
nication habits. People in cross-cultural interactions may
feel uncomfortable for reasons they cannot specify. Some-
thing seems wrong, but they are not sure what it is. Often
what is wrong is that the other person’s nonverbal be-
havior does not fit what one expects or is accustomed to.
This discomfort may result in one person forming nega-
tive judgments about the other person as an individual or
about the group the other person represents.

Some understanding of nonverbal communication is
essential, then, for people who want to get along in an-
other culture. This chapter discusses several aspects of
nonverbal communication and makes some observations
about typical (but, remember, not universal) American
nonverbal behavior.

Aspects of Nonverbal Behavior
Appearance. With respect to appearance and dress, gen-
eralizations about Americans (or any other large and di-
verse group) are scarcely possible. Suffice it to say that
Americans, like people elsewhere, have ideas about which
clothing styles are attractive and unattractive or which are
appropriate and inappropriate for any given setting. These
ideas change over time because they are subject to fads
and fashions. So do ideas about hairstyles, cosmetics, and
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jewelry, all of which are aspects of nonverbal behavior.
Foreigners anywhere usually stand out because their hair-
styles, clothing (including shoes), and use of cosmetics
distinguish them from the natives.

Body Movements and Gestures. Body movements are
another important aspect of nonverbal communication.
Many foreign visitors claim, for example, that there is a
characteristic “American walk” in which the walker moves
at a rapid pace, holds the chest forward, and swings the
arms vigorously. Combined, these body movements cre-
ate the impression in some foreigners’ minds that Ameri-
cans take up more space than they actually do and that
they are arrogant.

With respect to movements accompanying their talk,
Americans consider what can be called “moderate” ges-
turing as appropriate. They use hand and arm motions to
add emphasis or clarity to what they are saying, but they
will not generally use a gesture in which the elbows go
above the level of the shoulder except, for example, wav-
ing hello or good-bye, voting by a show of hands, and
trying to get a teacher’s attention in class. People whose
elbows rise above their shoulders while they are talking
are considered to be “waving their arms,” which may be
taken as a symptom of excessive emotionalism and per-
haps even of anger. In Americans’ eyes, Italians, Greeks,
and some Latin Americans are likely to be considered “too
emotional” or “hot-tempered” because of the vigorous ges-
tures that often accompany their talk.

On the other hand, people who keep their hands and
arms still or very close to their bodies while they talk are
likely to be regarded as “too stiff,” “too formal,” or “up-
tight.” Americans often think of Chinese and Japanese
people, particularly women, in this way.
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In most societies there are standard gestures for cer-
tain everyday situations: greetings (a gesture that goes
with “Hello!”), leave-taking (a gesture with “Good-bye”),
summoning, head movements to signify agreement or dis-
agreement, and counting and showing numbers with the
fingers. There are also certain gestures that are consid-
ered obscene in the sense that they refer disrespectfully
to body functions, usually sexual ones. It would take more
space than is available here to describe the gestures Ameri-
cans typically use for each of these situations. The easiest
way for foreign visitors to learn about them is to ask an
American for a demonstration.

Foreign visitors will want to be aware that Americans
are likely to overlook or misunderstand gestures that the
foreigners use and Americans do not. For example, people
from certain parts of India typically move their heads in a
sort of figure-eight motion when they are listening to
someone talk. To the Indians this gesture means “I am
listening, I understand.” Americans do not have a similar
gesture. The Indian head movement is not the same as
the one Americans use to indicate agreement (nodding
the head up and down) or disagreement (shaking the head
from side to side). It is something quite different. The ges-
ture is likely to suggest to Americans that the Indian has a
sore neck or a tight muscle that he is trying to loosen by
moving his head around, and the Americans can even get
quite annoyed with the Indian’s strange behavior.

When conversing with an Indian who seems to have
a sore neck, the Americans may become so preoccupied
with the “strange” head movements that they lose all track
of the conversation. This is one of the dangers of differ-
ences in nonverbal behavior. Unfamiliar gestures and
postures can be extremely distracting.
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The meaning of hand gestures can also vary. Con-
sider a gesture made at the University of Texas at Austin,
where the school mascot is the longhorn steer. The ges-
ture is made by raising the index finger and the little fin-
ger while grasping the middle and ring finger with the
thumb. To Texas students, alumni, and sports fans the
gesture symbolizes the school motto, “Hook ’em, horns.”
In many other places, particularly in the Mediterranean,
this gesture means “cuckold,” a man whose wife is un-
faithful. Thus, another danger of differences in nonverbal
behavior is that people will misinterpret and perhaps be
offended by them.

People who are particularly interested in the topic of
gestures are urged to read a book called Bodytalk: The
Meaning of Human Gestures, by social psychologist
Desmond Morris.

Facial Expression. Social scientists debate whether there
are certain facial expressions that mean the same thing to
people everywhere. For instance, some research suggests
that the emotion of happiness may be expressed similarly
in many cultures. Without entering that debate, however,
we can say that Americans generally permit more emo-
tion to show on their faces than many Asians typically do,
but less than Latin Americans or Southern Europeans do.
Foreign visitors who are uncertain about the meaning of
an American’s facial expression (Remember, don’t assume
those expressions mean the same thing they mean at
home!) can ask about it.

Smiling is a facial expression that causes particular
difficulty. Americans associate smiling with politeness,
happiness, cheerfulness, and amusement. They rarely re-
alize that many Asians will smile (and even giggle or laugh
softly) when they are confused or embarrassed. “I don’t
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know why she kept smiling,” an American might say. “I
didn’t see anything funny!”

Eye Contact. An especially complex, subtle, and impor-
tant aspect of nonverbal behavior is eye contact. The is-
sue is simple: When you are talking to another person,
where do you direct your eyes? Marked cultural varia-
tions influence people’s answer to that question. Ameri-
cans are trained to distrust people who do not “look them
in the eye” when speaking to them. The fact is that Ameri-
cans themselves do not gaze continually into the eyes of
people they are talking to unless they share an intense
romantic relationship. Rather, they make eye contact when
they begin to speak, then look away, and periodically look
again into the eyes of the person they are talking to. They
also typically look at the other person’s eyes when they
reach the end of a sentence or a point in the conversation
where they are prepared to give the other person a turn
to speak. When listening to another person, Americans
will look for longer periods into the other person’s eyes
than when speaking, but they will still look away from
time to time.

Foreign visitors can watch pairs of Americans who are
talking and note what they do with their eyes and how
long they maintain eye contact in different circumstances.

Visitors whose habit it is to avoid looking into the eyes
of a person they are talking to will be able to tell, if they
are observant, that Americans are uncomfortable around
them. So will those who are accustomed to looking for
longer periods or to staring into the eyes of people with
whom they are speaking. Americans feel that something
is wrong when the person they are talking with does not
make eye contact in a way that is familiar to them.
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Space and Touching. Another aspect of nonverbal be-
havior that is strongly influenced by culture has to do with
space and distance. It can be amusing to watch a conver-
sation between an American and someone from a culture
where habits concerning “conversational distance” are dif-
ferent. If an American is talking to a Greek, a Latin Ameri-
can, or an Arab, for example, the American is likely to keep
backing away because the other person is likely to keep
getting “too close.” On the other hand, if the conversation
partner is Japanese, the American will keep trying to get
closer because the Japanese insists on standing “too far
away.” Conversation partners in these situations might
move clear across the room as one gets closer and the
other backs away, each trying to maintain a “normal” con-
versational distance. All the while, both people are vaguely
uncomfortable and are likely to be making negative judg-
ments about each other. “They’re cold and unfeeling,” Latin
Americans might say of North Americans who keep mov-
ing away. “They are pushy and overbearing,” Japanese
might say of the encroaching Americans.

Foreign visitors are also likely to notice characteristic
ways that Americans react when they feel too crowded.
On elevators or in crowded rooms, Americans will look
down at the floor or up at the ceiling. They will draw their
arms and legs in toward their bodies, and they may not
speak to the people around them. For many Americans
these movements seem intended to communicate that they
are not invading the personal space of those around them.

With respect to touching , the questions are these: Who
touches whom? Where (that is, on what part or parts of
the body)? Under what circumstances? What kind of
touching (patting, rubbing, hugging)? Barnlund, in his book
Public and Private Self in Japan and the United States (1975),
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made an interesting comparison of touching among Japa-
nese and among Americans. He asked his subjects, uni-
versity students, to show on a diagram what parts of their
bodies had been touched since they were fourteen years
of age by their fathers, their mothers, friends of the same
sex, and friends of the opposite sex. He found striking
contrasts between the two groups. The least-touched
American remembered being touched more than the
most-touched Japanese did. Some Japanese could not
recall having been touched by anyone since age fourteen.

A comparison between Americans and Latin Ameri-
cans, Arabs, or Southern Europeans, on the other hand,
would no doubt show that Americans, while they touch
each other more than Japanese typically do, touch less
often than do people from some other cultures.

Of course, habits and preferences concerning touch-
ing vary not just by culture but by individual and by situ-
ation. Some individuals like to touch and be touched more
than others do. Careful observation can reveal a particu-
lar individual’s preferences in this respect. Status differ-
ences also affect this form of nonverbal behavior. In gen-
eral, higher-status people are freer to touch lower-status
people than vice versa.

Silence. The final aspect of nonverbal behavior to be
mentioned here is that of silence. Except in the presence
of people they know fairly well, Americans are quite un-
comfortable with periods of silence in a conversation. If
conversation lapses for more than a few seconds, alert
foreign visitors will notice Americans quickly devising
something to say. Almost any comment, in their view, is
preferable to silence. A silence of ten or fifteen seconds
will make many Americans nervous.



52 AMERICAN WAYS

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Foreign visitors cannot expect to learn and employ all of
the Americans’ nonverbal communication habits, but there
are some steps that can be taken to minimize the negative
effects of differences in these habits.

• Be aware of the wide range of human actions and
reactions that come under the label “nonverbal com-
munication,” and realize that such behavior is largely
culturally based.

• Learn as much as possible about American non-
verbal communication habits, and practice doing
things that way.

• Do not, however, develop an exaggerated idea about
the effects of differences in nonverbal communica-
tion. While such differences are pervasive and im-
portant, they are not the only thing happening in
any intercultural encounter. What the other person
is actually saying may offer an accurate guide to
the message the person wants to convey. Each situ-
ation provides its own clues about what other
people want and expect.

• Try to avoid interpreting what others mean and evalu-
ating their behavior based on your own ideas about
appropriate nonverbal behavior. For example, if you
are accustomed to standing closer to conversation
partners than Americans generally are, be careful not
to interpret the Americans’ preference for a greater
space between you as a sign of coldness, dislike, or
disrespect. Such an interpretation might make sense
at home but not in the United States. The more you
can learn about how Americans interpret each other’s
nonverbal behavior, the more constructively you will
be able to interact with them.
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Level of Meaning Emphasized
Americans generally pay more attention to the factual than
to the emotional content of messages. They are uncom-
fortable with displays of more than moderate emotion,
and they are taught in school to detect—and dismiss—
“emotional appeals” in other people’s statements or argu-
ments. They are urged to “look for the facts” and “weigh
the evidence” when they are in the process of making a
judgment or decision.

While there are of course areas in which Americans
are emotional or sentimental, they are generally a bit sus-
picious of a person whose main message is an emotional
one. They generally try to overlook (unless it is so obvi-
ous that they cannot) the mood of the person they are
talking to and to listen for the “facts” in what the person
has to say. Statements or arguments relying heavily on
emotional appeals are not likely to be taken seriously. More
ideas on this topic can be found in the next chapter, which
is on the closely related subject of American patterns of
thinking.

Before going on, however, it is important to empha-
size two points that have been raised several times al-
ready. The first is that people naturally prefer to use their
own communicative style. The second is that differences
in communicative style can cause serious problems in in-
tercultural interactions. They produce uneasiness, misjudg-
ments, and misinterpretations whose source is not clear
to the people involved. Americans, for example, believe
they are acting “naturally” when they engage in smalltalk
with a person they have just met. They do not expect their
level of intelligence to be judged on the basis of such con-
versations. But if the person they have just met is from a
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culture where conversations with new acquaintances
“naturally” take some form other than smalltalk, then the
person may well be evaluating the American’s intellectual
qualities. The result of all this is likely to be negative feel-
ings and judgments on both sides. The stereotypes listed
at the opening of this chapter arise at least in part from
judgments made on the basis of differences in communi-
cative style.

Foreigners who understand the American communi-
cative style will be far less likely to contribute to these
misunderstandings and negative feelings, and their op-
portunities for constructive interaction will be much
greater.
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Chapter 3

✰ ✰ ✰

Ways of Reasoning

People in other countries who want to study in the United
States must obtain a student visa from a U.S. embassy or
consulate before they can enter the States. Sometimes ob-
taining a student visa is difficult or even impossible, as
hundreds of young Chinese learned in the late 1990s and
early years of the twenty-first century, when American con-
sular officials denied their applications.

To many prospective students, for whom the oppor-
tunity to study in the United States was a long-cherished
dream, the denial of a student visa was devastating. In
many cases they applied and reapplied, trying to figure
out what to say that might persuade the consular officer
to grant the visa.

Sometimes prospective students sought help from the
foreign student advisers at the U.S. university they wanted
to attend. One such person e-mailed me with a list of
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questions she thought the consular officer might ask her,
along with her proposed answers. She asked me, “Can
you tell me whether [my proposed answers are] convinc-
ing from a Western man’s view?”

This prospective student realized that what might be
convincing to a Chinese person might not have the same
effect on a Westerner. She understood that culture influ-
ences the way people think about things—what they con-
sider relevant, true, accurate, important, believable, reli-
able, or persuasive. How we reach conclusions varies
according to many factors, including our cultural back-
ground.

The subject of how cultural differences influence rea-
soning is complex and difficult to address. Scholars writ-
ing on the topic use such terms as Aristotelian logic, epis-
temology, cognitive processes, metacognition, and deduc-
tive inference.

In this chapter we will avoid such complex terminol-
ogy, at the risk of oversimplifying the topic. We will look
at ways of reasoning under five headings: “The Context,”
“The Point,” “The Organization,” “The Evidence,” and “The
Cause.” Readers will see considerable overlap in the ma-
terial under these headings because, of course, the ideas
under each heading reinforce each other.

The Context
Psychologist Richard Nisbett and coauthors wrote an ar-
ticle called “Culture and Systems of Thought: Holistic ver-
sus Analytic Cognition.” They described two psychologists
who

presented realistic animated scenes of fish and
other underwater objects to Japanese and Ameri-



WAYS OF REASONING 57

cans and asked them to report what they had seen.
The first statement by American participants usu-
ally referred to the focal fish (“there was what
looked like a trout swimming to the right”), whereas
the first statement by Japanese participant usu-
ally referred to background elements (“there was
a lake or a pond”). Although Americans and Japa-
nese were equally likely to mention details about
the focal fish, Japanese participants made about
70 per cent more statements about background
aspects of the environment. In addition, Japanese
participants made about 100 per cent more state-
ments concerning relations involving inanimate
aspects of the environment (“the big fish swam
past the gray seaweed”). In a subsequent recogni-
tion task, Japanese performance was harmed by
showing the focal fish with the wrong background,
indicating that the perception of the object had
been “bound” to the field in which it had appeared.
In contrast, American recognition of the object was
unaffected by the wrong background. (2001, 297)

In this paragraph about differences between Japanese
and American ways of perceiving things, the context is the
background (or “field,” as psychologists call it) in which
something occurs—in this case the context included the
water and the plants. The object is the main or focal as-
pect of the situation—in this scene, the fish. Nisbitt and
many other psychologists have noted that Americans tend
to focus on the object and pay relatively less attention to
the context in their perceptions and thoughts, in contrast
to Japanese, Chinese, and other Easterners, who pay rela-
tively more attention to the context.

This difference in attention to object and context also
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arose when I was serving as an academic adviser to un-
dergraduate students in Malaysia. The students had to
write application essays to the American universities they
wanted to attend to convince the admissions committee
that they ought to be admitted to the school.

The Malay students’ essays almost invariably began
with the words, “I was born in 19XX in (name of city or
town).” The essays went on, “My father’s occupation was….
My mother was a housewife. I have XX brothers and XX
sisters.” For the Malays, this background information was
necessary to convey an understanding of who they were.
Without such a context, the object (their academic history
and future goals) would not make sense.

For the Americans reading their applications, though,
such background information was irrelevant. What mat-
tered to the American admissions officers, in general, was
not where an applicant was born, what the applicant’s
parents did for a living, or how many siblings the appli-
cant had. These readers wanted to know what the appli-
cants themselves had accomplished, the courses they had
taken, the marks they had earned, the clubs they had
joined, their academic goals, and so on.

We advised the Malay students to remove the back-
ground information from their application essays. “The
Americans reading your application won’t care about that,”
we told them. “Even worse,” we said, “the Americans might
consider you poor writers and thinkers because of your
apparent inability to get to the point.”

The Point
To understand how Americans think about things, it is
necessary to understand about the point. Americans men-
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tion it often: “Let’s get right to the point,” they will say. “My
point is… .” “What’s the point of all this?”

For Americans, the point is the idea or piece of infor-
mation they presume is, or should be, at the center of
people’s thinking, writings, and spoken comments. It is
the fish, without the water or the seaweed. It is the student’s
academic accomplishments, not her birthplace or her
father’s occupation.

In general, American speakers and writers are taught
to include only the ideas and information directly and
obviously related to the topic at hand. They are supposed
to “make their points clear,” meaning that they should fo-
cus explicitly on the information they wish to convey and
downplay the context.

People from many other cultures, of course, have dif-
ferent ideas about the point. Africans traditionally recount
stories to convey the thoughts they have in mind rather
than stating “the point” explicitly. Japanese traditionally
speak indirectly, leaving a respectful amount of room for
the listener to figure out what the point is rather than, as
they see it, insulting the listener’s intelligence by making
the point explicit. Thus, while an American might say to a
friend, “I don’t think that coat goes very well with the rest
of your outfit,” a Japanese might say, “Maybe this other
coat would look even better than the one you have on.”
Americans value a person who “gets right to the point.”
Japanese and people from other countries (such as Ma-
laysia, Thailand, and the Philippines) may consider such a
person insensitive or even rude.

Some linguists argue that the Chinese and Japanese
languages are characterized by vagueness and ambigu-
ity. The precision, directness, and clarity Americans asso-
ciate with the point cannot be attained, at least not grace-



60 AMERICAN WAYS

fully, in Chinese and Japanese. Speakers of those lan-
guages are thus compelled to learn a new way of reason-
ing and conveying their ideas if they are going to interact
satisfactorily with Americans. Such speakers often say they
“feel different” when speaking in English because their ideas
come out more explicitly and directly.

The Organization
It is not enough, however, to make points clear. The points
must be organized in a certain way if American listeners
or readers are to be expected to “follow the argument”
and take it seriously.

In school many American teachers give this advice
about how to organize speeches and written reports: “Tell
the audience what you are going to tell them. Then tell
them. Then tell them what you told them.”

Sometimes teachers elaborate on this advice: “Your
speech or paper should have three main parts: the intro-
duction, the body, and the conclusion. In the introduction
you do something to get your audience’s attention, and
then you explain what your presentation is about and how
it is organized.

“In the body,” the teacher would go on, “you express
your points, giving the evidence for each one and show-
ing how each point relates to the points that have come
before.

“And in your conclusion,” the teacher would finish, “you
summarize your main points and perhaps give some im-
plications for the future.”

This linear organization of a piece of reasoning is free
of what Americans label “digressions” or “tangents,” that is,
ideas that do not relate directly to the point of the state-
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ment, speech, paragraph, chapter, or book. Even at the level
of the paragraph, this linear organization is expected. Teach-
ers advise their students to begin each paragraph with a
topic sentence that announces what the paragraph is about.
The remainder of the paragraph elaborates on the topic
sentence, giving an example or presenting evidence.

The Evidence
In any system of reasoning, the evidence leads from some
initial information, assumption, or premise to a conclu-
sion. What constitutes evidence varies depending on the
subject matter and, of course, the culture. In the general
American view, a reliable speaker or writer makes clear
points organized in a linear fashion, as we have seen. A
responsible speaker or writer is then expected to prove
that each point is true, accurate, or valid.

As they grow up, Americans learn what is and is not
acceptable as proof or evidence. The most important ele-
ment of a proof is the facts. In elementary school, children
are taught to distinguish between facts (which are good
things) and opinions (which might be interesting, but which
prove nothing). A student might state an opinion and the
teacher will ask, “What are your facts?” or “What data do
you have to support that?” or “How do you know that’s
true?” The teacher is reminding the student that without
facts to support the opinion it will not be considered le-
gitimate or valid.

Americans assume there are facts of life, of nature,
and of the universe that can be discovered by trained
people (usually called scientists) using special techniques,
equipment, and ways of thinking. “Scientific facts,” as
Americans think of them, are assumed to exist indepen-
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dently of the individuals who study or talk about them.
This important assumption—that facts exist independent
of the people who observe them and of the field from
which they are drawn—is not shared throughout the world.

The most reliable facts, in the American view, are those
in the form of quantities—specific numbers, percentages,
rates, rankings, or amounts. Many foreign visitors in the
States are struck—if not stunned—by the abundance of
numbers and statistics they encounter in the media and
in daily conversations. “We’ve had eleven consecutive days
with temperatures above 95 degrees,” one smalltalking
Texan might say to another. “Nine out of ten doctors rec-
ommend this brand of mouthwash,” says a radio an-
nouncer or a magazine advertisement. (Doctors are viewed
as scientists or appliers of science and are held in high
esteem.) “The humidity is at 47 percent,” says the televi-
sion weather reporter. “The barometric pressure is at 29.32
and rising. Yesterday’s high temperature in Juneau, Alaska,
was 47 degrees.”

While Americans feel secure in the presence of all these
numbers, foreign visitors often wonder what significance
they really have.

Look back at the quotation from Professor Nisbett
earlier in this chapter. Notice all the numbers: the first state-
ment, 70 percent more statements, and so on. For Ameri-
cans, this is reliable scientific evidence from an experi-
ment. To them it seems entirely convincing.

Citing quantifiable facts is generally considered the best
way to prove a point, although facts based on personal
experience can also be considered persuasive evidence.
Americans accept information and ideas that arise from
their own experience or that of others they know and trust.
Television advertisers seek to capitalize on this aspect of
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American reasoning through commercials that portray
presumably average people (a woman in a kitchen, for
example, or two men in an auto repair shop or a bar)
testifying that their experience with the product or service
being advertised has been positive. Other credible testifiers
are famous entertainers or athletes and people dressed
to look like scientists or doctors.

Of the various ways of having personal experience,
Americans regard the sense of sight as the most reliable.
“I saw it with my own eyes” means that it undoubtedly
happened. In a court of law, an “eyewitness” is considered
the most reliable source of information. Not everyone in
the world shares the Americans’ faith in eyewitness ac-
counts, however. Some people believe that what any per-
son sees is influenced by that person’s background and
interests, and even by the quality of the person’s vision.
Some people believe eyewitness accounts are necessarily
biased and should not be trusted.

This American trust in facts is accompanied by a gen-
eral distrust of emotions, as was mentioned in chapter 2.
Schoolchildren in the United States are taught (but do not
always learn) to disregard the emotional aspects of an
argument as they look for “the facts.” In their suspicion of
emotional statements, Americans differ from many oth-
ers. Iranians, for example, have a tradition of eloquent,
emotion-filled speech and will often quote revered poets
who have captured the feeling they want to convey. They
seek to move their audiences to accept them and their
viewpoints not so much because of the facts they have
presented but because of the human feelings they share.

A Brazilian graduate student was having difficulty in
his English writing class. “It’s not just a matter of verbs and
nouns,” he said. “My teacher tells me I’m too subjective.
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Too emotional. I must learn to write my points more clearly.”
In evaluating the significance of a point or a proof,

Americans are likely to consider its practical usefulness.
Americans are famous for their pragmatism, that is, their
interest in whether a fact or idea has practical consequences.
A good idea is a practical idea. Other adjectives that Ameri-
cans use to convey approval of ideas or information are
“realistic,” “down-to-earth,” “hardheaded,” and “sensible.”

Americans tend to distrust theory and generalizations,
which they might label “impractical,” “unrealistic,” “too ab-
stract,” “a lot of hot air,” or “just theoretical.” Remember
the prospective Chinese student who wanted my Western
opinion about her proposed answers to the consular of-
ficer. I advised her not to talk to the officer about her plan
to “contribute to the development of the private sector in
China’s rapidly changing economy.” An American would
be more likely to be persuaded by her statement that she
could earn a specific amount of money as a chief execu-
tive officer of a Chinese business in her field.

A Latin American graduate student, to give another
example, heard himself being criticized (openly and di-
rectly) by the American professor in his international or-
ganization class. The student had written a paper con-
cerning a particular international organization and had
discussed the principles of national sovereignty, self-de-
termination, and noninterference in the internal affairs of
other countries. “That’s just pure Latin American bunk,”
the professor said to him. “That’s nothing but words and
theory. It has nothing to do with what really happens.”
The embarrassed student was told to write another paper
and to ground his ideas in documentable facts.

Latin Americans and many Europeans are likely to at-
tach more weight to ideas and theories than Americans



WAYS OF REASONING 65

do. Rather than compiling facts and statistics as evidence
on which to base conclusions, they may generalize from
one theory to another, or from a theory to facts, accord-
ing to certain rules of logic. A Soviet visitor in Detroit in
the 1960s asked his hosts where the masses of unem-
ployed workers were. His hosts said there were no masses
of unemployed workers. “There must be,” the visitor in-
sisted. “Marx says the capitalist system produces massive
unemployment among the workers. You must be hiding
them somewhere.”

For this visitor “truth” came not from facts he observed,
but from a theory he believed. Americans believe in some
theories and in certain rules of logic, of course, but in
general they are suspicious of theory and generalizations
unless they are associated with specific facts.

In some Chinese traditions, truth and understanding
come neither from accumulating facts nor generalizing
from theories, but from silent meditation. In Zen, truths
cannot even be expressed in language. Zen masters do
not tell their students what the point is.

The Cause
The final element of ways of reasoning we will mention is
the matter of cause-and-effect relationships. Americans
tend to suppose that most events have some knowable,
physical cause. “Things don’t just happen,” they often say.
“Something makes them happen.” Americans tend to be-
lieve they can study individual things, place them in cat-
egories, learn how things in the category operate or be-
have, and devise rules for understanding them and pre-
dicting their responses.

For example, if an airplane crashes, Americans will
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assume that a careful study of a list of possible causes
will help them to isolate the actual cause. Was it human
error? A mechanical failure? The weather? Very few events
are considered the result of “chance,” “luck,” or “fate.” Some
religious Americans ascribe certain kinds of events (such
as the otherwise inexplicable death of a child) to “God’s
will.” But these intangible factors are not usually held re-
sponsible for what happens to people.

By contrast, people in many Eastern cultures look not
to specific objects or factors to explain what happens;
rather, they look at the context or the relationships among
many objects when they seek to understand causes. Why
did the airplane crash? Maybe the pilot simply should not
have been flying on that day. Maybe it had something to
do with the actions of one of the passengers. Maybe a
cause cannot be ascertained.

As suggested in chapter 1, most Americans have diffi-
culty even comprehending the notion, so prevalent in
many other parts of the world, that fate determines the
course of people’s lives.

When people with differing ways of reasoning inter-
act, the typical feeling they both get is that the other per-
son “just doesn’t understand,” “isn’t making sense,” or is
“on another wavelength.” Each then tries harder to be more
“logical,” not realizing that the problem is their differing
conceptions of what is logical. Foreigners in America will
need to learn that Americans will consider them “not logi-
cal,” “too emotional,” or “fuzzy-minded” if they include
seemingly irrelevant ideas in their speech or writing, if they
fail to use specific facts to support or illustrate their ideas
and opinions, if they speak mainly in terms of abstrac-
tions and generalizations, or if they attribute important
events to nonmaterial causes.
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Chapter 4

✰ ✰ ✰

Differences in Customs

Four middle-aged adults, all of them immigrants to the
United States, were meeting at the home of one of them
to plan a conference presentation about cultural differ-
ences among the countries they represented.

Before they started working, they enjoyed a potluck
dinner. Potluck meals, where everyone brings food to
share, were not customary in any of their countries, but
all of them had been in the United States long enough to
adopt the idea. Unfortunately, it turned out, they were not
familiar with all parts of the custom.

At the end of the meal there was still some sushi left.
When the four colleagues concluded their planning and
were ready to go home, a question arose: What should
be done with the leftover sushi?

A lengthy interchange ensued, but the four could not
find a satisfactory way to decide what to do with the left-
over sushi.
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In the end the person who brought the sushi took the
leftovers back home, even though, he acknowledged later,
he did not truly want them. He had offered the leftovers
to others, some of whom, it turned out, did truly want
them.  But he had offered them only once, thinking, as an
American probably would, that one offer was enough. His
colleagues who wanted the leftovers had come from coun-
tries where, in such circumstances, an offer had to be made
two or three times before it would be taken seriously.

Those who wanted the leftovers said later that they
had thought it was inappropriate for them to openly say
what they wanted and had felt they had to wait for an
offer. An offer was made, they acknowledged, but only
one time, meaning to them that the person who made the
offer was not sincere.

So the sushi leftovers went home with a person who
did not believe he was doing the proper thing. The col-
leagues who wanted the leftovers were disappointed that
they did not have them, and they wondered whether the
person who brought—and went away with—the sushi was
indeed a proper gentleman.

Had the four been Americans familiar with all aspects
of the potluck custom, they would have known what to
do with the leftovers. But there was no shared potluck
custom among these four people. Nor was there a cus-
tom of openly stating one’s preferences. So the outcome
pleased no one.

When people are planning to go to another country,
they expect to encounter certain kinds of differences. They
are usually prepared for differences in language, weather,
and food. They expect to find differences in some of the
material aspects of life, such as the availability of cars, elec-
trical appliances, and home-heating systems. And, with-



DIFFERENCES IN CUSTOMS 69

out knowing the details, they expect differences in cus-
toms. Customs are the behaviors that are generally ex-
pected in specific situations, such as what to do with left-
overs at the end of a potluck meal.

It would be quite impossible here to catalogue all the
customs foreigners might find in the United States. It would
be impossible, first, because there are so many situations
in which customs influence or direct people’s behavior.
Some examples: what you say during introductions;
whether you give a tip to someone who has served you;
which rooms you may enter when you visit a stranger’s
home; whether you relinquish your bus seat to an older
person; what help you can legitimately seek from your
neighbor; when you give gifts, and what gifts are appro-
priate; what you do if you are a student and you arrive at
a classroom after the class has started; and what you do
if you are a businessperson and your customer offers you
an alcoholic drink your religion forbids you to take.

Another reason it would be impossible to list all Ameri-
can customs here is that there is so much variation in those
customs. Even among the white middle class, whose norms
still serve as the basis for our discussion of American cul-
ture, there is marked variation in customs. These variations
are mainly along geographic lines. There are urban-rural
differences, North-South differences, and coast-inland dif-
ferences. Americans who relocate from a southern city to a
western town or a New England village encounter count-
less customs that differ from the ones they have been fa-
miliar with. For example, they might find that New England-
ers don’t engage in as much smalltalk with people they
don’t know (such as salesclerks) as Southerners do.

Religious backgrounds also account for many differ-
ences in customs, not just those concerning religious prac-
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tices but those concerning family life and holiday activities
as well. Ethnic identities also produce differences in cus-
toms, influencing the foods that people eat and the ways in
which they celebrate holidays. Mexican Americans, for in-
stance, often eat tamales (meat seasoned with chili, rolled
in cornmeal dough, wrapped in corn husks, and steamed)
during the Christmas season. Other Americans from Eu-
ropean backgrounds (Irish, German, English) traditionally
celebrate Christmas with a special meal of ham.

Although it is not possible to provide a catalogue of
American customs, it is possible to say a few useful things
about them. We will try to do so here; in subsequent chap-
ters there are many more references to specific American
customs.

Just as sojourners expect to encounter different cus-
toms when they go abroad, Americans generally expect
foreigners to be unfamiliar with local ways. In general
Americans will forgive foreigners who do not follow their
customs if they believe the foreigners are generally polite
and are not deliberately giving offense.

Many Americans, by the way, would not apply the
word customs to their own routine and expected behav-
iors. Many Americans are so convinced that their daily
behavior is “natural” and “normal” that they suppose only
people from other countries have customs. Customs, in
this view, are arbitrary restraints on how people would
behave if they were free to act naturally—that is, the way
Americans act.

Some Americans might acknowledge that they have
customary behaviors surrounding certain holidays. Stay-
ing up until midnight, drinking champagne, and watching
fireworks displays on New Year’s Eve is one example. Many
holidays that were once associated with a specific reli-
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gion have lost their religious significance for most Ameri-
cans. For example, Valentine’s Day was originally a Catholic
holiday honoring Saint Valentine but is now celebrated
by most Americans, regardless of their religion. Some of
the major American holidays and the customs associated
with them are listed below:

• Valentine’s Day (February 14). Valentine’s Day cel-
ebrates love. Traditionally, this is a day when men
send flowers or candy to their girlfriends or wives,
but now many Americans (not just men) send cards
or small gifts to friends and family members. School-
children also exchange cards and perhaps candy.

• Easter Sunday (March or April). Easter Sunday is a
Christian holiday. For many Americans, Easter is also
a time to welcome spring. Children look for color-
fully painted Easter eggs and baskets filled with
candy left by the “Easter bunny.”

• Memorial Day (the last Monday in May). Memorial
Day honors soldiers who have died in wars. It is
often celebrated with parades and ceremonies.

• Independence Day (July 4). Independence Day com-
memorates the signing of the United States’ Decla-
ration of Independence from England in 1776. Many
cities have parades and fireworks displays, and
friends and families gather for picnics or barbecues
and set off sparklers and fireworks.

• Halloween (October 31). Traditionally a day to honor
the deceased, today children dress up in costumes
(such as witches, ghosts, and monsters) and go from
house to house asking for candy from their neigh-
bors, a practice called “trick-or-treating.” This light-
hearted holiday is also a good excuse for parties,
where adults often dress up in costumes.
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• Thanksgiving (fourth Thursday in November). Fami-
lies gather to give thanks for their abundance on
Thanksgiving Day. They usually share a special din-
ner of turkey, dressing, cranberry sauce, and pump-
kin pie.

