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Americanization and Societal Homogeneity:

Progress, or Plague?


Popular Culture is the voice of this world, spoken in a thousand different languages. 

It is a rapidly spreading wave of both the material and the metaphysical, engulfing global society.  Origination remains untraceable; however, the mainstream compass points directly to one place that every community across the world recognizes: America. Lost in a mix of television sensations, musical revolutions, fashion trends and literary novelties, the American has emerged as one of the idyllic characters in modern society. This blend of interests has prompted development of a variety of lifestyles: from the nonconformist hipster to the dedicated white-collar associate. These lifestyles are slowly taking a hold on other ethnic communities, who strive (willingly or otherwise) to become “Westernized” (Campbell 14). The dominance of American Culture in the global socio-economic landscape has reached a controversial degree; to some, the world has reached a homogenous status, and to others, Americanization is a merely an inapplicable theory. 


In this context, homogeneity may refer to the ubiquitous similarities found in cultures world-wide. However, it may also be referring to the universal desire to become the ideal, Americanized individual, wearing those unbearably tight jeans and hooded sweatshirts, coffee in hand, music blasting in their headphones, distractedly fiddling with their phones as they walk through the crowd. There is no doubt that digital technology is a critical component of American popular culture, weaving its way through virtually every aspect of society (Batchelor 49). From a historic viewpoint, American culture has dominated global popular culture based on its leadership in Web-based and consumer technology. Specifically analyzing the use of Facebook and Apple (in terms of iPod, iPhone, and iPad commonality), for example, one sees these technologies as distinctly part of American culture, but worldwide adoption causes them to be simultaneously less American. Additional global layers of interaction between countries in many ways dilute the specific American nature of global products made in the United States (Batchelor 50). This dilution further emphasizes the process of “Americanization:” what has been common for so long here, in the United States, has become first nature in other parts of the world as well. 


There is also the “cool factor” in both adolescent and adult society-- based entirely on what is material, of course-- which transcends global boundaries. It asks consumers to link themselves with broader concepts-- innovation, art, and (most importantly) interconnectivity (Batchelor 51). American industry is based almost entirely on these concepts, and the unique culture that emerged from their combination has indeed proved to be a contagious one, as seen in heavily-influenced areas such as the Middle East, East Asia, and Europe. For many people, financial confidence, governmental trust, security, serenity, and opportunity are all sectors that tie directly to the notion of “The American Dream,” from the ability to create an educated society to providing inspirational leadership that creates an aspirational culture (Batchelor 53). The desire for and push towards the latter in other more underprivileged parts of the world have become further apparent in time, as Americanization takes its course. 


The argument that Americanization is pushing towards a more homogenous global society is indeed a strong one, implying that both digital technology and idyllic American aspirations and interests play a ubiquitous part in the global sphere of influence. 


On the other end of the spectrum, critics of Americanization will insist that the latter is an outrageous attempt at global conformity, and less of an attempt at homogeneity. First though, it is important to note that the relation between American cultural products and the behavior of those who import them is not simple or mechanistic. These theories present the relationship between media and behavior as direct and unsubtle, in which people “absorb the claims and ideas of the media wholly and uncritically, and then behave as the media's message intends” (Feigenbaum 111). The process of acquiring these American values and habits is gradual, subtle, and, for any one receiving culture, incomplete-- the receiving society does not immediately acculturate to American mainstream values. Misperceptions and misunderstandings surrounding the main message or moral of some American products have clouded the actual intended meaning, thus, one needs to be cautious in judging the impact of American cultural exports.

Many governments fear that the dominance of American popular culture puts the vibrancy of all societies at risk (Feigenbaum 114). At a systemic level, Americanization is the contrary of cultural diversity. People do not wish to simply be absorbed into a larger whole-- they hold on to their unique identities instinctively. Just as college campuses are enriched by including people from diverse backgrounds, the affluence of an economy or a society is enhanced by the injection of new ideas. Thus, receiving countries embrace and fully welcome American innovation, with a degree of cautiousness surrounding their vulnerability towards complete Americanization. However, they hold true to their original cultures, whether it be willingly or otherwise. For example: if a Muslim teenager in the Middle East watches an American television show in which a promiscuous boy impregnates an unnamed girl, he will not strive to do the same because his religion and upbringing adamantly forbid it. However, he enjoys watching the show because it gives him a sense of correct direction and accomplishment; his behavior is morally sounder than that of the character on screen. 


The argument that Americanization is not providing for a homogenous world is compelling-- although it is heavily feared and resisted in some parts of the world, there really shouldn’t be anything to worry about; unique cultural identities are alive and well in ethnic communities. American exports and cultural products are merely occupants of people’s time. 


Being a cross-pollination of cultures, I am a prime example of Americanization. What does it mean, to be “Lebanese-American?” I am a college student at an American university, with American friends, who dresses à-la-Americaine, listens to American music, watches American television and speaks the language of Americans. However, none of this makes a difference; I am still grounded in Lebanese culture. My preferred languages are Arabic and French, and my moral values and sense of community are strictly Lebanese. My mannerisms and overall behavior were learned from my Lebanese parents, thus, I followed suit as I grew up. Hence, my personal conclusion to this matter is the following: one can never be fully Americanized. Interests, aspirations, and ambitions can be influenced by American industry and media, however, no matter how hard they try, those born and raised in other parts of the world will never talk or act like a true American. The dominance of American culture provides only for homogenous interests and aspirations, and not for homogenous cultures and attitudes.


Another point worth mentioning is the fact that in the Eastern Hemisphere, the Western World is represented idyllically and unrealistically. Images of life in America-- the happy young man walking through the bustling streets of New York City, the frolicking girl surrounded by flower petals blowing in the wind, the family splashing around in beaches on the Eastern shore-- are completely blown out of proportion. Thus, what they perceive as life in America might be undeniably false. So, technically, people are choosing to emulate a way of life that has been falsely enhanced by advertisers of American products and culture. Does “The Jersey Shore” really represent life in Jersey? No, it does not. Are most teenage girls “16 and Pregnant?” No, they are not. Are the streets of New York City abnormally clean? Of course not. Does everyone have to be stick-thin like Blake Lively and Angelina Jolie? No way. 


American culture might be dominant in most parts of the world, however, it does not provide for a homogenous society. There are those who choose to believe in all of the lies surrounding American culture, and there are those that remain grounded in their cultures, deriving only pleasure from television shows and music. Trends, fads, and patterns will appear now and then, and then they will blow over. As a world power, American culture is looked upon as an exceptional example. However, it does not define us. We define it. We must always remember that. 
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