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Praise for Living in the U.S.A.


“Jef Davis’ insight and honesty help the reader make sense of the complicated and conflicting realities of the U.S.A. today. This sixth edition of Living in the U.S.A. provides analysis of current issues (ethnic co-cultures, diverse family structures, obesity, mobil phone plans, educational system choices), exposes long-held myths about the U.S., and provides a fresh perspective on the familiar (size, people). While written for the newcomer, I believe any American reader will learn much about his or her own culture.”
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—Ann Kuhlman, director, office of International Students and Scholars, Yale University
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Introduction



Writing an introductory guide to one’s own country is an opportunity for cultural and personal self-reflection. In this sixth edition of Living in the U.S.A., I have tried to retain the flavor, perceptions, and insights of the earlier editions, while infusing it with updated factual information and some of my own observations of my country. I hope that fans of the late Alison Lanier’s early editions, as well as Bill Gay’s more recent one, will find their favorite sections and points of view faithfully rendered, but changing times also require changing perspectives. As Bill observed in the forward to the fifth edition, things change fast in this country, and indeed there is much that is new in this edition.


Along with updated demographic, legal, and procedural information, I have attempted to place the United States into its current context, that of the early twenty-first century. When the last edition was published, the Soviet Union had been dissolved for just four years, William Jefferson Clinton was still in his first term as president, the U.S. economy was booming, and the World Trade Center stood as a beacon of financial might. As I finish this edition, there is a hotly contested presidential race, U.S. military forces are attempting to manage the transition to Iraqi self-rule, and the effects of September 11, 2001, continue to reverberate throughout our political and social lives. The impact of the wars in Afghanistan and especially in Iraq will no doubt shape how Americans see themselves, and how the world sees us, for some time to come. Clearly, we are still coming to terms with the obligations and limitations of our status as the world’s sole remaining military superpower.


Living in the U.S.A. occupies an unusual place among books intended to familiarize people from other countries with the United States. It is not merely a cultural exploration designed to help newcomers understand Americans better, although such information is included throughout the book, in particular in Chapters 2 and 3.* Neither is Living in the U.S.A. a relocation guide packed with local resources specific to a particular metropolitan area. Such a booklet may be available from the Chamber of Commerce of your new city, or from the international office of a nearby university.


For its part, Living in the U.S.A. lies somewhere in between, more practical than a cultural analysis and more general than a city relocation guide. It can help you understand how cultural traits will likely affect your daily interactions with Americans, and it will provide you with the terminology and the range of options you have, whether you are shopping for housing or for countless other goods and services. It is intended as a practical guide, to point you toward resources and to help you ask the right questions, with a better understanding of the results you might find.


Readers familiar with earlier editions of this book will notice, along with new and updated sections, significant reorganization. Part I, “American Intangibles,” is devoted to demographic and geographic features of the country and its people. Chapter 2, for example, brings together observations about our dominant culture to produce (I hope) a coherent and expanded chapter about cultural norms. Although cultural diversity is much too large for a single chapter (or even a single book), Chapter 3 explores this topic in more detail and includes additional four cocultural groups: Native Americans, retired people, Americans with disabilities, and gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered Americans.


Part II, “American Institutions,” chronicles the ways that we as Americans organize our lives. Chapter 4, “American Social Life,” combines customs, manners, friendships, and dating. Chapter 7, “American Family Life,” is an updated look at the many possible configurations of the American family, including new sections on single-parent and blended families, gay and lesbian families, and dual-career couples. Chapter 8, “American Business Life,” covers a variety of workplace issues, from labor unions to life in the office.


Part III addresses the practical matters of being admitted to the United States and getting settled here. New sections on immigration and customs describe the new procedures and requirements for visiting the United States. Chapter 10, “Money and Banking,” has been updated as well. Chapter 13 includes two new sections: obesity and health food. “Staying in Touch with People,” Chapter 14, includes new sections on choosing cell phone plans and Internet service providers.


Part IV, “For Those Who Stay Longer,” provides in-depth information on setting up a new life here in the United States. Chapter 16, “Housing,” now includes the basics of buying a home as well as of renting one, and Chapter 19, “Educating Your Children,” has been enlarged to help newcomers better understand the available choices our educational system provides.