• Christmas (December 25). Christmas is a Christian
holiday commemorating the birth of Jesus. Many
Americans celebrate Christmas by decorating a
Christmas tree, and children wait for Santa Claus to
fill their stockings or put presents under the tree on
Christmas morning. Family members and friends
also exchange gifts and have family dinners. Many
Americans feel that much of the true meaning of
Christmas has been lost to commercialism.
In addition to behaviors associated with holidays,

Americans (like everyone else) have thousands of other
behaviors that can be called customary, a few examples
of which appeared on page 69 of this chapter. Most cus-
tomary behaviors follow from the values and assump-
tions discussed in chapter 1. Americans value indepen-
dence and self-reliance, for example, so it is customary
for them to encourage their children to express their opin-
ions. They assume all people are more or less equal, so it
is customary for them to talk in relatively informal ways
with nearly everyone.

Other kinds of customary behaviors are more arbi-
trary; that is, they have no clear relationship to the basic
values and worldview that underlie the culture. Table man-
ners are an example. Americans are taught to hold the
fork in the left hand and the knife in the right while using
the knife to cut their food, then to lay the knife aside and
switch the fork to the right hand to eat. Europeans, by
contrast, are taught to keep the knife in the right hand
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and the fork in the left at all times. This difference is arbi-
trary and unrelated to larger issues about individuality
versus interdependence, equality versus hierarchical
rankings, and so on.

Foreigners cannot be expected to learn all the cus-
toms that prevail in the United States. What they should
try to learn is the relatively small number of behaviors
that are considered unacceptable by most Americans,
those that will nearly always evoke a quick, strong, nega-
tive reaction from them. What follows is not a complete
listing of unacceptable behaviors—such a list would be
impossible to compile—but a few guidelines intended to
help foreign visitors avoid behaviors that are quite likely
to get them into trouble with Americans.

• Be punctual. Most Americans will feel offended if
you are more than ten to fifteen minutes late for a
meeting, appointment, or social engagement. If you
must be late, try to give notice.

• If you agree to meet someone, whether at the
person’s house or elsewhere, keep the appointment.
It is particularly rude to accept an invitation to a
person’s home for a meal and then not appear.

• Treat women with the same respect you accord men.
• Treat clerks, waiters, secretaries, taxi drivers, and

other service people courteously.
• When you are standing and talking with an Ameri-

can, stay at least an arm’s length away unless (1)
you are going to hit the person, (2) you plan to hug
or kiss the person, or (3) the person has clearly in-
dicated to you that he or she wants you closer. You
can stand a bit closer than arm’s length if you are
side by side rather than face-to-face. Men will want
to be particularly cautious about touching other
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men—except when shaking hands—unless they want
to convey the impression that they feel a homo-
sexual attraction to them. (This warning may seem
overstated. No doubt foreign men will find Ameri-
can men who do not react adversely to other men
who get close to them or touch them. But so many
American men respond negatively to other men who
get too close that foreign men are well advised to
keep their distance, getting closer—if they want to—
only after it is clear that doing so would be accept-
able.)

• Avoid bowing and other behavior that is intended
to display deep respect for the other person. Most
Americans become extremely uncomfortable if they
are the object of such displays.
Beyond these points and those that emerge from the

remaining pages of this book, readers will need other
sources for learning about American customs. The best
source, of course, is individual Americans. Just ask them
what behavior is expected in particular situations. Explain,
if you want to, that you are new to the country and are
not familiar with the way certain things are done. Most
Americans will be happy to try to answer your questions.
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Part II

Specific Aspects of
American Life

In Part I we looked at some general characteristics of
Americans. Here in Part II we will consider in more detail
the way Americans generally think and behave in certain
important and more specific areas of life, including poli-
tics, families, religion, sports, and several others.

Once again it is important to remember that what ap-
pears here are generalizations. There are exceptions to all
of them. What Part II tries to capture are some distinctive
features of American life that foreign visitors generally
notice. Taking note of the ideas in Part II will help foreign
visitors be prepared for and better understand aspects of
American life that might otherwise seem strange or in-
comprehensible.
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Chapter 5

✰ ✰ ✰

Politics

When Juan Pablo, a graduate student in mechanical engi-
neering from Monterrey, Mexico, first arrived in the United
States, he was very eager to discuss the recent U.S. presi-
dential election with his new classmates. Juan Pablo had
read many articles about the U.S. election in Mexican news-
papers and had debated the relative merits of the candi-
dates with friends and colleagues at home. Now he was
interested in learning Americans’ opinions about the elec-
tion. In particular he had some questions for them about
the electoral process. Unfortunately, Juan Pablo discovered
that his American classmates had little to say about the
election. Worse, they didn’t seem to understand the Ameri-
can electoral process any better than he did and became
visibly uncomfortable when he tried to engage them in
debate. Juan Pablo came to the conclusion, as do many
foreigners, that Americans do not care much about poli-
tics.
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Juan Pablo would be surprised to learn that Ameri-
cans are quite proud of their political system. Whether
they are well informed about politics (most are not, and
very many are quite apathetic about the topic) or whether
they participate actively in political matters (most do not),
most Americans believe their political system has advan-
tages that many other political systems lack. They believe
their system protects their individual freedom, which is a
value of supreme importance to them, and that it is, or
can be, responsive to their wishes in ways other political
systems cannot be.

Paradoxically, most Americans have a rather negative
view of politics and politicians. The system might be good,
but the people who operate within it might not be. As a
group, politicians are generally seen as relatively unintel-
ligent, excessively talkative, perhaps too egotistical, and
somewhat devious. Government employees, too, are sus-
pect. Many Americans believe that the government has
too many workers, with only a few who are diligent and
productive enough to deserve the pay they get. Paradoxi-
cally, again, Americans generally expect and often receive
competent service from government employees.

Perhaps because they fear that a government can be-
come too strong and thereby endanger citizens’ freedom,
Americans tolerate a political system that seems utterly
inefficient to many people from other countries. The
American system was, indeed, originally established in
such a way as to prevent it from taking quick, concerted
action in any but the most extreme circumstances. Vari-
ous governmental responsibilities are divided among the
national, state, and local agencies, and a “separation of
powers” exists among the executive, legislative, and judi-
cial branches of government—at both the national and
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state levels. The basically “two-party system” is composed
of two large and ideologically ambiguous parties com-
peting for positions in the government.

This structure results in extreme decentralization that
people from many other countries have difficulty under-
standing. This decentralization is most evident in the do-
mestic realm, and somewhat less so in the area of foreign
affairs. In both realms, though, the U.S. government has
more internal impediments to action than most other gov-
ernments do. American citizens tend to see that as an ad-
vantage, or at least as a price worth paying for the limits it
puts on the government’s ability to infringe on individual
citizens’ lives.

The administrative side of the government does not
have the built-in “checks and balances” that keep the po-
litical side from acting decisively or, some might say, im-
petuously. Some administrative agencies are quite efficient;
others are less so. Among the least efficient, most ob-
servers would agree, is the Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service, the one agency with which foreign visitors
inevitably have dealings (and which, at the time of this
writing, faces various major proposals for reorganization).

Americans feel very free to criticize their political lead-
ers. The president, senators, congressmen and -women,
governors, mayors, and others are subject to public criti-
cism so harsh that foreign visitors are sometimes shocked
and embarrassed by it—even if they agree with it. But while
they themselves feel free to criticize, Americans usually
do not welcome criticisms that come from foreign visi-
tors. “If you don’t like it here, go back to where you came
from” is the reaction foreigners sometimes get when they
make negative comments about American politics (as well
as other aspects of American life). Moreover, as mentioned
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in chapter 2, politics (like religion) is considered by many
Americans to be a taboo topic, a topic to be avoided in
everyday conversation. Because political discussions may
lead to arguments (and Americans are uncomfortable with
arguments), most Americans discuss politics only with
close friends—and then only those with whom they share
similar views.

In addition to pride in their system of government and
a propensity to criticize their leaders, Americans have three
other general ideas about politics that foreigners will want
to understand: they believe firmly in what they call the “rule
of law,” they idealize compromise, and they conceive of
politics as something separable from other aspects of life.

The Rule of Law
The idea behind the rule of law is that impartial laws, not
human beings with their irrational and arbitrary tastes and
judgments, should govern the formal aspects of social
interaction. “We live under a rule of law, not of people,”
American teachers tell their students. The students accept
the idea. They believe that “no person is above the law”
and that laws apply equally to all people regardless of
their wealth, personal connections, or station in life. Their
faith in the rule of law explains the conviction many Ameri-
cans held, which many foreigners could not understand,
that President Richard Nixon should be removed from
office as a result of his behavior in connection with what
was called the “Watergate Scandal.” Nixon had broken the
law and therefore should be punished, Americans believed,
even if he was the president. Similarly, many Americans
believed that President Bill Clinton should have been re-
moved from office for lying under oath about his affair
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with Monica Lewinsky, even if the affair itself was a per-
sonal matter unrelated to Clinton’s formal duties.

The belief in the rule of law goes beyond the realm of
politics to other areas of life that are governed by formal
rules and procedures. Getting a job with a government
agency, for example, or getting a government grant for a
research project entails following published procedures
and demonstrating that one meets the published require-
ments. Theoretically, personal connections do not matter
under the rule of law.

In practice, personal contacts, wealth, and social in-
fluence often do matter where laws and rules are con-
cerned. What is said above describes the ideal to which
Americans subscribe. In reality connections sometimes do
help a person get a government job. Rich people some-
times go unpunished for illegal behavior that poor people
would likely be punished for. But in general the rule of
law prevails, at least in comparison with many other places
in the world, and Americans are proud that it does.

The Ideal of Compromise
A compromise is a settlement of differences in which both
(or all) parties make some concessions to the other side.
Both sides “give in” somewhat for the sake of reaching
agreement. Americans are taught that compromise is a
good thing. Mature people, in the general American view,
resolve their differences through discussion and compro-
mise. There are, of course, different ideas about what con-
stitutes an acceptable level of compromise, but in general
a political agreement that results from a compromise
among contending parties is, by definition, good.
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Others may not share the American assumption that
compromise is good. It may be seen as abandoning one’s
principles, one’s correct viewpoint. People who see com-
promise in that light are likely to take a negative view of
those aspects of the American system that Americans
themselves think are so positive.

Politics Apart
Americans, perhaps more than people in any other coun-
try, believe that politics can be separated from other as-
pects of life. “Let’s keep politics out of this,” they will say,
making the assumption that matters of official power do
not enter into economic dealings, family structure, the ef-
ficiency of government services, and other aspects of life
that do not involve the direct participation of politicians
and government bodies. They will relate to other people
without regard to their political opinions. They would gen-
erally rather not “talk politics.” This approach seems quite
naïve to most Latin Americans, Europeans, Arabs, and Af-
ricans, who tend to suppose that “politics is everything,
and everything is politics.”

Given their conception of politics as separate from
other aspects of life and their image of politicians as less
than worthy people, it is not surprising that the portion of
American citizens who actively participate in politics is
rather small. Many American citizens haven’t even gone
through the simple procedure of registering to vote. Once
they have registered, they have the right to vote in na-
tional, state, and local elections, but Americans partici-
pate in elections at a lower rate than citizens of any other
democratic country.
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Beyond voting, other means of participating in poli-
tics are open to Americans. Those who have relatively
strong opinions or convictions on political matters may
volunteer to work in a candidate’s election campaign or
work on behalf of one or another political party. They
may join organizations that seek to mobilize support on
one side or the other of any controversial question. They
may even run for elective office themselves.

Americans who do not want to get involved in politics
but who need some information or decision from a gov-
ernment body are likely to turn to their elected represen-
tatives for help. Senators and members of Congress em-
ploy staff whose job it is to respond to their “constituents”
who have asked for assistance of some kind. Americans
believe it is their right to enlist the aid of the politicians
whom they have elected to represent them.

In sum, Americans tend to embody what to many is a
curious combination of admiration for their political sys-
tem in general and disdain for its particular operations.
They criticize their leaders, but do not want foreigners to
do so. They strongly believe in the value of the rule of law
and that of compromise. They think about politics as a
separable aspect of life, one they can choose to ignore.
Their low level of participation in politics, not to mention
their general lack of interest in political affairs, seems in-
explicable if not irresponsible to many visitors from abroad.

Foreigners who wish to learn more about American
politics should approach the topic carefully, keeping in mind
that Americans are often uncomfortable discussing poli-
tics. Besides reading the newspaper and newsmagazines
such as Time and Newsweek, foreign students and visitors
can attend lectures and debates on current issues, which
are often sponsored by university student and other or-
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ganizations. There, foreigners are more likely to encoun-
ter Americans who have strong political opinions and who
are willing to share their opinions with others.



85

Chapter 6

✰ ✰ ✰

Family Life

When Americans use the word family, they are typically
referring to a father, a mother, and their children. This is
the so-called nuclear family. Grandparents, aunts, uncles,
cousins, and others who might be thought of as family in
many other countries are usually called “relatives” by
Americans. These usages reflect the fact that, for most
Americans, the family has traditionally been a small group
of people, not an extended network.

Although space does not allow a detailed discussion
of every aspect of American family life, we can address
some general aspects of the changing features of the
American family, especially child raising. It is essential to
keep in mind, however, that regional, social-class, and re-
ligious differences influence the ways American families
interact and that among individual families the variations
are infinite. Visitors from abroad will therefore need to
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supplement these generalizations with their own obser-
vations.

What Foreigners Notice
Many foreign visitors have opportunities to visit Ameri-
can families and to observe their surroundings and inter-
actions firsthand. Even those who are not invited into
people’s homes, however, will notice certain things about
American family life, particularly aspects involving the treat-
ment of children.

• Babies are less often carried against their parents’
bodies than they are carried in backpacks or pushed
about in strollers (which can sometimes reach a fear-
some size. One writer said the larger strollers, with
their big wheels and sturdy construction, reminded
him of the armored personnel carriers in which he
had ridden as a soldier).

• While children in public are more often accompa-
nied by mothers than by fathers, it is increasingly
common to see a man caring for children in a pub-
lic place. Men’s rest rooms are nearly as likely as
women’s to be outfitted with diaper-changing fa-
cilities.

• Young children, like the boy in the Orange Julius
line, will be asked for their opinions and will ex-
press opinions even without being asked.

• Children of any age may interrupt their parents, ar-
gue with them, make demands of them, and/or
loudly express their disapproval of parental deci-
sions they do not like.

• Children sometimes seem entirely out of their par-
ents’ control.
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• Groups of teenagers, dressed nearly alike and with
similar hairdos and jewelry, are conspicuous in
shopping malls everywhere. Their parents are no-
where around.

Visitors from abroad who have visited American homes
often remark on these matters:

• Typical American houses or apartments seem larger
than necessary.

• Babies have their own beds (called cribs) and do
not routinely sleep with their parents.

• If the family can afford it, each child typically has
his or her own bedroom, whatever the child’s age.

• Children have many, many multicolored toys.
• If the children are more than a few years old, a

schedule of family activities such as music lessons
or sports practices may be posted on the refrigera-
tor, where family members can readily see it and
add items to it.

• The man of the house (if there is one) may be re-
sponsible for child care, cooking, washing clothes,
or doing other cleaning and picking up around the
house.

• Electric appliances and electronic entertainment
devices (television sets, DVD players, CD players,
VCRs, computers with games, camcorders, etc.) are
much in evidence. One house or apartment may
have several telephones and television sets, with
separate telephone lines for a computer and/or for
teenage children.

Comments on many of these points will appear through-
out the remainder of this chapter.
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The Changing Family
The traditional American family once included a husband,
wife, and their two or more children. The man went to work
every morning during the week and on the weekend re-
laxed or did home repairs or yard work. The woman took
care of the house and the children, often socialized with
other women in the neighborhood, and perhaps partici-
pated in a parent-teacher organization at the children’s
school or volunteered at a hospital, for instance. The chil-
dren went to school, played with their friends after school
and on weekends, and sometimes got into mischief. The
family had dinner together every evening, chatting while
they ate, and then watched a few TV programs. The chil-
dren did their homework, and teenagers talked on the
phone with their friends. On weekends the family some-
times took a drive, visited grandparents, or shared some
other activity. The children grew up, finished secondary
school, perhaps went on to college, got married, had chil-
dren of their own, and the cycle continued.

Families of this kind were depicted in the 1950s televi-
sion programs The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet and
Leave It to Beaver, programs that are now mentioned as
relics of a bygone era.

American families have changed in many ways since
the 1950s. The 2000 U.S. Census report on America’s Fami-
lies and Living Arrangements reflects some of these differ-
ences. Families are becoming smaller. The average Ameri-
can household in the year 2000 included just 2.62 people,
down from 3.23 as recently as 1985. There are more single-
parent families (that is, households containing only one
parent—usually a woman—and one or more children). It is
increasingly common to find unmarried couples living to-



FAMILY LIFE 89

gether, unmarried women having children, “blended fami-
lies” that are composed of a man, a woman, and their chil-
dren from previous marriages, gay or lesbian couples with
or without children, and people living alone. Arrangements
such as these are often called “alternative families,” to dis-
tinguish them from traditional families. By the year 2000,
though, the alternative families nearly outnumbered tradi-
tional ones! Visitors from abroad often comment on this
great variety in living arrangements, expressing surprise at
how relatively few “normal” families they hear about.

People are also getting married later in life. In the year
2000, the average age at which men married was 26.8, up
slightly from 26.1 in 1990. For women the age was 25.1,
higher than ever. The marriage rate was 8.3 per 1,000
people, the lowest since 1932. The divorce rate in 2000
was 4.2 per 1,000 people, down from 4.7 in 1980, accord-
ing to the Center for American Health Statistics.

Observers usually attribute these changes in the Ameri-
can family to two factors. First, starting with the women’s
movement, women began to enter careers outside the tra-
ditional areas of teaching, nursing, and being a secretary.
And second, difficult economic times have often required
both parents to earn income for the family.

Some observers would also point to an increasing
tolerance in the society for homosexuals. More people
are “out” (that is, they are no longer trying to keep their
sexual orientation a secret) and more gay and lesbian
couples are openly living together and having children. It
must be pointed out that a significant segment of the
population still objects to this trend.

In any case, such changes in living arrangements and
family structure seem to reflect and reinforce cultural val-
ues that emphasize individualism and freedom. American
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society generally accepts the idea that young people of
both genders need to “find themselves” and “develop their
potential.” The journey to find one’s true self may entail
delaying or forgoing marriage and its entanglements; de-
laying or forgoing parenthood and its responsibilities;
divorcing a spouse from whom one has “grown apart”;
and living life in a way that responds to personal situa-
tions and convenience rather than to dictates of the tradi-
tional norms. When they decide what living arrangements
they prefer, Americans are “doing their own thing.”

In the traditional household, the female was largely
responsible for matters inside the house: cleaning, caring
for the children, shopping for groceries and clothing, and
preparing meals. The male was responsible for things
outside the house: maintaining the family car (or cars)
and the yard. The man was also expected to take care of
whatever home repairs and improvements were within
his capabilities.

In more recent years, this strict division between male
and female household roles has broken down. Children,
regardless of their gender, are usually expected to con-
tribute to home maintenance by washing dishes, vacu-
uming carpets, keeping their rooms clean, helping with
yard work, or other such chores. While some children may
have responsibilities that reflect more traditional, gender-
based divisions of labor, many American parents try to
encourage their children to learn a range of basic life skills
so that they can be independent and able to take care of
themselves.

Raising Children
Cultures are perpetuated by the way children are raised.
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By paying close attention to the way children are viewed
and treated, visitors from other countries will better un-
derstand how Americans turn out to be the way they are.

Parental Hopes and Expectations
In some societies the act of child rearing is highly valued.
Adults want to marry and have many offspring. While
some religious groups (Mormons and Catholics, for ex-
ample) and some individuals in the United States have
this idea, many Americans have a more mixed or ambiva-
lent opinion about child rearing. Although they consider
children important and valuable, they also know that hav-
ing children is a large responsibility that entails work, in-
convenience, and expense. The media frequently provide
sobering reports on studies estimating the cost of raising
a child in the U.S. Prepared by economists, these studies
estimate average costs for food, clothing, medical care,
school supplies, transportation, college tuition, and so on.
The conclusion of the study is a specific dollar amount
that adults should expect to spend if they have a child.
Americans love their numbers!

Among educated couples, the ideal is probably a
planned family, with one or two children conceived delib-
erately, not accidentally. Some couples might prefer at least
one child of each gender. Some people choose not to have
children at all, and that choice is socially acceptable (how-
ever unpopular it may be with the parents of the couple
in question).

As mentioned in chapter 1, the general objective of child
rearing for most American parents is to prepare their chil-
dren to be independent, self-reliant individuals who will be
able to manage their own lives by the time they reach age
eighteen. Training for independence starts very early, as the
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Orange Julius story in chapter 1 illustrates. Infants and
young children are asked to make choices and to express
their opinions, and they are encouraged to do things for
themselves as soon as they can. Parents will praise and
encourage their children: “There, you see? You can do it all
by yourself!”

Although economic changes are making it difficult to
realize, American parents generally expect that their
children’s lives will be at least as comfortable materially
as their own, if not more so. When they think about their
children’s futures, they think about them mainly in terms
of the jobs their children will get and how much income
those jobs will produce. To give their children the best
possible chance to have a good life, they will, if they pos-
sibly can, invest considerable time and money in a child’s
improvement and instruction, which may include such
things as dental care (straight teeth seem extremely im-
portant); medical care for any perceived defect; a preschool
(where in some cases very young children are encour-
aged to learn to read); lessons for learning to draw, play a
sport, dance, sing, or play a musical instrument; and per-
haps counseling to help overcome emotional difficulties.

American parents want to expose their children to as
many aspects of life as possible. Parents also want their
children to be “happy and healthy”: free of significant health
problems (physical and emotional), reasonably well edu-
cated, able to find employment suited to their interests
and talents, and reasonably prosperous. Parents are, of
course, concerned for their children’s safety and will try
to protect them from injuring themselves.

American children are generally not as heavily involved
in schoolwork as are children in many other societies.
American public schools tend to be less demanding than
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those in many other countries, and there are no stan-
dardized school-leaving examinations to give focus to
children’s academic efforts. Academic achievement gets
less emphasis from the average American family than it
does from families in many other countries. American
parents will complain if their children are given “too much
homework” when that work is seen as infringing on their
extracurricular activities, friendships, and/or part-time jobs,
which are considered as important as schoolwork in pro-
ducing the ideal “well-rounded child.”

While they are concerned with their children’s well-
being, American parents have their own interests in lead-
ing a meaningful and productive life. In many cases, that
means both parents will have careers, and young chil-
dren will be left during working hours in some form of
child care—with a baby-sitter or in a day-care center or
nursery school. Americans generally feel that parents “need
some time away from the children” and often arrange for
someone to baby-sit so they themselves can go out.

Child-Centeredness
Very young children receive considerable attention. Many
American homes are what sociologists call “child-centered.”
That is, the children’s perceived needs, interests, and pref-
erences strongly influence the way in which the parents
spend their time and money. Parents “childproof” their
homes, removing from their children’s reach any heavy,
sharp, or otherwise dangerous articles as well as anything
a child could damage. They play with their young chil-
dren. They arrange play dates for their children to get to-
gether with others of the same age. They buy things their
children want. They talk to their children as though the
children were simply small adults, asking their opinions
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and, in some measure, taking those opinions into account
when making decisions that affect the entire family. These
child-centered families are often very busy, since each child
has his or her own schedule of lessons, practices, and
social engagements. Although the degree to which fami-
lies are child-centered varies, from the viewpoint of most
foreigners, American families are generally seen as more
child-centered than those in their own countries.

The corporate world is well aware of the degree to
which children influence family decisions, and a notice-
able quantity of advertising is aimed at children. Indeed,
some advertising firms specialize in devising messages
that will appeal to young children and adolescents. Mar-
keters believe that if they can get a young person accus-
tomed to using their products early on, they will have a
customer for many years to come. McDonald’s, Nike,
Coca-Cola, and the makers of many breakfast cereals and
lines of clothing are just a few of the corporations aiming
to influence young people.

As the children get older, they spend less and less time
with their parents. Those who can go to and from school
on their own and take care of their own basic needs may
find themselves unsupervised between the time they get
home from school and the time the parents return to the
house from their jobs.

Even when their parents are home, older children may
receive relatively little attention. The children will usually
have their own bedrooms and, more and more often, their
own television set, compact-disc player, and computer. Stud-
ies have shown that the average American child spends
more time watching television than attending school, and
vastly more time watching television than engaging in any
meaningful activity with his or her parents. It is no wonder
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that by the age of eighteen, most Americans are so indi-
vidualistic that they are eager to leave the family home and
strike out on their own.

As parents become a less significant part of their grow-
ing children’s lives, the children’s peers become more in-
fluential. Young Americans, especially during the teenage
years, are often under intense “peer pressure” to dress
and act like their friends and to engage in whatever activi-
ties occupy their friends. This might be sports, political
action, or some form of voluntary service to the commu-
nity. It might also be getting tattoos, smoking cigarettes,
chewing tobacco, drinking beer, experimenting with ille-
gal drugs such as marijuana, fighting with members of
rival gangs, or “hanging out” at the local mall.

Another notion that underlies American family dynam-
ics is that of the “rebellious teenager.” Americans assume
that adolescence is inherently a period of turmoil. Teen-
agers are expected to be self-centered, moody, and un-
cooperative while trying to “find themselves” and to es-
tablish their personal identities as individuals separate from
others in the family.

Punishing Children
American experts on child development and child rearing
continually debate about the best means of inducing a
child to behave according to the parents’ wishes. Many
experts emphasize “positive guidance,” which means giv-
ing the child positive reinforcement when she behaves in
a way that the parents like rather than punishing her when
she does something the parents dislike. It also means lis-
tening patiently to the child and acknowledging how she
feels while telling her what is not acceptable behavior. For
example, an American parent might say, “I see that you
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are really angry at Tommy for taking your toy, but you
may not hit him.” Another form of this idea is “positive
redirection.” When dealing with a child who has just
marked on the walls, a parent might tell the child, “Here is
some paper to write on. Walls are not for writing on.”

Instead of using physical punishment such as spank-
ing a child’s buttocks or slapping a child’s hand, parents
are encouraged to use “time-out” as a means of disci-
pline. During a time-out, children who are misbehaving
are required to sit, often in another room, until they can
behave properly again. Many experts consider physical
punishment destructive because it can teach children to
hurt others who are not acting the way they want. Parents
who physically harm their children, even for the purpose
of discipline, can be arrested for child abuse.

In some societies, it is expected that adults other than
the child’s parents—other relatives, neighbors, or adults
who simply happen to be present—may intervene to dis-
courage a child from misbehaving. Americans generally
do not have that expectation. A child’s behavior is con-
sidered to be the business of the parents alone. There are
a couple of exceptions: an unrelated adult might inter-
vene when a child is doing something that seems physi-
cally dangerous (for example, playing with a sharp ob-
ject); and an adult might intervene when one child is mis-
treating another. In such situations the unrelated adult
would stop the threat of harm but would not administer
any punishment. Punishing is usually left to parents or, in
some cases, to a school or other official institution.

Preparing Children for Adulthood
Foreign visitors are often surprised to see how many
American teenagers have jobs. The teenagers earn their
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own money for entertainment, clothes, or a car by work-
ing in a fast-food restaurant (probably the most common
form of employment for teenagers), clerking in a shop,
stocking shelves in a discount store, bagging groceries in
a supermarket, mowing lawns, or other such activities.
Some are expected to save at least part of their income
for college expenses. From the parents’ viewpoint, having
a job allows their children to gain valuable training in act-
ing independently, managing their time and money, and
accepting responsibility for their own decisions. Report-
ing regularly to a workplace and carrying out routine du-
ties under the supervision of a boss is considered “good
training” for a sixteen-year-old.

In the stereotypic “average family,” the children are ready
to move out of the parents’ house by the age of eighteen—
that is, when they have completed secondary school. They
may “go to college” (Americans use the term college to re-
fer to any postsecondary educational institution), or they
may seek a job. They might stay with their parents for
another year or two after graduating from high school,
but after that they are expected to be “on their own.”

Americans use the expression “empty-nest syndrome”
to refer to the psychological impact on the parents, par-
ticularly the mother, of the last child’s departure from
home. When parents have devoted much attention to their
children and the children leave, the parents often con-
front a sort of vacuum in their lives. What are they sup-
posed to do with their extra time and energy? The empty-
nest syndrome is a combination of boredom, loneliness,
depression, and a feeling of purposelessness that afflicts
parents who no longer have their children around them
on a daily basis. As an antidote, many women, after their
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children leave, enter or reenter the workforce or pursue
some new educational, social, or political interest.

Sometimes the empty nest fills up again, at least tem-
porarily. A child who has gone away to college may come
home for the summers. A child who has gotten a job may
lose it and be left without income to support a separate
household. A child who got married may encounter marital
difficulties or even divorce and return, sometimes with the
grandchildren, to live in the parents’ house.

Another major turning point in family life is likely to
come when the parents’ parents become unable to care for
themselves. Mr. Wilson’s mother, from the example in chap-
ter 1, lived in a nursing home, a fairly common situation for
many elderly people in the United States. Many older Ameri-
cans live independently for as long as they possibly can
before moving to a nursing home or taking up residence
with one of their children. It is usually considered a difficult
or awkward situation when an aged parent is living with
grown children. Ideals about independence and self-suffi-
ciency are so deeply imbued in most Americans that a situ-
ation of enforced dependency can be extremely uncom-
fortable for both the elderly parents and the children.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
One good way to learn about American culture is by in-
teracting with American families. Students from abroad
may want to look into “host family” opportunities in the
cities where they are studying. Community organizations
found at some colleges and universities identify families
who wish to host international students for dinner or other
social activities. Host families may also offer housing or
opportunities for English language practice.
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Nonstudents may find it more difficult to be invited
into an American’s home. Becoming involved with a
church, volunteer organization, or service organization is
another avenue to invitations into Americans’ homes.
Roommates or office colleagues sometimes invite foreign
students and businesspeople to visit their homes.

Parents of small children might want to read a book
on what Americans call “parenting” to get more ideas about
prevailing thoughts on child rearing and health care and
to become familiar with the vocabulary that teachers, pe-
diatricians, and other parents use.

As stated on pages 88–89, lifestyles vary greatly among
families. Foreign visitors should try not to generalize about
family life in the United States without getting to know
several families.
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Chapter 7

✰ ✰ ✰

Education

“Anybody can get into college in the USA,” it was com-
mon to hear Malaysians say. They were referring to the
fact that at least some American postsecondary educa-
tional institutions have rather low admissions standards.
Applicants who had no possibility of entering a Malay-
sian university could often get into one in the States. Ma-
laysians who remarked on the accessibility of American
colleges and universities were comparing the American
system unfavorably with that of the British, who once ruled
Malaysia and provided the model for Malaysia’s educa-
tional system. Under the British approach, difficult school-
leaving examinations are used to limit the number of
people given places in postsecondary schools and to as-
sure that the people who get those places are well quali-
fied to be students.
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On the other hand, these Malaysians would also ob-
serve, “You [Americans] put men on the moon. So there
must be something right about your system.”

Many people interested in education get trapped into
trying to answer the question, “Which is the better educa-
tional system, the American, the British, or some other?”
That question cannot be answered. A more appropriate
question is, “What are the advantages and disadvantages
of the American educational system?” We will return to
that question at the end of this chapter after considering
a number of issues related to it.

This chapter does not focus on the structure of the
U.S. educational system. Many other publications do a
comprehensive job of explaining about elementary school,
junior high and high school, community colleges, four-
year colleges, universities, various academic degrees, and
so on. One place to read about these matters is Alan
Margolis’ article, “Key Concepts of U.S. Education,” in the
Summer, 1994, issue of World Education News & Reviews.

Instead, after providing an overview of the ideals that
guide the American system of education, this chapter dis-
cusses some of the social forces that influence American
educational institutions and some contemporary issues
facing schools in the United States. All this will help for-
eign visitors understand what they hear about schools in
this country and will lead into some comments about the
system’s advantages and disadvantages.

Guiding Ideals
Access to Education
The American educational system is based on the idea
that as many people as possible should have access to as
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much education as possible. This alone distinguishes the
U.S. system, since in most others the objective is as much
to screen people out as it is to keep them in. The U.S.
system has no standardized examinations whose results
systematically prevent students from going on to higher
levels of study, as is true of the British system and many
others. (There are some well-known standardized tests,
such as the SAT, ACT, TOEFL, GRE, and GMAT, but results
on these tests are just one among several factors consid-
ered in admissions decisions.)

Through secondary school and sometimes in post-
secondary institutions as well, the American system tries
to accommodate students even if their academic aspira-
tions and aptitudes are not high, even if they have a physi-
cal and in some cases mental disability, and even if their
native language is not English.

The idea that as many people as possible should have
as much education as possible is, of course, an outcome
of Americans’ assumptions (discussed in chapter 1) about
equality among people. These assumptions do not mean,
however, that everyone has an equal opportunity to enter
Harvard, Stanford, or other highly competitive postsecond-
ary institutions. Admission to such institutions is gener-
ally restricted to the most academically able. The less able
can usually matriculate in a postsecondary institution, as
the Malaysians observed, but one of lower quality.

As of March 2000, more than 98 percent of all Ameri-
cans aged 25 or older had completed at least five years of
elementary school (in the American system, elementary
school usually lasts from ages 5 to 10, middle school or
junior high school, from ages 11 to 13, and high school,
from ages 14 to 18). Eighty-four percent of those twenty-
five or older had completed four years of high school or
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gone beyond that, and 26 percent had completed a
bachelor’s degree or more. According to UNESCO data,
the number of tertiary (that is, postsecondary) students
per 100,000 inhabitants was 5,341 in 1996. In no other
country was the number of postsecondary students above
5,000 per 100,000. Spain had 4,254 tertiary students per
100,000 inhabitants; Japan, 3,131; Malaysia, 1,048; and
Ethiopia, 74.

Naturally, an educational system that retains as many
people as the American system does is likely to enroll a
broader range of students than a system that seeks to
educate only the few who seem especially suited for aca-
demic work. In the American system, academic rigor tends
to come later than in most other systems. In many in-
stances American students do not face truly demanding
educational requirements until they seek a graduate (that
is, postbaccalaureate) degree. In contrast, many other sys-
tems place heavy demands on students as early as their
primary years—though college may be far less demand-
ing, as is the case in Japan.

