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For Jon Gjerde
Fine historian, fine editor,
fine friend—gone too soon
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Preface

History is a matter of interpretation. Individual scholars rescue particular stories
from the flurry of human experience, organize them into patterns, and offer
arguments to suggest how these phenomena reflected or reshaped human society
at given moments. This means that other historians might select different stories,
organize them into different patterns, and arrive at contrasting interpretations of
the same period of time or even the same event. All scholars use evidence, but
the choice and interpretation of evidence is to some extent inevitably an expres-
sion of personal judgment. History is not separate from historians.

The goal of Major Problems in American History is to place meat on this bare
bones description of how the study of the past “works.” Like most instructors,
we want students to learn and remember the “important” facts, yet at the same
time we want to make clear that historians often disagree on what is important.
And, even when historians agree on what is worthy of commentary, they often
disagree on what a certain piece of evidence signifies. For example, scholars agree
fifty-six men signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776, but they debate
why these colonists felt compelled to take this dramatic step.

The two volumes that comprise this book bring together primary docu-
ments and secondary sources on the major debates in American history. The pri-
mary sources give students evidence to work with. They represent a mix of the
familiar and unfamiliar. Certain documents are a “must” in any compilation for a
survey course because they had a powerful, widely noted impact on American
history, such as Tom Paine’s Common Sense (1776) or Brown v. the Board of
Education (1954). We have also selected pieces that evoke the personal experi-
ences of individuals who reflected their times. Included are letters, sermons,
speeches, political cartoons, poems, and government reports. There are accounts
from European explorers, pioneer women on the frontier, immigrant workers,
soldiers, eyewitnesses to the terrors of World War I, and children in rebellion
against their parents during the 1960s. These documents often show conflicting
points of view, from the “bottom up,” the “top down,” and the various middles.
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The secondary sources in these volumes fulfill a different goal. They expose
students to the elemental historical debates for each broad period. We have
chosen, therefore, to focus on classic debates, often combining very recent essays
with more seasoned pieces by eminent historians who set the terms of discussion
for an entire generation or more. Our purpose is to make the interpretive
contrasts as clear as possible for students who are just learning to distinguish
interpretation from fact, and to discern argument within description. In addition,
the essays often make direct reference to the primary documents. This allows
students to engage the historian on how she or he is using the primary docu-
ments. The students, therefore, can debate the use of the source and the differing
historical arguments presented by the historians.

Volume I, prepared by Edward J. Blum in collaboration with Elizabeth
Cobbs Hoffman, and based upon the original editing of Jon Gjerde, encom-
passes American history from its beginnings through Reconstruction. The
volume grapples with momentous events that occurred in specific chronologi-
cal periods, such as the encounter between indigenous people and European
empires beginning in the fifteenth century, the Revolution of 1776, the market
and transportation revolutions, and the Civil War. Yet this volume also con-
siders economic developments over a long period of time in the North, South,
and West that created distinctive regions and ultimately led to their collision in
the mid-nineteenth century. Volume I also addresses religious change and the
transformation of gender relations in the nineteenth century.

This book follows the same general format as other volumes in the Major
Problems in American History series. Each chapter begins with a short introduction
that orients the student to the topic. Following this, we include a section called
“Questions to Think About” to help students focus their reading of the subse-
quent material. Next come eight to eleven primary documents, followed by two
essays that highlight contrasting interpretations. Headnotes at the start of the doc-
ument and essay sections help readers identify key themes and debates. These
headnotes also show how the documents relate to each other, and how the essays
differ in perspective. Each chapter concludes with a brief “Further Reading” sec-
tion to tempt readers into further research. In addition, at the start of the vol-
ume, we give suggestions on how to read sources and critically analyze their
content, point of view, and inferences. This introduction encourages students
to draw their own conclusions and use evidence to back up their reasoning.

New to the Third Edition

This new, third edition makes several changes to previous editions. First, there is
a new focus on the visual and cultural. In several chapters there are now various
images from the time periods and a variety of songs and poems. Whether
European settlers sketching Native American land use or northern and southern
whites depicting slave emancipation during the Civil War, visual images allow
students to consider various representations of people, places, and events. Poetry
and music, moreover, may allow students to have a better “feeling” for an age or
era. In addition, several of the scholarly essays have been added to provide new
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contrasts. Chapter 3 on colonial New England now contrasts the spiritual “world
of wonder” described by David D. Hall with the physical “world of goods”
described by T. H. Breen. Chapter 4 on the American Revolution pits the
work of Gordon Wood against that of Gary Nash. Whereas Wood finds the
radicalism of the American Revolution trickling down from elites, Nash locates
the origins of that radicalism in society’s disadvantaged. The eighth chapter now
has a selection from Daniel Walker Howe on the revolutions in cotton and
communication in the antebellum era, while Chapter 10 has the work of Nell
Irvin Painter on Sojourner Truth where Painter focuses on the liberating and
confining roles of religion in Truth’s life. In Chapter 12, the work of Anthony
Kaye on slave neighborhoods provides new insights into the spatial worlds
of slaves, and in Chapter 13, Bruce Levine draws attention to the economic
background of the Civil War.
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Introduction: How
to Read Primary