In short, the sixth edition of Living in the U.S.A. is an attempt to anticipate what you as a newcomer will need and want to know. Also new in this edition are websites for the resources listed throughout the book, and other chapters have been significantly updated as well.


In the last chapter, an afterword, I have laid out some of the most pressing issues that we as a nation must continue to face in the coming decades, as a country and as people. If you, the reader, should decide to make the United States your home, these will become your issues as well.


The term American is sometimes contested when used to refer exclusively to inhabitants of the United States of America, conflicting as it does with a sense of Pan-American identity often found in South America, Central America, Mexico, and Canada. Unfortunately, the English language lacks a graceful alternative such as the Spanish estadouenses or the French etatsunisiens. American remains the term that most of us use to describe ourselves, and for this book I have chosen not to break with that tradition.


Any discussion that deals with a group of people may tend to stereotype, and this book is no exception. It may be helpful to remember, however, the differences between a stereotype and a generalization.


A generalization is really a statistical statement about a population. Take, for example, the statement, “Americans tend to be uninformed about other countries.” As a generalization, this means merely that compared with the inhabitants of other countries with similar economic and educational advantages, Americans as a group generally score lower on a test of world knowledge than the inhabitants of many other countries. Knowing this, however, does little to help you to accurately predict whether any particular American will have substantial knowledge of the larger world. She or he may very well have a university degree in Latin American studies or in East Asian history!


As you can see, this generalization could also be a stereotype. When you meet an American, you might assume that person is ignorant about your country, and treat him or her accordingly. You may well be surprised to learn, however, that this particular American has traveled to your homeland, read about it in the newspaper, or even studied your language. Also, when we stereotype, we tend to ignore statements that challenge our notions and to emphasize those that reinforce them.


Americans have a tendency to resist being categorized more than most other people. As self-made individualists, we strongly prefer to attribute our identities to our own choices and personal beliefs. We like to believe that we are too diverse a country to make generalizations about; of course, that doesn’t stop us from being quick to generalize about (or even stereotype) other nationalities or ethnic groups. Nevertheless, because I have chosen to retain a conversational tone in this book, I refer to Americans as “we,” even when discussing generalizations that do not necessarily represent my own point of view.


Visitors and newcomers to the United States today will find a people better informed about the world than in previous times, but also a people caught up in a tension between cultural and political isolationism, on the one hand, and global involvement on the other. Foreigners, especially those from the Middle Eastern and other largely Muslim countries, should be prepared for a heightened level of suspicion on the part of some Americans. Despite this, and despite new bureaucratic barriers to coming to the U.S., you will find that many Americans are still eager to get to know foreigners, and if you make the effort to get to know us, you will soon find yourself among friends.





Part I
American Intangibles






1 First Impressions



It is probably fair to say that almost anyone in the world knows more about the United States than the average American knows about any other person’s country. News channels like CNN broadcast by satellite twenty-four hours a day around the world. American musical forms are still the most popular in many countries, especially among young people. Movies made in Hollywood are available in theaters and on DVD in almost every country, and U.S. entertainment television programs are among the favorites of people from Baku to Bamako. In fact, you may very well feel saturated with—even bombarded by—images of the United States. But while movies and television programs depict distinct aspects of American life, they cannot begin to prepare you for the complexity of real life here. Similarly, books you might have read, even this one, can give only a limited picture of what life will be like. No matter how prepared you think you are for moving to a new country, you can easily be overwhelmed by your first impressions.


Relocation to the United States is frequently a difficult transition, even though a chance to live in a new culture is an exciting prospect for most people. Newcomers have many questions: Where will we live? Where can we find household help? How difficult is it to buy a car? What kinds of taxes must be paid and when? What customs and courtesies are different from those in our country? What medical services are available? The list seems endless.


It is easier and (in relative terms) cheaper than ever to move from one corner of the globe to another by jet. International trade has led to increasing interaction among nations, and with this comes the transfer of diplomats, businesspeople, executives, professors, and students—often accompanied by spouses and families.