Universal Literacy
A second ideal underlying the U.S. educational system is
that of producing a society that is 100 percent literate. All
American states (in the United States, education is gov-
erned by state and local bodies, not by the national gov-
ernment, as we shall see below) have compulsory atten-
dance laws that require young people to attend school
until a specified age (16 in the majority of states, 17 or 18
in about twenty others). The goal of 100 percent literacy
has yet to be achieved, and may never be achieved, but it
remains the stated goal.
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Equal Opportunity
A third ideal, again in keeping with American assump-
tions about equality, is that of providing comparable edu-
cational programs to everyone, regardless of gender, race,
income level, social class, or physical or mental disability.
Equal opportunity is another ideal that has yet to be
achieved, although assorted programs and procedures
have transformed the character of student bodies at most
American tertiary institutions over the years. Before World
War II such institutions enrolled mainly white, upper- or
middle-class, English-speaking males in their late teens
or early twenties. By the turn of the twenty-first century,
however, more females than males were enrolled at the
tertiary level, and looking in on classrooms at colleges
and universities, one will see countless people who are
different from the “traditional” college student—people of
many ethnic and racial backgrounds, people in wheelchairs
or using aids for the blind or deaf, and “returning stu-
dents” who appear to be middle-aged or older. A look at
any college or university directory will reveal offices and
programs concerned with financial aid for lower-income
students, services for students with disabilities, and ser-
vices for international and minority students.

Local Control
Fourth, the American educational system is based on the
ideal of local control. The United States has no national
ministry of education. (There is a U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, but it has no power over individual schools.) State
departments of education have some influence over the
curriculum of primary and secondary schools whether they
are public (that is, supported by taxes) or private (sup-
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ported by tuition and other non-governmental sources).
Local bodies, however, bear the main responsibility for
guiding educational institutions. Public primary and sec-
ondary schools are under the general direction of bodies
that are usually called boards of education or school
boards. Those boards hire and fire superintendents and
sometimes principals, oversee the curriculum of the
schools in their jurisdiction, and review teacher perfor-
mance. Each school district has a separate board of edu-
cation, usually elected by the public. A school district may
be no larger than one city or county; each state has many,
many school districts.

Decentralization is also evident at the postsecondary
level. Most colleges and universities, whether public or
private, have their own board of regents or some such
body that provides general guidance over an institution’s
policies. Sometimes all the public colleges and universi-
ties in a given state will be guided by a single board. The
more specific policies that govern colleges and universi-
ties are determined not by these boards but by faculty
and administrators at each separate institution. Faculty
groups set curriculum and graduation requirements. In-
dividual professors decide what they will include in their
courses and how they will evaluate their students.

At all levels of education, standards are set and main-
tained by regional accrediting associations that the schools
subscribe to, not by the government.

Few if any countries have educational systems as thor-
oughly decentralized as that in the United States. Many
foreign visitors have difficulty comprehending the fact that
so much control over educational matters rests at the lo-
cal level and that there is no national body empowered to
override local decisions.
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Parental Involvement
Fifth, many primary and secondary schools idealize pa-
rental involvement in children’s education. Schools en-
courage parents to become acquainted with the facilities
and with their children’s teachers, to talk to their children
about what happens in school, and to confer and work
together with the teachers should a child encounter any
difficulty that interferes with his or her academic progress
or social adjustment.

Schools often have “back-to-school nights” near the
beginning of the school year to give parents the opportu-
nity to visit the school, meet the teachers, and learn about
the curriculum. Throughout the year schools send printed
information to parents to inform them about school ac-
tivities. Periodic parent-teacher conferences are intended
to give parents the opportunity to talk with their children’s
teachers.

Parents are normally expected to help their children
with homework, keep track of their children’s assignments
and important school-related deadlines, and attend the
athletic competitions, music performances, and theatrical
productions in which they participate. They may even be
asked to chaperone their children’s field trips or volun-
teer in some other way. This call for parental involvement
may seem odd to parents from countries where educa-
tion is considered the teachers’ business, not a process in
which parents have a special and very active role.

Analysis and Synthesis
A sixth ideal has to do with the assumptions Americans
make about the basic nature of knowledge and learning.
The assumption is that only a certain part of all that is
potentially knowable is already known. Scholars and stu-
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dents—mainly advanced scholars and graduate students—
work at the “frontiers of knowledge” to discover new in-
formation or to conceive innovative ways of understand-
ing or interpreting what is already known. Learning at all
levels is thus considered not just a process of memoriz-
ing as much as one can of a more or less fixed body of
knowledge that already exists in books and in scholars’
minds. Learning is viewed as an enterprise of exploration,
experimentation, analysis, and synthesis—processes that
students engage in along with their teachers and profes-
sors. The ideal educational situation is, therefore, one in
which students are learning the skills of analysis and syn-
thesis and are applying those skills to the process of dis-
covering new knowledge.

Students who come to the United States from educa-
tional systems that rely on memorization and reverent ac-
ceptance of teachers’ words often face academic difficulty
until they learn the intellectual attitudes and skills that go
along with analyzing and synthesizing the material they
study. Another way to say this is that Americans tend to
view education as a productive activity, while people raised
in many other systems conceive of the educational pro-
cess as a receptive activity.*

This view of the educational process reflects the value
Americans place on individualism and equality, namely, the
propensity to “question authority.” Students at all levels are
encouraged to think for themselves, which can entail ques-
tioning or even challenging a teacher. For Americans, ques-
tioning a teacher or other authority figure is normally viewed
as a good thing, showing that the student is developing “a
mind of her own.” For people from many other societies,

* Thanks to L. Robert Kohls for this idea.
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however, this behavior may be viewed negatively and seen
as disrespectful of older people, people in authority, or tra-
dition.

Well-Rounded People
Finally, the American educational system seeks to turn out
“well-rounded people.” Such people might have special-
ized knowledge in some area, but they are all expected to
have a general acquaintance with many disciplines. Hav-
ing passed through a system that requires them to study
some mathematics, some English, some humanities, some
science, and some social science (and perhaps a foreign
language), students presumably have an array of inter-
ests and can understand information from many fields of
study. Thus, again, specialization in the American system
comes later than it does in many other educational sys-
tems. Students are required to take courses that they might
not be particularly interested in and that appear to have
little relationship to their career aspirations.

Being well-rounded also means participating in non-
academic “extracurricular” activities in and out of school.
Young people are continuously reminded that they will be
more attractive to college and graduate admissions offi-
cers and to prospective employers if they participate in
school clubs, sports, or community activities.

Although not an “ideal,” there is a final sentiment that
must be taken into account as one tries to understand the
American educational system. That sentiment is anti-in-
tellectualism. As chapter 3 sought to make clear, most
Americans are suspicious of theorizing and “intellectual-
izing.” They want to see practical results from the time
and money they spend. Secondary school and university
graduates are expected to be well rounded to some de-
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gree, but not to the extent that they cannot do anything
“useful.” Americans are unimpressed by most learning that
is undertaken purely for the sake of learning, and they
place a high value on preprofessional fields of study such
as engineering, computer science, and business, which they
see as leading to high-paying and available jobs. In con-
trast, Americans place a relatively low value on fields such
as literature, philosophy, history, and art, which many
consider a “waste of time.” They have no general rever-
ence for students who excel or pursue advanced studies
in one exclusive field (particularly, it seems, if that field is
mathematics. A person who seems excessively interested
in mathematics—or computers—is labeled a “geek”).

Social Forces Affecting
American Education

A few aspects of the social context surrounding the Ameri-
can educational system are worth mentioning. The first
has to do with the social status or degree of respect as-
cribed to people who are involved in education.

Many American teachers (that term usually applies to
people who teach in kindergarten through grade twelve,
the final grade in secondary school) would say that they
do not enjoy a particularly high status in the society. They
are not especially well paid, and their working conditions
are usually less comfortable than those of workers in many
other areas. However, according to the results of a 2000
Harris Poll, the prestige or status of teachers in American
society has increased considerably over the past few de-
cades. Fifty-three percent of respondents to the 2000
Harris Poll felt that teaching was an occupation of “very
great prestige,” placing teachers third on a list of seven-
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teen professions, below doctors and scientists and well
above engineers, journalists, and accountants. In contrast
only 28 percent of respondents to a 1982 Harris Poll con-
sidered teaching to be an occupation of “very great pres-
tige,” as compared with 59 percent for scientists, 55 per-
cent for doctors, and 42 percent for clergymen.

Similarly, college and university professors are not
generally held in the high regard enjoyed by those in many
other countries. There are some exceptions—mainly those
who have made particularly noteworthy contributions to
science (not the humanities, usually, because the humani-
ties are not “practical”)—but professors are sometimes
viewed as people who teach because they are not capable
of doing anything else. The stereotype of the professor
living in an “ivory tower,” detached from the real world of
things that matter, reflects this view.

In some societies students also enjoy a great deal of
respect, since being a student is relatively unusual and
requires special effort. Not so in the United States. Nearly
everyone under the age of eighteen is a student, as are
many who are older. Under these circumstances students,
even graduate students, are rarely accorded special re-
spect.

Finally, there is the matter of teacher education. In most
colleges and universities, people who teach prospective
teachers are at or near the bottom of the status hierarchy.
“Educationists” are looked down upon by most others
within academia.

Another aspect of the society that affects education is
the amount of money devoted to its support. Education
competes with other public enterprises that need money.
Some states consistently devote a higher percentage of
their budgets to education than others do, but (despite
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much talk by politicians about its value) none consistently
gives education its highest priority. At the local level, tax-
payers who have children may be more willing to pay
higher taxes to support schools than are taxpayers with-
out school-age children. Most educators believe their in-
stitutions are always underfunded. At the turn of the
twenty-first century it was common to hear the complaint
among pro-education groups that states were spending
more money on prisons than on schools.

The third social factor influencing education is poli-
tics. In some states and communities, contemporary
political conflicts are directly reflected in the administra-
tion of educational institutions. School boards may de-
bate the value of “sex education,” “drug education,” or
“multicultural education” in elementary and secondary
schools. State legislators who view government nega-
tively argue that state support for education should be
in the form of vouchers given to parents so they can
choose which school, public or private, they want their
children to attend. This view conflicts with that of legis-
lators who support public education.

State governors may appoint their political support-
ers to positions on the board of regents that governs the
state’s major public university, and the political beliefs of
those supporters may influence university policies. The
degree to which political conflicts are manifested in edu-
cational institutions in America, however, is probably mini-
mal. National political conflicts, as opposed to local ones,
rarely have a direct influence on the staffing, governance,
or policies of American educational institutions. Except
during times of national crisis (for example, the war in
Vietnam), American students are generally nonpolitical,
though small, vocal groups of students periodically en-
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gage in attention-getting activities to support their views
on major social and political questions such as world trade,
human rights, gay rights, preserving the environment, and
the “war on terrorism.”

Issues Facing American Schools
Like all other social institutions, educational institutions
are the subject of continuing controversy about one issue
or another. Some of these issues confront just primary or
secondary schools; some confront just postsecondary
institutions. Some touch institutions at all levels.

An issue facing schools at all levels has to do with
financial support. There are always people who believe
schools should get more public money than they do and
others who think schools receive enough funding, if not
too much. In times of economic slowdown, debates about
the quantity of money that should be devoted to schools
are almost constant.

Assessing the quality of educational institutions is
another persistent issue. How does one determine whether
individual teachers and schools in general are doing a
good job? This question cannot be answered in precise,
quantifiable terms, so it continues to vex educational ad-
ministrators, politicians, and the American public.

At the primary and secondary level, there is often
heated debate about the quality of textbooks. Have they
been made too simple? Have controversial issues been
avoided so that potential textbook buyers are less likely
to be offended by a book’s contents? Have “facts” been
distorted to make them more palatable to potential con-
sumers?

Some other recurrent controversial issues are these:
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• Should primary and secondary schools allow stu-
dents to pray to a Supreme Being during the school
day? (See the discussion about the separation of
church and state in chapter 8.)

• Should particular books (usually famous novels) that
contain profane or sex-related language, “adult
themes,” or violence be assigned in classes or be
available in secondary school libraries?

• Can religious symbols be used in school activities
related to national holidays, especially Christmas
and Easter, that have religious origins?

• What should students be taught about the origin
of humankind; specifically, should they be taught
the theory that humankind evolved from “lower
animals” or the theory that humankind was created
by a Supreme Being?

• What should students be taught about American
history; specifically, how should the place of non-
whites and women be portrayed in the story of the
country’s past? This conflict comes under the ru-
bric of multicultural education.

• What measures can appropriately be taken to as-
sure that schools in poorer school districts offer
facilities and opportunities reasonably similar to
those offered in wealthier areas?

• What measures, if any, should be taken to accom-
modate students who are not native speakers of
English and may not be able to use English well or
at all?

• What is the proper balance between general (or “lib-
eral”) education and education or specialized train-
ing intended to prepare students to work in par-
ticular fields?
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• Should female secondary school students be al-
lowed to participate on athletic teams (such as foot-
ball and wrestling) that are traditionally all male?

• What is the proper balance between providing spe-
cial assistance for students with special needs (for
example, students with learning disabilities, physi-
cal limitations, or English language limitations) and
“mainstreaming” them (that is, incorporating them
into regular classrooms and school activities)?
Schools are blamed, at least by some people, for many

of the problems or failures of society in general, and they
are often called upon to add one concern or another to
their curriculum in order to remedy perceived social prob-
lems. Thus, schools may be asked to address matters such
as values and ethics, conflict resolution, racial integration,
preserving the environment, world peace, sex education,
and health and fitness. In most other countries issues such
as these would be placed not so much in the domain of
schools as in those of the family, religious organizations,
political parties, or some other social institution.

Because the American educational system is so de-
centralized, it is possible for these issues to come up again
and again in place after place. Different solutions evolve
in different localities. There is no uniform, authoritative
answer to them, as there might be in a country with a
more centralized educational system.

Advantages and Disadvantages
From what has been said above, many of the American
educational system’s advantages and disadvantages be-
come clear.
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The system provides formal education for a relatively
large portion of the population, but the quality of that
education is not as high as it might be in a more selective
system. (Most experts agree that people who earn Ph.D.
degrees in the United States are as well prepared to work
in their disciplines as are people who earn Ph.D.s in other
systems. Below the Ph.D. level, though, many systems of-
fer more depth in students’ chosen disciplines than the
American one does.)

The system’s decentralization serves to insulate educa-
tional institutions from national political entanglements and
to give citizens some voice in what happens in their local
schools. Schools can modify their curricula to accommo-
date needs and conditions that pertain only to their own
areas. On the other hand, this decentralization makes it rela-
tively easy for an outspoken and committed minority in a
given community to embroil local schools in controversy
and also makes it possible for particular schools to main-
tain low standards if they wish or feel compelled to do so.

The well-rounded people that the American system
hopes to produce stand a better chance of becoming
“good citizens” (as Americans use that term) because they
have a general familiarity with many topics and can keep
themselves informed about matters of public policy. Well-
rounded people, however, may not be so well equipped
to begin working in specific occupations because they
might not have learned as much in school about specific
areas of endeavor as have students whose systems en-
courage earlier and more intensive specialization.

The American educational system, like any other, is
integrally related to the values and assumptions of the
society that surrounds it. American ideas about equality,
individualism, and freedom underlie the U.S. educational
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system. Whatever its advantages and disadvantages, the
system will retain its current general characteristics as long
as the values and assumptions that predominate in the
surrounding society continue to hold sway.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Many readers of this book will be enrolled in an English
language program or an undergraduate or graduate de-
gree program at a U.S. college or university. These read-
ers will have the opportunity to experience the American
system of education first-hand (at least at the postsecond-
ary level), and are encouraged to explore all of the educa-
tional resources available to students at their academic
institution.

Parents of children enrolled in American elementary
or secondary schools are encouraged to get to know their
children’s teachers and some of the parents of their
children’s classmates. One of the best ways to do this is
to get involved in the school’s parent-teacher association
or to volunteer to help with a school-related activity.

All foreigners—whether they are students, parents,
businesspeople, or other visitors—talk with individual
Americans about their educational experiences. Although
there are always exceptions, most Americans will be happy
to discuss their own experiences and to give their opin-
ions on topics such as the quality of the local public school
system as well as on current social and political issues
related to education.

Talking to teachers can also be illuminating. Ask teach-
ers about their duties, the satisfactions and dissatisfac-
tions of their jobs, and their views of changes that are
taking place in their student bodies and at their schools.
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Many people from abroad find it interesting to visit a
primary or secondary school to see the facilities and ob-
serve student-teacher interactions. Many colleges and
universities have programs through which their foreign
students can visit public schools to make presentations
about life in their own countries. Participating in such pro-
grams gives foreign students the opportunity to see a vi-
tal aspect of American life that would otherwise remain
out of their view.
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Chapter 8

✰ ✰ ✰

Religion

“In my country,” said a Syrian physician who was on a
work exchange program in the United States, “religion is a
part of everyday life, like it is in other Middle Eastern coun-
tries. Even if a person is not particularly religious, Islam
still affects that person’s life because it is an important
part of our culture. Religion is not just praying like it is
here in America.”

Most Americans do indeed tend to separate religion
from other parts of their personal lives in a way that many
foreigners have difficulty understanding. We will return to
the topic of religion in Americans’ daily lives after consid-
ering some general information about religion in the
United States. This chapter also specifies some exceptions
to our generalizations about Americans and religion and
offers some suggestions for foreign students, business-
people, and other visitors who want to learn more about



120 AMERICAN WAYS

religion in the U.S. or who wish to practice their own reli-
gion while here.

The General Context
Americans learn in their history classes that many of the
Europeans who originally settled here were escaping reli-
gious persecution in their own countries. Adherents of
religions that were out of favor with their governments
were seeking a place where they could practice their reli-
gions without governmental interference. What evolved
from this concern, when the government of the United
States became established, was the doctrine of “separa-
tion of church and state,” meaning that the government is
not to give official support to any particular religion, nor
is it to prevent individuals from practicing their chosen
religions.

Although the doctrine of separation of church and
state is one of the foundations of the American system of
government, it has not resolved all the issues arising from
the relationship between religion and government. Far
from it. There are varying interpretations of what consti-
tutes a religion and varying ideas about what constitutes
governmental support for or opposition to a religion.
Many fundamentalist Christians disapprove of the doc-
trine separating church and state and believe the govern-
ment should actively support their own views and op-
pose those of others. Therefore, there are recurrent pub-
lic debates and controversies about aspects of the sepa-
ration between church and state. Controversial issues that
have arisen in the recent past include these:

• Should prayer be allowed in public schools?
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• Is prayer a proper part of school-sponsored activi-
ties such as sporting events and graduation cer-
emonies?

• Should faith-based organizations that administer
social programs such as job training and feeding
the hungry receive federal funding?

• Can municipal governments properly mount Chris-
tian-related displays on public property at Christ-
mastime?

• Should evangelical religious organizations be al-
lowed to recruit new members at university-spon-
sored events?
For a vocal minority of Americans, issues such as these

are extremely important. Whether on one side of the de-
bate or the other, they see these church-state issues as
closely related to their country’s ultimate destiny. Some
believe their country’s basic ideals are threatened by vio-
lations of the doctrine of separation of church and state.
Others believe that the United States is threatened by a
severe decline in adherence to Christian values.

Although they may disagree about the details of
church-state separation, Americans generally take pride
in the religious freedom their government provides. While
the most prevalent religious values are the Judeo-Chris-
tian ones brought to the country by its early European
settlers, many different religions are now practiced in the
United States. At the start of the twenty-first century, the
principal religions were Christianity (Catholicism and Prot-
estantism, which has numerous denominations), then Is-
lam, and third, Judaism.

According to the 2001 Yearbook of American and Ca-
nadian Churches, the largest Christian churches in the
United States were the Catholic Church, the Southern Bap-
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tist Convention, and the United Methodist Church. Islam
represented the fastest-growing religion. In 2001, the U.S.
State Department estimated that within the next ten years
Islam would be the second largest religion in the U.S. Some
of the many other religious groups in the U.S. include Bud-
dhists, Hindus, Baha’is, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Mor-
mons (members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints).

Clearly the large majority of those practicing a reli-
gion in America are Christians, and while the government
does not officially lend its power and authority to the
Christian viewpoint, Christian traditions and holidays do
enjoy special standing in the society. For example, the win-
ter vacation period in most public school systems typi-
cally falls during the week between Christmas and New
Year’s Day. Non-Christians sometimes complain that their
traditions and viewpoints get inadequate recognition and
respect.

What came to be known as the “Christian right,” a label
that was applied to a set of fundamentalist Christian
churches and organizations that promoted what they called
“pro-family” and “pro-life” values and practices, gained both
prominence and power in the late 1990s. Several funda-
mentalist televangelists (evangelists using the medium of
television rather than personal appearances to convey their
message) gained very large national followings and raised
millions of dollars for their causes. Fundamentalist Chris-
tians in many communities established Christian schools
as alternatives to public schools they felt inadequately sup-
ported proper values. The number of parents who home-
schooled their children (that is, kept them out of public
schools and instructed them at home instead) increased
significantly, for the same reason. In several states the Chris-



RELIGION 123

tian right engaged in grass-roots organizing within the
political system and gained considerable influence in local
and state elections and in policy making.

Many Americans are not affiliated with any religion.
Such people may be atheists, that is, people who do not
believe any Supreme Being exists. Or they may be agnos-
tic, meaning that they are uncertain as to the existence of
a deity. In fact, according to an article published in the
March 1997 issue of U.S. Society and Values magazine
(Peters), the fastest-growing group in the United States
consists of those who identify themselves as either athe-
ists or agnostics. Many Americans also hold spiritual be-
liefs but do not subscribe to any of the denominations
that make up what is called “organized religion.”

Adherents of the various religions practiced in the
United States are not distributed randomly in the popula-
tion. There are groupings by geographic area, ethnic heri-
tage, and social class. For example, Lutherans dominate in
much of the state of Minnesota, where most early white
settlers were from the Lutheran countries of Scandinavia.
Eastern urban areas have concentrations of Catholics and
Jews. The southern and southwestern parts of the U.S. are
sometimes called the “Bible Belt” in recognition of the fact
that fundamentalist Protestants are especially prominent
there, and the states of Utah and Idaho have large popu-
lations of Mormons.

Americans of Irish, Italian, and Latin American descent
are likely to be Catholics, if they subscribe to a religion.
Many lower and lower-middle class African Americans
who are affiliated with a church are Baptists. Episcopa-
lians are usually members of the wealthier stratum of the
society, and highly educated people predominate among
Unitarians.
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Despite the variety of religions in the United States,
relationships among religious groups are normally peace-
ful and are sometimes even quite harmonious.

While it may be instructive for foreigners to know
something about the doctrine of separation of church and
state, the variety of religions practiced in the United States,
the numbers of people who subscribe to each denomi-
nation, and the nature of the relationships among vari-
ous religious groups, it is probably more helpful to un-
derstand the role religion plays in the daily lives of indi-
vidual Americans.

Religion and Individual Americans
To be religious in America means different things to dif-
ferent people. Generally, the purpose of religion is per-
ceived as providing spiritual guidance for people, helping
them to lead a life according to the tenets of their religion.
For Christians, this means following the principles of broth-
erly love, forgiveness, charity, and humility. In America,
“being religious” typically means belonging to a church or
other place of worship such as a temple or mosque and
attending it regularly. (Many Christian Americans use the
word church rather broadly, to encompass not just Chris-
tian places of worship but also others, such as synagogues,
temples, and meeting halls.) People are considered more
religious than average if they somewhat regularly partici-
pate in religious activities on days other than the Sabbath
(Friday for Muslims, Saturday for Jews and Adventists,
and Sunday for most Christians). Religious families may
say a prayer of thanks (called “grace”) before eating each
meal they take in their homes. Religious people might, as
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the Syrian physician suggested, say prayers at times other
than during Sabbath services.

Many people who consider themselves religious, how-
ever, do not attend religious services regularly. They may
attend as infrequently as once or twice a year, for example
on Easter Sunday and Christmas Eve—two special days
on the Christian calendar.

Whether or not they consider themselves religious,
Americans are likely to turn to a religious official to per-
form the ceremonies associated with marriage and death.

Being religious, then, is generally defined more in terms
of participating in formal religious activities than it is in
terms of adhering to a particular set of beliefs or behav-
iors. It is therefore possible for Americans to separate the
religious aspect of their lives from other aspects. For many
Americans, Sunday (or at least Sunday morning) is for
religion.

As was suggested in chapter 2, most Americans con-
sider their religious beliefs and activities private matters.
They do not readily discuss religion with other people whom
they do not know well or who are not known to share
their religious views. Americans do not usually ask each
other, “What is your religion?” or “Do you go to church?”
Such questions are considered too personal. Discussion
and debate about theological issues is not common.

Exceptions
There are important exceptions to some of what has been
said so far. First, there are certain religious groups, mainly
fundamentalist Christian, whose members consider it their
duty to try to convert others to their own religions. Mem-
bers of these groups will readily bring up the subject of
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religion and will try to induce people who do not belong
to their group to become members. It is not unusual for
such people to single out foreign students, attracting them
with offers of help and support and then persuading them
to attend Bible-study groups or other activities intended
to gain their adherence to Christian beliefs and practices.

Second, as has been mentioned already, there are some
communities—Lutherans in Minnesota, Mormons in Utah,
and Hasidic Jews in certain sections of New York City are
a few of many examples—where virtually everyone be-
longs to the same religious denomination. In such com-
munities people’s religious views are likely to be known
by many people and talked about rather freely.

Third, even though the American Constitution calls for
separation of church and state, there are conspicuous
examples of religious symbols and activities in public life.
American coins bear the words, “In God we trust.” The
pledge of allegiance Americans say to their flag refers to
the United States as a nation “under God.” Each session
of the U.S. Congress, Supreme Court, and some other of-
ficial bodies opens with an invocation (that is, a prayer for
divine guidance). Some people are concerned about the
apparent contradiction between the church-state separa-
tion doctrine and these official uses of religious symbols
and activities, though most Americans accept them as
harmless rituals.

Fourth, candidates for and holders of elective office at
the national and sometimes the state level often make their
religious views and activities quite public. They announce
what religious tradition they belong to, and they have them-
selves photographed attending religious services, usually
in the company of their families. All this is usually regarded
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as part of an effort to portray themselves as wholesome,
right-minded people who deserve the public’s trust.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
If they are interested in Americans and religion, foreign
visitors may want to attend various religious services.
Newspapers list the times religious services begin, and
most churches and other places of worship welcome
people who simply stop in to observe or to join a service.

Students will find campus ministries on almost all U.S.
college and university campuses. Campus ministries are
affiliated with particular churches or religions (although
they often cooperate with each other in carrying out large-
scale activities). They sponsor meetings, activities, and ser-
vices intended specifically for young adults. Campus min-
istries are often a recognized part of a campus commu-
nity and may even have official roles in school activities
such as orientation, counseling, and guidance.

Of course, attending services and witnessing rituals is
not enough to give a foreign visitor a comprehensive un-
derstanding of religion in the United States. Visitors will
want to talk to individual Americans about their ideas
concerning religion. That can be difficult, as has been said,
but it can be done. Once they have established a reason-
ably secure relationship with an American, or are for what-
ever reason confident that it is safe to do so, foreign visi-
tors can bring up the topic of religion with particular
Americans and talk about it with them. Taking care not to
generalize too much, they can then reach their own con-
clusions about what religion and being religious mean to
Americans.
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Chapter 9

✰ ✰ ✰

The Media

“When I was growing up,” said Clarisse, a biology re-
searcher from Paris now living outside of Boston,

my friends and I loved watching American mov-
ies and listening to American music. We especially
enjoyed going to see old movies like Casablanca
and Gone with the Wind, and we dreamed of vis-
iting Hollywood some day. Now that I’m older,
though, I see things a little differently. When I go
home to visit my family in France, it bothers me
that my nieces and nephews and their friends only
seem to talk about American movie stars and
American music. Why can’t they be more inter-
ested in French culture?

In some ways it seems pointless to talk here about the
American media. American television programs, motion
pictures, and CDs are available in all but the most remote
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parts of the world. American actors, actresses, and sing-
ers are familiar figures almost everywhere. The American
public’s appetite for glamorous and exciting movies and
TV shows seems to be widely shared, even though the
pervasive influence of American culture is often criticized
in other countries.

But there are some points about the American media
(referring mainly to mainstream television networks, the film
industry, the press, and some Internet sites) that might help
foreign visitors have a more accurate understanding of
them. Three general topics will be discussed here: the ques-
tion of what makes the American media “American,” Ameri-
cans’ own views of their media, and misconceptions about
America that the media promote in other countries.

What Is American about
the American Media?

There is no authoritative answer to the question of what
makes the American media distinctively American. Differ-
ent people will have different opinions on the matter. A
few brief opinions and observations are offered here.

The Content of the Media
Many movie and TV stories mirror the values and as-
sumptions of most Americans. Among them: admiration
for the individual who disregards other people’s opinions
and does what he or she wants to do; admiration for the
individual who somehow outwits or bests the establish-
ment or the authorities; a faith that good will triumph over
evil; glorification of people who are young and physically
attractive; glorification of people who earn large amounts
of money or who have acquired impressive quantities of
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material goods; and a fixation on the action-filled life, as
opposed to the contemplative one.

Characteristics of contemporary American life that
many foreigners find objectionable are also conveyed—
perhaps in an exaggerated form—through movies and tele-
vision programs: a lack of intellectual depth; a larger con-
cern for appearance than for substance; a fixation on sex;
a strong interest in violence; and a fascination with com-
puter-generated special effects and with “gadgets” or new
technological devices that enable people to do things with
less effort.

The Structure of the Media
Like many Americans and American businesses in gen-
eral, the American media are driven by competition for
money. In that sense, the media epitomize the American
economic system and the American view of success as
largely material in nature. A diminishing number of ever-
larger corporations have taken over all parts of the enter-
tainment industry, from controlling individual performer’s
contracts to producing movies, TV programs, and com-
pact discs to distributing and advertising those products
worldwide.

Media executives are always looking for new ways to
attract viewers and buyers. These same execs are frequently
fired when movies, television programs, or publications fail
to attract large enough audiences, even if they have had
successes in the past and even if the movies, TV programs,
or publications in question have received critical acclaim.
The executives experiment, trying new ideas and dropping
old ones. Trends and fads in television programs and mo-
tion pictures come and go with striking rapidity. Stars are
in heavy demand one day and forgotten the next. Likewise,
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the press often covers some sensational news stories in
great detail while overlooking other seemingly newswor-
thy stories.

One manifestation of media competition has been a
segmentation of the market. Cable and satellite television
have made it possible to devise not just programs but
entire networks aimed at specific subsets of the popula-
tion. There are channels directed toward children, teen-
agers, women, families (meaning households with young
children), African Americans, and Latinos. There are chan-
nels aimed at people with specific interests, such as cook-
ing, history, literature, current affairs, “romance,” movies,
and, of course, sports.

Radio stations normally target specific audiences as
defined by age, race, language, and, in effect, level of edu-
cation.

Music producers also target specific groups when they
select and promote different artists. The availability of
personal compact-disc players makes it possible for each
individual to listen to his or her favorite kind of music in
virtually any setting. An extreme example of this form of
individualism was the Walkman dance mentioned earlier.

The print media also play to a segmented market. In
addition to the many well-known national magazines and
national or regional newspapers, the print media include
a thriving alternative press comprising magazines (some
published on the Web) aimed at people in specific cat-
egories—butterfly collectors, square dancers, nudists, fol-
lowers of Eastern spiritual disciplines, and on and on.

The Web also thrives on Americans’ devotion to indi-
viduality. People establish their own, often very idiosyn-
cratic home pages. They visit chat rooms where they can
express their views anonymously. They seek out informa-
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tion on arcane topics and shop for virtually anything with-
out having to be in the company of other people.

Americans’ Views of Their Media
In America, as in other countries, consumers vote with
their dollars. If a motion-picture producer makes a sci-
ence-fiction movie featuring creatures that visit the earth
from outer space and the movie attracts large audiences,
then there will be more movies with a similar theme. If a
newspaper sells larger numbers of copies when it begins
carrying more articles about the sex lives of television ac-
tresses and fewer articles about separatist tendencies in
Indonesia, the newspaper will carry more of the former
and less of the latter.

American consumers also vote by responding to sur-
veys. Radio and television stations regularly poll audiences
to find out what people are listening to or watching and
to find out what potential audiences want to see and hear.
As stated above, a program with a low audience rating,
no matter how critically acclaimed it may be, soon goes
off the air.

Thus, American audiences can be said to get what they
want from their media. That American movies and televi-
sion programs and performers are so popular elsewhere
suggests that what the American public wants does not
differ dramatically from what audiences elsewhere want.
In fact, some media analysts believe that one of the rea-
sons American film studios make so many sexually ex-
plicit and violent, action-oriented movies is because these
movies appeal to the widest possible audience (or the “low-
est common denominator,” as some critics put it), both in
the United States and abroad.
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This is not to say that all Americans are satisfied with
the quality of their television, radio, and newspapers. They
are not. Some Americans criticize their media, especially
television, for being racist and classist (by showing only
middle- and upper-middle-class white people as respon-
sible, important individuals), sexist (by portraying women
as sex objects rather than as whole human beings), and
violent.

Members of the American public have organized to
protest what they consider to be objectionable aspects of
the media, including the amount of violence and sex por-
trayed during the evening hours on mainstream televi-
sion networks, the practice of directing television adver-
tising toward children (a topic discussed in chapter 6), and
the allegedly racist, misogynist, and/or anarchic lyrics of
some rock and rap musicians.

Some Americans (including some media executives)
praise radio and television for providing huge amounts of
free or inexpensive entertainment for the American people
and for giving Americans common experiences that create
bonds of understanding among them. This is probably less
true than it used to be. Before cable and satellite TV be-
came available, generations of Americans listened to the
same songs, watched the same television shows, and went
to the same movies. Now, with the market segmented in
the way it has been, the media may do as much to divide as
to unite the population.

Some Americans laud television for raising the aspi-
rations of lower-class Americans. In their view, seeing the
material wealth middle- and upper-class Americans en-
joy might induce members of the lower classes to work
harder and save more to improve their own positions.
Others believe, however, that those who hold this view-
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point misunderstand the causes of poverty and the day-
to-day struggles faced by lower-class Americans. They
argue that the poor see the affluence depicted on TV and
become discouraged at their prospects for bridging the
gap.

Professional media critics and other thoughtful people
argue that there is a larger audience for quality program-
ming than the media decision makers, especially those in
television, recognize or admit. Such critics believe that tele-
vision and many newspapers pander to uninformed opin-
ion and unsophisticated tastes and should try to elevate
the intellectual level of their products. They criticize the
media for providing only superficial treatment of com-
plex topics and events and for distracting Americans from
important issues. For example, during times of national
crisis (such as the attacks on the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon in September 2001), some Americans feel
the need to turn to the independent or foreign press for
more in-depth coverage of international events.

