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The Way You Once Had to 

Teach History . . .

McGraw-Hill provides INSIGHT® to help you 

achieve your course goals.
How would your teaching experience change if you 
could access this information at a glance, either on 
your tablet device or desktop?

1.  How are my students performing?

2.  How is this particular student performing?

3.  How is my section performing?

4.  How ef ective are my assignments?

5.  How ef ective is this particular assignment?

McGraw-Hill’s Connect Insight® is the fi rst-of-its-
kind analytics tool that distills clear answers to 
these 5 questions and delivers them to instructors 
in at-a-glance snapshots.

Connect Insight’s® elegant navigation makes it intuitive and easy-to-use, allowing you to focus on 
what is important: helping your students succeed.

.  .  .  IS NOW HISTORY!
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American History: Connecting with the Past of ers thirty interactive maps that support 
geographical as well as historical thinking. These maps appear in both the eBook and Connect 
History exercises.

Students click on the boxes in the map legend to see changing boundaries, visualize migration 
routes, or analyze war battles and election results.

With other interactive maps, like the one shown above, students manipulate a slider to help them 
better understand change over time.

Interactive maps give students a hands-on 

understanding of geography.
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American History is a 21st-Century Approach 

to Teaching History.

Students study smarter with SmartBook.

The fi rst and only adaptive reading experience, SmartBook is changing the way students read and learn.

•  As the student engages with SmartBook, questions test his or her understanding. In response 
to the student’s answers, the reading experience actually adapts to what the student knows or 
doesn’t know.

• SmartBook highlights the content the student is struggling with, so he or she can focus on 
reviewing that information.

• By focusing on the content needed to close specifi c knowledge gaps, the student maximizes 
the ei  ciency of his or her study time.
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American History is 

a 21st-Century Ap-

proach to Teaching 

History

Critical Missions Promote Critical Thinking.
What would your students do if they were senators voting on the impeachment of Andrew Johnson?

Or if they were advisers to Harry Truman, helping him decide whether to drop the atomic bomb?

Critical Missions make students feel like active participants in history by immersing them in a series of 
transformative moments from our past.

As advisers to key historical fi gures, they read and analyze primary sources, interpret maps and 
timelines, and write recommendations.

As a follow-up activity in each Critical Mission, students learn to think like a historian by conducting a 
retrospective analysis from a contemporary perspective.
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PREFACE

WHY do so many people take an interest in history? 

It is, I think, because we know that we are 

the products of the past—that everything we know, everything 

we see, and everything we imagine is rooted in our history. It 

is not surprising that there have been historians throughout 

almost all of recorded time. It is only natural that we are inter-

ested in what the past was like. Whether we study academic 

history or not, we all are connected to the past.

Americans have always had a love of their own history. It is 

a daunting task to attempt to convey the long and remarkable 

story of America in a single book, but that is what this volume 

attempts to do. The subtitle of this book, “Connecting with 

the Past,” describes this edition’s focus on encouraging readers 

to be aware of the ways in which our everyday experiences are 

rooted in our history.

Like any history, this book is a product of its time. It refl ects 

the views of the past that historians continue to develop. A com-

parable book published decades from now will likely seem as 

different from this one as this book appears different from histo-

ries written a generation or more ago. The writing of history 

changes constantly—not, of course, because the past changes, but 

because of shifts in the way historians, and the publics they serve, 

ask and answer questions about the past.

There have always been critics of changes in historical under-

standing. Many people argue that history is a collection of facts 

and should not be subject to “interpretation” or “revision.” But 

historians insist that history is not and cannot be simply a col-

lection of facts. They are only the beginning of historical under-

standing. It is up to the writers and readers of history to try to 

interpret the evidence before them; and in doing so, they will 

inevitably bring to the task their own questions, concerns, and 

experiences.

Our history examines the experience of the many different 

peoples and ideas that have shaped American society. But it 

also requires us to understand that the United States is a  nation 

whose people share many things: a common political system, 

a connection to an integrated national (and now international) 

economy, and a familiarity with a shared and enormously pow-

erful mass culture. To understand the American past, it is nec-

essary to understand both the forces that divide Americans 

and the forces that draw them together.