Pace



One of the first things many people comment on upon arriving in the United States is the pace of life here. Because they arrive by jet, the first impression visitors usually have of the United States is in one of the major cities, where the pace of life is fast. People are in a rush to get where they are going, waiting impatiently to be served a meal, restlessly seeking attention in a store, bumping into other people as they walk quickly along the street. Bus and taxi drivers may not seem friendly, waiters may hurry you, and department store salespeople may not spend much time with you. You may not see many smiles, it may be difficult to have a conversation with strangers, and you may get lost in the crowds. All this can be frightening and confusing unless you are accustomed to city life in your own country. Don’t take such behavior personally; this is life in the city. The pace is gentler outside the big metropolises, as it is in other countries.


Americans who live in cities assume that everyone is in a hurry and is self-sufficient, and that people know where they are going and how to get there, just as city people do in Tokyo or Paris, Cairo or São Paulo. If you need assistance or want to ask a question, people who work in hotels, department stores, restaurants, shops, and many other places will usually help you if you ask them in a friendly manner. Friendliness will almost always be returned. But you must let people know that you need help; otherwise, they may not notice you because most Americans use a direct style of communication, as we shall see in Chapter 2. While you might see a lost person in need of help, an American might see only a self-sufficient person studying a map. As in any large city, a few people may not respond in a helpful manner. If this happens, don’t be discouraged; just ask someone else. Most Americans enjoy helping a stranger.



People



Unless you have spent time in some of the world’s cosmopolitan centers, the incredible diversity of people in the U.S. is sure to stand out. People of African, Asian, European, and American ancestry all bustle about the city. You will likely hear Spanish, Amharic, Cantonese, Mandarin, and dialects of English you’ve never heard before—all in the space of a few blocks in New York or San Francisco.


Of the more than 290 million people who call the United States home, most have their origins in other parts of the world. The names you see over shop doors tell you so, as do the varied types of faces you pass on the streets. A roll call of schoolchildren will include such names as Adams, Ali, Bykowski, Capparella, Fujita, Gonzales, Mukerji, Nusseibeh, and Wong. Mostly, people from these diverse backgrounds have not been blended in the so-called American “melting pot.” In fact, the idea that the United States is a melting pot is largely a myth. Instead, many ethnic groups retain at least some of their own customs and social traditions (for more about ethnic and cultural diversity in the United States, see Chapter 3). They merge into the American mainstream only in certain aspects of life—in school, sports, and business, to name a few—but keep to many of their own cultural patterns socially and in their homes. Each successive generation becomes a little more removed from its ancestral homeland.


For many Christians of European ancestry, intermarriage eventually blends nationalities together. It is quite common to hear that someone is “mostly Irish, with a lot of French and a little Dutch on my mother’s side” or “Heinz 57—a little bit of everything.” Unfortunately, racial, ethnic, and cultural differences continue to divide Americans, and the option of blending in is not equally available to everyone, nor is it always desired. Many people who are not of European descent resist the idea that they should “blend in,” which can be perceived as giving up their own culture for one that reflects only European values. Many recent immigrants, however, are among the country’s most patriotic citizens.


Many tensions now apparent in American life originate from the interaction of varied cultures. Nonetheless, you will be able to find your own familiar world here—be it in spices or fruits, churches or national groups, newspapers or music.


Another aspect of our people that immediately stands out to newcomers is our friendliness. Especially when you get away from the big cities, you will find it easy to engage us in conversation, you’ll see us letting you go first in line, and you’ll see us smiling—lots and lots of smiling. In fact, we smile so much, even at strangers, that many newcomers become nervous. They may fear that we are idiots, that we are planning to rob them, or that we are making amorous advances. The simple truth is, we simply tend to smile more often and more broadly at strangers than do people in many other cultures.



Size



The United States is big—really big. About half the size of the Russian Federation in area, the U.S. is bigger than China or Brazil and is nearly a third the size of all of Africa. At 9,631,418 square kilometers (according to the CIA Factbook), it is two and a half times the size of Western Europe. Unless you are from a very large country, it is probably difficult to imagine how vast the U.S. is. It is not an easy matter to experience, or “feel” the size of the United States, even when you know the actual number of miles from coast to coast. One way to think about it is to compare distances within the United States with other distances more familiar to you. For example, the distance from New York to Washington, D.C., is about the same as from London to Paris, or Nairobi to Mombassa, or Tokyo to Kyoto; New York to Los Angeles is farther than Lisbon to Cairo, or Moscow to Montreal, or New Delhi to Rome. It takes about the same length of time to fly from New York to Los Angeles as it does to fly from New York to London.