On the other hand, there are those who argue that many
high-quality programs do in fact appear on commercial
television, even if they are difficult to find amidst the more
trivial broadcasts. They applaud noncommercial public ra-
dio and television networks, which are supported primarily
by corporate sponsorships and individual donations rather
than by advertising revenue, for at least attempting to pro-
vide “serious” entertainment programs and in-depth analysis
of current issues.

They also recognize that some news sources (for ex-
ample, the New York Times and the Christian Science Moni-
tor) provide substantive coverage and commentary on cur-
rent and foreign affairs. Several magazines also provide
substantive and thoughtful news and commentary. Gener-
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ally these magazines have their own political stances, from
conservative (National Review, The New Republic) to liberal
(The Nation, Mother Jones).

Misconceptions the Media Promote
A foreign graduate student at the University of Pittsburgh
was unhappy about his housing arrangements. He had
come to Pittsburgh with the hope that he would be able
to live in an apartment like the one he had seen portrayed
in a popular American movie. In that movie the main male
actor had taken a job as the manager of a small apart-
ment complex. The apartments were modest, clean, and
attractive. There was a swimming pool on the grounds.
Most of the tenants were beautiful, single women, who
frequently sat around the pool after work in skimpy bath-
ing suits and who were free with their sexual favors.

The student did not find such a place to live in Pitts-
burgh. Nor would he have likely found one anywhere else
in the States. The movie had encouraged some false ex-
pectations about the people and their lifestyles in this coun-
try. Modest, clean, and attractive apartments are indeed
available (although not usually near universities), and many
have swimming pools. But the addition of the many beau-
tiful, available women (who spend most of their free time
socializing with the apartment manager!) took the story into
the land of fantasy.

The movie was not intended to mislead foreigners, of
course. Its purpose was to earn money, which means it
had to attract audiences in America (and possibly in other
countries as well). American audiences are drawn to nov-
elty, glamor (as they themselves define it), and action. They
view their movies and television programs in the context
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of their own real-life experiences, so they have informa-
tion on the basis of which to interpret them more or less
accurately. Most Americans will know, for example, that
apartment complexes like the one the graduate student
sought exist “only in the movies.”

People abroad who see American films and television
programs and who read American publications do not
have the same context for understanding what they see
and read. They inevitably relate American media products
to their own experiences in their own countries, and the
result is often misunderstanding and misconception.

One of the main misconceptions TV and movies un-
intentionally convey abroad is that many American women
are readily available for sexual activity. Others include the
following:

• The United States comprises New York City, Los An-
geles (or Hollywood), San Francisco, Chicago, Las
Vegas, Disneyland, and Texas.

• Most American women are beautiful (according to
contemporary Western standards), and most Ameri-
can men are handsome (according to the same stan-
dards). Those who are not beautiful or handsome
are criminals, deceitful people, or members of the
lower class.

• Average Americans are rich and usually do not have
to work (or do not have to work very hard) to earn
money.

• Average Americans live in large, modern houses or
apartments.

• Most things in America are large, modern, and shiny.
• There is a stratum of American society in which most

people are nonwhite, physically unattractive, unedu-
cated, and dedicated to violence.



138 AMERICAN WAYS

• Violent crime is an ever-present threat in all parts
of the country.

• High-speed automobile chases frequently occur on
American streets.

• Nonwhite people are inferior to white people.
Foreigners who come to the United States with open

minds will see for themselves that these images are inac-
curate. Such visitors are well advised to take stock of the
ideas they have about America from TV shows and mov-
ies they have seen, and then to consider carefully how
well those ideas fit with what they actually see and hear in
this country.

Foreign visitors sometimes comment on the Ameri-
can media’s treatment of international news. One visitor
from India was particularly dismayed by what he perceived
as a lack of coverage about his country on American tele-
vision networks. “How will Americans ever learn about
the world outside the United States when all they ever see
on television are stories about Americans?” This criticism
is often echoed by international observers and was borne
out following the World Trade Center and Pentagon at-
tacks when it became clear how little most Americans knew
about their country’s behavior in other countries, about
the Islamic faith, about the Arab world, and about condi-
tions in Central Asia.

In recent years, the widespread availability of the
Internet and cable television has afforded access to a wide
variety of media. These sources are useful for foreign visi-
tors in search of information about their own countries.
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Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Foreigners visiting the United States for any length of time
are encouraged to explore the many types of music, mov-
ies, television programs, and periodicals available in the
communities in which they are living. Finding out which
CDs, movies, TV shows, newspapers, and magazines are
popular in a particular city or region can provide valuable
insights into the prevailing social or political viewpoints.
Many cities have annual film festivals featuring small, in-
dependent films and documentaries that offer different
views of American life than those presented in Hollywood
movies. Regional music festivals are also common.

Foreign visitors with a more general interest in the
American entertainment industry are encouraged to read
one of the many magazines devoted to that topic, such as
Entertainment Weekly or Premiere, and to talk with the
Americans they meet about their viewpoints and prefer-
ences. They will find that most Americans enjoy discuss-
ing their favorite music, movies, and television shows.

Foreign visitors wanting assistance in identifying tele-
vision programs that might interest them can refer to the
television review pages of major newspapers (especially
the Sunday editions) and to the magazine called TV Guide.
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Chapter 10

✰ ✰ ✰

Social Relationships

Writing about “Why I Love America,” the late British jour-
nalist Henry Fairlie recounted this memory:

One spring day, shortly after my arrival [in the
United States], I was walking down the long, broad
street of a suburb, with its sweeping front lawns
(all that space), its tall trees (all that sky), and its
clumps of azaleas (all that color). The only other
person on the street was a small boy on a tricycle.
As I passed him, he said “Hi!” just like that. No four-
year-old boy had ever addressed me without an
introduction before. Yet here was this one, with his
cheerful “Hi!” Recovering from the culture shock, I
tried to look down stonily at his flaxen head, but
instead, involuntarily, I found myself saying in re-
turn: “Well—hi!” He pedaled off, apparently satis-
fied. He had begun my Americanization.
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The word “Hi!” Fairlie goes on to say,
is a democracy. (I come from a country where one
can tell someone’s class by how they say “Hallo!”
or “Hello!” or “Hullo,” or whether they say it at all.)
But [in America] anyone can say “Hi!” Anyone does.
(1983, 12)

Like many foreigners, Fairlie was struck, even stunned, by
the degree of informality and egalitarianism that prevails
among Americans. Anyone can say “Hi!” to anyone. First
names are used almost immediately. People (most of them)
seem warm and friendly from the very start. Fairlie re-
members his first meetings with the Suffragan Bishop of
Washington and with President Lyndon B. Johnson. Both
greeted him with “Hi, Henry!” In most countries, such a
thing simply would not happen.

There is a difference, however, between friendliness
and friendship. While Americans may seem relatively warm
and approachable upon first encounter, they may later
seem remote and unreachable to many foreign visitors.
Superficial is the word many longer-term foreign visitors
use to describe Americans’ relationships with other people.
Some of them believe that it is only with foreigners that
Americans tend to make friends slowly, if they make them
at all. More observant visitors notice that Americans tend
to be remote and unreachable even among themselves.
They are very private, keeping their personal thoughts and
feelings to themselves. They are difficult to get to know
on a deeper level.

So far we have been generalizing about Americans’
behavior toward people they have just met and about
some aspects of their behavior in social interactions. The
points made so far are the ones foreign visitors most com-
monly make when they discuss their experiences with
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Americans. What follows is more information and ideas
about meeting new people, friendship, relationships pre-
scribed by roles, courtesy, schedules, and gifts. The chap-
ter closes with suggestions for foreign visitors who want
to meet and develop relationships with Americans.

Meeting New People
Fairlie indicated that in his native country one person does
not usually talk to another until the two have been intro-
duced to each other by someone else. So it is in many
countries, but not in the United States. Of course, such
acquaintanceships may well begin when people are in-
troduced to each other, but they may also begin when
one person simply starts a conversation with another.
There is no need, Americans will say, to “stand on formal-
ity.”

Why do people pursue relationships with others in
the first place? Cultural differences in this respect can lead
to misunderstanding and disappointment. When I was
working at a binational cultural center in Peru, some of
the people I met through my work showed an interest in
spending more time with me. They stayed after a class or
meeting to talk with me. They invited me to accompany
them here or there. Sooner or later, I noticed, they would
get around to asking me if I could help them get a schol-
arship to study in the United States.

Americans who have lived in China report similar ex-
periences. Some Chinese would go out of their way to be
friendly or helpful, and a personal relationship seemed to
be developing. Sooner or later, though, came a request
for an intercession to get admitted to a university in the
United States, for a letter of recommendation, for help
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providing a document about financial support, or for some
other type of assistance.

Americans tend to feel they are being taken advantage
of when they believe someone is being friendly to them
just because they have (or are perceived to have) connec-
tions or abilities that can help the other person. Americans
have not been raised to see other people as potential links
to still other people whose favorable attention they might
sometime wish to gain. Their motivation in pursuing social
relationships is generally not to make connections that
might be helpful in other aspects of life, but to find com-
panionship based on shared personal interests.

In the business world, of course, the idea of pursuing
acquaintanceship on the basis of connections—or “net-
working”—is widely accepted. People who are building their
careers are advised to “develop a network” of people who
might be able to help them. Employees might even be
evaluated in part on the basis of their “networking skills.”
Notice, though, that such relationships are not consid-
ered friendships, in which people develop close, personal
ties. They are explicitly for potential benefit in a career or
business enterprise, and all parties involved have that same
idea in mind.

How do Americans get to know the people who might
possibly become their friends? They meet each other at
school, in offices, in religious and volunteer organizations,
at sports facilities, through mutual acquaintances, and, as
Fairlie learned, on the sidewalk. Anyone can say “Hi!” to
anyone and can stop to ask a question. (Asking a ques-
tion is a more common way of opening a conversation
than making a statement is.) A tone of friendly informality
is nearly always appropriate. Those people who do not
wish to be engaged in a conversation with someone to



SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 145

whom they have not been introduced will make that fact
clear by their response.

The smalltalk topics discussed in chapter 2 are com-
mon among Americans and are appropriate for interac-
tions with new people. Foreigners meeting Americans will
want to keep in mind the other aspects of communicative
style addressed in chapter 2—the favorite mode of inter-
action, the depth of involvement sought, and so on. Re-
member that Americans, like everyone else, prefer to em-
ploy their accustomed communicative style. In their coun-
try, their style prevails.

More ideas about initiating interactions with Ameri-
cans appear in the final section of this chapter.

The American Concept of Friendship
Foreign visitors sometimes feel betrayed by Americans
whom they meet and who seem so kind and interested at
first but who later fail to allow new acquaintances to re-
ally get to know them as individuals. That initial friendly
“Hi!” may come to seem dishonest or misleading as the
smalltalk continues and Americans’ ideas about impor-
tant topics remain hidden. “They seem cold, not really
human,” one Brazilian woman said. “Americans just can’t
let themselves go.”

The Nature of Friendship
Many Americans seem unavailable for the close friend-
ships that many foreigners have had (and taken for
granted) at home and assume they will find in the United
States. Sometimes people are simply too busy to have the
time required to get to know another person well. Many
have moved from one place to another in the past, as-
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sume they will do so again, and thus may prefer not to
establish intimate friendships that will be painful to leave.
Americans have also been taught, as was discussed in
chapter 1, to become independent, self-reliant individu-
als. Although such individuals may have a large circle of
friends, they are likely to avoid becoming too dependent
on other people or allowing others to become dependent
on them. With the exception of their immediate families,
they remain apart from others. They have not learned to
do otherwise.

This is not say that Americans never have close friend-
ships. They do. Such relationships are relatively rare, how-
ever, and can take years to develop. Moreover, the close
friendships Americans form often differ from those to
which many foreigners are accustomed. Because Ameri-
cans are so busy with school, their careers, and other ac-
tivities, it is not uncommon for them to go weeks, months,
or even longer without seeing their close friends, espe-
cially if they live in different cities. They might or might
not be in regular contact with their friends by telephone
or e-mail. The most important characteristics of a close
friendship, for many Americans, are the freedom to dis-
cuss private, personal matters as well as the persistence
of the relationship over time and distance.

It is important to remember that there are exceptions
to these generalizations. Some Americans are indeed will-
ing to devote the time that is necessary to get to know
new acquaintances well and to develop close friendships
with them. They will talk openly about personal thoughts
and feelings that other Americans rarely reveal.

Compartmentalized Friendships
Americans typically assume that when people gather to
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socialize, they will undertake some activity together. They
may go to a restaurant for lunch or dinner, go to a movie,
play cards, or “have a few drinks.” Americans do not usu-
ally assume that it can be pleasant or rewarding to sit and
talk with other people for extended periods. (Americans
would probably say “just sit” and “just talk.”) Their dis-
comfort with such a lack of structured activity is often evi-
dent if they are forced to sit and interact with people they
do not know fairly well.

In some ways teenagers are an exception to what has
just been said. They often “hang out” (or just “hang”) with
other teens—at a mall, in someone’s car, or at one of their
homes. Even so, the sense they often convey is not that
they are enjoying each other’s idle company but that they
are looking for something to do or waiting for something
to happen.

Perhaps because of their emphasis on “doing things”
with friends, Americans typically develop what have been
called compartmentalized friendships. That is, they tend
to have different friends with whom they engage in dif-
ferent activities. For example, Americans might have friends
with whom they study, others with whom they go to the
gym, and still others with whom they go shopping or danc-
ing on Saturday nights. Likewise, co-workers who eat lunch
together every day and occasionally go out for drinks af-
ter work may never set foot in one another’s homes or
meet members of one another’s families.

Gender Roles and Friendship
In many countries a friend must be a person of one’s own
gender. Most Americans, though, believe it is possible to
have friends of the opposite sex, and they do not gener-
ally assume that a male and female will participate in sexual
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activity if they are alone together. This is not to say that
Americans see no sexual component in a male-female
friendship, but that they believe the people involved are
capable of showing the restraint and maturity necessary
to avoid sexual interaction if sexual interaction is some-
how inappropriate for the situation. Thus, male and fe-
male business colleagues might travel to a conference
together without anyone assuming their relationship has
a sexual component.

Chapter 12, “Male-Female Relationships,” explores the
issue of male-female relationships in more depth.

Relationships Prescribed by Roles
The anthropologist Edward T. Hall in The Silent Language
(1959) has described the United States as a “low-context
culture,” meaning that there are relatively few rules or
guidelines to prescribe behavior in particular situations.
In a “high-context culture,” such as those of Japan, the
Middle East, and much of Latin America, there tend to be
agreed-upon guidelines for behavior in many specific situ-
ations.

For example, a proper young Latin American woman
does not allow herself to be in the company of a man
unless some responsible third party is present. That is the
rule, and everyone knows it. In Japan rules govern who
sits where in a meeting, who speaks first, and which spe-
cific words are to be voiced in specific circumstances. In a
high-context culture there are rules for many situations.

In the United States, however, there are far fewer situ-
ations in which people’s behavior is governed by widely
agreed-upon rules. Still, some roles generally entail cer-
tain expected behaviors. Such roles include customer, ten-
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ant, neighbor, and co-worker. While it is possible to ob-
serve regional and institutional variations in the behav-
iors described here, a few generalizations can be offered.

Customer. When shopping, dining out, or otherwise
using the services of clerks, waiters, or other service people,
Americans tend to show their respect for the ideals of
equality and individual dignity. They treat clerks and oth-
ers as more or less equal to themselves, not as people
they consider inferior.

Tenant. A tenant’s responsibilities are normally made
explicit in the lease, or rental contract, the tenant signs.
These responsibilities—paying a specified amount of rent
by a specified date and properly caring for whatever ap-
pliances and furnishings the landlord provides—are the
only ones that the tenant owes the landlord. In effect, the
landlord-tenant relationship is governed by the rule of
law that is discussed in chapter 5. The law in this case is
the lease.

Particular tenants and landlords sometimes develop
more personal relationships, of course.

Neighbor. A general rule among neighbors is to “mind
your own business,” that is, don’t intrude in one another’s
lives. Some neighborhoods are more friendly than oth-
ers, meaning that more people in the neighborhood know
each other and that the neighbors socialize with each other.
However friendly the neighborhood, there is generally an
expectation among Americans that neighbors will assist
each other in times of emergency or very pressing need.
It is considered reasonable to ask a neighbor to “keep an
eye” on a house or apartment that will be vacant tempo-
rarily, as during a vacation. Newcomers to a neighbor-
hood often take the initiative in inviting neighbors for cof-
fee, a pastry, and a get-acquainted conversation. Or they
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may themselves be invited by neighbors for such a visit.
Neighbors in an apartment building may have virtu-

ally no interaction with each other.
Co-worker. In general, co-workers treat each other po-

litely and with respect, regardless of their status vis-a-vis
each other. The boss says “Good morning” in a pleasant
voice to the secretary and the file clerk; the latter smile
and say “Good morning” back. Co-workers help each other
with job-related matters, and they try to avoid open ex-
pressions of displeasure or other negative feelings toward
each other. Although co-workers do not feel obligated to
develop close relationships, they generally do feel they
should contribute to keeping the emotional tone of the
workplace pleasant for all who spend the day (or night)
there. Many Americans feel that the workplace should have
a kind of family atmosphere, even while this general at-
mosphere of polite friendliness can mask what might be
a very hierarchical method of operating.

Courtesy, Schedules, Gifts
Courtesy
Among Americans, being courteous has a number of el-
ements:

• Acknowledging another person’s presence or ar-
rival, either verbally (if not with “hi!” then with “hello,”
“good morning,” or some such greeting) or non-
verbally, with a direct look, a nod, or a brief smile.

• Participating in at least a bit of smalltalk with people
in whose presence one expects to be for more than
a few minutes.

• Using vocabulary, tone of voice, and vocal volume
no less respectful than that which one would use
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with peers. That is, courteous people do not “talk
down” to others, issue commands in an officious
way, or in any way treat others as though they are
inferior.

• Saying “please” when making requests and “thank
you” when requests are granted. Americans con-
sider it appropriate to say “please” and “Thank you”
to service people such as waitresses, taxi drivers,
and hotel clerks and maids.

• Saying “You’re welcome” in response to a “Thank
you.”

• Taking a place at the end of the line (what most
people in the world call a “queue”) and waiting pa-
tiently when a group of people have lined up for
service or attention.

Schedules
Considerate people will be mindful of other people’s do-
mestic schedules and will not telephone too early, too late,
or during mealtimes. Most Americans take breakfast be-
tween 7:00 and 9:00 A.M., lunch at noon or shortly thereaf-
ter, and an evening meal (called “dinner” in some parts of
the country and “supper” in others) between 6:00 and 7:00
P.M. On Sundays, all meals may be taken somewhat later.

It is generally a good idea to make telephone calls to
a person’s home between the hours of 9:00 A.M. and 9:00
P.M. (except at mealtimes), unless there is reason to believe
that everyone in the family will be awake before or after
those hours.

Gifts
Comparatively speaking, Americans give gifts on a rela-
tively small number of occasions and to a relatively small
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circle of people. Since offering gifts to people who do not
expect them can be mutually embarrassing and can even
lead to the suspicion that the gift giver is seeking to influ-
ence the recipient in an inappropriate way, foreign visi-
tors will want to be mindful of Americans’ practices con-
cerning gifts.

Generally, Americans give gifts to relatives and close
friends. Frequently they give gifts (flowers, wine, or candy
are common) to hosts or hostesses. They do not nor-
mally give gifts to teachers (except perhaps elementary-
school teachers, who sometimes receive gifts from chil-
dren in their classes), business colleagues, or other people
who might be in a position to grant or withhold favorable
treatment (such as a good grade in a class or a contract
for a sale). In fact, giving gifts to people who are in a po-
sition to grant or withhold favors can be construed as an
improper attempt to gain favor. Many states have laws
strictly limiting the value of gifts that public employees
can accept.

Christmas comes close to being a national gift-giving
day in the United States. Except for adherents of non-
Christian religions, Americans exchange Christmas gifts
with relatives, schoolmates, and close friends. Other popu-
lar gift-giving occasions include birthdays, graduations,
weddings, and childbirths. Some people give gifts on
Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, and Valentine’s Day. A “house-
warming” gift is sometimes given to people who have
moved into a new home.

Americans try to select a gift they believe the recipient
could use or would enjoy. People are not expected to give
expensive gifts unless they can readily afford them. “It’s
the thought that counts,” Americans say, not the amount
of money the gift cost.
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Americans commonly send a Christmas card to their
friends, acquaintances, more-distant family members, and
sometimes to business colleagues as well. Those who fol-
low a non-Christian religion may send a holiday card to
convey “season’s greetings” or some such nonsectarian
message.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
A number of specific suggestions have appeared in the
preceding paragraphs. This chapter closes with some gen-
eral ideas for foreign visitors who want or are compelled
to become involved in relationships with Americans.

The general advice is simple: take the initiative, but go
slowly.

Take the initiative, because most Americans already
have their lives organized and their time occupied before
you come on the scene. For them it is easier to interact
with other people who share their own language and cul-
ture than it is to interact with foreigners. Like most people
in most countries, Americans will not usually seek out for-
eigners. Thus, those people here from abroad who want
to get to know Americans will have to take the initiative in
meeting people, starting conversations, and setting up op-
portunities for subsequent interactions.

Go slowly, because it takes time, in America as any-
where else, to develop interpersonal relationships in which
people know and trust each other and feel at ease in each
other’s company. Some foreign visitors become so lonely
and make their need for companionship so plain to the
Americans they meet that the Americans are frightened
away. “He seemed absolutely desperate for someone to
talk to,” Americans might say after meeting a lonely for-
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eign visitor. “I was afraid to get involved.” Remember that
Americans do not value dependent relationships the way
many other people do. Rather, they fear them. Go slowly.

Have some conversation topics ready, so as not to be
at a loss for something to say. (Remember, even brief lapses
in conversation can make Americans uneasy.) Most Ameri-
cans are interested in topics or questions that have to do
with cultural differences and with language. Make note of
idiomatic terms or slang you hear and do not understand,
and ask Americans what they mean. Keep in mind things
you see Americans do that you are not sure you under-
stand, and ask Americans about them. Tell them about
amusing or mildly embarrassing experiences you have had
in their country. Ask them about themselves, their fami-
lies, their jobs, their travels, their interests. (But don’t ask
them questions about money!) If other topics fail, talk
about what to talk about. Explain what two people in your
current situation would normally talk about if they were
in your country, and ask what two Americans would nor-
mally talk about here.

Find people or groups who share your interests. Mil-
lions of Americans belong to clubs or organizations cen-
tered on various hobbies, sports, and other avocational
activities.

Finally, be persistent. Patient, but persistent. Not all of
your efforts to establish rewarding social relationships with
Americans will succeed. You are likely to have to try again
and again until you meet a person or a group of people
in whose company you find mutual enjoyment. When you
do discover such people, you will not only enjoy their com-
panionship but also have the best possible window on
American culture.
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Chapter 11

✰ ✰ ✰

Racial and Ethnic Diversity

Joohwan Park, a young advertising executive at a Korean
company, came to Chicago on a business trip from Seoul,
South Korea. Park knew that he would be in the Chicago
area for only a short time and that he would be interacting
primarily with other team members from his company.
Therefore, he was pleased when his supervisor told him
that Bill Young, one of the advertising representatives at
the Chicago office, had volunteered to show him around
Chicago on the Saturday before he returned to Seoul. Park
was looking forward to meeting an American, practicing
his English, and learning more about American culture.

When Park met Bill Young in the hotel lobby on Satur-
day morning, he was surprised to see a Korean face. Young
told Park that he was Korean American and that his parents
had moved to the United States from Korea before he was
born. Though glad to have Young’s companionship, Park
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was also somewhat disappointed. He had hoped to meet a
“real” American—someone more like the white Americans in
the television programs and movies he had watched.

A Word about Terms
Some scientists argue that race is not a scientifically valid
notion. The differences commonly ascribed to race, they
say, are in fact results of social consensus rather than ob-
jective, measurable fact. This chapter uses the term race
anyway, because Americans commonly use it to refer to
people with different physical characteristics, notably color
of skin, type of hair, and shape of eyes, nose, and lips.
Very generally speaking, Americans will talk about white,
yellow, red, brown, and black races.

This chapter uses the term ethnic to refer to differ-
ences associated not with physical characteristics but with
values and customs. Mexicans, for example, may appear
to be of the same race as many Caribbean Islanders, but
they have their own version of the Spanish language, their
own cuisines, holidays, music, and so on. For purposes of
this chapter, these are ethnic differences.

What Foreign Visitors See
The racial and ethnic diversity that foreign visitors experi-
ence while in the United States depends very much on the
part or parts of the country they visit. According to the
2000 U.S. Census, white people make up approximately
69 percent of the U.S. population, a figure that includes
Americans who trace their origins to European countries
such as England, Germany, France, and Poland, as well as
those whose ancestors came from the Middle East and
North Africa. Despite the increasing diversity that is dis-
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cussed below, then, most of the people in the U.S. are
white. In some parts of the U.S., particularly the middle of
the country and the northern reaches of New England,
nearly everyone is white. For example, the population of
Iowa is 94 percent white; North Dakota, 92 percent; Ne-
braska, 90 percent; and Maine, 96 percent. Corporate
boards of directors, evening television programs on the
major networks, lists of wealthy people, and governmen-
tal bodies at virtually all levels are dominated by white
people, usually males.

Hispanic Americans, who trace their ancestry to
Mexico, Central and South America, Spain, and Portugal,
constitute approximately 13 percent of the American popu-
lation, but that percentage is climbing rapidly. African
Americans, who trace their ancestry to central and south-
ern Africa, make up about 12 percent of the population.
Asians, including Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders, are about
4 percent, and Native Americans, once the proud nations
that spanned the continent, constitute less than 1 percent.
The remaining 1 percent identify themselves as “mixed
race” or of some other ancestry.

Such culturally and racially diverse people are not ran-
domly distributed around the country, however. For ex-
ample, those visiting the West Coast, including the states
of Washington, Oregon, and California, will notice the
strong influence of East Asian culture in cuisine and the
arts. Residents in large cities such as San Francisco shop
in open-air markets offering produce and specialty items
from many parts of Asia.

It is no accident that the first major league baseball
teams to give prominent roles to Japanese and Korean
players were those representing the West Coast cities of
Los Angeles and Seattle.
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Visitors to southwestern states such as Arizona, Cali-
fornia, New Mexico, and Texas will experience the many
ways in which Latino, most prominently Mexican, culture
has influenced the region. Mexican food is very popular,
and regional varieties have developed in different parts of
the Southwest. Mexican music (or Tejano music, as it is
called in Texas) is also very popular, especially in the bor-
der region, and Mexican holidays such as Cinco de Mayo
(May fifth), which recognizes a Mexican military victory
over France in 1862, are widely celebrated.

In southern states such as Louisiana, Mississippi, and
Georgia, the African American influence is particularly
strong. In fact African American culture has had a strong,
if often unremarked, influence on mainstream American
culture for a very long time. For example, many foreigners
(and many Americans, for that matter) are surprised to
learn that most of the styles of music that are considered
in other parts of the world as “typically American,” such
as jazz, blues, rock ’n roll, rap, and hip-hop, originated in
the African American community.

In the Midwest, where the influence of other ethnic
groups might not be as pervasive as it is along the coasts,
the presence of such groups still cannot be overlooked.
Detroit has a large population of Arab Americans. Min-
neapolis is home to more Hmong refugees than any other
American city and also to thousands of refugees from
Somalia.

Finally, the East Coast is known for its many different
cultures, particularly the large cities such as New York,
Boston, and Philadelphia. Visitors frequently remark that
it is almost impossible to find a native-born American
driving any of the thousands of taxicabs that serve Wash-
ington, D.C., or New York.
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Joohwan Park and Bill Young spent the day touring
Chicago and talking together. Young pointed out several of
the city’s ethnic neighborhoods. Like many large U.S. cities,
Chicago has a Chinatown. There is also a Greektown, a
Little Italy, an Indiatown, and a Ukrainian Village. Mexi-
cans constitute the largest of Chicago’s ethnic populations;
Poles are the second largest. There are also concentrations
of people from Vietnam, Thailand, Russia, Puerto Rico, and
the Dominican Republic. Park saw cafes and other busi-
nesses with signs in assorted languages that he did not
recognize. He also noticed that most of the ethnic neigh-
borhoods were in poorer-looking parts of town, with build-
ings in obvious need of paint and repairs and streets in
need of attention.

Young explained that people from many countries had
come to the Chicago area over the years, often from eco-
nomically poor backgrounds. They tended to settle in prox-
imity to each other and to establish businesses that catered
to the tastes of people “from home.” Those who did well
economically sometimes left these neighborhoods and
moved to other parts of town where the housing was more
attractive and where the neighborhood lacked or had al-
ready lost a particular ethnic identity. Young and his wife
lived in such an area.

Some parts of Chicago, Young told Park, were consid-
ered too dangerous to pass through, even in daylight. They
were dominated by black people or Hispanics, he said, and
were home to many young, unemployed males, gang mem-
bers, drug dealers and users, and others considered to be
potentially violent. Unlike Chinatown or Greektown, Young
explained, the parts of a city dominated by black or His-
panic people do not usually have names that clearly reflect
their ethnic character. Instead, their names often reflect their
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location or some topographic or historical feature. Examples
include Cabrini Green (Chicago), The Hill District (Pitts-
burgh), Five Points (Denver), or simply the West Side or the
East Side (many cities).

From their conversation, Park learned that Young’s wife
was also a Korean American, as were most of the people
with whom Young and his wife socialized. Despite all of
America’s ethnic diversity, it seemed to Park that the amount
of interaction among members of different groups was lim-
ited. Young described incidents in which he and his wife
had encountered racial prejudice and stereotypes and re-
ported that white Americans often asked him and his wife
if they were Chinese. Many appeared to have one image of
people from East Asia, labeled “Chinese” or “Orientals,”
Young said, and they seemed not to know that Koreans,
Japanese, Malays, Thais, and Chinese represent different
ethnic groups, languages, religions, and cultures. Some even
spoke to Young and his wife in a sort of baby talk, perhaps
assuming that they could not speak English (their native
language) very well.

Young’s own boss had thought Young would be best
qualified to host Park, not realizing that Young had never
been to Korea, barely remembered the language his par-
ents had spoken when he was a child, and ate Korean food
(except kimchi, a ubiquitous Korean dish) only on special
occasions.

Park realized that Young held his own stereotypes about
groups different from his. His distrust of and dislike for
black Americans was evident from his tone when he talked
about them during the tour of Chicago. Since Park had al-
ready understood from news reports in Korea that animos-
ity between blacks and Koreans in large American cities
was common, he was not surprised by Young’s words.
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Had Park stayed longer in the United States, he might
have learned that members of American minority groups
are far from constituting a single community. Prejudice
and stereotypes are as much in evidence among minority
groups as they are between the majority whites and mem-
bers of other groups. Lighter-skinned blacks versus
darker-skinned blacks, blacks versus “browns” (as Hispan-
ics are sometimes called), Cubans versus Puerto Ricans
versus Mexicans, Hindus from India versus Sikhs from
India, Vietnamese with higher education versus Vietnam-
ese with little or no formal education—these are but a few
of the divisions within and among groups of “people of
color” in the U.S.

Like many foreign visitors, Joohwan Park had arrived
with an image of the people of the United States that was
in some ways quite different from the reality. Although
the U.S. has often been called a “melting pot” (or, more
recently, a “salad bowl,” a mosaic, or a “stir-fry”) of many
different cultural and religious groups, the dominant im-
age of the U.S. portrayed by American movies and televi-
sion is that of a relatively homogeneous society. The “typi-
cal” American is often portrayed as young, white, and
middle class. And, as stated in the Introduction, the pre-
dominant values and ideas that have historically shaped
American culture have been those of the white, middle-
class male. Although racial and ethnic minorities have long
played a role in shaping American society, their cultural
values have not always been recognized and rarely have
been valued. Their influence on mainstream U.S. culture
has grown considerably over the past few decades, how-
ever, and seems likely to increase.

Many foreign students, businesspeople, and visitors
remark on the racial and ethnic diversity they observe,
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not only in large cities but increasingly in smaller towns
as well. And, like Joohwan Park, they may also see indica-
tions of a rather stratified society, with different minority
groups concentrated in particular geographic areas and
with darker-skinned people more often occupying lower-
level positions while lighter-skinned people enjoy more
prestigious and better-paying ones. It is evident that the
United States is not only a racially and ethnically diverse
society but a nation divided by class as well.

How Americans View Race
and Ethnic Relations

Naturally, the way Americans think about race and ethnic
relationships is deeply influenced by their cultural assump-
tions and values. Generally they view the topic through
the lens of individualism. They also seek numerical data
to help them understand the topic and to support their
opinions on it.

American newspapers and magazines sometimes draw
on the results of public-opinion surveys when they re-
port on the state of race relations in the country. These
surveys seem to represent an effort to discover the “truth”
about race relations by determining what portion of the
population holds this or that opinion on the matter. If a
survey finds that 55 percent of respondents strongly
agreed with the statement that “conditions for nonwhites
in the United States have improved significantly in the past
ten years,” many Americans take this to mean that the
conditions have in fact improved.

Governmental and nonprofit agencies seeking to un-
derstand race relations are likely to do studies, collecting



RACIAL AND ETHNIC DIVERSITY 163

statistical information on a wide array of topics. Some ex-
amples:

• the percentage of black males aged twenty-one to
twenty-five who are unemployed, as compared with
the unemployment rate among whites in the same
age range

• the average college-entrance examination scores of
members of different racial or ethnic groups

• the frequency with which various diseases (such as
AIDS, tuberculosis, and sickle-cell anemia) occur
among blacks and Hispanics in a certain age range
compared with the frequency among whites of that
same age group

• the rate at which members of different nonwhite
groups drop out of secondary school compared
with the dropout rate of whites

• the rates at which young people in various racial or
ethnic groups complete secondary school, enter a
college or university, graduate from a college or
university, undertake graduate-level studies, or earn
advanced degrees

• the portion of managers or executives in a busi-
ness who are not white

• the frequency with which unmarried teenage girls
in various racial or ethnic groups have babies

• the frequency with which people of color appear in
television programs broadcast during weekday eve-
nings and the nature of the roles they play

• the per capita income of individuals in various
groups

• the frequency with which nonwhite versus white
motorists are stopped by the police



164 AMERICAN WAYS

Two often incompatible conclusions appear to emerge
from these surveys and studies.