It is not only the writing of history that changes with time—

the tools and technologies through which information is deliv-

ered change as well. Created as an integral part of the content 

of this fi fteenth edition are an array of valuable learning 

 resources that will aid instructors in teaching and students in 

learning about American history. These resources include:

• Smartbook®—an online version of this book that adapts 

to each student’s reading experience by offering 

self-quizzing and highlighting material that the student 

is struggling with.
• Connect History®—homework and quizzing exercises 

 including map understanding, primary source analysis, 

image exploration, key terms, and review and writing 

questions.
• Insight®—a fi rst-of-its-kind analytics tool for Connect as-

signments that provides instructors with vital informa-

tion about how students are performing and which 

assignments are the most effective.
• Interactive maps—more than thirty maps in the ebook 

and Connect can be manipulated by students to encour-

age better geographical understanding.
• Critical Missions®—an activity that immerses students in 

pivotal moments in history. As students study primary 

sources and maps, they advise a key historical fi gure on 

an issue of vital importance—for example, should 

President Truman drop the atomic bomb on Japan?
• A Primary Source Primer—a video exercise with 

 multiple-choice questions teaches students the importance 

of primary sources and how to analyze them. This online 

“Introduction to Primary Sources” is designed for use at the 

beginning of the course, to save valuable class time.

In addition to content and scholarship updates throughout, 

we have added 4 new “Consider the Source” boxed features 

that explore the topics of family time; wartime oratory; black 

history; and race, gender, and military service. Our concluding 

chapter, “The Age of Globalization,” now brings American 

History up-to-date through the summer of 2014 and includes 

coverage of the 2008 fi nancial crisis, the rise of the Tea Party, 

the 2012 election, the Affordable Care Act, and the ongoing 

federal gridlock.

I am grateful to many people for their help on this book— 

especially the people at McGraw-Hill who have supported and 

sustained it so well for many years. I am grateful to Laura Wilk, 

Rhona Robbin, Art Pomponio, April Cole, Stacy Ruel, Emily 

Kline, and Carrie Burger. I am grateful, too, to Deborah Bull for 

her help with photographs. I also appreciate the many sugges-

tions I have received from students over the last several years, 

as well as the reviews provided by a group of talented scholars 

and teachers.

Alan Brinkley

Columbia University

New York, NY
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These twenty-six features bring fads, crazes, 

hang-outs, hobbies, and entertainment into the 

story of American history, encouraging students 
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history, and to think about how we can best 

understand the lived experience of past lives.
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  CONSIDER THE SOURCE F
 These features guide students through careful analysis of 

historical documents, both textual and visual, and prompt 

them to make connections with contemporary events. New 

topics in this edition include family time; wartime oratory; 

black history; and race, gender, and military service. 
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These fifteen essays focus on specific parallels 

between American history and that of other 

nations, and demonstrate the importance of the 

many global influences on the American story. 

Topics like the global industrial revolution, the 

abolition of slavery, and the origins of the Cold 

War provide concrete examples of the 

connections between the history of the United 

States and the history of other nations.
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Appearing at the end of every 

feature essay, these questions 

encourage students to move beyond 

memorization of facts and names to 
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significance of the featured content.
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FIRST ENCOUNTERS WITH NATIVE 

AMERICANS This 1505 engraving is one of 

the earliest European images of the way Native 

Americans lived in the early Americas. It also 

represents some of the ways in which white 

Europeans would view the people they called 

Indians for many generations. Native Americans 

here were portrayed by Europeans as exotic 

savages, whose sexuality was not contained within 

stable families and whose savagery was 

evidenced in their practice of eating the flesh of 

their slain enemies. In the background are the 

ships that have brought the European visitors 

who recorded these images. (© North Wind Picture 

Archives)

L O O K I N G  A H E A D

1. How did the societies of native peoples in South America differ from 
those in North America in the precontact period (before the arrival of 
the Europeans)?

2. What effects did the arrival of Europeans have on the native peoples 
of the Americas?

3. How did patterns of settlement differ among the Spanish, English, 
French, and Dutch immigrants to the Americas?

THE COLLISION 

OF CULTURES1
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  THE DISCOVERY OF THE AMERICAS    did not begin with Christopher Columbus in 1492. It 

began many thousands of years earlier when human beings first crossed into the American continents and began 

to people them. By the end of the fifteenth century  CE , when the first important contact with Europeans occurred, 

the Americas were the home of millions of men and women. 