It is difficult for people who come from smaller countries to realize how important this matter of size is in the lives of Americans. Not only is the country vast, it also contains nearly 300 million people. These two factors affect every phase of life, not only creating a highly competitive domestic market for goods, which gives rise to constant advertising, but also causing an equally competitive political arena. Wide geographic differences make for profound differences in attitudes and values. A New Englander, for example, often has a quite different point of view than a Texan, and a Hawaiian may not understand the values of a Minnesotan. Marked differences in geography or weather and widely dispersed ethnic heritages naturally affect people’s attitudes—but in the United States such differences occur within the same nation. An overseas visitor once remarked, “No wonder Americans talk so loud and move so fast. In a place that size you almost have to or you get lost in the shuffle.”


It is not only our land that is big. Our roads, our cars, and our sport utility vehicles are big. Our dinner plates are big. Our Rocky Mountains are big. Our Great Plains are big, and our Great Lakes look more like seas than lakes. For many of us, our waistlines are big as well (see Chapter 13).


Another way to comprehend the vastness of the United States is to be aware of the time changes. There are four different time zones between the two coasts. When it is 12:00 noon Eastern Standard Time in New York, it is 11:00 A.M. Central Standard Time in Chicago, 10:00 A.M. Mountain Standard Time in Denver, and 9:00 A.M. Pacific Standard Time in San Francisco.


Canada, being wider from east to west, adds one more time zone: Atlantic Standard Time for New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and Labrador. Alaska (the forty-ninth state of the United States, but not adjoining) extends even farther west than Canada and adds an additional two time zones, Alaska Standard Time and Nome Standard Time. Hawaii (the fiftieth state) is a group of islands in the Pacific Ocean, about 2,400 miles (4,000 kilometers) west of the U.S. mainland. Since it is directly south of Alaska, it uses Alaska Standard Time. The American continent is so wide that it encompasses one-third of all the world’s time zones.


The world’s date line is halfway around the world from zero meridian, that is, twelve hours away from Greenwich, on the 180th meridian. East of this imaginary line, the calendar is a day earlier than points west of it. People coming to the United States from Asia will therefore add a day to their lives—until they go home again, when they will lose a day.



Climate



Naturally, with such distances, the climate in the continental United States is also one of great extremes. From New England and New York through Chicago and much of the Midwest and Northwest, temperatures vary from subzero in winter to the high nineties or over (Fahrenheit) in summer.


The South and the Southwest have warmer weather, though even these sections have occasional frosts and periods of moderate cold. Generally, summers are likely to range from 70°F to 110°F (21°C to 43°C), and many areas can be quite humid. However, air conditioning is so widespread that you can expect most buildings—even many private homes and apartments—to be kept at relatively comfortable temperatures. Alaskan temperatures are, of course, extremely cold most of the year, while Hawaii enjoys a very moderate climate year-round. Temperatures there are normally in the seventies and eighties (Fahrenheit).





2 Dominant U.S. American Values



Because the United States is such a diverse country, it may at first seem impossible to describe a central common culture. In one sense, this is true: there are so many cultural groups here that there is no single set of cultural values that represents every group. In addition, there is also tremendous variation within groups, so that the opposite of any true statement might also be true, at least for some members of some groups. That being said, most experts will agree that there is a dominant U.S. American culture, a culture that is pervasive enough among people with influence that social, political, and business life will reflect that culture and its norms.


Because we are a diverse country with a strong emphasis on individualism, we are likely to notice things that make us different from one another. You will most likely soon be able to identify aspects of our culture that bind us together. It should come as no surprise that in the United States, the dominant culture is that shared by European Americans. And because European Americans have long run the institutions of government, education, and commerce, you will likely find that these institutions reflect European American values. In this chapter we will explore some of those dominant cultural traits.