On the one hand, some people conclude that race re-
lations in the United States are indeed improving. They
cite statistics showing (they say) improved health, higher
levels of educational attainment, and improved incomes,
especially among blacks. They point to the increased pres-
ence of people of color in the media. And they cite indi-
viduals such as Michael Jackson, Oprah Winfrey, and
Michael Jordan, who are among the best-known Ameri-
cans in the world.

On the other hand, there are those, more often non-
white than white, who believe that Americans of color con-
tinue to suffer huge disadvantages. Such critics cite stud-
ies showing (they say) that nonwhites often earn lower
incomes, live in lower-quality housing, suffer more often
from more illnesses, fail to enter or complete school, and
so on than do whites. They point to the portion of black
males who are underemployed, unemployed, or, worse,
in prison—or dead.

Americans are so influenced by the value of individu-
alism that they often have trouble seeing the race-rela-
tions situation in terms of groups. If Michael Jordan can
succeed in life (which means, for many Americans, be-
coming rich and famous), then so can other individuals.
Look how hard Jordan worked at his craft. See how com-
petitive he is, how well he has learned to express himself
and to present himself to the public. Other nonwhites could
succeed too, according to this view, if they just worked
hard enough and behaved appropriately.

Whether one takes the view that things are getting
better or worse, it is certainly the case that the United States
still faces major issues regarding the relationship between
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the traditional white population and people with other
backgrounds. Even the language used to discuss the topic
is open to emotional debate. For example, by the year
1970 it was no longer acceptable to refer to someone with
African ancestors as colored, which had long been con-
sidered a polite term. Colored was supplanted by Negro,
which in turn gave way to black and then, at least in some
circles, to African American. (The term nigger is virtually
always considered highly insulting and degrading—unless
used among African Americans. Foreign visitors will want
to avoid the term entirely.)

Other related terms are also points of contention. Some
argue that there is no scientific basis for the concept of
race and that the term should not be used at all. From this
point of view the proper term is ethnicity, which presum-
ably encompasses differences beyond the merely physi-
cal—differences in religion, cuisine, patterns of family re-
lationships, and so on.

People who are not WASPS (i.e., White, Anglo-Saxon
Protestants)—or white Catholics or Jews—might be referred
to as “nonwhites,” “non-Caucasians,” “disadvantaged
groups,” “minorities,” or “people of color.” Some people
argue that WASPS should be called Euro-Americans, since
they too have an ethnic heritage, even if they tend to over-
look that fact in their view of themselves as normal, aver-
age, standard Americans.

This lack of agreement on acceptable terminology,
coupled with an aversion to verbal confrontation and in-
conclusive statistical information, leads many Americans
to avoid the controversial topic of race relations. They just
don’t talk about it (unless they are angry, frustrated, or
drunk).

Like people in other countries with heterogeneous
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populations, people in the United States are continuing
to confront ethnic and racial tensions resulting from fac-
tors such as discrimination and the negative stereotypes
that different groups hold about one another. Most Ameri-
cans firmly believe in the idea of equality (at least in theory),
and many laws have been passed to protect the rights of
minorities, especially within the last fifty years. In a land-
mark 1954 decision, Brown v. Board of Education of To-
peka, Kansas, the U.S. Supreme Court outlawed segrega-
tion (the separation of black and white students) in public
schools.

The Supreme Court has also ruled on other issues
related to racial and ethnic relations in the United States.
For example, in a 1967 case, Loving v. Virginia, the Court
decided that state laws banning interracial marriages were
unconstitutional. At the time, such laws still existed in six-
teen states, many of which did not officially change their
laws to allow interracial marriage until well into the 1970s.
The last state to officially remove the law, Alabama, did
not do so until November 2000. Despite these changes in
the law, mixed-race couples are still likely to encounter
stares, derision, avoidance, and even open hostility from
some people they encounter. Their children, too, can ex-
pect less than accepting attitudes as they go through life.

Other issues that have received much media attention
in the last decade include the hiring and promotion prac-
tices of many companies; bilingual education and other
special programs in public schools; housing construction,
sales, and rental policies; immigration policies; and the
treatment of those accused or convicted of crimes.

Another issue that has been widely debated in recent
years, particularly on college campuses, is affirmative ac-
tion. Affirmative action refers to policies or programs that
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try to reduce the effects of current and historical discrimi-
nation by giving minority-group members (and women)
greater access to opportunities in education and employ-
ment. For example, many universities and professional
schools (such as law and business schools) have insti-
tuted programs designed to increase the enrollment of
minority students. These programs can include outreach
to high school students, special admissions criteria, and
admissions plans that set aside a certain number of spaces
for minority applicants.

Americans continue to be divided on the issue of af-
firmative action. Many see affirmative action programs as
positive and even necessary, because they allow minori-
ties greater access to businesses and educational oppor-
tunities that are still largely dominated by white males.
Others believe that affirmative action programs are un-
necessary or undesirable, because they give an advan-
tage to minorities not because of their merit as individu-
als but because of their membership in groups defined
by color, gender, or national origin. As stated in chapter 1,
Americans are taught that the ideal person is self-reliant
and should advance on the basis of his or her own ac-
tions, not because of special treatment given on the basis
of membership in a particular group. Moreover, the fact
that many companies and educational institutions have
instituted affirmative action programs implies that the sys-
tem is not fair, which can be difficult for Americans to
acknowledge. In summary, affirmative action is a compli-
cated issue, one that is not likely to be resolved easily.

Austin, Texas: A Case Study
In a short chapter such as this, it is not possible to discuss
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all the issues related to race and ethnicity in the United
States. The following case study is included to illustrate in
some depth how racial and ethnic relations are evolving
in one American city.

Austin, the capital city of Texas and home to the main
campus of the University of Texas, was, prior to 1990, a
small, quiet city employing mainly government and uni-
versity workers. The city’s population was primarily com-
posed of whites, African Americans, and Mexican Ameri-
cans, with the white population concentrated in the
wealthier west part of the city and the minority popula-
tions in its poorer east sections.

During the 1990s, the city enjoyed an economic boom
resulting mainly from growth in the high-tech industry.
According to 2000 U.S. Census figures for the Austin area,
the population grew by 41 percent, or 191,000 people, be-
tween 1990 and 2000 to a total of approximately 640,000.
While the white portion of the population decreased from
62 percent to 53 percent and the African American popu-
lation decreased from 12 to 10 percent, the Hispanic and
Asian populations in the city grew tremendously. In the
year 2000, Hispanics constituted about 31 percent of the
population, an increase of about 8 percent over ten years.
Asians made up about 5 percent of the population, nearly
double that of 1990.

In many ways the growth during the 1990s was posi-
tive for the Austin community. The increasingly diverse
population contributed to a new awareness of other cul-
tures. More and more ethnic markets specializing in East
Asian, Indian, Middle Eastern, and Latin American prod-
ucts opened throughout the city. Recognizing the grow-
ing political influence of Hispanics in Austin and in the
state of Texas as a whole, the governor of Texas began
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studying Spanish in order to communicate more effec-
tively with his Spanish-speaking constituents. International
corporations such as Samsung, a Korean-based electron-
ics company, opened U.S. offices in Austin. Many foreign
businesspeople and students were attracted to Austin by
other high-tech companies that are located in the city,
including Dell, IBM, Motorola, and 3M.

Like many other American cities that experienced rapid
growth during this period, Austin faced a variety of issues
related in one way or another to interracial and intereth-
nic relations. In terms of income level, the main beneficia-
ries of Austin’s economic boom were members of the
white middle class, who tended to have higher education
levels and jobs in the high-tech sector. The difference in
income between those in the wealthier, western areas of
the city and those in its poorer, eastern areas became in-
creasingly pronounced. At the same time, rising property
values and gentrification (that is, wealthy homeowners
moving into urban areas intending to improve old houses)
caused many low-income residents to be taxed out of
their homes. Despite all the diversity in the Austin com-
munity, the city remained relatively segregated in terms of
housing and employment. While the face of Austin has
changed dramatically over the past few decades, the power
structure has yet to reflect the city’s diversity. Controver-
sies continue over the availability of housing for lower-
income people and the relatively lower quality of the public
schools on the east side of town.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
First, think about your own ideas concerning whatever
ethnic minority groups are present in the part of the United
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States you are visiting. What are your stereotypes of them?
Do you assume they are kind and hardworking? Intelli-
gent? Ignorant? Dangerous? Consider what your stereo-
type is based on. Do you have any personal experience
on which to base your stereotype?

Think also about your own experience as a member
of a “minority group,” which is what you are while in the
United States. Do people here notice that you are not an
American? Do they treat you differently from the way they
seem to treat other Americans? In your own experience,
what is it like to be part of the minority?

And think about the state of “race relations” in your
own country. What are the minority groups there? What
stereotypes prevail? How, in general, are members of mi-
nority groups treated? (If you yourself are a member of a
minority group in your country, you will of course be an
expert on this.)

Thinking about questions such as these gives you
some context for the remainder of the suggestions.

How often do you see members of different racial or
ethnic groups interacting with each other? In what set-
tings? Do you see many mixed-race couples?

If you see people playing sports in public places, are
they doing so in mixed groups?

What seating patterns do you see in public places such
as buses, cafeterias, parks, and classrooms? Are there clus-
ters of people who appear to share an ethnic background,
or are the groups mixed?

Do you notice any apparent correlation between skin
color and the kinds of jobs you see people doing?

What housing patterns do you observe? Do you see
neighborhoods dominated by one ethnic group or an-
other? Particular apartment buildings? Do you see mixed-
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race roommates in college housing?
After thinking and observing, seek out opportunities

to learn more. Ask a librarian or bookstore clerk to sug-
gest a book or two that would help you learn more about
whatever minority groups are to be found in the area
where you are. See movies (if there are any) made by
members of minority groups. Attend performances or fes-
tivals mounted by members of minority groups, for ex-
ample, a Cinco de Mayo event in a Mexican community,
Oktoberfest among Germans, Kwaanza among African
Americans. Go to performances by members of minority
groups; eat in what the Americans call “ethnic restaurants.”

Finally, find ways to talk to nonmajority people. This
can be delicate, as mentioned above. Have ready some
questions about people’s backgrounds, experiences, and
perceptions. Remember that you can always introduce
your questions by saying you are new in the United States,
even if you are not, and are trying to learn more about
the country. If you approach members of minority groups,
you can ask them what name they prefer you to use for
their group. Then ask your questions.

It may be easier if you approach members of mixed
groups or couples. The fact that they are with others who
are different from themselves probably means they will
be more open to your questions.

You could also approach professional people who are
likely to know something about racial or interethnic rela-
tions in your area—teachers, police officers, ministers, jour-
nalists. Again, just explain that you are new in the United
States, want to learn more about racial and ethnic rela-
tions here, and would like to hear what they know and
think about that topic.
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Chapter 12

✰ ✰ ✰

Male-Female Relationships

Sanjeev Balakrishnan astonished his American friends
when, just after completing the first year of a Ph.D. pro-
gram in mechanical engineering, he told them he was go-
ing home to India to get married.

“We didn’t know you had a fiancee,” they said to him.
“I don’t,” he replied. He explained that his parents had

selected thirteen possible brides for him. As soon as he got
home he would begin interviewing them, spending an hour
with each and selecting one of the thirteen to marry. After
the wedding, his bride would get her American visa and
come back to the States with him.

At the start of the next semester, Balakrishnan returned
to the United States with his wife. He told his American
friends that this woman had attracted him the most during
the interviews. She was intelligent, lively, and had an en-
gaging sense of humor. Furthermore, she seemed to have a
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spirit of adventure; the idea of going to another country to
begin her married life greatly appealed to her.

Balakrishnan also said that the three-day wedding cer-
emony had gone off with no problems. Relatives on both
sides seemed to get on well. The couple’s future looked
bright.

In the minds of Balakrishnan’s American friends, the
idea of choosing a marital partner from a group of strang-
ers selected by one’s parents on the basis of a one-hour
interview was simply incredible. We will look at American
ideas about romantic and other male-female relationships
shortly, but first, we will consider some of the factors that
influence Americans’ views of those relationships.

Influences on Male-Female
Relationships

Cultural Values
As discussed in chapter 1 and mentioned elsewhere in
this book, Americans fervently embrace the idea that
people should be treated as individuals. In male-female
relationships, this ideal means that men and women can
interact with each other as individual human beings rather
than as representatives of a gender. It is not always as-
sumed that a man and a woman are romantically involved
if they spend time together. Many men have women whom
they consider to be “just friends” and vice versa.

The idea that males and females can interact with each
other in a manner that appears to ignore gender differ-
ences seems unrealistic and even bizarre to many foreign
visitors, especially to those who come from places where
male-female differences dictate aspects of the social or-
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der. A group of French exchange students in the United
States for a summer academic program commented on
the way that Americans seemed to disregard gender. “It is
natural that there should be differences in the way that
men and women behave,” said one woman. “Why can’t
Americans accept this biological fact?”

Another important influence on male-female relation-
ships in the United States arises from the value placed on
equality. Both men and women in America generally be-
lieve (at least in theory) that all people, regardless of gen-
der, should be treated as equals. Neither gender, accord-
ing to this view, should have built-in advantages in social
or economic worlds due simply to their gender. This, of
course, is the ideal, not the reality.

Women’s Liberation and Feminism
The belief in the notion of equality between the sexes gained
strength as a result of the women’s liberation movement of
the 1960s and 1970s and has continued to grow as femi-
nism has gained a stronger hold in the society.

Representatives of women’s movements have pointed
out discrepancies between the professed ideals of indi-
vidualism, freedom, and equality, on the one hand, and
the actual practices of gender discrimination, stereotyp-
ing, and inequality, on the other.

Women’s liberation refers to a collection of opinions
and developments that, in general, seeks to end discrimi-
nation against women—at least, discrimination that is
based on the notion that women are somehow inferior to
men. “Equal rights for women” is one of the movement’s
stated goals. “Equal pay for equal work” is another, al-
though that goal has yet to be met, as women still earn
seventy-five cents on each dollar earned by men.
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Before the women’s liberation movement, women in
the United States were generally expected to spend their
lives preparing to be wives and mothers. Young women in
school took “home economics” courses, which taught them
how to cook, sew, manage household finances, and care
for children. In light of the unfortunate possibility that they
might not marry or might someday have to earn an in-
come, women were also encouraged to take other courses
that presumably prepared them for one of the three oc-
cupations that were deemed appropriate for women at that
time—a teacher, nurse, or secretary. Most women did not
attend college, and those who did were not normally ex-
pected to pursue a career outside the home after graduat-
ing. Most women married at a relatively young age, after
which they were expected to stay at home with their chil-
dren while their husbands went to work.

Since the 1960s supporters of the feminist movement
have sought to change the role of women in the United
States. Parents are more likely to try to convey the idea to
their daughters that their prospects in life depend more on
their personality, intelligence, and ambition than on their
gender. School textbooks and teachers now acknowledge
women’s contributions to literature, politics, science, and
other fields. Feminists argue for an end to what they see as
stereotyping of women on television and in other media.
They call for female representation on committees or other
bodies whose decisions affect women’s lives. In general they
seek to raise the consciousness of all Americans concern-
ing what they consider to have been a pervasive, unfair,
and unwarranted antifemale attitude in society.

The feminist movement has changed certain expecta-
tions for women in the United States. Most American
women no longer see marriage and family life as their
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main goals and have broader ideas about the prospects
life holds for them. Women are also waiting longer to get
married, as mentioned in chapter 6, and they also wait
longer to have children in order to develop their careers.

More females than males are attending postsecond-
ary educational institutions. Movies and television pro-
grams featuring women have become more numerous.
Women’s athletics have achieved significant stature in
schools at all levels and in professional leagues.

Women are now found in many lines of work for-
merly considered male domains, including law enforce-
ment, construction, and truck driving. There are many fe-
male doctors, lawyers, and professionals in the business
world. Prominent female politicians in the 1990s and the
early years of the twenty-first century included Texas gov-
ernor Ann Richards, New York senator Hillary Rodham
Clinton, Attorney General Janet Reno, and Secretary of
State Madeleine Albright.

According to the AFL-CIO, an American labor union,
the number of women who work outside the home has
grown steadily over the years. In 1997, 46.2 percent of the
U.S. labor force was made up of women. In comparison,
only 29.6 percent of women worked in 1950. The U.S.
Labor Department estimates that 99 percent of American
women will work for pay at some point in their lifetime.
The feminist movement no doubt has had something to
do with the increasing equality that women enjoy; diffi-
cult economic times have also contributed to the increase
in female participation in the labor force.

The increased presence of women in the workplace has
implications for male-female relationships. More women
are earning money and are therefore in a position to assert
their independence. Traditional female responsibilities in the
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areas of child care and household maintenance are being
reallocated, as has been mentioned. Certain tasks that were
once considered “women’s work,” such as cooking, gro-
cery shopping, and cleaning the house, are no longer per-
formed solely by women. In fact, some couples have de-
cided, for whatever reason, that the woman will be the one
whose work supports the family financially and that the
man will take care of the house and the children. Such men
are popularly called “househusbands” or “stay-at-home
dads,” and there are more and more of them.

The themes underlying the feminist movement are the
same themes—individualism, independence, and equality—
that underlie American society in general. Even so, sup-
port for the movement has not been universal, even among
women. The women’s liberation and feminist movements
have shaken a traditional social order in ways that some
people of both genders welcome and that others find dis-
turbing. Visitors from abroad will see many indications of
continuing flux in male-female relationships in America,
including vigorous debates about the morality and legal-
ity of abortion, lawsuits alleging sexual discrimination, and,
among individuals, widely varying views about women’s
roles in family life and about social values.

One’s Upbringing
Aside from cultural values and the feminist movement, an
individual’s own upbringing also influences the way that
males and females interact. Children notice the patterns
of interaction between their parents and between each of
their parents and people outside the family who are mem-
bers of the opposite sex. They notice the ways their par-
ents speak to each other, the way they divide household
labor, and the amount of respect they show one another.
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Some American children grow up in homes that limit
the amount of interaction between males and females. In
these homes parents may not allow their children to go
out on dates (with members of the opposite sex) before
the age of sixteen or so. They may be less open to dis-
cussing sex in their homes, and they may not let children
watch sexually explicit movies until they reach what the
parents consider to be an appropriate age. More conser-
vative families may also send their children to private
schools that separate girls from boys or that promote
Christian values.

On the other hand, some American families are less
restrictive about their children’s interaction with members
of the opposite sex. These parents may encourage their
children to go out on dates, or they may let their teenage
children have mixed-gender parties.

Foreign visitors, then, are likely to encounter a wide
range of views about male-female relationships.

Male-Female Relationships in
Various Settings

Informal Relationships
Strict segregation of the sexes is not the norm in the United
States except in increasingly rare male- or female-only
educational institutions. In most settings males and fe-
males interact freely. In shops, for example, male and fe-
male customers and employees behave in ways that tend
to ignore gender differences. Strangers of both sexes will
speak with each other on sidewalks or buses, in class-
rooms, or in other public places. At receptions and par-
ties, males and females may readily mingle with each other.
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Granted, the men may often gather in one area where
they discuss sports and other “men’s topics,” while the
women collect elsewhere and discuss “women’s topics.”
This segregation is attributed more to differences in in-
terests than to differences in gender as such.

In schools male and female students may study together
or participate jointly in recreational activities. Coed (that is,
combining male and female) sports teams are common in
communities, colleges, and universities. In a few notewor-
thy cases, young women have joined wrestling, baseball,
and (American) football teams, which have been tradition-
ally male. Co-workers in companies often meet for “happy
hour” after work in a bar or restaurant. Both men and
women are likely to be included in such social gatherings.

The characteristics of conversation in what is called
“mixed company” are likely to differ from those in single-
sex groups. Males are more likely than females to initiate
conversational interactions when strangers of different sexes
interact. Both males and females are likely to be more will-
ing to discuss “personal” topics among themselves than in
mixed company. Americans are advised to “watch their lan-
guage” when in mixed groups and typically refrain from
using profanity or sex-related terminology, particularly in
“bar talk” or at parties where excessive drinking occurs and
inhibitions are lowered. These restraints are less salient than
they were in the past, but they still have their effect, and
foreign visitors will want to monitor their own language
accordingly.

Workplace Relationships
The issue of sexual harassment provides a useful way to
view the matter of male-female workplace relationships
in contemporary America. This issue lies at the intersec-
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tion of several cultural values and a tradition of male domi-
nance, and complaints and even lawsuits are the outcome
of what is perceived as sexual harassment.

• A worker is disciplined for sexual harassment be-
cause he posted a photograph of his bikini-clad
girlfriend at his workstation in full view of fellow
workers, some of whom were women.

• A department head is disciplined because a female
supervisee reported to him that a male colleague
persistently touched her hair or shoulders when he
walked past her desk, and the department head took
no action to stop the behavior.

• A company’s treasurer is fired after two of his fe-
male staff members reported that he threatened to
prevent them from being promoted if they refused
to engage in sexual activity with him.

• A university professor is charged with sexual ha-
rassment after a lecture in which he used an anec-
dote about a sexual encounter to illustrate a point
about human psychology.

• A committee of college professors and administra-
tors spends months debating whether their
institution’s policy on sexual harassment should
proscribe romantic relationships between teachers
and students.
The cultural values are those emphasizing individual-

ism, equality, a belief that conditions of life can be changed
and improved through conscious effort, and a belief that
laws and rules can help bring about those changes. These
values, as brought together by the feminist movement,
have led to a search for “gender-neutral” policies, proce-
dures, and behaviors in the workplace.

What this means in general is that hiring policies, train-
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ing and supervisory procedures, salary schedules, and day-
to-day workplace behavior are to be free of distinctions
between men and women. Again, this may seem strange
to people from societies where males and females are
expected to behave and be treated differently.

In the United States the federal and state governments
have passed laws, and many employers have policies, con-
cerning sexual harassment. Even though there is still dis-
agreement about the appropriateness of those laws and
policies, and although there are various interpretations of
them, foreign visitors who spend time in an American
workplace will need to try to understand and abide by
them. Failure to do so can lead to disciplinary action or
even dismissal from a place of employment.

Generally speaking, sexual harassment policies are
intended to exclude from the workplace any behavior that
entails discomfort for or mistreatment of employees that
is based on the employees’ gender. One definition of sexual
harassment is “unwelcome behavior” of a sexual nature
that makes someone feel uncomfortable or unwelcome
in the workplace by focusing attention on her (or less
commonly, his) gender. Sexual harassment may be directed
toward men or women, although stories about women
who feel that they have been sexually harassed are much
more numerous. Examples of sexual harassment in the
workplace, in addition to the above five instances, include
unnecessary touching, telling jokes of a sexual nature that
may make someone feel uncomfortable, placing sexually
explicit posters in view of others, or asking a person for
sexual favors in exchange for a promotion, pay increase,
or favorable treatment of any kind. People from other
countries who will spend time in an American workplace,
whether in a business or an educational institution, will
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want to familiarize themselves with the employer’s sexual
harassment policy and learn how it is being implemented.

As was said at the beginning of this section, the issue
of sexual harassment provides a useful lens for looking at
male-female workplace relationships in the United States.
This does not mean that sexual harassment is an all-con-
suming topic in almost every workplace, but it does mean
that, in general, males and females in a workplace are ex-
pected to treat each other as individual human beings with
personalities and employment-related qualifications that
have nothing to do with their gender. As has been stressed,
behaving in accordance with this general idea can be dif-
ficult for people from societies where males and females
customarily occupy separate realms and treat each other
in ways that expressly acknowledge gender differences.

“My boss here is a lady,” said a visiting scientist from
Korea. “In Korea, my boss will not be a lady.” The scientist
had to make a number of adjustments in his ideas and
behavior in order to become an accepted member of his
American workplace.

Romantic Relationships
Americans believe that the selection of a marital partner
should be left entirely to the two individuals concerned.
An “arranged marriage” such as Sanjeev Balakrishnan’s is
incompatible with the independence, freedom, and equality
that Americans value so highly and is virtually unheard of
in the United States.

This does not mean, however, that marital partners
are selected at random. In fact, most Americans marry
people of their own ethnic background, religion, and geo-
graphical origin—the same factors Balakrishnan’s parents
no doubt considered when choosing potential partners
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for their son. They meet their future mates in secondary
school or college or university, at their place of work, or
through religious or social organizations.

Marriages between adherents of different religions
(usually called “interfaith marriages”) or of different racial
or ethnic groups are increasingly common, although they
still constitute only a small minority of all marriages.

Those who marry (or remarry) later in life can have
difficulty finding mates and may turn to “personal adver-
tisements,” the Internet, or dating services that attempt,
for a fee, to match people who are seeking romantic part-
ners.

Traditionally, romantic relationships began with a date.
Dating once meant that a man asked a woman out for
dinner and a movie (or some similar activity) so the two
could get to know each other. The couple would arrange
a time to meet, the man would pick the woman up in his
car, and they would “go out.” The man would pay for the
meal and the movie tickets, and sometimes, if everything
went well, the woman would give the man a goodnight
kiss at the end of the evening.

Nowadays, dating is not as formal as it once was, al-
though dates like the one described above do still occur.
People, especially younger people, may go out in groups
rather than in pairs. Women might take the initiative in
making arrangements to get together, and it is increas-
ingly common for a woman to pay her own way on a
date (thus emphasizing her independence and equality
and reducing her sense of obligation to her date).

Couples may date for any length of time before they
discuss marriage. Foreign visitors should be aware that most
Americans do not consider going out on one date to be
indicative of a serious relationship. In fact many Americans
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go out on first dates and decide that they never want to see
the other person again. For couples who “hit it off” or de-
cide they would like to see more of one another, dating can
last a short time—several weeks—or extend over many years
before (or if) marriage is ever discussed.

Dates may or may not entail sexual involvement. Al-
though the media may convey the impression that all
Americans are available for sexual activity at any time,
many do not believe that sexual relations are appropriate
outside marriage or at least outside of a committed rela-
tionship of some kind.

Usually, Americans introduce their romantic partners
to their parents only after they think the relationship is be-
coming more serious or when they think marriage is likely.

When Americans do decide to marry (usually at about
twenty-seven years of age for men and twenty-six for
women), some traditional rituals are usually observed.
Often, the man asks the woman to marry him, although
that is certainly not always true. Sometimes, the man will
even ask his fiancee’s family if he may marry her. This
ritual, however, is considered to be just a formality.

Many couples choose to have their wedding ceremony
in a church or synagogue even if they do not consider
themselves to be particularly religious. Other couples
choose to get married by a judge at a courthouse. This
type of wedding is called a “civil ceremony,” as opposed
to a religious one. In either case, it is usually important to
the couple to have at least some friends or family mem-
bers attend their wedding ceremony.

Although an American wedding is far shorter than the
three days of Balakrishnan’s experience, it may still be an
elaborately planned event that follows a year or more of
planning.
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This chapter has focused on romantic relationships
between heterosexual couples, although it should be noted
that homosexual romantic relationships are increasingly
open and are becoming more accepted in American soci-
ety. Many American cities have visible and vocal gay, les-
bian, bisexual, or transgender communities. Contentious
debate has occurred in many states over proposals to al-
low same-sex couples to marry. At the time of this writing,
Vermont, Hawaii, and California have enacted such a law.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
To learn more about the many ways that males and fe-
males interact in American society, foreign visitors may
want to observe female-male interactions as portrayed in
movies and TV programs, then ask Americans how the
movie and TV portrayals relate to reality.

Many Americans will be happy to speak about their
own experiences in choosing a mate, their family’s views
on the subject, their notion about an ideal partner, or their
views of feminism.

Discussing the topics of “interfaith” and “interethnic”
marriages with people who are in such relationships can
be particularly illuminating, because those involved in them
have been forced to give more thought to the topic than
have those in marriages not involving major social or cul-
tural differences.

Of course, foreign visitors who have these conversa-
tions will want to compare what they have learned with
what they are accustomed to in their own countries. Rather
than evaluating which system is better, foreign visitors can
look for similarities and differences between the cultures.
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Chapter 13

✰ ✰ ✰

Sports and Recreation

Legend has it that Adolf Hitler got the idea for his mass
rallies from observing the behavior of spectators at Ameri-
can college football games. Orchestrated by uniformed
cheerleaders and roused by martial music, those specta-
tors engaged in exuberant and emotional displays of sup-
port for their team. Hitler used similar devices to rouse
support for the country he came to dominate.

Sports and recreation absorb a huge amount of Ameri-
cans’ emotion, time, and, in many cases, money. Sports
here refers to spectator sports, in which people watch oth-
ers—mainly college and professional athletes—engage in
competitive games. Recreation refers to leisure-time par-
ticipation in athletics or other nonvocational activities.
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Sports
Americans’ interest in spectator sports seems excessive
and even obsessive to many foreign visitors. Not all Ameri-
cans are interested in sports, of course, but many are. Some
seem interested in little else. Television networks spend
millions of dollars arranging telecasts of sports events and
constantly search for new ways (such as using computer
graphics and hiring famous or glamorous announcers and
commentators) to make their coverage more appealing.
Two television networks, both of which broadcast twenty-
four hours daily, are devoted entirely to sports. Publica-
tions about sports sell widely. In the United States, pro-
fessional athletes often become national heroes. Sports
stars such as Michael Jordan and Tiger Woods have be-
come more widely recognized than any national leader
other than the president, and many professional athletes
receive yearly salaries in the millions of dollars.

What seems distinctive about the American interest in
sports is that it is not confined to particular social classes.
People in all walks of life are represented among ardent
sports fans, and the collective audience for sports events
is enormous.

In the United States sports are associated with educa-
tional institutions in a way that is unique. Junior and se-
nior high school faculties include coaches, and school ath-
letic teams compete with each other in an array of sports.
Each team’s entourage may have a marching band (espe-
cially associated with football, as Americans and Canadi-
ans call the game played with the oblong-shaped ball)
and a group of cheerleaders. In some American commu-
nities, high school athletics are a focal point of the
townspeople’s activities and conversations.
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Nowhere else in the world are sports associated with
colleges and universities in the way that they are in the
United States. College sports, especially football and bas-
ketball, are conducted in an atmosphere of intense ex-
citement and pageantry. Games between teams classified
as “major football powers” attract nationwide television
audiences that number in the millions. An entire industry
has been built on the manufacture and sale of badges,
pennants, T-shirts, blankets, hats, and countless other
items bearing the mascots and colors of various univer-
sity athletic teams. Football and basketball coaches at
major universities are paid higher salaries than the presi-
dents of their institutions, and athletic department bud-
gets are in the millions of dollars.

Said a recently arrived foreign student in Iowa City, “It
looks like the most important part of the University [of
Iowa] is the football team. Maybe the team is the most
important thing in the whole town.”

Sports are a very frequent topic of conversation, es-
pecially (as noted earlier) among males. Smalltalk about
sports is safe—interesting but not too personal. Partici-
pants can display their knowledge of athletes and statis-
tics without revealing anything considered private.

In some social circles, associating with athletes is a
way to achieve social recognition. A person who knows a
local sports hero personally or who attends events where
famous athletes are present is considered by some people
to have accomplished something worthwhile.

Expressions from sports are extraordinarily common
in everyday American speech. Baseball is probably the
source of more idiomatic expressions (examples: get to
first base, touch base with, cover all the bases, throw a
curve, strike out) than any other sport. That fact can be a
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disadvantage to foreign visitors trying to communicate
with Americans, because most of them come from coun-
tries where baseball is not played, and even if baseball is
a national sport in their country, they still may not under-
stand the meaning given to the idioms.

African Americans are heavily overrepresented in the
major sports of baseball, football, basketball, and track.
While African Americans constitute about 13 percent of
the country’s total population, they make up well over
half of most college and professional football and bas-
ketball teams. It is not unusual to see a basketball game in
which all the players on the floor are black.

The feminist movement has brought considerable at-
tention to women’s athletics, so female athletes and games
among female teams get more attention in the States than
elsewhere. The attention given to women’s sports in the
United States is no doubt due in large part to a 1972 law
that outlawed gender discrimination in schools. The law
mandated equal opportunity and treatment for men and
women in athletics as well as in academic programs. Al-
though professional female athletes and coaches are still
paid less than their male counterparts, American women’s
participation in sports has grown significantly over the
past few decades. Beginning in the late 1990s, women’s
professional basketball was regularly televised on national
networks, and female professional basketball players be-
gan to appear in television advertisements—the ultimate
sign of social acceptance.

The most popular sport in much of the world—soc-
cer—is becoming increasingly popular in the United States
as well. Nevertheless, the most popular sports here are
still American football, baseball, basketball, and in some
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states, hockey—games that are not played in large num-
bers of countries.

Sports play such an important role in American life
that the sociology of sports, sports medicine, sports psy-
chology, and even sports marketing have become respect-
able scholarly specializations. Perhaps scholars will some-
day be able to account for the popularity of sports in
America and for the various ways in which the role of
sports in America differs from that of other societies.

Recreation
The word recreation brings to mind relaxing and enjoy-
able activities. An evening walk around the neighborhood,
a Sunday picnic with the family, and playing catch in the
yard with the children all seem relatively spontaneous and
relaxing pastimes.

Much American recreational activity, however, seems
to foreign visitors to be approached with a high degree of
seriousness, planning, organization, and expense. Spon-
taneity and fun are often absent, as far as the visitor can
tell. “These crazy Americans!” a South American exclaimed
after seeing yet another jogger go past her house in sub-
zero winter weather. Many Americans jog every day, or
play tennis, handball, racquetball, or bridge two or three
times a week; some do aerobic exercises three times
weekly, work out in gyms up to six days a week, or en-
gage in other regularly scheduled recreation. They go on
vacations, ski or canoe or hiking trips, and hunting or fish-
ing expeditions that require weeks of planning and orga-
nizing. In the Americans’ view, all these activities are gen-
erally fun and relaxing, or are worth the discomfort they
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may cause because they contribute to health and physi-
cal fitness and may also afford opportunities for socializ-
ing with other people.

Much American recreation is highly organized. Classes,
clubs, leagues, newsletters, contests, exhibitions, and con-
ventions are centered on hundreds of different recreational
activities. People interested in astronomy, bird-watching,
cooking, dancing, ecology, fencing, gardening, hiking—and
on and on—can find a group of like-minded people with
whom to meet, learn, and practice or perform.