 These ancient civilizations experienced many changes and many catastrophes during their long history. But 

none of these experiences was likely as tragically transforming as the arrival of Europeans. In the short term—in 

the first violent years of Spanish and Portuguese exploration and conquest—the impact of the new arrivals was 

profound. Europeans brought with them diseases (most notably smallpox) to which natives, unlike the invaders, 

had no immunity. The result was a great demographic catastrophe that killed millions of people, weakened 

existing societies, and greatly aided the Spanish and Portuguese in their rapid and devastating conquest of 

the existing American empires. Although in the long term European settlers came to dominate most areas of the 

Americas, the Europeans were never able to eliminate the influence of the existing peoples (whom they came to 

call “Indians”). Battles between natives and Europeans continued into the late nineteenth century and beyond. But 

there were also productive interactions through which these very different civilizations shaped one another. They 

learned from one another and changed each other permanently and profoundly. 

   AMERICA BEFORE COLUMBUS 

 We still know relatively little about the fi rst peoples in the Americas. What we do know comes 

from scattered archaeological discoveries—new evidence from artifacts that have survived over 

many millennia. 

 The Peoples of the
Precontact Americas 

 For many decades, scholars believed that all early migrations into the Americas came from humans 

crossing an ancient land bridge over the Bering Strait into what is now Alaska, approximately 

11,000 years ago. These migrants then traveled from the glacial north, through an unfrozen corri-

dor between two great ice sheets, until they reached the nonglacial lands to the south. The migra-

tions were probably a result of the development of new stone tools—spears and 

other hunting implements—with which migrating people could pursue the 

large animals that regularly crossed between Asia and North America. All of 

these land-based migrants are thought to have come from a Mongolian stock related to that of 

modern-day Siberia. They are known to scholars as the “Clovis” people, named for a town in New 

Mexico. 

 The Clovis people established one of the fi rst civilizations in the Americas. Archaeologists 

believe that they lived about 13,000 years ago. They were among the fi rst people to make tools 

and to eat other animals. The Clovis are believed to have migrated from Siberia across the Bering 

land bridge into Alaska. From there, they moved southward to warmer regions, including New 

Mexico. 

 More recent archaeological evidence, however, suggests that not all the early migrants came 

across the Bering Strait. Some migrants from Asia appear to have settled as far south as Chile and 

Peru even before people began moving into North America by land. This 

suggests that these fi rst South Americans may have come not by land but by 

sea, using boats. Other discoveries on other continents made clear that mi-

grants had traveled by water much earlier to populate Japan, Australia, and 

other areas of the Pacifi c. Those discoveries suggest that migrants were capable of making long 

ocean voyages—long enough to bring them to the American coasts. 

 SETTING THE STAGE

THE “CLOVIS” 
PEOPLE

ARCHAEOLOGISTS 
AND POPULATION 

DIVERSITY
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 Another great civilization emerged from the so-called 

 Meso-Americans, the peoples of what is now Mexico and much 

of Central America. Organized societies emerged in these regions 

as early as 10,000  BCE , and the fi rst truly complex society in the 

Americas—of the Olmec people—began in approximately 1000 

 BCE.  A more sophisticated culture emerged beginning around 

800  CE  in parts of Central America and in the Yucatán peninsula 

of Mexico, in an area known as Maya. Mayan civilization devel-

oped a written language, a numerical system similar to the 

Arabic, an accurate calendar, an advanced agricultural system, 

and important trade routes into other areas of the continents. 

 Gradually, the societies of the Mayan regions were followed 

by other Meso-American tribes. They became known collec-

tively (and somewhat inaccurately) as the Aztec. They called 

themselves Mexica, a name that eventually came to describe 

people of a number of different tribes. In about 1300  CE,  the 

Mexica established a city, which they named Tenochtitlán, on a 

large island in a lake in central Mexico, the site of present-day 

Mexico City. The Mexica soon incorporated the peoples of other 

tribes into their society as well. It became by far the greatest city 

ever created in the Americas to that point, with a population as 

high as 100,000 by 1500, connected to water supplies from 

across the region by aqueducts. The residents of Tenochtitlán 

also created large and impressive public buildings, schools that all 

male children attended, an organized military, a medical system, 

and a slave workforce drawn from conquered tribes. They gradu-

ally established their dominance over almost all of central Mexico, 

and beyond, through a system of tribute (a heavy tax paid in 

crops, cloth, or animals) enforced by military power. The peoples 

ruled by the Mexica maintained a signifi cant element of indepen-

dence nevertheless, and many of them always considered the 

Mexica to be tyrannical rulers, but too powerful to resist. 

