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I f  one  measure  o f  a civilization's great- 
ness is its capacity for  self-criticism, then 
let it be  said that The New American History 
is p r o o f  positive o f  Amer ica ' s  greatness.  
Essays by thir teen es teemed historians 
have been  collected in this volume,  at the 
express request  o f  the Amer ican  Histori- 
cal Association no less, for  the pu rpos e  o f  
in t roducing the latest historical scholar- 
ship to high school history teachers (for 
w h o m  the essays are separately available 
as individual pamphle ts )  and  to a b road  
audience  o f  nonspecialists. 

Seven of  the essays focus on particular 
periods in American history from the colo- 
nial era to the present; the other six focus on 
such themes as social history, labor history, 
and women's  history. Some essays are sub- 
stanfive, others are historiographical, still 
others combine the two approaches. Some 
have a point, others do not, but simply 
meander  f rom topic to topic in a manner  
likely to disappoint the reader. 

T h e  vo lume focuses on  groups  ne- 
glected by fo rmer  generat ions  of  histori- 
ans-b lacks ,  Amer ican  Indians, women,  
workers ,  a n d  the  poor .  U n d o u b t e d l y  
there  is value in all this. But, af ter  all is 
said and  done,  very little o f  Amer ica  re- 
mains  Jn this new Amer ican  history, for  
if  these historians are  to be  believed, 
there  is no th ing  o f  consequence  that  all 
Amer icans  share. Amer ican  subcultures 
are real, Amer ica  -is not. It is o f  course 
t rue  in one  sense that  we Amer icans  
share very little: we have no c o m m o n  
ancestry, no  c o m m o n  religion, no  com- 
m o n  color. All we share, beyond ou r  lan- 

guage, is the Const i tu t ion and  the Bill o f  
Rights, a bel ief  in democracy,  and  a toler- 
a t ion  for  diversity--all bare ly  wor th  a 
m e n d o n  in this anthology.  Indeed ,  to call 
the book  "un-American" is no t  to m a k e  a 
no rma t ive  j u d g m e n t  bu t  an  empir ica l  
one. 

The  principal  audience  for  these es- 
says is high school history teachers-- the  
peop le  charged  by society with teaching 
citizenship to our  children. Wha t  kind o f  
citizenship does the new history, repre-  
sented by this volume,  p romi se  to form? 
As one  whose g randparen t s  came  to this 
count ry  f rom Eastern Europe in the early 
1900s, I a m  no  descendan t  o f  T h o m a s  

Jefferson;  yet it is no t  the Tsars  bu t  the 
Founding  Fathers w h o m  I think o f  as my  
forebears .  This book  would deny  m e  my  
own heartfel t  sense o f  be ing  an Ameri-  
can. 

In fact, there  is no r o o m  in this vo lume  
for  T h o m a s  Je f fe r son  or  A b r a h a m  Lin- 
coln or, for  that  mat ter ,  Mart in  Lu the r  
King, Jr.; for  the new Amer ican  history is 
a history o f  ordinary ra ther  than  extraor-  
dinary Americans.  Fair enough ,  bu t  isn' t  
history m o r e  nearly shaped  by the ex- 
t r ao rd ina ry  r a the r  than  the ordinary? 
N o r  is there  any recogni t ion  o f  the fact 
that  Amer ican  history is a story o f  an ever  
expand ing  franchise:  once  only white 
male  p rope r ty  owners  were  eligible to 
vote; now none  o f  those at t r ibutes  is a 
prerequisi te.  And, despite  its p re tense  at 
a mul t icu l tura l  o r i en ta t ion ,  the  b o o k  
lacks any sense o f  history b e y o n d  Ameri-  
can history. For  instance, in the  contex t  
o f  world history, the subord ina t ion  o f  
w o m e n  in society would hardly be  seen  as 
an Amer ican  invention.  Amer ica  should  
be  no ted  not  for  its subord ina t ion  o f  
women,  which is characterist ic o f  mos t  
societies, but  for  the l iberat ion o f  women ,  
which is not.  In all, this b o o k  is m o r e  
notable  for  what it leaves out  than for  
what  it includes. 
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Despite its serious flaws, the book  is 
not  without  value. For  it does  i l luminate 
how historians have begun to fill in gaps 
in Amer ican  history. This is nowhe re  
m o r e  t rue than in the case o f  blacks, who, 
even as slaves, he lped  shape their  world 
in ways that  historians have t ended  to 
ignore.  Eric Foner ' s  essay on  slavery and  
Reconst ruct ion underscores  the critical 
role o f  the black church as an incubator  
o f  black leadership.  Three  o ther  essays 
emphas ize  the contr ibut ion o f  black par-  
t icipation in Wor ld  War  II  to the rise of  
the civil rights movement .  