and Secondary Sources

College study encompasses a number of subjects. Some disciplines, such as
mathematics, are aimed at problems and proofs. Students learn methods to dis-
cover the path to a correct answer. History is different. Unlike math, it is focused
much more on interpretation and imagination. Historians study and analyze
sources to construct arguments about the past. They generally understand that
there is no “right” answer, even if there are some arguments that are more con-
vincing than others. They search less for a proof than an interpretation, less for
absolute truth than for understanding. A historical imagination is useful in creat-
ing these interpretations. People in the past thought and acted differently than
we do today. Their views of science, of religion, of the place of women and
men—to cite only a few examples—were not the same as our views. When
we as historians create an argument about the past, we must imagine a world
unlike the one we now inhabit. We must use empathy and suspend judgment
to develop understanding.
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The “problems” in U.S. history on which this text focuses, then, are differ-
ent from math “problems.” They are a series of issues in the American past that
might be addressed, discussed, and debated, but not necessarily solved. This text
provides readers with two types of tools to grapple with these problems. The first
is the primary source, which is a piece of evidence that has survived from the
period we are analyzing. Primary sources come in a variety of forms, including
pictures, artifacts, and written texts. And they may have survived in a number of
ways. Archaeologists uncover pieces of evidence when they undertake digs of
lost civilizations; ethnologists transcribe stories told by people; economists take
bits of evidence to create numerical measures of past behavior; and historians
scrutinize surviving written sources. This volume by and large presents written
texts, varying from political tracts to private letters. Some of the texts, however,
are transcriptions, that is, texts written by someone who noted what another per-
son said. Sometimes the texts are memoirs, in which a person recounts an event
they personally experienced long before. On these occasions, you will see two
dates: one that tells the year of the events, and a second in parentheses that tells
the year in which the memoir was written.

As historians, we must be critical of primary sources for a number of rea-
sons. First of all, we must consider whether a source is really from the historical
period we are studying. You might have occasionally read stories in the news-
paper about paintings that had been attributed to famous artists but were
discovered to be frauds painted by an unknown copyist. When the fraud is
discovered, the painting’s value plummets. The same can be said for a primary
source. If it is not valid, it is not as valuable. A letter alleged to have been writ-
ten by George Washington clearly is not of much use for revealing his inner-
most thoughts if we discover the document was written in 1910. But we should
also be aware of the opposite: not all pieces of evidence have survived to the
present. We might ask if there is a bias in the likelihood of one point of view
surviving and another being lost. The experiences of slaveholders, for example,
were more commonly written and published than those of slaves. Because they
were rarely given the opportunity to publish their thoughts, slaves—(and others,
such as Native Americans)—have bequeathed us some sources that have survived
as transcriptions. As essential as these sources are in reconstructing the past, as
historians we must be critical of them as well. Did the people writing down the
spoken words accurately set them to paper or did they inject their own thoughts?
In the case of memoirs, how much might current events have affected memories
of the past?

Once we consider the validity of sources and understand that some sources
were more likely to survive than others, another reason to critique the sources is
that they are not “objective” portrayals of the past. By nature, they are points of
view. Like anyone, the writer of each primary source provides us with his or her
viewpoint and thus gives us a window through which to view his or her world,
complete with its biases. When we read about the American Revolution, for
example, we will see many different perspectives on the events leading up to

xxii INTRODUCTION: HOW TO READ PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SOURCES
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the Declaration of Independence by the American colonies. Those who opposed
independence saw the events in a very different light from those who supported
the movement. We have often read about the advocates of independence who
saw the British as threats to American freedom. They thought that the thirteen
colonies would be better off as one independent nation. Americans for genera-
tions have viewed this as a truly heroic episode. But many contemporaries were
not as sure that independence was the correct course of action. A substantial
minority opposed independence because they felt they were more secure if
they remained in the British empire. Countless members of Indian nations
were suspicious of the intentions of the American “patriots” and remained loyal
to the king. African American slaves were often leery of the aims of their patriot
owners. The fact that people had different viewpoints allows us to grapple with
the multiple perspectives of the past.