 Like other Meso-American societies, the Mexica developed 

a religion based on a belief in human sacrifi ce. Unlike earlier 

societies in the Americas, whose sacrifi ces to the gods empha-

sized blood-letting and other mostly nonfatal techniques, the 

Mexica also believed that the gods could be satisfi ed by being 

fed the living hearts of humans. But the Mexica also believed 

that the gods could be satisfi ed only by being fed the living 

hearts of humans. As a result, they sacrifi ced people—largely 

prisoners captured in combat—on a scale unknown in other 

American civilizations. 

 The Meso-American civilizations were for many centuries the 

center of civilized life in North and Central America—the hub of 

culture and trade. Disease and disunity made it diffi cult for them 

to survive the European invasions. But they were, nevertheless, 

very great civilizations—all the more impressive because they 

lacked some of the crucial technologies that Asian and European 

societies had long employed. As late as the sixteenth century  CE , 

no American society had yet developed wheeled vehicles. 

 The Civilizations of the North 

 The peoples north of Mexico—in the lands that became the 

United States and Canada—did not develop empires as large or 

political systems as elaborate as those of the Incas, Mayas, 

 This new evidence suggests that the early population of the 

Americas was much more diverse and more scattered than 

scholars used to believe. Some people came to the Americas 

from farther south in Asia than Mongolia—perhaps Polynesia 

and Japan. Recent DNA evidence has identifi ed what may have 

been yet another population group that, unlike most other 

American groups, does not seem to have Asian characteristics. 

Thus it is also possible that, thousands of years before 

Columbus, there may have been some migration from Europe 

or Africa. Most Indians in the Americas today share relatively 

similar characteristics, and those characteristics link them to 

modern Siberians and Mongolians. But that does not prove 

that Mongolian migrants were the only immigrants to the 

Americas. It suggests, rather, that Mongolian migrants eventu-

ally came to dominate and perhaps eliminate earlier popula-

tion groups. 

 The “Archaic” period is a scholarly term for the history of 

humans in America during a period of about 5,000 years begin-

ning around 8000  BCE . In the fi rst part of this period, most 

humans continued to support them-

selves through hunting and gathering, 

using the same stone tools that earlier 

Americans had brought with them from Asia. Some of the 

largest animals that the earliest humans in America once 

hunted became extinct during the Archaic period. But archaic 

people continued to hunt with spears in the area later known 

as the Great Plains of North America who, then as centuries 

later, pursued bison (also known as buffalo). Bows and arrows 

were unknown in most of North America until 400–500  CE . 

 Later in the Archaic period, population groups also began to 

develop new tools to perform work. Among them were nets 

and hooks for fi shing, traps for smaller animals, and baskets for 

gathering berries, nuts, seeds, and other plants. Later, some 

groups began to farm. Through much of the Americas, the 

most important farm crop was corn, but many agricultural 

communities also grew other crops such as beans and squash. 

In agricultural areas, the fi rst sedentary settlements slowly be-

gan to form, creating the basis for larger civilizations. 

 The Growth of Civilizations:
The South 

 The most elaborate early civilizations emerged south of what 

is now the United States—in South and Central America and in 

what is now Mexico. In Peru, the Incas created the largest 

empire in the Americas. They began as a small tribe in the 

mountainous region of Cuzco, in the early fi fteenth century—

spurred by a powerful leader, Pachacuti (whose name meant 

“world shaker”). His empire stretched along almost 2,000 miles 

of western South America. It was an empire created as much 

by persuasion as by force. Pachacuti’s agents fanned out around 

the region and explained the benefi ts of the empire to people 

in the areas the Incas hoped to control. Most local leaders 

eventually allied themselves with the Incas. The empire was 

sustained by innovative administrative systems and by the 

creation of a large network of paved roads. 