In  an overview o f  the new social his- 
tory, Alice Kessler-Harris rightly worries 
that  the emphasis  on  e thnographic  detail 
has t ended  to result  in "our  knowing 
m o r e  and  m o r e  abou t  less and less," but  
somewhere  down the line, she hopes,  a 
new synthesis will emerge  that  "rests on 
nei ther  conflict no r  consensus ' - -a  third 
way, as it were, o f  historical interpreta-  
tion. T o  Alan Brinkley, the third way has 
already risen in the fo rm o f  " the organi-  
zational synthesis." Drawing on  social sci- 
ence  theories o f  modernizat ion,  it em- 
phasizes the deve lopment  o f  large-scale 
nat ional  inst i tut ions impel led  by "the 
search for  order"  (in the words o f  Rober t  
Wiebe,  the theory 's  greatest  p roponen t ) .  

T h e  best  essay in the  volume,  to which 
n o n e  o f  my negative com m en t s  apply, is 
J a m e s  S h e n t o n ' s  fair  and  full biblio- 
graphic  essay on  immigrat ion.  Shentort  
characterizes Amer ica ' s  encoun te r  with 
ethnic diversity as a "successful balance 
be tween  assimilation and pluralism," that  
is, be tween integrat ion and  separat ism. 
For  good  reason,  he  is uncer ta in  whether  
that  success will continue.  

The re  is but  one  essay on  Amer ican  
diplomacy and that  is by Walter  Lafeber ,  
dean  of  the cold war revisionists--a school 
o f  thought  that  the cold war 's  end  would 
s eem to have entirely discredited. No 
mat te r ,  for  Lafeber ' s  essay is convert- 

iently l imited to the pe r iod  1776 to 1945. 
I t  is puzzling that  an  essay in t ended  to 
review the latest historical scholarship 
barely ment ions  the cold war, a subject  
that  for  a g e n e r a t i o n  has t ho rough ly  
domina t ed  the field o f  Uni ted  States dip- 
lomatic  history. The  few sentences  Lafe- 
be r  does  offer  on the cold war 's  origins 
suggest a moral  equivalence be tween  the 
f o r m e r  Soviet Un ion  and  the Un i t ed  
States. In an age that  has witnessed the 
f o r m e r  East  G e r m a n s  g iv ing  R o n a l d  
Reagan a s tanding ovation,  the asser t ion 
o f  equivalence be tween  East and  West  
mus t  now strike the hones t  observer  as 
ra ther  quaint.  

Lafeber ' s  thesis, no t  all that  controver-  
sial, is that Amer ica ' s  rise to global power  
has been  accompan ied  by a d iminu t ion  
o f  the consti tutional f r eedoms  at h o m e  
that  that  power  was des igned to protect .  
It  is surely t rue that  Amer icans  have given 
up  a measure  o f  f r e e d o m  to ensure  their  
defense,  thus preserv ing  a far  g rea te r  
measure  o f  their  f r eedom.  Lafeber  fails 
to c o m p a r e  this loss with the f r e edoms  
that  might  have b e e n  lost had  Amer ica  
no t  r isen to global  p o w e r  status n o r  
he lped  defeat  the Nazi and  the Soviet 
menaces.  Where  is his sense o f  p ropor -  
tion? 

Indeed,  a sense o f  p r o p o r t i o n  is no- 
where  to be  found  in this volume.  Wha t  
does  the latest scholarship reveal? T h a t  
the European  se t t l ement  o f  the Americas  
was "the greatest  known d e m o g r a p h i c  
ca tas t rophe  in the history o f  the world," 
t ha t  " m o s t  A m e r i c a n  c o l o n i e s  w e r e  
founded  by terrorists," and  that  Ameri-  
can national  policy af ter  the revolut ion 
possessed "virtually genocidal  aspects" 
with respect  to Amer ican  Indians.  T h e  
essays all too well reflect the current  state 
of  American history. I f  the old American 
history depicted America without warts, 
the new American history goes too far in 
the other  direction and portrays America 's  
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warts as the whole story. Not  to worry: the 
majori ty o f  the essays are too pedant ic  to 
be  o f  any interest  to the nonspecialist,  
though educators  will too easily find grist 
for  the ' r  muldcul tural  mills. 

O f  practical use  are the bibl iographies 
at the end  o f  each essay, bu t  the lack o f  
an index in a b o o k  designed to serve as a 
resource  m o r e  than anything else is a 
major  drawback. Nonetheless,  it is mus t  
reading  for  graduate  s tudents  p repa r ing  
for  their  doctoral  exams. The  book  per-  
forms  invaluable service in s u m m a r i z i n g  
the  latest l i terature in history, with which 
familiarity--if no t  obeisance--is essential. 
In  the end,  it 's ha rd  to imagine that  any- 
one  but  a g radua te  s tudent  would evert 
want  to read  this book.  

I t  is o f  course  one  o f  the grea t  ironies 
o f  history that  at a m o m e n t  when  the 
ideals on  which this na t ion  was founded  
r ing t r iumphan t  a r o u n d  the world  he re  
at h o m e  we find ourselves very nearly 
engulfed by the tribalism that  those  ideals 
were  m e a n t  to res t ra in  and  f r o m  which 
the rest  o f  the world seeks refuge.  I f  the 
t r iumph  o f  l iberalism is the end  o f  his- 
tory, then  sadly it is scholars like those 
whose work  fills this vo lume  who are 
champion ing  the re tu rn  o f  history and  
the end  o f  liberalism. 
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