When you are reading the documents in this volume, we urge you to look
at each one critically. We are certain that these are valid sources, and so you
should be especially mindful of the point of view contained in each document.
Consider both the document and its author. Who wrote or spoke the words in
the document? What was his or her reason for expressing the thoughts? Given
the background and motivations of the authors, what were their perspectives and
potential biases? How did they see the world differently from the way others
did? And why do you think these different perspectives existed? Whose view-
point do you agree with most? Why? It is not too much to say that the student
of history is similar to a detective who seeks out sources and clues that illuminate
the lives and events of the past.

In addition to primary sources, each chapter in this volume contains two
essays that represent what we call a secondary source. Secondary sources are the
written work of historians who have conducted painstaking research in primary
sources. Historians work with an array of primary sources that they uncover and
use as evidence to construct an argument that addresses one of the major pro-
blems in American history. A secondary source is so named because it is one step
removed from the primary source. As you will notice, the writers of the essays in
each chapter do not necessarily reach similar conclusions. On the contrary, they
illustrate differing opinions about why events occurred and what they mean for
us today.

Hence secondary sources, like primary sources, do not provide us with the
“truth,” even to the extent that they are based on verifiable facts. Rather, histor-
ians’ conclusions vary just as your ideas about the documents might differ from
those of someone else in your class. And they differ for a number of reasons.
First, interpretations are influenced by the sources on which they depend. Occa-
sionally, a historian might uncover a cache of primary sources heretofore
unknown to other scholars, and these new sources might shed new light on a
topic. Here again historians are like detectives.

Second and more important, however, historians carry their own perspec-
tives to the research. As they read secondary sources, analyze primary texts,
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and imagine the past, historians usually develop arguments that differ in
emphasis from those developed by others. As they combine their analyses
with their own perspectives, they create an argument to explain the past.
Historians’ individual points of view and even society’s dominant point of
view influence their thinking. If analyzing sources resembles working as a
detective, writing history is similar to being a judge who attempts to construct
the most consistent argument from the sources and information at hand. And
historians can be sure that those who oppose their viewpoints will analyze
their use of sources and the logic of their argument. Those who might dis-
agree with them—and that might include you—will criticize them if they
make errors of fact or logic.

The essays were selected for this text in part because they reflect differing
conclusions with which you may or may not agree. For example, what caused
the Civil War? For decades, historians have given us a number of answers. Some
have said the war could have been prevented if politicians had been more careful
to avoid sectional divisions or if the U.S. political system had been suitable for
compromise. Others have observed that the divisions that developed between
the North and South over time became so acute that they could not be compro-
mised away. A civil war in their view was well nigh inevitable. Or what are we
to make of the “Age of Jackson”? Some historians have celebrated this period as
a flowering of American democracy. The increased voting rights for men fos-
tered raucous political parades that celebrated the American freedoms. Others
have noted that these rights were given only to white men and that the “free-
doms” were in name only.

An important question left unanswered in all of these chapters is what do
you think is the correct interpretation? In the end, maybe you don’t agree
completely with any of the essayists. In fact, you might wish to create your
own argument that uses primary sources found here and elsewhere and that
accepts parts of one essay and parts of another. When you do this, you have
become a historian, a person who attempts to analyze texts critically, someone
who is actively engaged in the topic. If that occurs, this volume is a success.

When we discuss the discipline of history with people, we typically get one
of two responses. One group of people says something like “I hated history in
school.” The other group says something like “history was my favorite subject
when I went to school.” Invariably the people who hated history cite all the
boring facts that they had to memorize. In contrast, those who loved history
remember a teacher or professor who brought the subject alive by invoking the
worlds of people in the past.

As we have tried to indicate in this short overview, history is not about
memorizing boring facts but rather an active enterprise of thought and interpre-
tation. Historians are not rote learners; studying history does not entail simply
memorization. Instead, historians are detectives and judges, people who interpret
and imagine what happened in history and why, individuals who study the past
in order to understand the world in which they live in the present. Facts are
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important, but they are only building blocks in a larger enterprise of interpreta-
tion. In sum, our intent with this text is to show how primary and secondary
sources can be utilized to aid you in understanding and interpreting major pro-
blems in the American past. It is also aimed at keeping that group of people who
hates studying history as small as possible and enlarging that second group who
considers history their passion. Frankly, it’s more fun to talk to the latter.
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