THE “ARCHAIC”
PERIOD
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Bering land bridge

Extent of ice cap during
most recent glaciation

Adena cultures

Hopewell cultures

Primary Mississippian
cultures

Possible migration routes
of early Indians

Adena/Hopewell Site

Mississippian Site

Mayan Site

Olmec Site

Southwestern Sites

HOHOKAM

MOGOLLON

ANASAZI

Canyon de
Chelly Chaco Canyon

Poverty
Point

Mesa Verde

B e r i n g   S t r a i t

NORTH AMERICAN MIGRATIONS This map tracks some of the early migrations into, and within, North America in the centuries preceding contact with Europe. The map shows the now-

vanished land bridge between Siberia and Alaska over which thousands, perhaps millions, of migrating people passed into the Americas. It also shows the locations of some of the earliest settlements 

in North America.

• What role did the extended glacial field in what is now Canada have on residential patterns in the ancient American world?

and Mexica. They built complex civilizations of great variety 

that subsisted on hunting, gathering, and fi shing. The Eskimos 

of the Arctic Circle fi shed and hunted 

seals; their civilization spanned thou-

sands of miles of largely frozen land, 

which they traversed by dogsled. The 

big-game hunters of the northern forests led nomadic lives 

based on pursuit of moose and caribou. The tribes of the Pacifi c 

Northwest, whose principal occupation was salmon fi shing, 

created substantial permanent settlements along the coast and 

engaged in constant and often violent competition with one 

another for access to natural resources. 

 Another group of tribes spread through more arid regions of 

the Far West and developed successful communities—many of 

them quite wealthy and densely populated—based on fi shing, 

hunting small game, and gathering. Other societies in America 

were primarily agricultural. Among the most elaborate were 

those in the Southwest. The people of that region built large 

COMPLEX AND

VARIED

CIVILIZATIONS
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HOW THE EARLY NORTH AMERICANS LIVED This map shows the various ways in which the native tribes of North America supported themselves before the arrival of European 

civilization. Like most precommercial peoples, the native Americans survived largely on the resources available in their immediate surroundings. Note, for example, the reliance on the products of the 

sea of the tribes along the northern coastlines of the continent, and the way in which tribes in relatively inhospitable climates in the North—where agriculture was difficult—relied on hunting large game. 

Most native Americans were farmers.

• What different kinds of farming would have emerged in the very different climates of the agricultural regions shown on this map?

 irrigation systems to allow farming on their relatively dry land. 

They constructed substantial towns that became centers of trade, 

crafts, and religious and civic ritual. Their densely populated set-

tlements at Chaco Canyon and elsewhere consisted of stone and 

adobe terraced structures, known today as pueblos, many of 

which resembled the large apartment buildings of later eras in 

size and design. In the Great Plains region, too, most tribes were 

engaged in sedentary farming (corn and other grains) and lived in 

permanent settlements, although there were some small nomadic 

tribes that subsisted by hunting buffalo. (Only in the eighteenth 

century, after Europeans had introduced the horse to North 

America, did buffalo hunting begin to support a large population 

in the region; at that point, many once-sedentary farmers left the 

land to pursue the great migratory buffalo herds.) 

 The eastern third of what is now the United States—much 

of it covered with forests and inhabited by people who have 
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thus become known as the Woodland Indians—had the great-

est food resources of any region of the continent. Many tribes 

lived there, and most of them engaged in farming, hunting, 

gathering, and fi shing. In the South there were substantial per-

manent settlements and large trading networks based on corn 

and other grains grown in the rich lands of the Mississippi 

River valley. Among the major cities that emerged as a result 

of trade was Cahokia (near present-day St. Louis), which at its 

peak in 1200  CE  had a population of about 10,000 and con-

tained a great complex of large earthen mounds. 

 The agricultural societies of the Northeast were more 

nomadic than those in other regions. Much of the land in 

the region was less fertile than other regions because farm-

ing was newer and less established. Most tribes combined 

farming with hunting. Farming techniques in the Northeast 

were usually designed to exploit the land quickly rather 

than to develop permanent settlements. Natives often 

cleared the land by setting forest fi res or cutting into trees 

to kill them. They then planted crops—corn, beans, squash, 

pumpkins, and others—among the dead or blackened trunks. 

