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Preface

As we approach the end of the twentieth century, it seems appropriate to con-
sider as a whole the historical experiences of the American people in the last
hundred years—years that may have seen greater changes and more turbulence
than any other era in human history. Historians have already begun, with con-
siderable justification, to periodize the twentieth century—to divide it into a
number of relatively distinct “eras.” But it is also possible to see the period since
the 1890s—the period in which the United States experienced the rise and trans-
formation of modern industrial capitalism, the emergence of America as a great
world power and its often troubled efforts to adapt to that role, the growth of a
powerful national government and the emergence of powerful challenges to it,
the creation of a vast and pervasive national culture and the rise of searing social
controversies over the place of different groups within that culture—as an era
with continuing themes and consistent patterns. This book is an effort to con-
vey both the many changes and the important continuities that have character-
ized American history in this extraordinary century.

Americans today look toward a new century with both considerable hope
and deep anxiety. Americans in the 1890s did the same. The world of the late
nineteenth century was, of course, very different from our own. Stll, many of
the problems that afflicted the United States then remain with us today. Earlier
generations worried, as we do today, about crime; about economic instability;
about immigration, pluralism, and diversity; about the costs to society (and to
values) of technological and scientific progress; about changing gender roles;
about the persistence of poverty and disease and homelessness; about the qual-
ity of education, the plight of children, and the condition of families; about the
future of the environment; about the many divisions within the nation along
lines of race, ethnicity, religion, class, and region; about the survival of freedom
in the face of great centers of power; and about the question of America’s iden-
tity as a nation.

At the same time, no one can look at the past century without marveling at
the extraordinary accomplishments of twentieth-century Americans and the dra-
matic change they wrought on their society. If the men and women who tried to
forecast the future at the dawn of the twentieth century could see the United
States at its close, they would, to be sure, find much that would be familiar to
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AMERICA IN MODERN TIMES ~ XXII

them. But they would also likely look with incredulity at the vast wealth and
power Americans have accumulated in this century; the great medical, scientific,
and technological advances they have made; the remarkable expansion of per-
sonal freedom they have struggled successfully, if often controversial, to achieve.
In recounting the history of America in the twentieth century, we have
sought to balance the many stories of frustration, injustice, conflict, and failure
of those years with the equally important stories of generosity, progress, and suc-
cess. We have tried to explain the many forces that have divided Americans, but
we have tried as well to describe the equally powerful forces that have united
them and made them part of a nation. We have tried to combine the “tradi-
tional” story of our nation’s history—the story of politics, government, diplo-
macy, and war—with the “newer” stories of society and culture that explore the
experiences of ordinary men and women and the broad demographic and eco-
nomic changes that have shaped our world. The result, we hope, is an account
of enough different approaches to and areas of American history in the last hun-
dred years to make readers aware of its remarkable diversity. There is much
drama in the history of American society over the last one hundred years, much
pain, loss, triumph, and above all, determination. The record is there for all
Americans to ponder and to learn from as we approach the next century.
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We hope that readers of this book will feel free to write to us with com-
ments, suggestions, and corrections (either by sending them directly to us or in
care of the College Division, McGraw-Hill, 1221 Avenue of the Americas, New
York, NY 10020).

Alan Brinkley
Ellen Fitzpatrick
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