Recreation is big business in America. Many common
recreational activities require clothing, supplies, and equip-
ment that can be quite costly. Recreational vehicles (RVs),
that are used for traveling usually include provisions for
sleeping, cooking, and showering and can cost as much
as $100,000. Running shoes, hiking boots, fishing and
camping supplies, skiing equipment, cameras, telescopes,
gourmet cookware, and bowling balls are not inexpen-
sive items. Beyond equipment, there is clothing. The fash-
ion industry has successfully persuaded many Americans
that they must be properly dressed for jogging, playing
tennis, skiing, swimming, biking, and so on. Fashionable
outfits for these and other recreational activities can be
surprisingly expensive.

A final point that astute foreign observers notice is
the relationship between social class and certain recre-
ational activities. This relationship is by no means invari-
able, and the element of geography complicates it. (For
example, a relatively poor person who happens to live in
the Colorado mountains may be able to afford skiing, while
an equally poor resident of a Plains state could not afford
to get to the mountains and pay for lodging there.) In
general, though, golf and yachting are associated with
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wealthier people, tennis with better-educated people, and
outdoor sports such as camping, hiking, fishing, hunting,
and boating with middle-class people. Those who bowl
or square dance regularly are likely to be members of the
lower-middle class, as are the legion of fans attracted to
motor-car racing. Foreign observers will be able to find
other examples of these relationships between social class
and recreational activities in whatever part of the United
States they come to know.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Foreign visitors—especially males—who plan to be in the
United States for an extended period of time will enhance
their ability to interact constructively with Americans if they
take the trouble to learn about the sports teams that have
followings in the local area. Knowing something about
the games and the players and about their importance in
the natives’ minds improves the foreign visitor’s chance
of getting to know “average” Americans.

Long-term visitors who are interested in getting to
know Americans are also encouraged to take a class, join
a club, or participate on a recreational sports team. Most
Americans enjoy meeting new people with whom they
share a common interest.

Physical fitness can be a good thing. Take advantage
of your time in the United States to make use of the run-
ning tracks, swimming pools, and gymnasiums that are
relatively accessible in many localities.
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Chapter 14

✰ ✰ ✰

Driving

“You can always tell when a car is being driven by a for-
eigner,” said a Midwestern chief of police. “You don’t have
to be able to see the driver. They just don’t drive the same
way we do.”

Foreigners’ driving is noticeable in any country. Driv-
ing entails not just the mechanical manipulations of the
car—starting the engine, shifting gears, steering—but cus-
tomary styles of driving as well. Because such customs
vary from place to place, foreigners’ driving is often dif-
ferent from that of the natives’.

Driving customs within the United States also differ
from one part of the country to another. In Pittsburgh, for
example, a driver waiting at a red traffic light and wanting
to turn left will race into the intersection and execute the
left turn in front of oncoming cars just as the light turns
green. Denver drivers are unlikely to do that; instead, they
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will wait until the oncoming traffic has passed and then
make the turn. In Boston there seem to be almost no traf-
fic rules, and drivers are quite aggressive.

While there are marked regional differences in the driv-
ing behavior of Americans, there are some commonalities
that foreign visitors who drive in the States will want to
know about. After discussing some general information
about cars and driving in the United States, we will con-
sider traffic laws, attitudes toward driving, and suggestions
that may help foreign drivers.

General Information
The United States has the highest ratio of motor vehicles
to people in the world. Except in large East Coast cities
such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, public trans-
portation is generally not as accessible as it is in many
other countries, and Americans tend to be too indepen-
dent-minded to use it anyway. So there are large num-
bers of cars. In 1998, almost 132,000,000 motor vehicles
were licensed to operate in the U.S. In some places the
number of registered vehicles exceeded the number of
licensed drivers!

Most Americans who have reached the age at which
they can legally drive (sixteen in most states) have a driver’s
license. Females are as likely to drive as males.

Automobile accidents are not the grave social prob-
lem that they are in some other countries, but they are
still considered serious. Between 1972 and 1998, the num-
ber of fatal auto accidents in the United States declined
from 4.3 to just 1.6 per 100 million vehicle miles driven. A
significant percentage of U.S. auto accidents involves driv-
ers who have consumed enough alcohol to impair their
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judgment and reflexes. Drunk driving is considered a se-
rious highway safety problem, although not so serious
that American states have adopted the stiff legal penalties
faced by drunk drivers in some other countries.

The U.S. road system is quite complex. State, county,
and municipal authorities are responsible for building,
maintaining, and patrolling (with police) different high-
ways and roads. Although traffic laws may vary slightly
from one jurisdiction to another, there is general unifor-
mity with respect to road signs, traffic lights, and the basic
aspects of traffic engineering. (Some road signs are
uniquely American; international signs are slowly being
introduced.) Highways are kept as straight as possible.
Except in old East Coast cities, streets are generally laid
out in a grid pattern unless geographical features make it
difficult or impossible to adhere to that arrangement. Sys-
tems for naming and numbering streets vary.

Traffic Laws
Generally, American traffic laws cover the same subjects
that traffic laws elsewhere address: the legal driving age,
minimum and maximum speeds, turning, parking, enter-
ing moving traffic, responding to emergency vehicles, ve-
hicle maintenance, and so on. Driver’s licenses are issued
by the separate states, often through offices housed in
county government buildings.

Traffic laws are enforced by state police on some roads,
county sheriff’s officers on others, and municipal police
on still others. Police devote a significant portion of their
time and effort to enforcing traffic laws, issuing what are
called “traffic tickets,” or simply “tickets,” to violators. Driv-
ers who get tickets must normally pay a fine, although it
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is sometimes possible to dispute a violation in traffic court.
In addition, most states have a point system whereby driv-
ers are given points for each traffic offense. Drivers who
accumulate a specified number of points will lose their
driving privileges for a certain period of time and may be
required to undertake counseling or attend a course about
driving safety. Serious or repeated traffic violations can
result in loss of license and even incarceration.

Trucks, motorcycles, and bicycles—all of which are
wheeled vehicles that use the roads—are subject to traffic
laws just as automobiles are.

Attitudes about Driving
Drivers’ attitudes probably explain more of their behavior
on the road than do the traffic laws. Foreigners driving in
the United States, of course, need to know the traffic laws,
but they will also want to understand the attitudes that
govern American drivers’ behavior.

Attitudes toward Traffic Laws
Generally, Americans expect traffic laws to be enforced
and operate on the assumption that a police officer might
apprehend them at any time if they violate the law. In gen-
eral, American drivers take traffic laws seriously. A South-
east Asian high school teacher visiting the States for ad-
vanced studies learned just how seriously when he tried
to obtain an American driver’s license. He failed the driv-
ing test twice before finally passing it. “They’re so picky,”
he said of the driver’s license examiners. “They kept say-
ing I was breaking the laws.” He had rolled through some
stop signs and failed to signal his intention to turn. In his
own country such behavior was quite acceptable.
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Attitudes toward Other Drivers
Except for those—and there are many, as discussed be-
low—who are considered “aggressive” or “discourteous,”
American drivers tend to cooperate with each other. They
are not likely to constantly compete with each other to
see who can get the farthest the fastest. If they observe
another driver trying to enter the flow of traffic, for ex-
ample, they are likely to move over (if there is a lane for
doing so) or even slow down (if they are not going too
fast) to allow the other driver to enter. If they see that
another driver wishes to change lanes in front of them,
they are likely to allow it.

At the same time, American drivers do observe the
concept of “right-of-way.” Traffic laws try to specify which
driver has the right-of-way in every possible driving situ-
ation. For example, drivers going straight have the right-
of-way over those heading in the opposite direction who
wish to turn left. Drivers without the right-of-way are ex-
pected to yield to those who have it.

The ideal in the United States is the courteous driver
who pays attention to other drivers and cooperates with
them in what is considered a joint effort to keep the roads
safe for everyone. Like other ideals, this one is violated.
But it is the ideal nonetheless.

Despite the common goal of cooperative, respectful
driving, many Americans consider “road rage” to be a
growing problem. According to some commentators, the
apparent increase in rude, aggressive drivers on U.S. high-
ways is a result of factors including increased traffic con-
gestion, lengthy commuting times, and a perceived in-
crease in the stress of daily life. Drivers who want to get
where they are going as quickly as possible are becoming
increasingly frustrated and even dangerous when they are
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not able to do so, and they sometimes resort to violence
directed at other drivers.

Attitudes toward Driving Safety
Americans generally assume that individual drivers are
responsible for their own safety and that of other drivers
around them. Traffic accidents are usually considered the
result of carelessness or mechanical failures, not the re-
sult of “fate,” “God’s will,” or other forces beyond human
control. But “accidents happen,” Americans will say, refer-
ring to the fact that an accident can occur through a ran-
dom configuration of circumstances or as a result of fac-
tors that drivers could not reasonably be expected to fore-
see.

Reflecting their belief that laws can produce improved
human behavior, Americans have passed a variety of laws
aimed at decreasing the likelihood of accidents and en-
suring the safety of drivers and passengers. In addition to
laws against drunk driving, many states have passed laws
requiring the use of seat belts for drivers and passengers
and child-safety seats (which must meet specified stan-
dards) for infants and young children. Federal law requires
that automobiles have air bags to cushion the impact of
collisions. A few states have passed laws permitting po-
lice officers to photograph and ticket drivers who fail to
stop for red traffic lights.

Laws also prescribe what drivers must do when they
are involved in a traffic accident. These laws require that
drivers involved in accidents report to the police within a
specified period of time, particularly if the accident causes
injury to a person or property damage above a specified
dollar amount.
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Attitudes toward Pedestrians
Driver attitudes toward pedestrians vary from place to
place. In some localities pedestrians are viewed as com-
petitors for space on the roadway, and the burden is on
the pedestrians to be wary. In other localities pedestrians
are viewed as people whose wishes and apparent inten-
tions deserve as much respect as those of other drivers.
Pedestrians normally have the legal right-of-way when
crossing a street within a designated crosswalk (which may
be indicated by a traffic sign, painted lines on the pave-
ment, or both).

One need only stand at an intersection and observe
for a few minutes to see how local drivers and pedestri-
ans respond to each other.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Many foreign visitors find that it is difficult to live in the
United States without a car, unless they live in a large city
with a decent public transportation system. Foreign stu-
dents and businesspeople who will be in the United States
for an extended period of time may therefore wish to
obtain a driver’s license. They may find it convenient to
obtain an International Driver’s License before leaving
home, but ultimately it is a good idea to secure a local
license as well, since doing so requires learning local traf-
fic laws.

Before attempting to drive in the United States, spend
some time watching local drivers. Notice such things as
how fast they drive under various conditions; how they
respond to traffic signals, other drivers, and pedestrians;
where and how they park their cars; how they go about
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entering a stream of traffic; how much distance they keep
between vehicles when traffic is moving; the degree to
which they remain within specified traffic lanes; when they
use their headlights; and how frequently they honk their
horns.
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Chapter 15

✰ ✰ ✰

Shopping

“Things are so inexpensive here,” a Latin American’s visit-
ing mother-in-law exclaimed. “I’ve bought a TV, a VCR,
some dresses and sweaters, perfume, and two hair dry-
ers.” She had also bought several pairs of pantyhose, her
son-in-law confided, but she was too shy to mention that.

Whether planning a short stay or a long one, visitors
to foreign countries often spend considerable time shop-
ping. Short-term visitors such as the student’s mother-in-
law are often looking for souvenirs or products consid-
ered bargains back home or for products that cannot be
readily purchased at home. Long-term visitors are shop-
ping for the items they need to establish a household and
get organized for daily life.

Foreign visitors who shop in the United States will find
Americans eager shoppers also. Materialism and consum-
erism represent a significant part of American life. Giant shop-
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ping malls that are open seven days a week, “superstores”
that offer an enormous array of goods at discount prices
and are open twenty-four hours a day, and the Internet all
make it possible to shop for nearly anything at nearly any
time. For many people, a trip to the outlet mall (where name-
brand merchandise is sold at reduced prices) is a satisfying
way to spend part of a weekend.

Indeed, when the American economy went into a
slump just after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks,
leaders urged citizens to return to their normal daily lives.
What this meant, according to many commentators, was
that citizens were encouraged to go out and shop.

Shopping has common elements wherever it takes
place. A buyer looks for a seller who is offering some-
thing the buyer wants or needs at a price the buyer can
afford to pay. Sellers often advertise their wares in news-
papers, on the radio or television, on posters, on the
Internet, on billboards, or elsewhere. Sellers use a variety
of tactics to induce buyers to purchase products from them
at a price that leaves some profit.

Among the things foreigners often find unique about
shopping in the United States are aspects of advertising,
the pricing system, customer-clerk relationships, some of
the tactics salespeople use to induce customers to buy
from them, the procedures for returning and exchanging
merchandise, and private sales. This chapter touches on
each of these subjects before closing with some precau-
tions for shoppers from abroad.

Advertising
In the United States, advertising itself is a huge business.
Billions of dollars are spent on television, radio, Internet,
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and printed messages to prospective consumers. Adver-
tising firms do market research for their clients, testing
out various sales pitches in the quest for ones that will be
influential with differing age, income, ethnic, and other
groups. Advertising is visible nearly everywhere—not just
in the media but inside and outside buses, in restaurant
bathrooms, in public schools, in sports stadiums, and even
(at least before September 11) trailing behind private air-
craft circling crowded sports stadiums.

From the viewpoint of American consumers, advertis-
ing informs them about available products and services
while encouraging them to buy. From the viewpoint of visi-
tors from abroad, though, advertising can serve an addi-
tional purpose: it affords countless insights into American
values, tastes, and standards. From studying American ad-
vertising, foreign visitors can gain some understanding of
these and other aspects of American society:

• American ideas about youthfulness and physical at-
tractiveness in males and females

• American ideals concerning personal hygiene
• the emphasis Americans place on sex, speed, and

technical sophistication
• the amount of faith Americans have in arguments

that include facts and specific numbers
• materialism in American society
• male-female relationships, both pre- and postmari-

tal
• the attention Americans pay to the words of celeb-

rities
• the characteristics of people who, in Americans’ eyes,

are considered “authorities” whose ideas or recom-
mendations are persuasive

• the sorts of things that Americans find humorous
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By comparing the advertising they see in the States
with that which they have seen at home, foreign visitors
can gain a deeper understanding not just of American
society but of their own as well.

Pricing
With a few exceptions, Americans are accustomed to fixed
prices on the merchandise they buy and sell. Typical ex-
ceptions include houses, automobiles, and sometimes
major appliances such as refrigerators and washing ma-
chines. In addition some on-line Internet companies al-
low customers to bid for low prices on items such as air-
line tickets and hotel rooms. Private sales, which are dis-
cussed below, provide another exception. In general,
though, Americans are not accustomed to bargaining over
prices, and in fact usually feel quite uncomfortable with
the idea. People who try to bargain for a lower price in a
shop or store are likely to be considered either quite odd
or startlingly aggressive.

Foreign visitors should realize that the price marked
on an item does not include the sales tax that is added on
as part of the payment. Sales tax rates vary from one state
to another, and a few states, including Alaska, New Hamp-
shire, Montana, and Oregon, have no sales tax at all.

Customer-Clerk Relationships
Some points about customer-clerk relationships have al-
ready been made. One is that clerks or salespeople are
generally treated with courtesy and not considered less
worthy than people in higher-status occupations. In fact,
foreign visitors are often startled by the degree of infor-
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mality with which some salespeople treat their custom-
ers.

Unlike people from many other cultures, Americans
do not generally assume that commercial transactions will
include particular attention to the human relationships
involved. Customers look for the item they want, decide
whether they can afford the price marked on it, and, if
they want to buy it, find a clerk or salesperson who is
available to take their payment.

Both parties are considered to have a role to play, and
they play them without necessarily making an effort to
learn about each other’s personal viewpoints or lives. This
fact is quite plain to a customer who notices the mechanical
smiles of clerks in many stores and who hears again and
again the refrains “Have a nice day” and “Thank you for
shopping at….” To clerks, the customer-clerk relationship
may seem utterly dehumanized.

There are some exceptions. Experienced sellers of au-
tomobiles, houses, major appliances, and other so-called
“big-ticket items” are likely to pay much attention to the
buyer as an individual human being. People selling these
products will assume that they must become acquainted
with their clients and their individual tastes and prefer-
ences in order to help them select a product that will suit
them and, at the same time, in order to ascertain what
“pitches” will be most effective. For example, an automo-
bile salesman is likely to try to determine whether a par-
ticular customer will be more attracted to a high-perfor-
mance sports car or to a “sensible,” more conservative
automobile. A person selling clothing may try to deter-
mine whether a particular customer is the type who will
prefer an outfit that is more unusual or one that is popu-
lar.
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Foreign visitors will notice striking differences in the
degree to which clerks and salespeople are able to be
helpful. While some are well informed about their prod-
ucts and can readily answer questions about them and
about their employer’s policies and procedures, others
appear to know little other than how to operate the cash
register and fill out the forms involved in credit sales. This
is partly because retail sales jobs do not normally pay
very well, resulting in a lack of commitment to the job and
a high turnover rate among employees.

Sales Tactics
Sales tactics, like advertising, reflect the basic assumptions
and values that prevail in a country. By carefully listening
to salespeople who are actively trying to sell them some-
thing, foreign visitors can more clearly understand the way
Americans interpret and think about things. Common sales
tactics include trying to make the buyer feel sympathetic
toward the seller; trying to make a male buyer feel that his
masculinity is at issue when he is considering buying
something and that he will be less manly in some way if
he does not make the purchase; trying to make a female
buyer believe that her attractiveness in the eyes of males
will be enhanced by a particular purchase; placing a pre-
mium on a rapid decision to buy, suggesting that the op-
portunity to make the purchase will soon be gone; imply-
ing that the purchase is necessary for the purchaser to
“keep up with the Joneses,” which means not to be out-
shone by one’s neighbors or people in other reference
groups; and trying to make the buyer believe that a par-
ticular purchase would be “wise,” an example of the buyer’s
cleverness and foresight.
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Such tactics, of course, are used in other countries,
but the subtleties with which they are employed in the
United States are likely to be distinctive.

One sales tactic that startles some foreign visitors is
that of the telephone solicitor. Salespeople will telephone
a person’s home and attempt to sell something to that
person. In recent years telephone solicitations have be-
come increasingly common with the growth of the
telemarketing industry. Americans often complain about
the volume of sales calls they receive (especially during
the dinner hour!) from telephone-service providers, credit-
card companies, and other businesses. Foreign visitors
should know that they are not obligated to be particularly
courteous or attentive to such people. They can politely
interrupt the salesperson, state that they are not inter-
ested in the product, and hang up the telephone.

Procedures for Returning
and Exchanging

As was noted in chapter 2, Americans consider it essen-
tial to have a written record of any important transaction.
Sellers routinely give—or will give if asked—receipts for
purchases that serve as evidence of the sale. Many sellers
will not honor a request to return or exchange an item if
the buyer cannot present the receipt for the original sale.

Most businesses will exchange a buyer’s purchases
for alternative items if the original items prove unsatisfac-
tory. Some businesses will give cash refunds; others will
not. Without a receipt, though, some businesses may nei-
ther exchange goods nor provide cash refunds.

Many products, including electronics, appliances, and
automobiles, come with guarantees and warranties. These
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are in the form of written documents that buyers must
present if they are to get replacements or services that the
guarantee or warranty provides.

Private Sales
Americans who want to sell a used car, furniture, or other
major items often advertise such items in the newspaper
and try to conduct a sale themselves, rather than going
through a dealer.

Many foreign visitors are struck by the phenomenon
of “garage sales” and “yard sales” (also called “tag sales” in
some parts of the country). At such events, Americans sell
used items such as furniture, bicycles, pots and pans, cloth-
ing, tools, outgrown children’s wear, toys, and books. They
will go through their houses and collect items they no
longer use, sorting and marking the items they want to
sell and setting them out for display in the garage or yard.
They will advertise the sale in the newspaper or by tack-
ing up signs and then wait hopefully for large numbers of
people to come to their house and buy the items offered.

Foreign visitors who are living temporarily in the United
States often find that they can purchase many of the
household items they need at garage, or yard, sales, where
the prices are likely to be quite low and where bargaining
over prices is acceptable.

Precautions for Shoppers from Abroad
Americans often quote the Latin axiom caveat emptor (“let
the buyer beware”) to convey their general conviction that
people who buy things do so at some peril and must be
vigilant against unwise use of their money. One axiom
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Americans use is “You get what you pay for.” This sug-
gests that purchases that seem like unbelievable bargains
are usually not the bargains they appear to be.

These precautions are as valuable for foreign visitors
as they are for Americans. So are the following sugges-
tions:

• Keep receipts for any purchases that might need to
be returned or exchanged. Keep the written guaran-
tees and warranties that come with many products.

• Be careful when making purchases over the tele-
phone or the Internet. Do not give out your credit-
card number or other personal information (such
as your address, birth date, or social security num-
ber) unless you know the company you are dealing
with is reputable. If you are making an on-line pur-
chase, you should also make sure that security
measures are in place to prevent others from ob-
taining your personal information.

• Do not allow yourself to be rushed or pressured
into making a purchase. Take your time and think
your decision through. Ask questions. Talk with
other people who have bought the product or ser-
vice you are considering and ask if they were satis-
fied.

• Be aware that many salespeople may have some
reaction to you because you are a foreigner, espe-
cially in areas where few foreign visitors live or pass
through. Some salespeople will have a beneficent
attitude toward foreigners and will want to be par-
ticularly fair and helpful. Others will have a negative
attitude and will see their interaction with a foreign
customer as a chance to take advantage of
someone’s presumed ignorance.
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• Finally, remember that most businesses with mer-
chandise displayed on shelves employ people, cam-
eras, mirrors, and other devices designed to pro-
tect against shoplifting. People who believe it is easy
to remove some item from a shelf, put it into a
pocket, and leave the store without paying for it
might quickly find themselves in trouble with the
police. Shoplifting is illegal and unwise. Many shop-
lifters are caught, and businesses generally do what-
ever they can to see that shoplifters are punished.
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Chapter 16

✰ ✰ ✰

Personal Hygiene

An international student adviser received a call from Anne,
an American graduate student in the foreign language
education department. Anne told the adviser that she
shared a small office with an international student and
that she was bothered because the international student
had what Anne considered an offensive body odor. She
wanted advice on handling the matter. After a long talk
with the adviser, Anne decided that rather than talking
directly to her office mate about the issue, she would ask
her department chair if she could switch to a different
office. The prospect of talking to her office mate about
her body odor was simply too daunting.

As noted in chapter 1, most Americans consider the
subjects of body and breath odors too sensitive for dis-
cussion. They are “embarrassing.” For this reason, most
Americans will avoid telling other people that they have
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offensive breath or body smells. Sometimes, as in the ex-
ample above, Americans will consult others for advice on
how they should approach the situation. At universities,
for instance, American students or staff members may call
upon a foreign student adviser to handle such matters.

Although they may be unwilling to discuss the offend-
ing behavior, Americans, like people anywhere, will re-
spond nonverbally to what they perceive as unpleasant
smells. In the presence of a person whose odors they dis-
like, Americans will avert their faces, sit or stand further
away from the person than they normally would, and draw
the interaction to a close as quickly as possible so they
can move away. They may even, as Anne did, remove
themselves completely from interaction with the person.

People’s notions about proper personal hygiene are
deeply held. When encountering a person who violates
those notions, they are likely to respond quickly and nega-
tively. Foreign visitors who want to interact constructively
with Americans will therefore want to know what per-
sonal hygiene habits Americans are likely to consider ap-
propriate—or offensive. The information in this chapter is
intended to give foreign visitors a basic understanding of
Americans’ mindset and practices related to personal hy-
giene.

The Basics
American television commercials make clear what Ameri-
cans consider ideal personal hygiene habits. Advertisers
claim that their products give users a “shower-fresh” feel-
ing or “squeaky-clean” skin. Commercials for personal
hygiene products suggest that people who use such prod-
ucts are happier and more attractive than those who do
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not. From commercials and elsewhere, Americans are
taught that the odors a human body naturally produces—
those of perspiration, oily hair, and breath—are unpleas-
ant or even offensive. A person who follows what Ameri-
cans consider to be good hygiene practices seeks to con-
trol such odors.

The popular conception in American culture is that
people should bathe or shower at least once daily, using
soap (some varieties of which supposedly contain “de-
odorant”). People should also brush their teeth with tooth-
paste at least twice a day, if not more frequently, and
should use an underarm deodorant to control perspira-
tion odor. They should also wash their hair as often as
necessary to keep it from becoming oily.

American drugstores and supermarkets have entire
aisles filled with personal hygiene products designed to
meet these needs. There are countless deodorants made
especially for men and for women. Toothpaste comes in
many varieties, not only to combat cavities but also to
whiten teeth and freshen breath. Breath sprays, mints,
mouthwashes, and chewing gums are available to supple-
ment the freshening effects of toothpaste. Some products
claim to eliminate foot odor, and others are designed to
hide odors associated with menstruation. In fact, an en-
tire industry has grown up around personal care prod-
ucts. Shops devoted exclusively to “bath and body” prod-
ucts are multiplying.

In addition, people often use perfume, cologne, “body
splash,” and other scented products to give themselves
an odor that others will presumably find pleasant. Al-
though women used to be the target market for scented
bathing and after-bath products, more and more men now
use them also. Perfumed soaps, scented aftershave lotions,
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and colognes intended for men (to give a “manly smell”
that “women find attractive” or even “irresistible,” as the
commercials say) are widely available. The ideal person
does not use too much of a scented product, however.
Too much means that the scent is discernible more than
three or four feet away from the person’s body.

Many Americans regard the sight of hair under a
woman’s arms or on her legs as masculine, unattractive,
or unhygienic; most American women shave their legs
and under their arms. A small number of women choose
not to shave at all.

Many American women also wear some makeup on
their faces. Too much makeup is considered to make a
woman look “cheap”—that is, more or less like a prosti-
tute. What is “too much” makeup, however, varies from
time to time and place to place. It is often said that women
in northern states wear less makeup than women in the
South. Foreign women wanting guidance on how much
makeup is considered “appropriate” for them can observe
American women who are of an age and social status
resembling their own.

According to the general American conception, cloth-
ing, like bodies, should not emit unpleasant aromas.
Americans generally believe that clothing that has taken
on the smell of the wearer’s perspiration should be washed
before it is worn again. For many, this means washing
their clothes after each wearing, particularly during warm
summer months. Foreign visitors will find a wide variety
of laundry products in American supermarkets that prom-
ise to keep their clothes smelling “fresh and clean.”

Related to the subject of personal hygiene is that of
personal modesty. Among Americans one can find a fairly
wide range of ideas and practices related to the display of
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the unclothed human body. Different families have differ-
ent practices in this respect. Still, some generalizations
seem possible. Europeans and Australians often remark
on how modest Americans are about their bodies. They
notice that Americans go to great lengths to ensure they
don’t expose their naked bodies to other people, espe-
cially those of the opposite sex. In locker rooms at gyms
or other places where public showers are available, many
Americans, particularly women, cover their bodies as much
as possible before they shower. If they have been swim-
ming, they may not even remove their bathing suits while
in a public shower. In facilities intended for women, show-
ers may have individual stalls with curtains. Given a choice,
many Americans will wait to take a shower at home rather
than use the locker room, where other people may see
them in the nude.

On the other hand, some nationalities regard Ameri-
cans, particularly American women, as immodest. For ex-
ample, people from Muslim and some Asian countries
(those categories overlap in some cases, of course) are
stunned by the amount of skin revealed on American cam-
puses when spring comes and students greet the warm
weather in shorts, sandals, and scant tops. Students in
scanty swimsuits and bikinis will sunbathe on lawns and
rooftops miles away from any body of water.

Variations
Numbers of Americans do not follow the hygiene practices
described above. Some women, for example, do not use
makeup or perfume. Makeup and perfume are not required
for social acceptability, as long as the person is clean.

Another variation is people who refuse to use scented
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products, and still another is those who fail to keep them-
selves clean. There are various explanations for such be-
havior, including poverty, a wish to show independence
or to protest against standard practices, and a conviction
that a more natural smell is better than an artificial one.

Foreign visitors should keep in mind that the basic
guidelines given at the outset of this chapter are those
followed by what Americans call “polite company”—that
is, middle-class, “average” people. Those who fail to keep
themselves clean are regarded as inconsiderate, rebellious,
disgusting, or worse. Foreign visitors who want to stand
in good stead with mainstream Americans will want to
adopt the prevailing personal hygiene practices, even
though doing so is not always easy or even acceptable in
their own country.

Other Issues Concerning Hygiene
Americans who encounter a foreigner who “smells bad”
to them can be heard to ask, “Why doesn’t he take a shower
more often?” or “Why doesn’t she use some deodorant?”
or “Why doesn’t he use mouthwash? He smells like a gar-
lic factory!” Similar questions, though they are virtually
never addressed directly to the offending person, are “Why
does she wear so much makeup?” or “Why doesn’t she
shave under her arms? That hair is so ugly!”

Many foreigners find the hygiene-related notions and
practices of Americans unnatural. They may consider it
unmanly for men to mask their natural odors and un-
feminine for women not to use a considerable amount of
makeup.

Even those with a sophisticated understanding of cul-
tural differences are unlikely to realize that other people’s
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hygiene habits are as deeply ingrained as their own. They
may not recognize that issues of identity and integrity can
result when a person feels pressured to change hygiene
habits. For many people visiting the United States from
other countries, it is not easy to say, “Well, the Americans
think I should take a shower every morning, shave under
my arms, use deodorant, and launder my clothes more
often. So I’ll do all that, just to make them happy.”

Interestingly, Americans themselves “smell bad,” ac-
cording to the stereotype that the Japanese have of them.
They say Americans smell of milk. People from India of-
ten complain of a meat odor emanating from Americans.
What smells “good” and what smells “bad” turn out to be
matters of personal and cultural experience. Ideas and
practices related to personal hygiene are complex and
perplexing and can produce significant disharmony in in-
tercultural relationships.

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Take note of the aromas of individuals and compare them
with those you would expect to find in your own country.

In a shop, particularly a bath and body shop, look at
the array of personal care products and compare these
products with those that you would find at home.

Notice for yourself the advertisements in TV and print
media for personal care products.

Ask Americans you meet how they decide what per-
sonal care products to use.

Particularly if your stay in the United States will be
long and you expect to be interacting with many Ameri-
cans, ask yourself what changes in your hygiene practices
you might be willing to make in order to “fit in” better.
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Chapter 17

✰ ✰ ✰

Getting Things Done in
Organizations

“Will you tell him?” my secretary has asked me many, many
times. Usually the issue is with a Middle Eastern or a Ni-
gerian student. She has told the student that he cannot
get some document he wants or that he is not eligible for
some benefit he is seeking; he will not accept her answer
and is becoming “pushy.” “I think he needs to hear it from
a man,” the secretary says.

I talk briefly with the student and explain that the
secretary’s answer is correct. The student cordially accepts
the answer and departs. Meanwhile, my secretary is an-
noyed and insulted. That student is not likely to get her
cheerful assistance in the future, even if he is asking for
something she could readily supply.

One of the misconceptions that many foreigners bring
to the United States is that women cannot hold respon-
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sible positions in businesses and organizations. Such visi-
tors have been trained to believe that women are inferior
or subordinate or that they simply cannot properly be in
positions of authority. In American organizations, though,
many women hold responsible positions. Many foreign
student advisers and university professors, for example,
are women, as are an increasing number of managers
and executives in corporations and governmental agen-
cies.

Foreign visitors handicap themselves if they make as-
sumptions about organizations that are not valid in the
United States. We just discussed the invalid assumption
that women cannot have ultimate authority in an impor-
tant manner. Four other common misconceptions are
addressed below, followed by a discussion of some char-
acteristics that distinguish organizations in the U.S. from
those in many other places. This chapter ends with some
guidelines for foreign visitors who must deal with organi-
zations in the U.S.

Misconceptions
“I have to see the boss.” Many people come to the United
States from countries where the only people in organiza-
tions who are considered capable of meeting a request,
making a decision, or carrying out a procedure are the
supervisors, the bosses, the “higher-ups.” When such visi-
tors get to the U.S., they will resort to a wide array of
tactics to bypass the receptionist, the secretary, and other
subordinate staff members in order to see the “boss,” the
one person they believe will be able to help them. Some-
times it’s true that only the boss can help, but far more
often a subordinate employee can do so. The most com-
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mon results of bypassing subordinates to reach the boss
are delays and irritation on the part of all the Americans
involved, including the boss. As will be discussed shortly,
American organizations are normally based on the idea
that people at all levels are intelligent and can—in fact
should—make decisions appropriate to their position.

“If I refuse to take no for an answer, I will eventually get
my way.” In cultures where negotiation is widely used in
dealings with organizations or where organizational
employees have wide latitude in making decisions, per-
sistence might well be rewarded with an affirmative an-
swer. In the United States, though, organizational employ-
ees are typically bound by written rules limiting their dis-
cretion. Faced with a person who refuses to take no for
an answer, they must still persist in saying no. Meanwhile
they become increasingly annoyed and decreasingly likely
to give any form of assistance.

“Most organization employees are incompetent.” In
many countries people get jobs in organizations on the
basis of personal or political relationships, and it is be-
lieved that the employees’ main interest is in drawing their
periodic pay rather than in working. Of course, there are
examples in the United States of people getting jobs for
reasons other than their interest in the work and their
ability to perform their duties, and of course, there are
people who do not work hard. But the general belief
among Americans is that people who work in organiza-
tions are capable of carrying out their assigned responsi-
bilities and feel at least some obligation to do so.

“Paperwork doesn’t matter, all I have to do is know
somebody.” In many countries impersonal procedures in
organizations do not work or work only very slowly. It is
not enough to fill out an application form, for example.
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One must take the completed form personally to the boss
or to some person with whom one has a connection and
see to it that the application gets processed.

Not so in the United States. Sometimes knowing an
employee of an organization can make things happen faster,
of course, or even make things happen that wouldn’t oth-
erwise, but that is not generally the case. Organizations
usually operate in the context of explicit rules and proce-
dures that everyone is expected to follow. The rule of law,
discussed in chapter 5, prevails. Acting in someone’s favor
on the basis of a personal relationship, or favoritism, is
considered bad practice and can even be punishable.

Characteristics of U.S.
Organizations

Many of the points discussed below have already been
mentioned, so this section can be brief.