After a few years, when the land became exhausted or the 

fi lth from a settlement began to accumulate, they moved on 

and established themselves elsewhere. In some parts of east-

ern North America, villages dispersed every winter and fam-

ilies foraged in the wilderness until warm weather returned; 

those who survived then reassembled to begin farming 

again. 

 Many of the tribes living east of the Mississippi River were 

linked together loosely by common linguistic roots. The 

MAYAN TEMPLE, TIKAL Tikal was the largest city in what was then the vast Mayan Empire. It extended through what is now Mexico, Guatemala, and Belize. The temple shown here was built 

before 800 CE and was one of many pyramids created by the Mayas. Only a few of these pyramids still survive. (© M.L. Sinibaldi/Corbis)

MAYAN MONKEY-MAN SCRIBAL GOD The Mayas believed in hundreds of different 

gods, and they attempted to personify many of them in various artifacts such as the one 

depicted on the bowl shown here, which dates from 900–1100 CE. The monkey gods were 

believed to be twins who took the form of monkeys after being lured into a tree from which they 

could not descend. According to legend, they abandoned their loincloths, which then became 

tails, which they then used to move more effectively up and down trees. The monkey-men were 

the patrons of writing, dancing, and art. (© Collection of the Lowe Art Museum, University of 

Miami, Gift of the Institute of Maya Studies/The Bridgeman Art Library)

MOBILE

SOCIETIES

 largest of the language groups was the 

Algonquian, which  dominated the 

Atlantic seaboard from Canada to Virginia. 

Another important language group was the Iroquoian, centered 

in what is now upstate New York. The Iroquois included at least 

fi ve distinct northern “nations”—the Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga, 
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Oneida, and Mohawk—and had links as well with the Cherokees 

and the Tuscaroras farther south, in the Carolinas and Georgia. 

The third-largest language group—the Muskogean—included the 

tribes in the southernmost region of the eastern seaboard: the 

Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks, and Seminoles. Alliances among 

the various Indian societies (even among those with common 

languages) were fragile, since the peoples of the Americas did 

not think of themselves as members of a single civilization. 

 Tribal Cultures 

 The enormous diversity of economic, social, and political 

structures among the North American Indians makes large 

generalizations about their cultures diffi cult. In the last centu-

ries before the arrival of Europeans, however, Native 

Americans—like peoples in other areas of the world—were ex-

periencing an agricultural revolution. In all regions of the 

United States, tribes were becoming 

more sedentary and were developing 

new sources of food, clothing, and 

 shelter. Most regions were experiencing signifi cant population 

growth. Virtually all were  developing the sorts of elaborate 

social customs and rituals that only stationary societies can 

produce. Religion was as important to Indian society as it was 

to most other cultures, and it was usually closely bound up 

with the natural world on which the tribes depended. Native 

Americans worshiped many gods, whom they associated with 

crops, game, forests, rivers, and other elements of nature. Some 

tribes created elaborate, brightly colored totems as part of 

their religious ritual; most staged large festivals on such im-

portant occasions as harvests or major hunts. 

 As in other parts of the world, the societies of North America 

tended to divide tasks according to gender. All tribes assigned 

women the jobs of caring for children, preparing meals, and 

gathering certain foods. But the allocation of other tasks varied 

from one society to another. Some tribal groups (notably the 

Pueblos of the Southwest) reserved farming tasks almost en-

tirely for men. Among others (including the Algonquins, the 

Iroquois, and the Muskogees), women tended the fi elds, while 

men engaged in hunting, warfare, or clearing land. Iroquois 

women and children were often left alone for extended periods 

while men were away hunting or fi ghting battles. As a result, 

women tended to control the social and economic organization 

of the settlements and played powerful roles within families. 

 EUROPE LOOKS WESTWARD 

 Europeans were almost entirely unaware of the existence of 

the Americas before the fi fteenth century. A few early 

 wanderers—Leif Eriksson, an eleventh-century Norse seaman, 

and  perhaps others—had glimpsed parts of the New World and 

had demonstrated that Europeans were capable of crossing the 

ocean to reach it. But even if their discoveries had become 

common knowledge (and they had not), there would 

have been little incentive for others to follow. Europe in the 

Middle Ages (roughly 500–1500  CE ) was not an adventurous 

civilization. Divided into innumerable small duchies and king-

doms, Europe had an overwhelmingly provincial outlook. 

