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CENTRE FOR CANADIAN, US & LATIN AMERICAN STUDIES 

SCHOOL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU UNIVERSITY 
 

 

 

Course level                         : MA 

Course Title                         : Introduction to American Society 

Course Type                        : Optional  

Course Teacher                   : Dr. Saumyajit Ray 

Credits                                 : 4 

Contact hours                      : 4 per week 

 

Course objectives  

This course intends to introduce students broadly to the United States as a society and to American 

ideas, institutions, culture, and social problems that are and continue to be typically American.  

As important as how the world perceives America is the question of how Americans look at 

themselves and what measures they take—political, social, and economic—to preserve the United 

States as an “exceptional” nation in the post-modern world. It is important to understand both.  

Learning outcomes 

Classroom instruction will be directed at 

1. Helping students develop knowledge of America as a diverse and complex society with its 

own institutions and distinct culture, yet a “nation of immigrants” like no other.  

2. Giving students a “sense” of America, and, along with it, a broad idea of what Americanisms 

mean in the social and political sciences; 

3. Inculcating in them the understanding that politics in America, because of the nature of 

American society, is not merely a struggle for power but a concerted attempt to acquire 

freedom, equality, and justice for all Americans.   

 

Evaluation Methods 

Term paper (25%); performing arts (25%); End Semester Examination (50%). The term paper 

topics and the movies for review (two per student) are to be decided by the course teacher. 

 



2 
 

A note about performing arts:  

Option 1 (theater): Students are required to divide themselves into suitable groups and stage plays 

in the group theater format. A maximum of three plays are allowed per batch. Only American 

group theater plays or their Indian adaptations are allowed to be staged.  

Option 2 (musical performance): Students are required to perform two songs from two different 

genres, subject to the availability of suitable musical instruments. They are required to choose from 

the following American musical genres: pop, hip-hop, rock, rock & roll, jazz, Blues, country, 

R&B, soul, Negro Spiritual.  

 

Course Content 

Unit I: American Dream  

1. The American Idea 

2. The New World: What is new? 

3. Society and government 

 

Unit II: The religious basis of American society: The Protestant ethos  

1. “To worship God in our own way”: The First Amendment 

2. The Great Awakenings: The evangelical alternative to the mainline churches 

3. “One Nation under God”: The Christian panacea to social conflict  

 

Unit III: The economic basis of American society: The capitalist ideal  

1. Free enterprise and consumerism 

2. Welfare state, not socialism 

3. “Cut taxes, cut welfare” 

 

Unit IV: Immigrant America 

1. A “nation” of immigrants 

2. E pluribus unum: Assimilation in America 

3. “Aliens go back” 

 

Unit V: Race, racism, and racial conflict 

1. The “peculiar” institution 

2. “Separate but equal” 

3. “Free at last” 

 

Unit VI: American popular culture 

1. Hollywood 

2. Broadway; Group theater & Method acting 

3. Television 
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Unit VI: Select social issues in America 

1. Liberal issues: Gender, sexuality, and sexual orientation; racism; healthcare; job losses; 

gun violence; environment; infrastructure; homelessness  

2. Conservative issues: Homosexuality, divorce, abortion, and teenage pregnancy; school 

prayer; illegal immigration; taxes; size of government; gun rights 

3. Legislation and case laws  

 

Unit VII: American nightmare 

1. Violence and arson (Watts riots) 

2. Assassinations (JFK, MLK, RFK)  

3. Foreign policy disasters (Vietnam) 

4. Presidential intrigue and inappropriate behavior (Watergate, Iran-Contra, Monica 

Lewinsky) 

5. Terrorism and national security (9/11) 

 

Suggested Readings  

 

Textbooks 

1. Bender, Thomas. 2006. A Nation Among Nations: America’s Place in World History. 

New York, NY: Hill and Wang 

2. Haralambos, Michael & Martin Holborn. 2008. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. 

London: Collins 

3. Huntington, Samuel P. 2004. Who are We? America’s Great Debate. New Delhi: 

Penguin Books 

4. Kazin, Michael and Joseph A. McCartin (eds.). 2006. Americanism: New Perspectives 

on the History of an Ideal. Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press.   

5. Lipset, Seymour Martin. 2003. The First New Nation: The United States in Historical 

and Comparative Perspective. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers 

6. Walzer, Michael. 1994. What It Means To Be An American: Essays on the American 

Experience. New Delhi: Affiliated East-West Press Pvt. Ltd.  
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N.B.: This is not an exhaustive list. Relevant journal articles will be made available during the 

course of teaching as and when required. 

 