Competence is the key to being hired by most U.S. or-
ganizations. Applicants must have completed certain edu-
cational or training programs; often they have taken some
sort of examination to demonstrate that they are prepared
to do the work involved. For example, attorneys must pass
a state licensing examination (the “bar exam”) in order to
practice law. Licensing examinations or other types of cer-
tification are also required for many other occupations,
including doctors, dentists, electricians, plumbers, contrac-
tors, law-enforcement officers, certified public accountants,
physical therapists, and public-school teachers. In large
organizations, clerks and secretaries often have to pass
some kind of screening to obtain their jobs.

Efficiency is a primary concern of most organizations.
Some are more efficient than others, but most strive to
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carry out their work as quickly as possible while main-
taining certain standards of quality. As mentioned in chap-
ter 1, many American companies hire efficiency experts to
help them determine how to conduct business as quickly
and profitably as possible.

Foreign visitors are often struck by the relative effi-
ciency of U.S. organizations. “You can get things done so
easily here,” they say, observing how one telephone con-
versation is able to accomplish what might require two
personal visits and three supporting documents at home.

One manifestation of the drive for efficiency is Ameri-
cans’ increasing reliance on recorded responses to tele-
phone calls for everything from airline arrival and depar-
ture schedules to banking information to billing inquiries.
Many Americans dislike having their calls answered by
recordings (“Press ‘1’ for this, press ‘2’ for that,” etc.), and
foreign visitors with limited English proficiency can find
these recorded responses even more troublesome.

On the other hand, organizations in all sectors en-
gaged in considerable workforce reductions, or “down-
sizing,” in the 1990s, and in at least some cases left them-
selves with too few employees to get the organization’s
work done efficiently. Employees in these organizations
are often tired and anxious from having to do more than
one person’s work.

The general idea of the rule of law is widely accepted.
Organizations have written policies and procedures that
are supposed to be followed no matter who is involved.
No doubt some individuals get preferential treatment, but
not in normal daily operations.

A graduate student from Brazil said that before he
came to the United States he supposed it would be im-
possible for him to get financial aid from any American
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university because he did not know anyone at any of them.
He came to the country without financial aid, and later he
filled out a scholarship application and submitted it to the
appropriate university office, following the instructions
printed on the form. Even though he did not know any-
one who worked in the financial aid office and even though
he had not talked to anyone other than the secretary to
whom he submitted the application form, he was awarded
a scholarship.

“I didn’t believe that could happen,” the student said.
“A friend in Brazil wrote to me a couple of months ago
and asked if I could help him get some financial aid. I told
him just to fill out the form and send it in. Things work
that way here. I know he won’t believe it. He’ll think I have
to help him, but in fact there’s nothing I can do.”

Suggestions for Dealing with
U.S. Organizations

These guidelines follow from what appeared earlier in this
chapter about American organizations and from what has
been said in this book about Americans and their values
of individualism, equality, and respect for the rule of law.
1. Be courteous to all employees, both male and fe-

male, even if they hold low-level positions in an
organization.

2. Explain your request or question to the receptionist
or secretary who answers the telephone or greets
you at the office. Let that person decide what pro-
cedure you must follow or what other person you
need to see.

3. If there is some procedure you must follow, ask
about it so that you understand it. Find out what
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papers are involved, where the papers must be taken
or sent, what steps are involved in the procedure,
and how long the procedure can be expected to
take.

4. Make a note of the names and telephone numbers
of the people you deal with in case some delay or
complication arises and you need to make further
contact.

5. Should the procedure you are involved in take more
time than you had been told it would (or should
you learn that a deadline has passed and you have
not received a notification you expected, or you learn
that a case similar to yours has already been pro-
cessed), it is appropriate to follow up to see if there
is some problem. In following up, take these steps:

• Begin with the lowest-level person who is in
a position to know about the procedure.

• In a pleasant, conversational manner, explain
who you are, what you have done, and why
you are inquiring about the status of your case.

• Seek some statement about the projected
completion date for your case.

• Again, note the names and telephone num-
bers of the people you talk to.

• Avoid showing anger. Anger might induce
quicker action on your case, but it might also
encourage resentment, resistance, and further
delays, and it could reduce your chance of
getting a positive reaction in any future deal-
ings with the organization.

• Call on a higher-level person (the manager or
supervisor) or an influential outsider only as



228 AMERICAN WAYS

a last resort, if you are convinced that the nor-
mal procedure is not working in your case.

6. Should the procedure work out in a way that is
against your interests, ask what avenue for appeal
is open to you. If there is a way to have your case
reconsidered, you will normally be told about it.

7. Keep in mind that in the United States people use
e-mail, the telephone, and the mail for many more
things than they might elsewhere. Inquiries and pro-
cedures that a foreigner might think require a per-
sonal visit may be taken care of in the U.S. by an e-
mail inquiry, a telephone call, or a letter. It is quite
acceptable to e-mail or telephone an organization,
state what you want, and ask for instructions about
the most efficient way to proceed. Remember that
Americans do not generally believe that they need
a personal relationship with another person in or-
der to have successful business dealings with him
or her.



229

Chapter 18

✰ ✰ ✰

Behavior in Public Places

When they are out in public—on sidewalks or in stores,
restaurants, or an audience—foreigners are constantly re-
minded that they are indeed foreigners. This is not just
because the people around them differ in color, stature,
and language but also because the other people behave
in unfamiliar ways. People’s behavior in public places, like
their behavior anywhere else, is subject to cultural influ-
ence. The American belief in equality and individuality is
reflected in the informal rules Americans follow in public
places. Aspects of their communicative style are also evi-
dent when they are out in public.

Rules for Behavior in Public Places
Keep to the right. When they are walking on sidewalks, in
hallways, or on stairways—wherever groups of people are
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going in two opposite directions—Americans stay on the
right side. This enables them to pass each other without
physical contact and to progress as quickly as possible.

Line up, and wait your turn. When they are in situa-
tions where a group of people want attention or service
from someone, Americans line up (or “queue,” as some
people say). In the bank, at the theater box office, or at the
university registrar’s counter, the latest person to arrive is
expected to step to the end of the line and patiently (pa-
tiently unless it becomes clear that the service the people
are waiting for is slower than it ought to be) wait his or
her turn. This behavior reflects their notion that all people
are equal, in the sense that no one has the privilege of
going directly to the front of a line. It also reflects their
aversion to touching, which is much less likely to happen
in a line than in a crowd jostling to get service. Further-
more, it satisfies Americans’ need for order and rules.

People who do not go to the end of the line to wait
their turn but instead go to the head of the line and try to
push their way in front of others will usually evoke a hos-
tile reaction.

First come, first served. Related to the “line-up” rule is
the first-come, first-served rule. The general notion is that
the person who arrives first gets attention first. Alterna-
tive notions, such as giving priority to the elderly, the
wealthy, or males, do not normally occur to equality-
minded Americans.

If several customers are standing near a counter await-
ing service, the clerk might ask, “Who’s next?” An honest
reply is expected.

Don’t block the traffic. Generally, Americans give pri-
ority to people who are moving rather than to those who
are stationary. A person in a moving crowd (on a side-
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walk or a moving walkway at airports, for example) who
wishes to stop or to go more slowly than others is ex-
pected to move to the side or otherwise get out of the
way of those who are continuing to move. It is consid-
ered inconsiderate to obstruct other people’s paths.

Don’t block the view. It is also deemed inconsiderate
to obstruct another person’s view when that person is
trying to watch a public event, such as a parade, athletic
contest, or theater performance. People toward the front
of an audience or crowd are expected to remain seated
so that people behind them can see. This rule can be in-
terpreted as yet another manifestation of Americans’ as-
sumptions about equality and individualism.

Ask before smoking in a public place. “I never thought
much about when and where I smoked when I was at
home,” a German said. “But here I notice that people look
at me unpleasantly if I light a cigarette in a bus or a res-
taurant. Several people have even asked me to put out my
cigarette!”

In recent years an antismoking movement has gained
considerable strength in the United States. Most states
and localities have outlawed smoking in many public
places, including airplanes, airports, public buildings, and
theaters. College and university buildings are generally
smoke-free, and some restaurants, bars, and shopping
malls advertise smoke-free environments. Many organi-
zations have formulated rules about smoking, usually rules
that specify where people can and cannot smoke. Even at
social gatherings in their homes, American hosts who are
nonsmokers generally ask people to step outdoors to
smoke.

Nonsmokers who feel discomfort in the presence of
cigarette smoke often ask smokers (or tell them) to extin-
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guish their cigarettes. People who do smoke are likely to
postpone having a cigarette until they are in a situation
where they can smoke without “polluting” the air around
nonsmokers.

Many foreign visitors, like the German mentioned
above, come to the United States from countries where a
higher portion of the people smoke and where what many
Americans call the right of nonsmokers to a smoke-free
environment gets little or no attention. Such visitors, if they
smoke without regard to local laws or the sensitivities of
nonsmokers, are likely to give offense and be regarded as
inconsiderate or worse.

Foreign visitors smoke and wish to avoid offending
Americans will want to notice whether others in the group
are smoking and, if they are, whether they are confining
themselves to a particular part of the room or building.
Asking those around them, “Do you mind if I smoke?” is a
good idea, and so is acceding to the wishes of those who
say they do mind.

Communication Behaviors
Voice volume. Words on a page cannot describe how loud
sounds are. Suffice it to say that when they are in public
places, Americans are generally louder than Germans or
Malays but not as loud as Nigerians or Brazilians. Of
course, the volume at which people speak when they are
in public varies from one sort of situation to another. A
crowd at a baseball game will make more noise than an
audience in a theater, for example. Patrons in a fast-food
restaurant are likely to be noisier than those in a fashion-
able restaurant.
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Foreign visitors who do not want to draw attention to
themselves will want to note how loudly others around
them are talking and adjust accordingly. Talking more softly
than the people nearby will cause no problems, but mak-
ing more noise than they do will draw attention and, per-
haps, adverse comment.

Touching. Americans’ general aversion to touching
others and being touched (discussed in chapter 2) is clearly
evident in public places. The “keep to the right” rule just
discussed is one means of reducing the likelihood that
strangers will have physical contact with each other.

Americans will rarely crowd onto a bus, train, or other
public conveyance the way that Japanese and Mexicans
are famous for doing. They will simply avoid situations
where extensive and prolonged physical contact with
strangers is inevitable. Pushing one’s way through a crowd
is considered quite rude.

When in a situation where physical contact is unavoid-
able, Americans will typically try to draw in their shoul-
ders and arms so as to minimize the amount of space
they occupy. They will tolerate contact on the outsides of
their arms when their arms are hanging straight down
from their shoulders, but contact with other parts of the
body makes them extremely anxious. When they are in a
crowded situation, such as a full elevator (“lift”) or bus,
they will generally stop talking or will talk only in very low
voices. Their discomfort is easy to see.

In cases where they bump into another person or oth-
erwise touch the other person inadvertently, Americans
will quickly draw away and usually apologize, making clear
that the touch was accidental. “Excuse me,” they will say,
or, “Sorry.”
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Foreign visitors who violate Americans’ notions con-
cerning touching, in public places and elsewhere, are likely
to be regarded as “pushy” or “aggressive.”

Suggestions for Foreign Visitors
Aside from noting the points mentioned in this chapter
about typical American behavior in public places, foreign
visitors should spend some time observing Americans
going about their daily routines. Try some of the activities
mentioned in chapter 22 under the heading, “Take Field
Trips.”
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Chapter 19

✰ ✰ ✰

Studying

Many foreign students in the United States experience con-
siderable difficulty and discomfort because they find it hard
to understand and adapt to the behaviors Americans ex-
pect from college or university students. “I am sorry I came
here,” a recently arrived Korean student said. “Many times I
think about just quitting and going back home. It’s not what
I expected. At home I was a good student. Here I don’t
know how to be a good student, and I can’t make any
friends.”

Foreign students often feel frustrated and confused,
lonely, isolated, misunderstood, and even abused because
they do not understand how American students act in
relationships with each other and with their teachers. This
chapter discusses some basic assumptions underlying the
American system of higher education, student-student and
student-teacher relationships, roommate relationships,
and the important topic of plagiarism.
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Assumptions Underlying the Higher
Education System

An educational system is both a manifestation and a car-
rier of a culture. People in a particular educational system,
like people in a particular culture, may be unaware of the
fundamental assumptions they are making and thus are
unable to articulate them to people from other systems.
This leaves foreign students (in any country) on their own
to figure out how the system works and what is expected
of them. “To be honest,” an East Asian student told re-
searcher Alisa Eland, “I think that if you want to survive [as
a student] in [my country], you have to have more intel-
lectual skills than here [in the United States]… . It is kind of
easy after I came here… . It is tougher to be a student in
[my country].” Added a Western European student, “My
papers here have been more superficial due to time limi-
tations” (2001, 83).

Using interviews with graduate students from other
countries, Eland identified several aspects of the educa-
tional system where fundamental assumptions differed
along cultural lines. One difference had to do with “con-
tent breadth and depth.” In the minds of the two students
quoted above, the American system’s emphasis on breadth
of learning made classes less intellectually demanding than
their own systems, where a high value was placed on depth
of learning, that is, studying fewer subjects in greater de-
tail and at greater length.

Eland also identified differences in what she called “val-
ued knowledge.” Some foreign students, she wrote, “found
that, in the U.S., in contrast to their countries, only infor-
mation that is rational, logical, objective, and verifiable is
valued” (83–84). One student explained, “You have to pro-
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vide reasons [for what you say or write]. Almost every-
thing you say in your paper has to be backed up” (84).

By contrast, some students said that at home they
could express their own feelings and opinions or quote
respected elders or other authority figures. Such sources
of knowledge were considered valid, and they did not al-
ways have to find support in academic publications for
what they wrote in their papers, as they did in the United
States.

The students Eland interviewed also commented on
differences in what she called “ownership of knowledge.”
“A West African student,” she wrote, “found that once
knowledge is on paper [in the United States] it belongs to
the author.” The student remarked that “[for] everything
you say, you have to put someone’s name and the date
and the page, to look scholarly” (85).

Eland also mentions a difference in “theory and prac-
tice balance.” She quotes one student: “The [Francophone
educational] system is much more intellectual, much more
academic. Here, it is much more practical” (86).

The American preference for the practical over the
theoretical (discussed in chapter 3) will, of course, be evi-
dent in the U.S. educational system.

Student-Student Relationships
The American values of independence and self-reliance
are reflected in the way that American students interact
with each other at school. American students, especially
at a university, generally do not go out of their way to
have conversations with classmates or to begin friend-
ships with students outside of class. Some American stu-
dents go to college classes and never speak to the person
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sitting next to them. In other cases, students may exchange
e-mail addresses or phone numbers to form study groups
or to discuss school-related matters, but such contact of-
ten takes place just before an assignment is due or the
night before an exam. American students usually prefer
to keep their schoolwork separate from their personal lives.

Many foreign students are dismayed to find that
American students do not help each other with their stud-
ies in the way students in their own countries do. Indeed,
American students often seem to be competing rather than
cooperating with each other. Foreign students who un-
derstand the degree to which Americans have been taught
to idealize self-reliance will understand much of the rea-
son for the competition they see. Another part of the ex-
planation is that many instructors in American schools
assign final class grades “on the curve,” meaning that they
award only a small, predetermined number of high grades
to the students who perform best in the class. When the
instructor grades on the curve, the students in the class
are in fact competing against each other to get one of the
limited number of high grades.

Eland quoted an Asian student:
[In the U.S.] all the students [are graded] on a curve.
I came from where you always share your notes
and common papers… . What I study for and what
the other person is studying for is not going to be
on a curve… . We would kind of divide the work
up and if I wrote an answer I’ll give it to my
friend… . It was very community-based… . [In the
U.S.] they prefer learning and studying alone. (104)

An alternative to grading on a curve is grading with
an absolute scale, in which case every student in a class
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could possibly get a high grade. Some U.S. teachers use
that method.

Some American students may also be reluctant to help
others study because they fear being accused of cheat-
ing. See the remarks about plagiarism, below.

The degree to which American students pay attention
to foreign students, and the forms that attention take, will
vary according to many factors. A primary one will be the
amount of experience the Americans have had in inter-
acting with foreign students or with other people who are
different from themselves. For instance, American students
who have studied or traveled abroad will often seek out
international students in their classes.

Student-Professor Relationships
“My adviser wants me to call him by his first name,” many
foreign graduate students in the United States have said.
“I just can’t do it! It doesn’t seem right. I have to show my
respect.”

On the other hand, professors have said of foreign
students, “They keep bowing and saying ‘yes, sir, yes, sir.’
I can hardly stand it! I wish they’d stop being so polite
and just say what they have on their minds.”

Differing ideas about formality and respect frequently
complicate relationships between American professors
and students from abroad, especially Asian students (and
most especially female Asian students). The professors
generally prefer informal relationships (sometimes, but not
always, including the use of first names rather than of
titles and family names) and minimal acknowledgment of
status differences. Many foreign students are accustomed
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to more formal relationships and sometimes have diffi-
culty bringing themselves to speak to their professors at
all, let alone address them by their given names.

The characteristics of student-professor relationships
on American campuses vary, depending on whether the
students involved are undergraduate or graduate students,
on their age (younger Asian students may be more com-
fortable with informality), and on the size and nature of
the school. Graduate students typically have more intense
relationships with their professors than undergraduates
do; at smaller schools student-professor relationships are
typically even less formal than at larger ones.

To say that student-professor relationships are infor-
mal is not to suggest that there are no recognized status
differences between the two groups. There are. But stu-
dents are expected to show their deference only in subtle
ways, mainly in the vocabulary and tone of voice they use
when speaking to professors. Much of their behavior
around professors may seem disrespectful to foreign stu-
dents. American students will eat in class, read newspa-
pers, and often assume quite informal postures. They may
arrive at class late or leave early. Professors might dislike
such behavior, but they tolerate it. Students, after all, are
individuals who are entitled to decide for themselves how
they are going to act.

American professors generally expect students to ask
them questions or even challenge what they say. Profes-
sors do not generally assume they know all there is to
know about a subject, nor do they assume that they al-
ways explain things clearly. Students who want clarifica-
tion or additional information are expected to ask for it
during the class, just after class ends, or in the professor’s
office at the times he or she has announced as “office
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hours.” Students who do not ask questions may be con-
sidered uninterested or uncommitted.

While most professors welcome students’ questions
and comments about the material being covered in the
course, they do not welcome student efforts to negotiate
for higher grades. Professors normally believe they have
an acceptable system for determining grades, and unless
it seems possible that a mistake has been made, profes-
sors respond very negatively to students who try to talk
them into raising a grade. Some foreign students, par-
ticularly ones from countries where negotiating is a com-
mon practice, severely damage their reputations in pro-
fessors’ eyes by trying to bargain for better grades.

Roommate Relationships
Foreign students may find themselves sharing quarters
with American students, whether they deliberately sought
out such an arrangement or the college housing office
set it up for them. These arrangements can be enjoyable
and educational or stressful and difficult, depending on a
number of factors. One of the factors is the foreign
student’s knowledge of American culture. Another factor
is of course the American student’s knowledge of the for-
eign student’s culture, but American students do not gen-
erally enter into roommate relationships with the idea that
they will have to accommodate to a foreign student’s way
of seeing and thinking about things.

Once again, what has already been said about Ameri-
cans’ values, thought patterns, and communicative style
is consistent with what is said here about Americans and
their relationships with roommates. It is important to re-
member that the ideas offered here are generalizations.
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Individual roommates will have their own personalities,
and foreign students need to keep that fact in mind.

General Comments
It is not possible to generalize about the assumptions
American students make about the kinds of relationships
they will have with their roommates. While some may be
looking for close friendship, others may simply want an-
other person to share housing costs and may not want
any more involvement with the roommate than a peri-
odic reckoning of accounts. The remainder of this section
discusses the minimal expectations that Americans are
likely to have about the behavior of their roommates.

Respect for Privacy
Americans are likely to respond quite negatively if their
roommates open or otherwise read their mail, listen in on
their telephone or private conversations, enter their bed-
rooms uninvited (if they have separate bedrooms), or ask
questions they consider “personal.” The Americans’ no-
tion of privacy generally means that their personal
thoughts, their belongings (see the next paragraph), their
relationships, and their living quarters are to be shared
with others only if they themselves wish them to be shared.

Respect for Private Property
Americans generally see their material possessions as, in
a sense, extensions of themselves. Just as they do not
readily share their innermost thoughts or feelings with
others, they generally do not share their possessions with
others until agreements about the terms of the sharing
have been reached. Roommates, whether foreign or Ameri-
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can, do not share their clothing, toiletries, appliances,
books, and other possessions without prior agreement.
You should therefore not borrow, use, or even touch a
roommate’s possessions without permission.

Being Considerate
Americans will generally expect an even sharing of duties
such as picking up your things and cleaning. If there are
two roommates, then the sharing is expected to be, as the
Americans often say, “fifty-fifty.”

Doing your part is being considerate. Most Ameri-
cans will extend consideration to and expect consider-
ation from their roommates concerning noise levels, smok-
ing habits, and schedules for using joint facilities. If one
roommate wants to use the shared quarters for a party
on Friday night, for example, that roommate is expected
to confer with the other to make sure that some conflict-
ing event or activity is not planned. Roommates are ex-
pected to take telephone messages for each other and to
let one another know if a visitor has dropped by in the
other’s absence.

Being Direct
Americans typically expect their roommates to be direct
and assertive in expressing their preferences and in mak-
ing it known when they are inconvenienced or otherwise
negatively affected by something the American is doing.
“How would I know he didn’t like the stereo on so loud?”
an American might ask. “He never said anything to me
about it.”
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Plagiarism
To plagiarize is to represent someone else’s academic
work—in the form of writing or ideas—as one’s own. The
American belief in the value of the individual and the sanc-
tity of the individual’s property extends to ideas. Ideas
belong to people; they are a form of property. Scholars’
writings and ideas are considered their property, as was
mentioned earlier. Students and other scholars are not
supposed to use those ideas in their own writing without
acknowledging where they came from. To leave out the
acknowledgment and thereby convey the impression that
another’s words are one’s own is considered plagiarism.

Foreign students are sometimes accused of plagiariz-
ing the works of other people. Much of the plagiarism
foreign students commit (usually by copying the words
of another writer into a paper they themselves are writing
and failing to include a footnote or citation giving credit
to the original author) is the result of misunderstanding
rather than dishonesty. To American scholars the notion
of “intellectual property” is perfectly clear and sensible. It
is obvious to them when an idea has been “stolen.” And
stealing ideas is a cardinal sin in the American academic
world.

Many foreign students do not share the Americans’
conceptions about private property and the ownership of
ideas, however, and see nothing wrong in copying rel-
evant, well-expressed ideas into a paper they are writing.
But the faculty will see it as quite wrong, and foreign stu-
dents need to know that and behave accordingly. Many
colleges and universities have explicit regulations with re-
spect to plagiarism and other forms of academic dishon-
esty. All students are expected to understand and comply
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with these regulations, and the penalty for noncompli-
ance can be severe, ranging from a failing grade on a pa-
per or assignment to a failing course grade. In extreme
cases, a student may be expelled from the college or uni-
versity.

The rules for acknowledging sources of ideas other
than one’s own differ somewhat from field to field. Before
students turn in any written paper, they should be sure
they know and have used the rules for attribution that are
customary in their field of study. It is part of the professor’s
job to guide students in this matter.

Suggestions for Foreign Students
In most cases you will find that you must exercise some
initiative if you want to have conversations or relation-
ships with American students. The latter will not generally
approach foreign students with unsolicited offers of com-
panionship or friendship.

For some elaboration about and suggestions for ben-
efiting from relationships with American roommates, see
Gary Althen’s Learning with Your Foreign Roommate (1991).
If you live in college or university dormitories, you may
also benefit from creating a “Roommate Contract,” a writ-
ten agreement about each roommate’s expectations for
the living arrangements. You can talk to your residence
hall adviser for more information about such contracts.

Although American teachers often respond negatively
to students’ requests to bargain for higher grades, it is
acceptable for students to speak with their teachers about
concerns they have regarding their grades. For example,
students may arrange to meet with a teacher to talk about
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their progress in class. Students may inquire about the
criteria for a specific grade. Students may also ask ques-
tions that help them clarify their teacher’s expectations
about an assignment or the material that will be covered
on an exam. Generally, teachers are willing to discuss how
students can improve their performance. You can ask the
professor, “How can I do better in your class?”
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Chapter 20

✰ ✰ ✰

Business

“The business of America,” said former U.S. president Calvin
Coolidge,” is business.”

In some nations a society’s religious sector plays a
predominant role in politics or governmental affairs. In
the United States the business sector plays that role. The
business world rewards the values and virtues Americans
admire: hard work, achievement, competitiveness, mate-
rialism, rationality, perseverance, and building toward the
future. Successful businesspeople are well-known in their
communities, usually more so than clerical, literary, or
academic people. The very successful, such as Bill Gates
(founder of Microsoft), Ray Kroc (McDonald’s), “Colonel”
Sanders (Kentucky Fried Chicken), Oprah Winfrey (televi-
sion talk show), and Sam Walton (Wal-Mart), become cul-
tural heroes whose thoughts and lives are deemed wor-
thy of study and emulation.
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American values are reflected not just in the general
status of business within the society but also in the op-
erations of each business organization. A female colleague
who formerly worked for an oil company in the South-
west told this story:

One summer the president of my company had a
party at his house. The president is tall and is
sometimes compared to a polar bear.

At the party, the executive vice presidents bet
me that I couldn’t throw the president into the
swimming pool. I am quite short and slight. I ac-
cepted the bet.

I took a drink to the president and lured him
to the edge of the pool. I explained the bet to him.
He was most sympathetic to my situation. To have
refused the bet would have shown either timidity
(a horrible affliction in a high-risk business) or that
I couldn’t “play” with the “boys”—a rejection of their
offer of equality. The president told me to put my
hand on his back, count to three, and push, say-
ing he would jump in. I did. As I pushed, he turned
to me, smiled, picked me up and tossed me into
the center of the pool. When I surfaced, I saw the
vice presidents throwing the president in (it took
three of them). By the end of the afternoon, ev-
eryone, including the hostess, had been thrown
into the pool.

This story illustrates at least three aspects of Ameri-
can business life that people from abroad notice very
quickly. The first may not seem to be a matter of culture,
but it probably is. American executives (if they are male)
are likely to be tall. Studies conducted at the University of
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Pittsburgh have shown a clear correlation between a male
executive’s height and his status in an organization. Taller
men are more likely to be selected for higher positions in
their organizations and to be paid higher salaries. For-
eigners who meet high-level American executives are likely
to be dealing with tall males. In many people’s minds height
is associated with the strength, power, and competitive-
ness that are idealized in American business.

Another characteristic of business life in the United
States that foreigners notice is its informality. You may
not see a president being tossed into a swimming pool
by the vice presidents, but you are likely to witness much
more informal behavior than you would among colleagues
at home. American businesspeople, at least as much as
so-called average Americans and probably more so, ad-
dress others by their first names, make jokes, and use a
vocabulary and tone of voice suitable for informal rela-
tionships. Because they are likely to equate formality with
discomfort, Americans want to encourage others to relax
during their business dealings. They may dress relatively
casually, and men may remove their coats and loosen their
neckties if they are in a long meeting. Some companies
encourage their employees to abandon coats and ties in
favor of “business casual” dress on Fridays.

Americans’ notions about equality also strongly in-
fluence what happens throughout business organizations.
Although people at various levels are quite aware of the
status differences among them, they are unlikely to overtly
display superiority or inferiority, as the poolside behavior
recounted above makes clear. Rank-conscious foreigners
often feel uneasy around the relatively relaxed and infor-
mal interactions they will see between lower- and higher-
status employees.
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Another manifestation of the equality assumption is
the prevalence of written rules and procedures in the work-
place. If people are considered equal, then they must be
treated fairly or impartially, that is, without reference to
their own particular personalities. Fairness is best assured,
in the typical American view, if there are written rules and
procedures that apply to everyone equally. So there are
written procedures for hiring, training, evaluating, reward-
ing, disciplining, and terminating employees. There are
written procedures for handling employee complaints as
well as written job descriptions, safety rules, policies on
sexual harassment, and rules for taking “breaks” (rest pe-
riods) from work. Great emphasis is placed on carrying
out these written procedures completely, correctly, and
fairly.

Foreign visitors are likely to think that the constraints
Americans impose on themselves by means of their rules
are excessive, especially if labor-union rules are added to
those of the company.

Finally, the swimming-pool story illustrates the pres-
ence of women in American executive circles. Women are
still in the minority, and they encounter many obstacles in
their efforts to advance (sometimes referred to as the “glass
ceiling”), but they do hold powerful positions in a grow-
ing number of organizations. In 1997, the Center for
Women’s Business Research estimated that women owned
one in six companies in the United States—about 17 per-
cent of all privately owned American businesses.

Doing Business in the United States
Some foreign businesspeople stay for extended periods
in the States and have opportunities to observe American
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business operations in detail. While it is impossible to list
all of the characteristics of U.S. companies here, it is safe
to say that the more a foreigner understands about how
an organization is set up and how it operates, the more
effectively he or she can work within that organization.
The comments that follow represent a few aspects of
American business operations that stand out in the minds
of many foreign visitors.

Hard Work
While they may appear to be informal and relaxed, Ameri-
cans generally work hard. They may devote long hours—
as many as sixteen or eighteen per day—to their jobs. They
may consider their work more important than family re-
sponsibilities and social relationships. Americans use the
term workaholic to describe a person who is addicted to
work, one who spends as much time as possible on the
job and seems to think of little else. Workaholics are by
no means rare in the American business world.

American executives and managers often embarrass
their foreign counterparts by performing manual work or
other tasks that elsewhere would be done only by lower-
status people—tasks such as serving coffee, rearranging
the furniture in a meeting room, or taking out a calculator
to solve a problem during a meeting.

Punctuality
Promptness and schedules are important. Meetings and
appointments ideally begin and end on schedule. The topic
that is supposed to be addressed during the meeting or
appointment is generally expected to be covered by the
scheduled ending time. Delays cause frustration. Getting
behind schedule is likely to be considered an example of
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bad management. In keeping with their notions about the
importance of using time wisely and getting the job done,
American businesspeople generally want to “get right
down to business.” They do not want to “waste time” with
“formalities” or with long, preliminary discussions. In fact,
they are usually quite uncomfortable with purely social
interactions while they are working.

Impersonal Dealings
Americans generally have no particular interest in getting
personally acquainted with the people they work with. As
long as they believe the other party is trustworthy in busi-
ness dealings and has the ability to deliver whatever prod-
uct or service is being discussed, they will proceed in a
relatively impersonal manner. They value decisiveness and
efficiency. For many Americans, the saying “Time is money”
reflects their belief that what is important is getting things
accomplished as quickly as possible. German and French
people are likely to engage in similar behavior, but people
from most other parts of the world often find such an
approach cold or otherwise uncomfortable.

Even when they seem to be socializing, as at a dinner
or reception with business colleagues, Americans’ main
purpose is more likely to be discussing business or net-
working than becoming personally acquainted with other
people.

Quantitative Reasoning
American businesspeople, probably even more noticeably
than Americans in general, prefer to think and analyze in
quantitative terms. They want “hard data” and facts and
figures when they are analyzing a business situation and
trying to make a decision. The assumption is that wise
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decisions are made on the basis of “objective” informa-
tion uncontaminated by considerations of personal feel-
ings, social relations, or political advantage.

American executives frequently use the term bottom
line, which refers to the final entry in an accounting state-
ment. They want that statement to show a profit. Nothing
else is as important. The purpose of a business is to make
a profit and to do so in the short run. Executives are evalu-
ated on how they contribute to the company’s bottom
line.

Writing It Down
The written word is supremely important to American
businesspeople. They make notes and send “memos of
understanding” about conversations, keep files on their
various projects, and record the minutes of meetings. A
contract or agreement must be written down in order to
be taken seriously, and every written word in it is impor-
tant. It must be the correct word, the one that most clearly
states each party’s rights and obligations.

To Americans in business, then, it seems perfectly natural
to consult lawyers about contracts and agreements. Law-
yers are trained to select the proper words for important
documents and to correctly interpret them. Americans have
difficulty understanding that people from other parts of the
world might consider oral agreements adequate. Business-
people from abroad might feel insulted by the Americans’
insistence on having written agreements, viewing the Ameri-
cans’ attitude as an indication of distrust.

Self-Improvement
The American belief in self-improvement, mentioned else-
where, is quite evident in the business world. Managers
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might attend seminars on public speaking, conflict reso-
lution, delegation of work, or time management. Clerical
staff might attend training sessions on telephone man-
ners or spelling and grammar. Employees at any level may
study videotapes about stress management or new com-
puter software. Whole organizations might adopt some
new approach to management, such as strategic plan-
ning, continuous quality improvement, or just-in-time in-
ventory control.

Behavior in Meetings
Meetings are a common phenomenon in the business
world, but what actually happens in meetings varies
greatly, not just from country to country but from organi-
zation to organization. Meetings can have a variety of
purposes—sharing information, giving instructions, height-
ening employee enthusiasm and dedication, discussing
issues and problems, suggesting solutions, making deci-
sions, and no doubt others. Americans like to know ex-
plicitly what the purpose of any given meeting is. “What’s
the point of this meeting?” they may ask. “Why are we
here?”

The leader’s role in meetings also varies. The leader
might be the one who opens the meeting, does all the
talking, and then dismisses those who have attended. Or
the leader may play the role of a moderator, opening the
meeting and then allowing others to discuss matters and
make decisions. The role of those attending the meeting
differs too. They may be expected to sit quietly and listen,
to offer suggestions or comments, or even to challenge
ideas others put forth.

In the ideal American meeting, the leader encourages
active participation from all those who might have ideas
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to contribute. The people at the meeting offer ideas and
information intended to help illuminate the subject under
discussion. They may openly and bluntly disagree with
each other. Witnessing such meetings can shock foreign-
ers who are accustomed to more formal, hierarchical ar-
rangements, where the leader firmly controls what takes
place and participants either remain silent or mask any
disagreement they might have with what others say.

In American meetings, issues are often resolved by
means of a vote. “The majority rules,” Americans often
say—not just in this context but in others too. The practice
of voting in meetings might disconcert foreigners who
are accustomed to a system in which decisions must be
unanimous or one in which the person in authority makes
the decisions.