There is no doubt that many of our customs and cultural traits will surprise you; the same thing happens to us when we visit another country. People living in various cultures handle many small daily activities differently. Some differences are minor, and one soon becomes accustomed to them. You may find the transitory quality of much of American life odd—the fact, for example, that one can rent art by the week or the entire furnishings for an apartment, from sofa and beds to the last spoon, on a few hours’ notice. Supermarkets offer a wide variety of packaged foods that busy people can prepare quickly so that they can spend more time in recreational activities than in domestic chores. Large chain stores located in huge warehouses offer discount prices for goods sold in bulk packaging. “Packaged” living is part of today’s American scene, part of its mobility and pace.


At the same time—perhaps even because of a sense of impermanence—houses are of great interest to Americans. We spend much time thinking and reading and talking about the design of houses, their decorations, how to improve them. Many weekend hours are passed in “do-it-yourself” projects around the house. People also love to look at each other’s houses. Since we would thoroughly enjoy visiting and examining a house in another country, we assume that you will probably have the same desire. Don’t be surprised, therefore, if when you visit someone you are shown the entire house from top to bottom, including bathrooms and closets. Don’t make the mistake of declining the offer; the whole house may have been cleaned especially for you.


Because our people have come from so many nationalities, there is a far wider range of acceptable behavior than in countries where the inhabitants have grown up with a common heritage. As a result, you won’t need to feel awkward or uncomfortable in following your own customs. Although Americans are noticeably informal, if you prefer somewhat greater formality, feel free to act in your own way. This will likely be acceptable to those around you. To a very large extent, you can “do your own thing” and be respected here.


However, it may help to have a little guidance in understanding some general cultural patterns in the United States. Cultural traits are much less obvious than everyday customs—and much more important to you in getting along with Americans. The subject is, of course, too broad and the ethnic differences too great to cover fully, but a few common patterns are worth mentioning.



Egalitarianism



If you come from a country where rank is clearly recognized and deferred to, you may miss the lack of protocol. For example, we rarely seat an honored guest in a particular position in the dining room, living room, or in a car. A few formalities do exist, however; you may observe that the honored guest will normally sit to the right of the host or hostess at a dinner party and will probably be shown through a door or into an elevator first. But other than honored, usually first-time guests, Americans expect to be treated equally in social situations.


Informality


American informality is well known. Many new arrivals interpret it as a lack of respect when they first encounter it, especially in the business world. The almost immediate use of first names, for example, may be a shock to those long accustomed to being status conscious, since the use of first names in some cultures signals a fair degree of intimacy.


Don’t be surprised if Americans do not shake hands, especially in informal situations. They often just nod or smile instead. A casual “Hi” or “How are you doing?” or “Hello” often takes the place of a formal handshake but means the same thing. Nor will you find Americans circulating among fellow office workers or people at a party giving each one a personal farewell. Instead—again the different sense of timing and pace—they will just wave a cheery “good-bye” or say something informal to the whole group, such as “Well, see you tomorrow” or “So long, everybody.” Then they will leave, again without handshakes.


You will see even high-level executives working at their desks in shirtsleeves, sometimes without ties. They may lean far back in their chairs in a casual manner while they talk on the telephone. This is not meant to be rude. Once we get out of the tense, hurried city streets, we are an informal people.


Our pace is often either totally hurried, intense, work-absorbed, and competitive (in play as well as work) or else totally at ease and informal, a relaxed manner described as “laid-back.” We tend to swing between these extremes, and you need to understand this pendulum if you are to comprehend the United States and its people.


It has been said that while Americans are friendly, we don’t necessarily make good friends. Researchers have shown that this statement is perfectly true, depending on your definition of friend.


To many Americans, a friend is just about anyone with whom we have friendly relations. This may include co-workers, classmates, friends of friends, and many other acquaintances. In fact, the term acquaintance can be somewhat negative and is usually reserved for someone we have met only briefly or someone we know but don’t particularly like. In many other countries, the term friend is reserved for a few very close individuals with whom you might share the majority of your social activities. You may find yourself disappointed when your new American friend has a different idea of how much time you should spend together.


Personal Questions


Conversational questions may seem to you both too personal and too numerous—especially when you first arrive. “What do you do (for work)?” “Are you married?” “Do you have children?” (and, if you do have children, “How many do you have?”) “Do you play golf? What is your average?” These are not personal questions by American standards. They are a search for common ground on which to build a relationship or base a conversation. Such questions are meant to be friendly; the person is interested in you and is not prying into your private life, at least not deliberately. These questions can also be viewed as status questions. Your answer to “What do you do?” tells the questioner whether you have a high-status occupation or a lower one. Married people are not necessarily higher in status, but they are often approached quite differently than single people in terms of the kinds of events to which they might be invited. Remember that what is considered personal varies across cultures.


