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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Authors write for many reasons and choose their writing path based on those reasons. I always try to recognize and understand different connections and perspectives so my first book was intended to share what teaching was all about and my What Makes Me… series explores how kid’s experiences shape their early years.

      Defining America is different. It’s the book that I felt I had to write in order to address issues facing all Americans every day. To be honest, I’m frustrated with what I see, read, and hear in this country and I felt that, in some ways, we need to start from scratch and figure out what America is all about.
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            USING THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      You will find that there are many questions in this book and very few answers. The biggest challenge for me as the author was in trying to maintain a neutral position and not share my own viewpoints. I guarantee that I tried my best. I also guarantee that, in some ways, I failed.

      I suppose I see this book as more of a “tool” to be used. Choose any topic that you may find interesting or start at the beginning if you prefer. There’s no rhyme or reason to the order of the topics and some, or many, may not appeal to you. If you’d like, use this book to initiate a conversation with family members, friends, or classmates. You may find value in the opinions of others. On the other hand, if tempers flare, you may want to think about these questions by yourself.

      Finally, I encourage you to keep an open mind- and for many of us, that can be a tall order!
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            THE WHITE HORSE

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this essay a number of years ago when I was first starting to think about what America meant to me when I was younger. I think it still applies, although it appears that my image of our country was seen through rose colored glasses. This “rosy” image of the United States was enhanced by my being a teacher, I think. I sincerely believed that teachers were cheery people who loved working with kids and would always set a good example for students. I felt the same way when I became a parent. That meant being honest, not using foul language, and being a good role model for my kids. I had those same expectations for all adults. Now retired from teaching and after decades working with, and associating with, many people from all walks of life, I still try to have that same rosy outlook, but it’s been tempered some- ok, maybe a lot. Anyway, this is what I thought back then.

      When I was growing up, America was the good guy. We were the country that did the right thing. Other countries wanted to be like us, people around the world wanted to move here, and millions did just that. It seemed like only people in countries that didn't let their citizens leave wouldn't want to become Americans. This was for good reason. We were the good guys and like the good guys in the cowboy shows and movies I watched growing up, like Hopalong Cassidy and The Lone Ranger, the good guys rode a white horse.

      Having been born in 1955, I grew up mostly in the 60's and 70's. I know there was turmoil during those decades because I watched the news with anchors such as David Brinkley, Walter Cronkite, Chet Huntley, Peter Jennings, and Dan Rather. To me, though, the turmoil and protests of those years were really about making America even better. The United States welcomed people from around the world to enjoy our freedoms. It didn't matter what you looked like or what religion you were- you were welcome here. Race relations seemed better- we even made fun of racist attitudes when we watched Archie Bunker in the 80's. The American dream, which to me began with growing up while balancing school and play before getting a job and beginning your own family, was alive and well. You and your wife bought a house and had two or three kids and you probably also had a dog. This was, after all, the land of opportunity.

      Of course, I knew that America wasn't perfect. Race relations were still a problem and the "N" word was heard frequently, including in my neighborhood and community. Some families seemed to live in poorer neighborhoods and some kids dressed nicer than others. I heard about crimes on the news and read about them in the paper. I knew America still seemed too willing to get involved in wars around the world- we had sort of a "Marshall Dillon” (for those of you who don’t recognize this name, he was on “Gunsmoke”, a western back in the 60’s) complex I always thought- and we seemed to want to be our planet’s town marshal. Still, although we weren’t perfect, we were pretty close.

      

      QUESTIONS:

      What does it mean to be the “good guys”? Is that really a thing?

      Were we really the good guys back in the 50’s, 60’s, and 70’s when I was growing up?

      Are we now/still the good guys? As I write this, it’s 2024. Racial issues, conflicts or wars in the Middle East and Ukraine, crime, immigration, gun violence, health care, inflation, and climate change are among today’s many issues. Still…

      Is the American Dream that I envisioned then still a possibility?

      How would my attitudes be different towards America if I was Black? How about if I was female? What if my family had just immigrated to the United States?

      What’s your version of the American dream?
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            THE CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

          

        

      

    

    
      We talk about the Constitution quite a bit, although I’m not convinced many of us know what’s really in it or what it means. It’s quite long so I’m not including the entire contents here, although I found this under the National Archives website and thought it was a proper summary of the Constitution.

      “The Constitution acted like a colossal merger, uniting a group of states with different interests, laws, and cultures. Under America’s first national government, the Articles of Confederation, the states acted together only for specific purposes. The Constitution united its citizens as members of a whole, vesting the power of the union in the people. Without it, the American Experiment might have ended as quickly as it had begun.”

      I also included the Preamble and the Bill of Rights since they are often referred to in discussions.

      The Preamble To The United States Constitution

      We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.

      The Bill of Rights

      First Amendment

      Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.

      Second Amendment

      A well-regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed.

      Third Amendment

      No soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of the owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

      Fourth Amendment

      The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.

      Fifth Amendment

      No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indictment of a grand jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the militia, when in actual service in time of war or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offense to be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.

      Sixth Amendment

      In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of the state and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district shall have been previously ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and to have the assistance of counsel for his defense.

      Seventh Amendment

      In suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise reexamined in any court of the United States, than according to the rules of the common law.

      Eighth Amendment

      Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.

      Ninth Amendment

      The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people.

      Tenth Amendment

      The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the states, are reserved to the states respectively, or to the people.

      
      QUESTIONS:

      If you take a few minutes to read over the first ten amendments in the Bill of Rights, do you see how there can be different interpretations of those Amendments?

      Which of these first ten amendments do you find to be most open to interpretation? Which do you find very clear in their stated purpose?

      Certainly, this applies to the Second Amendment, but did you notice the phrase “nor cruel and
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