Turnover
Foreign visitors may see more employees joining and leav-
ing the organization than they are accustomed to. America
is still a more mobile society than most, so people change
jobs relatively readily, and it is customary for Americans
to give as little as two weeks’ notice before they leave a
job. It is unusual to find a strong sense of company loy-
alty at the lower ranks of a business, and even many ex-
ecutives are ready to change employers when a promis-
ing opportunity arises. Many people view their jobs as a
means to earn a living, and in most cases it does not mat-
ter to them where that living comes from. They do what
they are supposed to do (according to a written job de-
scription, usually), collect their pay, and go home. Super-
visors are often seeking ways to enhance employee alle-
giance to the company, believing that employees who are
more loyal will also be more productive.
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It is not just employees who are mobile but compa-
nies too. Giant corporations may shift their headquarters
from one city to another. For example, in 2001 the aircraft
manufacturer Boeing moved its headquarters from Se-
attle, Washington, to Chicago, Illinois. Company execu-
tives believed that the new, centrally located offices would
allow Boeing to better serve their customers and expand
their business potential. Meanwhile, thousands of work-
ers were forced to relocate or be left without employment.

In an age of mergers and acquisitions, businesses are
continuously being bought and sold. Any business might
be taken over by another at any time, a process most
Americans seem to view as a normal development in a
capitalist system. Since the capitalist system (or “the mar-
ketplace,” as it is often called) is seen as rewarding virtues
Americans generally value—hard work, decisiveness, ra-
tionality, and so on—these shifts in ownership and loca-
tion are generally accepted as “necessary evils,” actions
that many people may not like but which are required in
the name of progress. Meanwhile, major industries such
as entertainment, finance, media, petroleum, pharmaceu-
ticals, and automobile manufacturing are coming under
the control of fewer and fewer organizations that are
growing larger and larger.

Companies may change their names as they grow,
often inventing a word for the new name. Take, for ex-
ample, the case of a company called Phillip Morris. For
decades Phillip Morris made cigarettes, including the well-
known Marlboro brand. Along the way Phillip Morris
bought Kraft Foods, maker of many common grocery
items. It also acquired Miller Brewing, a beer maker of
long standing. In 2001 Phillip Morris changed its name to
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the Altria Group, Inc. Though Altria is not a real word in
the English language, to the ear of a native speaker of
American English, it has a modern, progressive sound.

The Global Economy
No chapter about business would be complete without
mentioning the effects of globalization on business life in
the United States. From a cultural perspective, globaliza-
tion has increased and intensified interactions between
Americans and people with other cultural backgrounds. It
is not just business executives who are posted abroad
but technicians, various specialists, and their family mem-
bers as well. Books, videos, and training programs on
doing business internationally are far more common than
they were before globalization became an everyday term.

Many more Americans are gaining experience abroad,
then, while many foreigners are seeing life in the United
States from the inside. Presumably, this exchange will re-
sult in increased understanding of (if not appreciation for)
various culturally based assumptions, values, and customs.

From a practical perspective, globalization has accen-
tuated the uncertainty surrounding the future of many
American businesses. Relocations, buyouts, takeovers,
downsizings (that is, laying off employees deemed nones-
sential), bankruptcies, and closures attributed to competi-
tion in the global marketplace are frequently in the news.
Executives and workers in many industries are now often
doing the work of two or three people and even then can-
not be certain whether they will have a job next week.
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Suggestions for Foreign Businesspeople
and Future Businesspeople

Businesspeople from abroad can use this chapter as a
framework for what they observe in the business organi-
zations with which they interact.

If you work with American companies, take every op-
portunity to meet and socialize with your American co-
workers. You can discuss the ideas in this chapter with
those co-workers and find out how the ideas here fit with
their experience.

Business-oriented newspapers such as The Wall Street
Journal or Investor’s Business Daily are widely read by
American businesspeople and may offer you insight into
American business issues and practices.

Also of interest are television programs such as Nightly
Business Report and Wall Street Week in Review (both can
be seen on many public television stations) or cable news
stations such as MSNBC and CNN, which frequently high-
light stories of interest to the business world.

Foreign students who want to work in the United States
can find workshops or one-on-one assistance in writing
resumes and preparing for job interviews on many cam-
puses. The entire job-search system is, of course, cultur-
ally based and requires applicants to “sell themselves” in
ways that people from less individualistic and assertive
societies can find quite uncomfortable.

If you are a foreign student, you may also want to
participate in student organizations that promote network-
ing and skill building in specialized business fields. Whether
you are a student or in the United States for business,
you can learn more about business practices by enrolling
in business courses at a college or university.
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Part III

Coping with Cultural
Differences

Some people find cultural differences interesting and ex-
citing. They are mentally and physically stimulated by en-
counters with people from other cultures, and they want
more. Other people, though, do not have that reaction. In
the presence of people from different cultures, they feel
discomfort, confusion, and anxiety. They have a strong
tendency to judge or evaluate other people and to reach
negative conclusions about them.

People of the first type are, of course, more likely to
have constructive experiences with people from other cul-
tures than are those of the second type. Can anything be
done to help people react more constructively than they
might otherwise? Part III is based on the assumption that
some things can be done.

Chapter 21 offers some ideas about intercultural rela-
tionships and adjusting to new cultures. Chapter 22 sug-



260 AMERICAN WAYS

gests some activities that are intended to help you under-
stand your own ideas about intercultural encounters and
also understand Americans better. These suggestions
supplement those given at the close of earlier chapters.
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Chapter 21

✰ ✰ ✰

Some Helpful Ideas

Two Japanese businessmen are assigned to work in the
United States. They are just a year apart in age. Both work
for the same large automobile corporation, both are
trained as mechanical engineers, and both are sent to the
same American city to help test their company’s cars un-
der mountain and winter driving conditions.

One is miserable in the States, and the other has an
interesting and enjoyable time. What accounts for the dif-
ference? It is not possible to say for certain, but it is clear
that the ideas and attitudes people bring to the States from
other countries as well as their knowledge of American
society and culture strongly influence what kind of expe-
rience they have. One of the Japanese engineers, it is safe
to say, had some ideas that the other one did not have.
This chapter presents an assortment of ideas that can help
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you as a visitor to the United States respond construc-
tively to your experience.

Expectations
Be aware that your reactions to your experience in an-
other country have as much to do with your expectations
as with what actually happens to you. When you find your-
self disturbed or upset about your interactions with Ameri-
cans, ask yourself, “What did I expect? Why did I expect it?
Had I known more, would I have expected what I actually
experienced?” Unrealistic expectations create much un-
happiness for foreign visitors. That graduate student in
Pittsburgh who could not find an apartment building
where attractive female flight attendants lived had some
unrealistic expectations, as he came to realize after he
talked with other students who had spent more time in
the U.S.

Personality Characteristics
Scholars and researchers have attempted to determine
what personality characteristics are associated with suc-
cessful intercultural experiences. Although their findings
have often been unclear or inconclusive, three character-
istics recur in their reports: patience, a sense of humor,
and tolerance for ambiguity.

Patience, of course, is the ability to remain calm even
when things do not go as you want them to, or hope they
will, or have even been assured they will. Impatience some-
times brings improvements in relations with other people,
but it is usually counterproductive.
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If you have a sense of humor, you will be less likely to
take things too seriously and will be more ready to see
the humor in your own reactions than a humorless per-
son would be. The value of a sense of humor in intercul-
tural relations is difficult to overestimate.

Tolerance for ambiguity is a more difficult concept to
define than patience or sense of humor. Foreigners often
find themselves in situations that are ambiguous to them;
that is, they do not know what is happening in the situa-
tion. Perhaps they do not understand the local language
well enough; or they do not know how some system or
organization works; or they cannot determine different
people’s roles in what is going on; or they do not know
what assumptions the natives around them are making.
“It’s like I just got here from the moon,” a Chinese gradu-
ate student newly arrived in the United States said. “Things
are just so different here.” The student did not know what
to expect of university teachers or administrators, clerks
in stores, the bank teller, or the government agents he
supposed were everywhere.

Some people have little tolerance for ambiguity. They
want to know what is happening at all times; indeed, they
may even want to be in control of what is happening.
Such people are usually unhappy when they leave their
own countries (if not their own hometowns) because as
foreigners they inevitably encounter ambiguous situations.

Tolerance for ambiguity is the ability to say to your-
self, calmly, “Well, I don’t know what’s going on here. I’ll
just have to wait and see, or try to find out.” People with a
high tolerance for ambiguity have a much easier time in
intercultural encounters than do those who feel a con-
stant need to understand everything that is happening
around them.
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Traits and Situations
A waitress comes to your table, looks at you coldly, and
says, “What do you want?!” You are startled by her un-
pleasant behavior. If you are like most people, you search
your mind for an explanation for her conduct. One sort
of explanation you might settle on has to do with the
woman’s personality traits. “What an unfriendly person!”
you might say to yourself. Or, “She obviously doesn’t like
foreigners. She must be narrow-minded and prejudiced.”

Another sort of explanation has to do with the
woman’s situation. Perhaps the other two waitstaff mem-
bers who were supposed to be on duty failed to appear
for work, and your waitress is trying to do three people’s
jobs. Perhaps her two teenage children had a loud argu-
ment about using the bathroom early that morning, and
the woman was awakened from a deep sleep by the sound
of their yelling. Perhaps another customer just shouted at
her because the chef (not the waitress) had overcooked
his meat. Any of these possible circumstances (and any of
dozens of others) might account for the waitress’ un-
friendly manner.

People’s behavior stems from some combination of
their personality traits and the situations in which they
find themselves. When we are familiar with other people,
we know what their situations are—how their health is,
what pressures they are under, what role they are cur-
rently in—and we are more likely to tolerate what might
otherwise be unacceptable behavior from them. When we
are unfamiliar with other people’s situations, however, we
tend to attribute their behavior solely to their personality
traits. Often their traits explain far less about their behav-
ior than their situations do.
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In intercultural encounters, psychologist Richard Brislin
(1981) points out, we typically know little if anything about
other people’s situations. We do not know them as indi-
viduals when we are new in their country. We do not know
what their personal or work lives are like, and we do not
know how they perceive what is going on around them.
Since we are unfamiliar with their situations, we tend to
attribute their behavior to personality traits—this person
is unfriendly, that one is prejudiced, the one over there
seems nice, and so forth. By overlooking the influence of
other people’s situations on their behavior, we misunder-
stand and misinterpret much of what they do.

Keeping in mind the distinction between traits and situ-
ations helps you remain aware that the reasons for other
people’s actions are complex and often unknowable. That
awareness makes it easier to avoid misunderstandings and
misinterpretations of what individual Americans do.

Culture Shock and Stages
of Adjustment

The process of adjusting to a new culture begins when
you decide to go abroad. From that point on, you start
paying more attention to news and information about the
destination country. You seek out people who have been
to that country, ask questions, and pay close attention to
the answers.

For most people who visit another country, initial re-
sponses include excitement, curiosity, and stimulation.
Most people who come to the United States from else-
where have been hearing about life in the U.S. for most of
their lives. They have seen movies and television programs
from the States. Perhaps they have known some Ameri-
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cans. Now, at last, they are in the country to experience it
for themselves.

After a short period of excitement, stimulation, and
curiosity, comes what is called “culture shock,” the feeling
of confusion and disorientation people experience when
confronted with a large number of new and unfamiliar
people and situations. Many factors contribute to culture
shock, including smells, sounds, flavors, the very feeling
of the air one is breathing. Of course, the natives’ unfa-
miliar language and behavior contribute too.

The notion of culture shock calls to mind two useful
points. First, most people experience some degree of cul-
ture shock when they visit a new country, whether they
admit it to themselves and others or not. Culture shock is
more a product of the situation of being in a new culture
than of the traveler’s personal traits. However, your traits—
including patience, sense of humor, and tolerance for
ambiguity—can influence how deep or long-lasting that
culture shock will be.

Second, culture shock, like other kinds of “shock,” is
normally transitory. It passes with time.

Academic analysts point out that the experience of
culture shock need not be negative. While there may be
some unhappiness and unpleasantness along with the
confusion and disorientation, the discomfort is a neces-
sary step in learning about the new culture. If everything
in the new place was just like home, no learning would
come from being there.

Culture shock is usually followed by the next stage of
adjustment when more negative feelings—disappointment,
frustration, depression, anger, and hostility—surface.

I tell new foreign students, who are usually in the ex-
citement period when I first meet them, that the time will
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come when they will find themselves in the company of
other foreigners and they are sharing stories about how
“stupid” the Americans are. I tell them they will try to outdo
each other with examples of Americans’ ignorance, self-
ishness, insensitivity, or other negative qualities. The new
students smile and say they don’t believe they will do such
a thing. After a few months, though, they often admit that
they have had such conversations, sometimes many of
them. This period of hostility toward the local people, born
of frustration and confusion, is a very common stage in
adjusting to a new culture.

The next stage comes when you begin to learn and
understand more about the host society and perhaps
become better acquainted with some natives. In this stage
the negative feelings decline, and you begin to feel more
competent and comfortable.

The final stage of adjustment entails general feelings
of accomplishment and acceptance of your place in the
new situation, whatever that place may be.

If you are aware of these stages of adjustment, you will
have a useful perspective on your own reactions. You will
realize that your periods of intense happiness and excite-
ment as well as the periods of animosity and depression
are probably going to pass as you find your way to some
reasonably stable accommodation to your new setting. You
realize, too, that getting adjusted requires some time.

D-I-E
For many people the single most helpful idea on how to
cope with a new culture comes under the easy-to-remem-
ber acronym, “D-I-E,” which stands for Describe-Interpret-
Evaluate.
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“These Americans are crazy!” a visiting Brazilian engi-
neer said. “They have no sense of humanity, of aliveness!
They follow their rules like a bunch of robots. I’ve seen
them out driving late at night when there are almost no
other cars around. They come to a red light and they stop,
even when there are no other cars within miles. They stop
and they wait until the light turns green! They just aren’t
human!”

What has the Brazilian engineer told us about Ameri-
cans? Almost nothing. Only that he saw at least one Ameri-
can stopping for a traffic signal when it was late at night
and no traffic was in view. The rest of what the engineer
said was his interpretation and evaluation of what he saw.

When talking about their experiences with others,
people quite often blend description, interpretation, and
evaluation together as the Brazilian engineer did. For those
in intercultural situations, learning to distinguish among
these three reactions is most helpful.

Description refers to what one actually sees, the “ob-
jective facts,” or the events various observers agree took
place. The engineer saw an American stop at a traffic light
under certain conditions. Anyone who was with him at
the time, asked to describe the situation without any in-
terpretation or evaluation, would portray the same gen-
eral scene. (This does not mean that eyewitnesses always
agree. They do not. Different people notice different things.
For example, a passenger with the Brazilian might have
noticed what time it was when the car stopped, while the
engineer himself was not aware of the hour.)

Interpretation has to do with what one thinks about
what one sees. The engineer thinks Americans are “crazy.”
He also thinks it is not necessary to follow rules when no
one is around. Americans are too concerned about rules,
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in his view. They are afraid to live spontaneously. That is
his interpretation of what he saw, though, not what he
actually saw. His interpretation is, of course, based on his
own perceptions, assumptions, and values, which are in
turn based in part on his cultural background. Perhaps a
Brazilian who stopped at that traffic signal under those
conditions would be considered “crazy” by most Brazil-
ians but certainly not by most Americans.

Evaluation has to do with what one feels about what
one sees. The engineer feels that Americans aren’t hu-
man, not really alive. He feels uncomfortable around them,
confined, unable to exhibit his personality. Once again,
though, it is the engineer’s values that are at issue, not the
Americans’ actual behavior. What the Americans would
regard as good, law-abiding behavior, the Brazilian feels
is unhuman. Which evaluation is correct? Neither, of
course. It is strictly a matter of point of view.

Books about intercultural relations usually urge for-
eign visitors not to be judgmental. This is another way of
stating what we are saying here about evaluation. Mak-
ing judgments about other people’s behavior is not usu-
ally constructive. Statements that contain the words right,
wrong, should, ought, better, abnormal, and crazy are usu-
ally evaluative or judgmental statements.

There are two ways you can use the D-I-E idea. First,
you can learn to distinguish, in your own reactions to other
people, among Description, Interpretation, and Evaluation.

Second, you can learn to stop, or at least delay, evalu-
ating. We have seen that evaluations and interpretations
are inevitably based on your own standards, standards
that are based in part on your culture and may be inap-
propriate in another. Quick, judgmental reactions can lead
to misunderstandings, misjudgments, and negative opin-
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ions. The Brazilian engineer mixed up his descriptions,
interpretations, and evaluations. The result was misun-
derstanding and unwarranted negativism. Had he been
aware of the D-I-E idea, he might have realized how he
was misleading himself and reducing the likelihood that
he would have an accurate understanding of or construc-
tive interactions with Americans.
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Chapter 22

✰ ✰ ✰

Activities for Learning about
American Culture

This chapter suggests a diverse collection of activities in-
tended to help foreign visitors learn more about Ameri-
can culture. These activities supplement those that are sug-
gested at the close of most chapters. Although a few are
appropriate for short-term visitors, most are intended for
people who will be staying in the United States for some
time.

You are encouraged to do as many of these activities
as you can—even ones that seem inconvenient or uncom-
fortable—because the potential benefits are great. Doing
these activities can increase your understanding of Ameri-
cans (and of yourself and people from other cultures as
well), which will help you get maximum benefit from your
stay in the United States.
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The first two items below are rather general and are
extremely important. You should keep them in mind at all
times. The subsequent items are more specific and are
not in any particular order of priority.

Ask Questions
Many foreigners are reluctant to ask questions of the na-
tives. They feel embarrassed by their ignorance of simple
things or by their limited English proficiency. It is impor-
tant for you, as a foreigner, to remember that you are the
one unfamiliar with the local culture, society, and ways of
behaving. Your limited knowledge can make even simple
tasks like going to the bank more difficult than is neces-
sary. But remember, the more you know, the better off
you will be, and the best way to know more is to ask
questions.

Whenever I talk with newly arrived foreign students
about asking questions, I advise them how they can do
so without embarrassing themselves. I suggest that they
begin their questions by saying, “Excuse me. I’m new here,
and I have a question.” If you introduce your question
that way, I explain, people will understand that you have a
valid reason for asking your question and they will not
consider you foolish or childlike.

Once I was talking to a student who had come to my
university five years previously. “I still remember your ad-
vice about how to ask questions,” he said, “by explaining
that I’m new here.” He smiled and said, “I still use it.”

When you have questions, ask them. If the first per-
son you ask is not helpful (or patient), ask another. But
ask. If you were in your home country, you would prob-
ably offer the same advice to travelers there.
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Some of your questions will be requests for practical
information. “Where is the closest service station?” for ex-
ample, or “Where can I get my hair cut?” But you can also
ask more general questions. Ask people for their opin-
ions about things and about their experiences. Ask for
their reactions to some of the generalizations about Ameri-
cans that appear in this book. You will find that people
have differing views about them, and you will begin to
see that this book’s generalizations about Americans are
indeed merely generalizations and subject to exception
and qualification.

Learn and Practice Local English
Most Americans cannot use any language other than En-
glish. While they may admire a person who speaks more
than one language, most of them do not place a high value
on learning another language themselves. They expect other
people to learn or to already know their language, which is,
of course, English. Foreign visitors who can speak and un-
derstand English will have a far better opportunity than non-
English speakers to learn about the American people.

“Local English” is the version of English spoken in the
locality where a particular foreign visitor is staying. Al-
though American linguists have a concept of “Standard
American English,” regional and local variations strongly
influence idiomatic usage, colloquialisms, pronunciation
(accent), rate of speech, and even aspects of communica-
tive style (see chapter 2). You will want to learn the version
of English that prevails in the part of the United States
where you are staying.

There are many ways you can improve your English
while you are living in the United States:
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• Watch television (for Standard American English),
including programs for children.

• Listen to the radio, especially to local news programs.
• Buy a local newspaper, or subscribe to one if you

will be in the United States for a long period of time.
• Read children’s books. They also offer a good way

for beginners to practice their English reading skills,
as well as providing interesting insights into Ameri-
can culture.

• Read short books for adult learners of English.
• Enroll in an English class, which can be very helpful

for beginners and low intermediate-level users of
English. More advanced learners of English may
wish to hire a tutor. Whatever your English language
ability, it is important for you to talk with as many
people as possible: neighbors, bus drivers, fellow
bus passengers, people on the streets, fellow stu-
dents, fellow workers, and so on. Look for people
who are not obviously busy. Not all people will re-
spond positively to your initiatives. Keep trying un-
til you find people who do.

• Make audiotapes of your own conversations. Lis-
ten to them, and seek ways to improve the defects
you hear.

• Make audiotapes of things other people say in En-
glish (with their permission, of course), so you can
review them.

• Note any unfamiliar vocabulary and idioms you
hear, and ask an American what they mean. (Before
you use them yourself, however, make sure that they
are appropriate for “polite company.”)



ACTIVITIES FOR LEARNING ABOUT AMERICAN CULTURE 275

Take Field Trips
A field trip is a visit to a “real” place where you can ob-
serve what happens. Some of the field trips suggested
below are for foreign visitors with particular interests (for
example, businesspeople) or for those who are staying
for a longer rather than a shorter time. Others are suit-
able for anyone.

Stand at a busy intersection. Watch the people and the
cars. Listen. Here are but a few of the many questions you
can yourself ask as you watch: How do drivers respond to
traffic signals? How fast do the cars go? How do drivers
proceed with left turns in front of oncoming traffic? How
frequently do drivers honk their horns? If traffic becomes
obstructed, what do the drivers do? Where do pedestrians
walk? How fast do they walk? Do they touch each other?
Where do they direct their eyes? How loudly do they talk?
What do they do when they want to cross the street?

Observe parent-child interactions. During many of the
field-trip sites suggested here you will see children with
their parents. Watch their interactions, and try to hear what
they say. By what name do children address their par-
ents? What volume and tone of voice does each use? How
do the parents convey their wishes or opinions to the
children and vice versa? What do the parents do if the
children misbehave? How would all this compare with what
you would see in a similar setting at home?

Observe male-female interactions. Male-female inter-
actions can be witnessed during the course of many of
the field trips mentioned in this section. How old do the
male-female pairs you see appear to be? Do older pairs
act differently from younger ones? How close do they get
to each other? Do they touch? If so, how? Try to hear them
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talking, so you can hear what they are talking about and
how they use their voices.

Enter a public or commercial building. Choose a bank,
department store, post office, or some other public build-
ing. How quickly do people walk around? What do they
do when more than one person wants attention or ser-
vice from an employee? How close do they get to each
other? How loudly do they talk? In what tones do em-
ployees and members of the public speak to each other?
Where do they direct their eyes?

Walk inside a restaurant. Take a seat and order a meal,
snack, or beverage. Then watch and listen. How do the
waitstaff and the customers talk to each other? What ques-
tions do the waitstaff ask their customers? At what vol-
ume? How loudly do diners converse? What subjects do
they talk about? How do patrons get a waitstaff’s attention
if they want additional service? What do patrons do to get
their checks when they are ready to pay for their meals?

Sit in the reception area of a business or office. Observe
and listen. How is the furniture arranged? What decora-
tions are hung on the walls or placed elsewhere? How
does the setting compare with a comparable setting at
home? How do the employees interact with each other?
Does their behavior change in the presence of custom-
ers? In the presence of higher-ranking officials of the busi-
ness? When an employee answers the telephone, try to
hear what is said and how it is said. Do you notice any
change in vocal volume or tone?

Attend an American business meeting. How is the fur-
niture arranged? Where do people sit, and what can you
tell about participants’ status in relationship to each other
from the seating pattern? Who participates (speaks) in the
meeting and in what way? How long do people speak?
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Where do they look when they are talking and when they
are not? Do they interrupt each other? If so, do some in-
terrupt more frequently than others?

Board a public bus. Take a map, if one is available, and
follow the bus route on it. But watch the passengers too.
Notice where they sit, where they look, and how they talk
(if they do). Do some people give up their seats so others
may sit? If so, what pattern do you see?

Walk around a neighborhood. If possible, stroll around
the neighborhood where you are living. What do you see
in people’s yards (if you are in a location where people
have yards)? If people are in their yards, how are they
dressed? What are they doing? What interactions between
or among neighbors do you see? Do people leave their
doors and windows open? Their curtains?

Visit a local school. A school visit is especially impor-
tant if you will have children attending there. Compare
the facilities and arrangements with what you would see
in a school in your country. Talk with the principal, the
counselor, and one or more teachers. Ask them all what
role they want parents to play in their children’s educa-
tion. Ask them what they think parents of children from
other countries need to know and understand about the
school system in general and this school in particular.

Go to a drugstore, a grocery store, and a department
store. See what is available for sale at each store. Notice
how the merchandise is arranged and how the prices are
marked. Find an employee and get near enough so you
can hear some interchanges between the employee and a
customer. What tone of voice do they use? What volume?
How formal are they? How do customers behave when
paying for the goods they have selected? Find some cus-
tomers who have small children with them. Walk near
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enough so you can hear them talking. What do they call
each other? How formal are they? How loud?

Attend a church service. What are people wearing? How
do they act when they enter the building? Where do they
sit? What do they do until the service begins? What does
the religious official (minister, priest, rabbi, etc.) say and
do? How does the congregation respond? What happens
when the service ends?

Go to the local police station. Ask to speak with an
officer and explain that you are new in the community
and are from another country. Ask the officer what is im-
portant for you to know. Ask the reasons behind any pieces
of advice when the rationale is not apparent to you. No-
tice how the officer treats you. Is he or she patient and
courteous, in your opinion?

Attend a meeting of the city council. Sit next to some-
one who can answer your questions. Notice who else at-
tends, what issues are discussed, and what arguments
people offer to support their points of view. How do people
treat each other? Who appears to be respected? Who
seems not to be taken seriously?

Visit an American home. If you can get an invitation to
an American home, accept it! Notice the way the home is
furnished—the types and arrangements of furniture and
decorative items. How are you, as a guest, treated? Which
rooms in the house do you have the opportunity to see?
If you are being hosted by a couple, what can you tell
about their division of labor? If children are present, ob-
serve the manner in which they and the adults treat each
other. What topics do the hosts discuss with you? What
questions do they ask you? If the family has a dog, cat, or
other pet that is not kept in an enclosure, you will be able
to see how they treat the animal. If you are invited for
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dinner on Thanksgiving or Christmas, you will be able to
see how an American family celebrates those holidays.

Attend a sports event. Choose baseball, football, bas-
ketball, or whatever is convenient. Notice how the other
people are dressed and how they behave. Are they atten-
tive to the game or to others in the audience? How do
they display their reactions to what happens in the game?
If you are watching a game you do not understand, ask
someone sitting nearby to explain the rules to you.

Go to a college or university classroom. Walk in about
ten minutes before a class is scheduled to start, take a
seat on the opposite side of the room from the doorway,
and watch. What do the students bring with them as they
arrive? In what part of the room do the early arrivals sit?
What do they do while waiting for the class to begin?
How do the students respond to the teacher’s arrival? How
does the teacher begin the class? If students enter after
the class has begun, what do they do? What, if anything,
does the professor say? Besides taking notes on the lec-
ture or discussion, what do students do during the class?
How do they behave as the class nears its scheduled end-
ing time? What brings the class to a close and signals the
students to leave? (This field trip is especially beneficial
for people who will be students in the United States.)

Go to some garage sales. Garage sales (or yard sales,
as they are called in some places) are lots of fun. You can
find the addresses and hours of such sales in the local
newspaper or tacked on a nearby telephone pole. They
are usually held on Fridays and Saturdays. Notice the na-
ture and quality of the items offered for sale. Listen to
interactions between the sellers and buyers. Ask the seller
some questions about items that interest you. Watch to
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see if buyers bargain with the sellers. (While you are at it,
you might find bargain prices on items you can use!)

Go to an “open house.” A home that is for sale and has
been opened for prospective buyers to see is called an
“open house.” (Many people who are not prospective buy-
ers go to open houses.) Look at the arrangement of the
rooms, the nature of the furniture, and the decorative items.
If there is a bored real-estate agent present, practice your
English with him or her by asking questions about the
house or about the real-estate business in general.

Talk with Experienced Foreigners
There are advantages and disadvantages to becoming
affiliated with the local expatriate (foreign) community (if
there is one). The advantages include the sense of identity
and security you feel when you are around people who
resemble you in important ways and who share the expe-
rience of being a foreigner. One disadvantage is that time
spent with other foreigners is time that you won’t be
spending with Americans. Another disadvantage is that
you are likely to accept uncritically whatever misjudgments
and misinformation have come to be perpetuated among
the foreigners.

Try to find people who are from your country or world
area, who seem to have a balanced and rational point of
view, and who have been in the United States for less
than one year. (Those who have been here longer than a
year are likely to have forgotten much of their initial expe-
rience and so may not be as helpful to you.) Ask them
about their initial experiences: What did they find the most
surprising? What was hardest for them to adjust to? Who
helped them the most? What field trips do they suggest?
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What other suggestions do they have?
Americans who have lived abroad, particularly those

who have lived in your own country, are likely to prove
interested and helpful. You might be able to locate such
people through a college or university international edu-
cation office.

Keep a Journal
Keeping a journal is a time-honored way of coping with
and learning about a new culture. Writing a journal forces
you to be observant and to reflect on your experience,
making it easier for you to distinguish among descrip-
tions, interpretations, and evaluations of what you see.
(Refer to the section in the previous chapter about D-I-E.)
Keeping a journal can help you articulate questions that
you can ask others. In your journal you can write your
observations about the ideas you have found in this book,
noting places where your experience is and is not in ac-
cord with what you have read here.

Learn the Names of Local and
Institutional VIPs

Every community has its “very important people” (VIPs),
those who hold influential positions and whose names
are likely to appear frequently in the news. The highest-
ranking state official is the governor. Local officials in-
clude the mayor or city manager, chief of police, sheriff,
and members of the city council (or whatever the local
legislative body is called). Certain businesspeople will be
considered “prominent,” as will certain active citizens.
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Each state has two members of the U.S. Senate; each
part of the state has one representative in the U.S. House
of Representatives, commonly referred to as “the House.”

Institutions such as businesses and universities have
their own VIPs—the chief executive officers and other of-
ficers who hold positions of power.

Local celebrities (for example, media personalities and
athletes) are also considered to be VIPs in many commu-
nities.

You can learn the identities of these VIPs in various ways.
Read the newspapers. Go to the library and either look up
the information in publications or ask a librarian for help.
The most direct way to obtain such information is to ask
neighbors or other Americans you meet. (Do not be sur-
prised to find Americans who cannot name their elected
political representatives. You may have to ask more than
one person before you get all the information you want.)

Read, Reflect
Ask a librarian to help you find some publications about
local history and politics if you are at all interested in such
matters. If the library is within a reasonable distance of
the place where you are living, apply for a library card
while you are visiting. How complex is the procedure?
What documentation do you need? How long does the
procedure take? Read some of the publications in the Bib-
liography at the end of this book.

Read a local newspaper reasonably regularly. A fea-
ture of local newspapers that can be particularly instruc-
tive for foreigners is the advice column, in which readers’
letters about their personal problems are printed and then
responded to. The readers’ letters convey a notion of the
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kinds of things Americans are concerned about. The ad-
vice columnist’s replies suggest and often explicitly state
the values on which a reply is based. Notice how often
the advice is to “mind your own business” or “confront
the other person directly with your complaint or point of
view.” Such advice illustrates the cultural assumptions
about individuality, directness, and openness that are dis-
cussed in this book. What other advice do you see that
you can relate to ideas in this book?

It may be stretching the point to include “reflecting” in
a list of activities. But reflection is important in learning
about a new culture, so it deserves explicit attention. To
reflect, find a comfortable and quiet place, arrange to be
uninterrupted for a while, and think about your recent
experiences with Americans. Then ask yourself questions
such as these:

• What did I expect?
• How does my actual experience compare with what

I expected?
• What is happening to my stereotype of Americans?
• What traits seem common to most Americans?
• What traits seem relatively unusual?
• In thinking about and telling others about my ex-

periences with Americans, am I carefully distinguish-
ing among description, interpretation, and evalua-
tion?

• Am I judging too quickly?
• How often do I say or think the words right or wrong

or should or shouldn’t when I consider what the
Americans do?

• Am I doing as much as I can to learn about Ameri-
cans?

• Am I teaching them about myself and my culture?
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• What could I do to make my experience more in-
teresting and constructive?
These activities take time, effort, and for many people,

courage. But they will be worth it. They will enhance your
understanding of yourself and your own culture as they
add to your understanding of Americans. They will also
help you meet some natives. They will give you material
for countless interesting stories to tell your friends and
family. Some will become key memories of your experi-
ence in America.

View Yourself as a Teacher
Remember that most Americans are poorly informed
about other countries and about the way their own country
may be viewed by those living outside it. You can use your
stay in the United States as an opportunity to teach at
least a few Americans something about your country and
about a foreigner’s reactions to America. Perceiving your-
self as a teacher can help you remain patient (remember
the importance of patience!) in the face of the many seem-
ingly stupid questions Americans may ask you, questions
that are often based on stereotypes, misinformation, or
no information at all.
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Conclusion

When I am working with a group of foreign students who
are nearing graduation and getting ready to go home, I
sometimes ask them to help me make a list, on the chalk-
board, of those aspects of American life that they would
not like to take home with them. Some of the many items
the students usually call out are these:

• Excessive individualism
• Weak family ties
• Treatment of older people
• Materialism
• Competitiveness
• Rapid pace of life
• Divorce
•  “Free” male-female relations
• Impersonality

Then I ask the students to list those aspects of Ameri-
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can life that they would like to see incorporated at home.
• Opportunity for individuals to raise their station in

life
• Efficiency of organizations
• Hard work and productivity
• Freedom to express opinions openly
• General sense of freedom

Finally I ask the students to study the two lists and see
if they notice any connections between them. After sev-
eral moments someone will usually say, “Yes. American
organizations are efficient because of their impersonality
and fast pace.”

Someone else will observe, “There would not be so
much possibility for individuals to get better positions if
family ties were stronger, and if people had to stay where
their parents are. People would not move around so much
to get better jobs. Maybe even divorce is related to that!”

Still another will say, “Maybe it’s their materialism that
motivates people to work so hard.” And another: “Indi-
vidualism goes with the sense of freedom.”

And so on. Most of the items on the don’t-want list
are related to items on the do-want list. So it is with the
various aspects of what we call culture. They fit together.
They overlap and reinforce each other. It is not possible
to take one or two aspects of a culture and transplant
them somewhere else. They will not fit.

If you make the effort to understand Americans, you
will begin to see how various aspects of American culture
fit together. The patterns that underlie people’s behavior
will become more visible, and you will become increas-
ingly able to predict what other people will do. Your inter-
pretations will become more accurate, and you will be
more willing to delay judgment. All this helps you to in-
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teract more constructively with Americans and to achieve
your purposes in visiting the United States.
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