Subsistence agriculture predominated, and commerce was lim-

ited; few merchants looked beyond the boundaries of their 

own regions. The Roman Catholic Church exercised a measure 

of spiritual authority over most of the continent, and the Holy 

Roman Empire provided at least a nominal political center. 

Even so, real power was widely dispersed; only rarely could a 

single leader launch a great venture. Gradually, however, 

 conditions in Europe changed so that by the late fi fteenth 

century, interest in overseas exploration had grown. 

CAHOKIA An artist’s rendition of the city of 

Cahokia circa 1100 CE. Its great earthen mounds, 

constructed by the Cahokia Indians near present-day 

St. Louis, have endured into modern times as part of 

the Missouri landscape. (Courtesy of Cahokia Mounds 

State Historic Site, Collinsville, Illinois. Painting by William 

R. Iseminger)

AGRICULTURAL

REVOLUTION
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 Commerce and Nationalism 

 Two important and related changes provided the fi rst incentive 

for Europeans to look toward new lands. One was a result of the 

signifi cant population growth in fi fteenth-century Europe. The 

Black Death, a catastrophic epidemic of the bubonic plague that 

began in Constantinople in 1347, had decimated Europe, killing 

(according to some estimates) more than 

a third of the people of the continent and 

debilitating its already-limited economy. 

But a century and a half later, the population had rebounded. 

With that growth came a rise in land values, a reawakening of 

commerce, and a general increase in prosperity. Affl uent land-

lords became eager to purchase goods from distant regions, and 

a new merchant class emerged to meet their demand. As trade 

increased, and as advances in navigation and shipbuilding made 

long-distance sea travel more feasible, interest in developing 

new markets, fi nding new products, and opening new trade 

routes rapidly increased. 

 Paralleling the rise of commerce in Europe, and in part re-

sponsible for it, was the rise of new governments that were 

more united and powerful than the feeble political entities of 

the feudal past. In the western areas of 

Europe, the authority of the distant pope 

and the even more distant Holy Roman 

Emperor was necessarily weak. As a result, strong new mon-

archs emerged and created centralized nation-states, with 

 national courts, national armies, and—perhaps most important— 

national tax systems. As these ambitious kings and queens 

consolidated their power and increased their wealth, they 

 became eager to enhance the commercial growth of their 

 nations. 

 Ever since the early fourteenth century, when Marco Polo 

and other adventurers had returned from Asia bearing exotic 

goods (spices, fabrics, dyes) and exotic tales, Europeans who 

hoped for commercial glory had dreamed of trade with the 

East. For two centuries, that trade had been limited by the 

diffi culties of the long, arduous overland journey to the Asian 

DEBATING THE PAST

W D H S O D?

analysis, and producing careful, closely argued ac-
counts of the past, they believed they could create 
definitive histories that would survive without contro-
versy. Scholars who adhered to this view believed 

EARLY in the twentieth century, when the professional study of history was still 
relatively new, many historians believed that questions about the past could 

be answered with the same certainty and precision that questions in more-scientific fields could 
be answered. By sifting through available records, using precise methods of research and 

GEORGE BANCROFT (© Corbis) PAULINE MAIER (© Charles Maier. Courtesy of the 

Maier family)

A REAWAKENING 
OF COMMERCE

CENTRALIZED 
NATION-STATES
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courts. But in the fourteenth century, as the maritime capa-

bilities of several western European societies increased and 

as Muslim societies seized control of the eastern routes to 

Asia, there began to be serious talk of fi nding a faster, safer 

sea route to Asia. Such dreams found a receptive audience in 

the courts of the new monarchs. By the late fi fteenth cen-

tury, some of them were ready to fi nance daring voyages of 

exploration. 

 The fi rst to do so were the Portuguese. They were the pre-

eminent maritime power in the fi fteenth century, in large part 

because of the work of one man, Prince Henry the Navigator. 