Asking questions is how we become acquainted with one another. Since many of us move around the country so often and meet so many people in the course of a year, we tend to make quick assessments of each other. By rapid questioning we decide whether we wish to establish a relationship, because we know that in this fluid society we don’t have time to learn about each other more slowly.


In less mobile countries people operate differently. They tend to protect their privacy at first, and to hold off any moves toward intimacy until there has been adequate time to assess the newcomer. Only then do they feel comfortable discussing anything as personal as their children, where they live, or what they do at work. The difference is more of timing than of intent. Americans move faster, living like a movie played at double speed, because tomorrow they may be transferred across the country or you may go back across the sea.


To those coming from countries where introductory amenities are normally handled over a longer period of time, the American way can seem threatening in its personal intensity; yet, even Americans avoid certain subjects that are considered too personal and therefore impolite. These include questions about a person’s age, financial affairs, cost of clothes or personal belongings, religion, political views, love (or sex) life, and about why you don’t have children or why you are not married. Paradoxically, however, such intimate questions (and even unsolicited answers!) are not unusual among complete strangers if there is little or no chance of a future meeting. Don’t be surprised, for example, if a seatmate on a long bus, train, or airplane trip reveals intimate details of his or her life.


If someone asks questions that seem to you to be too personal, there are ways you can avoid answering them. You can simply smile and pleasantly turn the questions aside by a comment such as “I’ll tell you some other time” or “I’d rather not say,” then quickly change the subject. The American will get the point but not be offended.


Terms of Address and Titles


The whole matter of titles and forms of address may be quite strange to you. Americans have little feeling for rank, especially social rank, and few enjoy being treated with special deference to age or position (even fewer would admit it); special treatment makes them uncomfortable. Many Americans find even the titles “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” “Miss,” or “Ms.” stiff and formal. You hear people well beyond middle age say—even to quite young people—“just call me Sally (or Henry or Don).” Being on first-name terms is taken as a sign of acceptance and friendliness.


Most often introductions begin with first names: “Mary Smith, this is John Jones.” This leaves the option open to you; you can call the woman “Mary” or you can call her more formally “Ms. Smith,” whichever you prefer. Sometimes both of you might use the formal address for a few minutes, and then one or the other will say, “Please, just call me Mary.” If you don’t want to use first names so quickly, just don’t. Nobody will mind.


“Ms.” includes both unmarried and married women. Since men are not identified by whether or not they are married, some women feel there is no reason why they should be. “Ms.” is more common in writing than in speaking. When it is spoken, it is pronounced “mizz,” although some people seem to think that it is not very easy to say. Some women still accept the traditional titles of “Miss” and “Mrs.” and even prefer them, but don’t be surprised if you meet women who do not.


You may notice that when Americans speak together, they seldom use these titles unless they are followed by family names, as in “Mr. Johnson,” “Mrs. Gray,” or “Ms. Wilkins.” We have no exact equivalent of “Monsieur,” “Señor,” “Mademoiselle,” or “Madame” in conversation, as in “You’re looking very well today, Mr.” It would be very unusual to hear “Good morning, Mr.” or “How are you, Mrs.?” If you are accustomed to hearing such forms of address interspersed throughout a conversation, their lack of use here may feel cold, impersonal, even disrespectful at first. Feel perfectly free to drop in your own “Monsieur” or “Señora” if you want to do so. It will sound interesting or different, even a bit flattering to the American! But do not be offended if we don’t do it too. In the American south, “Sir,” “Miss,” and “Ma’am” are sometimes used in ways that approximate “Señor”/“Monsieur,” “Mademoiselle”/“Señorita,” or “Madame”/“Señora.” In most of the country, however, these titles are considered to be too formal for everyday usage.


