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Preface

Of the many challenges confronting anyone rash enough to set
about writing an American history, perhaps the most formidable
is simply to penetrate the dense clouds of myth, preconceptions,
and ideological abstractions that sometimes seem to envelop

the nation’s history so completely that the unadorned reality
disappears in the mists. From the earliest European discoveries of
the lands that lay westward across the Atlantic, writers invested
them with hopes, dreams, and wild imaginings. Although these
vast continents were home to several million human beings and
complex societies, Europeans envisioned them as enticingly empty
and full of promise—literally a “New World.” In a book published
in 1516, twenty-four years after Christopher Columbus made
landfall in the Caribbean, the English philosopher and statesman
Thomas More imagined an ideal society, which he called “Utopia,”
situated on an island off present-day Brazil. In More’s fictional
New World, harmony, cooperation, and equality prevail; property
is held in common; and the lust for gold is unknown. (In a nice
touch, chamber pots in More’s Utopia are made of gold—evidence
of the prevailing contempt for the worthless metal.)

Centuries later, as tidal waves of immigrants poured into the
United States, many carried in their mental baggage fond images
of the promise of their future homeland, symbolized by the Statue



of Liberty in New York harbor. The 1883 poem by Emma Lazarus
that is inscribed on its base ends:

Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses,
Yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

For some, the dream came true; for others, it collapsed in bitter
disappointment. For most, everyday reality, with its mix of
achievements and setbacks, soon replaced idealized fantasies. (For
the millions of enslaved Africans transported to the Americas by
force, no preconceived illusions intruded on the grim reality of
their immigrant experience.)

Others invested the New World with religious significance.
Columbus became convinced in his later years that God had
guided his voyages of discovery, fulfilling biblical prophecies of

a future millennial age. Much later, the New England Puritans
drew inspiration from the conviction that America would play

a key role in an unfolding divine plan culminating in Christ’s
earthly kingdom. Even today, many American evangelical believers
continue to envision a special place for the nation in God’s cosmic
scheme—or sadly conclude that the United States, corrupted by
worldly pursuits, has forfeited the divine favor it once enjoyed.

In semi-secularized form, notions of American exceptionalism
seeped into the work of historians and textbook writers who
presented highly selective versions of the nation’s history as a
story of freedom, opportunity, and endless progress, blessedly
free of the dark and exploitive features that defaced less-favored
societies. Such self-serving interpretations gradually faded
under the battering of events and the leaching of supernaturalist
assumptions from historical scholarship. Yet as recently as the
1980s, President Ronald Reagan could still inspire many as he



evoked ancient images of America as “a shining city on a hill”
enjoying a uniquely favored destiny.

For others, abstract conceptions of “America” and its meaning
took more sinister forms. For Marxist ideologues and vociferous
opponents of neo-colonialism and economic imperialism, the
United States stands as the epitome of late capitalism, extending
its corporate tentacles everywhere in the search for markets, cheap
labor, and natural resources. Still others, treasuring indigenous
folkways and regional cultures, have denounced America as the
source of a debased and corrupting global mass culture. While
not without merit, such stereotypes hardly convey the full story.
For Islamist revolutionaries, gripped by the vision of a worldwide
righteous order willed by Allah and set forth in the Qu'ran, the
United States looms as a massive impediment, the Great Satan,
blocking fulfillment of the dream.

These varied mythologies, idealized abstractions, and ideological
constructs, while fascinating to historians of ideas, stand in

the way of understanding America’s actual history, stripped of
preconceptions or extraneous agendas. Perfect objectivity is
another illusion, of course, yet it remains a worthwhile goal. The
reader will not find in these pages one over-arching procrustean
interpretive thesis into which everything is forced to fit. Certain
broad realities will structure much of the narrative—immigration,
urbanization, slavery, continental expansion; the global projection
of U.S. power, the centrality of religion, the progression from an
agrarian to an industrial to a post-industrial economic order. Yet
in delineating such large themes, the work also acknowledges the
diversity of the American experience; the importance of individual
actors; and the crucial role of race, ethnicity, gender, and social
class in shaping the experience of specific groups within the larger
tapestry of the nation’s history.

This brief introduction to the vast topic of U.S. history avoids
either an excessively upbeat, rose-tinted approach or an unduly
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negative one. To be sure, from a contemporary perspective, much
in American history—like much in the history of many nations—
tempts one to censure and moralizing judgment. The gap between
historical reality and the lofty rhetoric of chauvinists, politicians,
and flag-waving patriots even invites ridicule and irony. Yet such

a stance involves its own distortions. Throughout, the aim has
been to present the story in a critical yet balanced and reasonably
non-ideological fashion, mostly leaving it to the reader to make
such judgments as seem warranted. American history is the story
of one society among many, distinctive in some ways, yet sharing in
the common human condition. It comprises one brief, unfinished
chapter in the great volume of world history, the cumulative record
of what the philosopher Immanuel Kant called “the crooked
timber of humanity” This small book makes no pretense of being
final or definitive. It represents the best efforts of one observer,
himself a product of the society and a citizen of the nation whose
history he is recording,.

Anyone who undertakes a brief history of America, one that

can be read in a single sitting, faces additional challenges. Much
must be omitted, anecdotal digressions regretfully bypassed, and
corroborating evidence for broad generalizations left to bulkier
studies. Yet the discipline of brevity has its advantages. Such a
concise format forces one to make tough judgments about what
was truly significant, to focus on the main threads of the story,
and to pinpoint the key turning points and themes of lasting
significance. And this format also places a premium on clarity and
readability, in fairness to readers willing to spend a few hours in
the company of an unknown author. I hope this work at least in
part meets these multiple challenges.

Madison, Wisconsin
January 2012
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