Handout 13

Course Review for Final Exam

15 June 1005

The final exam will be cumulative, covering all the assigned readings, the map, films and class lectures. You may also refer to the handouts on this web site.  The exam will contain multiple choice questions, short answer questions, and an essay question.  The following is a list of the main topics we have explored in this course.

Stereotypes: their uses and drawbacks. Stereotypes of the USA and of groups within the USA. Use of stereotypes in creating imagined communities (see O. J. Simpson article).

The Nacirema: they showed us how to make the familiar strange, in order to interrogate our assumptions and stereotypes.  All cultures may be equally strange or normal, depending on one’s expectations.  Cultural relativism is applicable here.

E Pluribus Unum: creating unity from diversity, a fundamental American challenge. What solutions to this challenge have Americans devised?  

a) Local autonomy within federal authority (de Tocqueville)

b) Imagined community evoking ideals of unity, equality, consensus, and cooperation (Playing Indian)

c) Media discourse revealing the tensions and divisions, then resolving in favor of unity (O. J. Simpson case)

d) In Baltimore inclusiveness embraced all whites, excluded blacks and Indians (Tales of Two Cities)

e) Melting pots and salads, immigration continues to have major influence on the continuous creation of American culture. Vast diversity of religion, race, language and culture prevails.

The frontier: a historical process of conquest of the continent, and a symbol of key American values, such as fortitude, independence, pragmatism, courage, resourcefulness, liberty, struggle, triumph against obstacles, the vanquishing of the Indian, the domination of the landscape.

Religious history and issues: Puritans, Amish, Protestants, Catholics. Tolerance and freedom of worship. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Max Weber’s explanation for capitalism  triumphant. Debate on this question of causes of development, i.e. does culture (or religion) matter? (Landes chapter, in reader)

Alexis de Tocqueville: his main observations of the early USA. The Puritans as model of later American society with their self-government, austerity, morality, religious tolerance, township system, sovereignty of the people, public education, decentralization.

Geography: principal regions, their geographic and climatic characteristics. Demography- who lives where? Economic geography- main resources and activities in each region. Important places and events associated with them, such as Plymouth Rock, Dallas, Detroit, Pearl Harbor, Gettysburg, Black Hills, Alamo, Hollywood, the 13 colonies.

Tales of Two Cities: a) Why is historical knowledge relevant today?

b) Why is comparative analysis useful?

c) “Whence the institutions? “  In other words, how did different cultural and economic institutions  (patterns of behavior) become established in Baltimore and Guayaquil? Where did they come from? How were they shaped over time?

d) Does the Protestant Ethic explain the differences?

e) What position did slaves occupy in Baltimore? What were their rights and obligations?

f) What were the similarities between Baltimore and Guayaquil? (i.e. business practices, values, trade, economy, investment, religion)

g) What were the significant differences between Baltimore and Guayaquil? (i.e. relations with labor, rewards for work, education, use of kinship ties, taxation)

h) What were the native populations of the two regions like at the time of the European conquests?

i) For the middle and poor sectors, what possibilities existed for social mobility? For inclusion or exclusion? For participation in society? What disposable income did they have? What were their attitudes toward citizenship, taxation and civic duties?

 American Dreams: what are they? (money, freedom, autonomy, social status, opportunity for improvement, self-realization)  What obstacles block the dreams? (racism, discrimination, segregation, lack of information, hopelessness, opportunities for failure) What were the origins of the dreams? (escape from oppression, escape from social rigidity, religious freedom, vast resources of new continent, vast immigration leading to diverse, changing, volatile population)

Core problems in US culture: a) race, ethnic conflict, discrimination, lack of equal opportunity

b) contradiction between desire for freedom and autonomy on the one hand, and for control, power and order on the other.

c) violence

d) inclusion/exclusion, the struggle to define who is included and who is out.  Struggle to define an imagined community. The incomplete and unfinished quality of American identity; Americans not sure what they are and whatever it is, it is constantly changing. This is a site of creativity and horror. American identity is constituted of contradictory narratives regarding blacks, Indians, Hispanics, Asians, Muslims, and others.

Gender questions: What is marriage: How should female and male be defined and relate to each other? What are the supposed essential qualities of males and females and how do these qualities relate to their roles in society? Gender diversity, as in gays, lesbians, transsexuals and bisexuals- are they to be included or excluded? Gender rights struggles.

Enigmatic questions:

a) Why do American children have paper routes, baby sit their neighbors’ kids, and sell lemonade on the sidewalk?

b) Why did participants in the Boston Tea Party of 1773 disguise themselves as Mohawk Indians?

c) Why was the Monica Lewinski-Bill Clinton affair such a scandal?

d) Why was the Terri Schiavo medical case transformed into an intense legal and moral battle?

d) Why were the old bones found at Kennewick, Washington cause for an on-going legal struggle between Native Americans and archaeologists?

e) Why do some Americans insist on their right to own and bear firearms?

f) Why do Americans find SUVs, pickup trucks, and other large vehicles so attractive?

g) How can they have ducks in the ponds of public parks and nobody steals them?