Because class differences are minimized in this country, we do not have inherited titles such as “Lord” or “Count” or “Duke” for distinguished people. We do, however, use certain occupational titles that recognize a status that has been earned, not merely inherited. Occupations that most frequently carry titles include diplomats, governors, members of Congress (or other top government posts), judges of the courts, military officers, medical doctors, professors, priests, rabbis, and Protestant clergy. Examples would be Ambassador Jones, Senator Smith, Governor Russell, Judge Harley, General Clark, Dr. Brown (medical), Dr. Green (Ph.D.), Professor Harkins, Father White, Rabbi Cohen, or Reverend Thomas.


Generally speaking, men in all other occupations are addressed as “Mr.,” women as “Miss,” “Mrs.,” or “Ms.” If in doubt about how to address someone, never hesitate to ask. For example, you might say, “Is it Mrs. Smith?” or “Is it Dr. Long?” If you are embarrassed about asking, yet want to be respectful, you can always use “Mr.” or “Ms.” Those you address will probably realize your dilemma and help you by telling you the proper title.


Unless you are distinguished by your occupation, you will find that formalities in address are quickly lost because a friendly, informal relationship is more important to Americans than either rank or status is. We can still respect a person even if we call him Charlie or Pedro. To us, informality does not mean lack of respect.


There are other American customs that visitors who are accustomed to considerable attention and service in their home countries may find insulting at first. Some may feel that insufficient deference has been paid to them in relation to their position when they are treated like everyone else in the United States. In such cases, some cultural adjustment will contribute a great deal toward a positive experience here.


A Do-It-Yourself Society


Because the United States is intentionally egalitarian, whoever we may be—lawyer, professor, bank president, or corporate executive—we generally carry our own bags, do our own laundry, stand in line at the grocery store, or shine our own shoes. Anyone who can afford the high cost of service in this country, and wants to pay for it, may. But there is absolutely no social stigma in doing one’s own daily chores, no matter how menial. In fact, most Americans take pride in do-it-yourself accomplishments and may devote a great deal of their leisure time to projects around the home. Huge warehouse stores like Home Depot and Lowe’s that cater to do-it-yourself projects, from building a deck to remodeling a kitchen or bathroom, have been built throughout the country.


Many Americans who can afford household help or a driver or a gardener do not employ them. They prefer family privacy, independence, and freedom from responsibility, all of which are at least partially lost when one has help in one’s home. For the most part, household help has been replaced by easily operated appliances, prepared or packaged foods, wrinkle-free fabrics, and other labor-saving developments. This doesn’t mean that no one employs domestic help; increasingly, even middle-class people hire a nanny, cleaning person, gardener, and/or landscaper for a few hours per week, especially in the case of single-parent families or if both adults in the household work full-time. As documented by editors Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Russell Hochschild in their book Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy, an influx of refugees and economic migrants is altering the self-reliance that many Americans have known.1 Many middle-class Americans are taking advantage of poor immigrants and refugees willing to work at lower wages. It is important to remember that people employed in this service industry and their employers are subject to the same government and business regulations as anyone else in a job. Employees are required to pay taxes on their salaries and share payments to Social Security with their employers. Service jobs, such as a cleaning person or a gardener, are jobs like any other to Americans, with wages sometimes equal to those of office workers, clerks, or waiters. As in other areas of life here, Americans who employ household help often attempt to treat them as social equals, insisting on being called by their first names, and making requests rather than giving orders. (See Chapter 18 for more information on hiring household help.)


Challenging Authority


In much of the world, authority is not challenged, either out of respect or out of fear, or sometimes because a hierarchy of rank has been fixed for so long that people have been trained for generations never to challenge it.


Americans are trained from childhood to question, analyze, and search. “Go look it up for yourself,” a child will be told. In many schools tasks are designed to encourage the use of a wide range of materials and individual thinking. An assignment to write a paper on the world’s supply of sugar (or the gold standard, or Henry VIII, or Peruvian art) will send even a young child in search of completely unfamiliar information. From the primary grades onward, children are taught to use libraries and the Internet, and to search for new ideas and information. By the time they are teenagers, some young and talented scholars are making original and valuable contributions in all fields of science, from astrophysics to oceanography. Industry is so aware of this untapped resource that each year, through national competitions, it offers awards to teenagers in order to seek out (and later employ) young people with brilliant, inquiring minds. The expression “Question Authority” has so long been the motto of American youth that in graffiti it is sometimes met with another written phrase, “Why?”
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