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Preface

r]-‘ he story of the American past, which is the subject of this book, is
=— as contested today as it has been at any moment in its history. As
the population of the United States becomes ever more diverse and as
groups that once stood outside the view of scholarship thrust themselves
into its center, historians are revealing the immense and, until recently,
inadequately understood complexity of their country’s past. The result has
been the slow emergence of a richer and fuller history of the United States,
but also a more fragmented and contentious one. That history offers a
picture of a highly diverse people. It also provides a picture of a great nation.
Threading one’s way through the many, conflicting demands of con-
temporary scholars and contemporary readers is no easy task. But I have
tried in this book to find an acceptable middle ground between the claims
of diversity and the claims of unity. The United States is, indeed, a nation
of many cultures. We cannot understand its history without understanding
the experiences of all the different groups that have shaped American society,
without understanding the particular worlds that have developed within it
based on race, gender, ethnicity, religion, class, or region.
But the United States is more than just a collection of different cultures.
It is also a nation. And as important as understanding its diversity is
understanding the forces that have drawn it together and allowed it to
survive and flourish despite division. The United States has constructed a
remarkably stable and enduring political system that touches the lives of all
Americans. It has developed an immense, highly productive national econ-
omy that affects the working and consuming lives of virtually everyone. It
has created a mass popular culture that colors the experiences and assump-
tions of almost all the American people, and the people of much of the rest
of the world as well. One can admire these unifying forces for their
contributions to America’ considerable success as a nation, or condemn
them for the ways they have contributed to inequality, injustice, and failure.
But no one proposing to understand the history of the United States can
afford to ignore them.
In the great historical narratives of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, the story of America moved smoothly and triumphantly from one

xvii
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clearly defined era to another, focusing on great events and great men and
tracing the rise of national institutions. The late twentieth century has
produced a different narrative, with frequent, sometimes jarring, changes of
focus and direction. It devotes attention to private as well as public events,
to failure as well as success, to difference as well as to unity. And yet it
remains, in the end, a narrative, a story—newly complicated, perhaps, by
our understanding of the many worlds of historical experience that once
eluded us—but no less remarkable and compelling for those complications.

This book is an effort to tell this newer story of America for students
of history and for general readers in a single, reasonably concise volume. It
Has its origins in a considerably larger book by Alan Brinkley, Richard N.
Current, Frank Freidel, and T. Harry Williams, American History: A Survey,
now in its eighth edition. But it is not simply an abridgment of that longer
work. I have tried here tJ craft a new, more thematic, and more selective
narrative that preserves the central elements of the larger text but presents
4 clearer and more readily accessible story. In addition to the central
narrative (and the maps and illustrations that accompany it), readers will
also find a collection of essays examining major interpretive debates among
scholars; and they will find a series of excerpts from important or emblematic
American autobiographies, journals, memoirs, and other works. Together,
I hope, these elements will serve to introduce readers to enough different
approaches to and areas of American history to make them aware of its
extraordinary richness and diversity. I hope they will also give readers some
sense of the shared experiences of Americans.

The title df this book, The Unfinished Nation, is meant to suggest several
things. It is a reminder of America’ exceptional diversity: of the degree to
which, despite all the many efforts to build a single, uniform definition of
the meaning of American nationhood, that meaning remains contested and
diverse. It is a reference to the centrality of change in American history: to
the way in which the nation has continually transformed itself and to how
it continues to do so in our own time. And it is a description of the writing
of American history itself, of the way historians are engaged in a continuing,
ever unfinished, process of asking new questions of the past.

Many people contributed to this book: Chris Rogers, David Follmer,
Niels Aaboe, Larry Goldberg, Roth Wilkofsky, and Peter Labella at
McGraw-Hill; Ashbel Green at Knopf; Yanek Mieczkowski, my research
assistant at Columbia; and several anonymous scholars who read and com-
mented on the manuscript and saved me from many errors and inelegancies.
I'am grateful to them all. I will also be grateful to any readers who wish to
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offer comments, criticisms, and corrections as I prepare future editions.
Suggestions can be sent to me in care of the Department of History,
Columbia University, New York, NY 1o0027; I will respond to them as fully
and constructively as I can.

ALAN BRINKLEY
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