Henry’s own principal interest was not 

in fi nding a sea route to Asia, but in ex-

ploring the western coast of Africa. He 

dreamed of establishing a Christian empire there to aid in his 

country’s wars against the Moors of northern Africa; and he 

hoped to fi nd new stores of gold. The explorations he began 

did not fulfi ll his own hopes, but they ultimately led farther 

than he had dreamed. Some of Henry’s mariners went as far 

constructed by people who view life in very different and 
often highly personal ways. “Truth” does not really exist. 
Everything is a product of interpretation. Not many his-
torians embrace such radical ideas; most would agree 
that interpretations, to be of any value, must rest on a 
solid foundation of observable facts. But historians do 
recognize that even the most compelling facts are sub-
ject to many different interpretations and that the pro-
cess of understanding the past is a forever 
continuing—and forever contested—process. •

UNDERSTAND, ANALYZE, 

AND EVALUATE

 1. What are some of the reasons historians so 
often disagree?

 2. Is there ever a “right” or “wrong” in historical 
 interpretation? What value might historical 
 inquiry have other than reaching a “right” or 
“wrong” conclusion?

 3. If historians so often disagree, how should a 
 student of history approach historical content? 
How might disagreement expand our under-
standing of history?

that real knowledge can be derived only from direct, scientific observation of clear “facts”. They 
were known as “positivists.”

A vigorous debate continues to this day over whether historical research can or should be truly 
objective. Almost no historian any longer accepts the “positivist” claim that history could ever be an 
exact science. Disagreement about the past is, in fact, at the heart of the effort to understand history. 
Critics of contemporary historical scholarship often denounce the way historians are constantly re-
vising earlier interpretations. Some denounce the act of interpretation itself. History, they claim, is 
“what happened,” and historians should “stick to the facts.”

Historians, however, continue to differ with one another both because the “facts” are seldom as 
straightforward as their critics claim and because facts by themselves mean almost nothing without 
an effort to assign meaning to them. Some historical “facts,” of course, are not in dispute. Everyone 
agrees, for example, that the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and that 
Abraham Lincoln was elected president in 1860. But many other “facts” are much harder to deter-
mine—among them, for example, the question of how large the American population was before the 
arrival of Columbus, which is discussed in this chapter. How many slaves resisted slavery? This 
sounds like a reasonably straightforward question, but it is almost impossible to answer with any 
certainty—because the records of slave resistance are spotty and the definition of “resistance” is a 
matter of considerable dispute.

Even when a set of facts is clear and straightforward, historians disagree—sometimes quite 
radically—over what they mean. Those disagreements can be the result of political and ideological 
disagreements. Some of the most vigorous debates in recent decades have been between scholars 
who believe that economic interests and class divisions are the key to understanding the past, and 
those who believe that ideas and culture are at least as important as material interests. Whites 
and people of color, men and women, people from the American South and people from the North, 
young people and older people: these and many other points of difference find their way into scholarly 
disagreements. Debates can also occur over differences in methodology—between those who believe 
that quantitative studies can answer important historical questions and those who believe that other 
methods come closer to the truth.

Most of all historical interpretation changes in response to the time in which it is written. Historians 
may strive to be “objective” in their work, but no one can be entirely free from the assumptions and 
concerns of the present. In the 1950s, the omnipresent shadow of the Cold War had a profound ef-
fect on the way most historians viewed the past. In the 1960s, concerns about racial justice and dis-
illusionment with the Vietnam War altered the way many historians viewed the past. Those events 
introduced a much more critical tone to scholarship and turned the attention of scholars away from 
politics and government and toward the study of society and culture.

Many areas of scholarship in recent decades are embroiled in a profound debate over whether 
there is such a thing as “truth.” The world, some scholars argue, is simply a series of “narratives” 

south as Cape Verde, on Africa’s west coast. In 1486 (six years 

after Henry’s death), Bartholomeu Dias rounded the southern 

tip of Africa (the Cape of Good Hope); and in 1497–1498 Vasco 

da Gama proceeded all the way around the cape to India. In 

1500, the next fl eet bound for India, under the command of 

Pedro Cabral, was blown westward off its southerly course and 

happened upon the coast of Brazil. But by then another man, 

in the service of another country, had already encountered the 

New World. 

 Christopher Columbus 

 Christopher Columbus, who was born and reared in Genoa, 

Italy, obtained most of his early seafaring experience in the 

service of the Portuguese. As a young man, he became in-

trigued with the possibility, already under discussion in many 

seafaring circles, of reaching Asia by going not east but west. 

Columbus’s hopes rested on several basic misconceptions. 

He believed that the world was far smaller than it actually is. 
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