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   Preface

P R E FA C E

Since it originally appeared late in 2004, Give Me Liberty! An American 

History has gone through three editions and been adopted for use in 
survey courses at close to one thousand two- and four-year colleges 

in the United States, as well as a good number overseas. Of course, I am 
extremely gratified by this response. The book offers students a clear narra-
tive of American history from the earliest days of European exploration and 
conquest of the New World to the first decade of the twenty-first century. Its 
central theme is the changing contours of American freedom.

The comments I have received from instructors and students encour-
age me to think that Give Me Liberty! has worked well in the classroom. These 
comments have also included many valuable suggestions, ranging from 
corrections of typographical and factual errors to thoughts about subjects 
that need more extensive treatment. In preparing new editions of the book 
I have tried to take these suggestions into account, as well as incorporating 
the insights of recent historical scholarship.

Since the original edition was written, I have frequently been asked to 
produce a more succinct version of the textbook, which now runs to some 
1,200 pages. This Brief Edition is a response to these requests. The text of the 
current volume is about one-third shorter than the full version. The result, I 
believe, is a book more suited to use in one-semester survey courses, classes 
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where the instructor wishes to supplement the text with additional read-
ings, and in other situations where a briefer volume is desirable.

Since some publishers have been known to assign the task of reduction 
in cases like this to editors rather than the actual author, I wish to empha-
size that I did all the cutting and necessary rewriting for this Brief Edition 
myself. My guiding principle was to preserve the coverage, structure, and 
emphases of the regular edition and to compress the book by eliminating 
details of secondary importance, streamlining the narrative of events, and 
avoiding unnecessary repetition. While the book is significantly shorter, 
no subject treated in the full edition has been eliminated entirely and noth-
ing essential, I believe, has been sacrificed. The sequence of chapters and 
subjects remains the same, and the freedom theme is present and operative 
throughout.

In abridging the textbook I have retained the original interpretive 
framework as well as the new emphases added when the second and third 
editions of the book were published. The second edition incorporated new 
material about the history of Native Americans, an area of American his-
tory that has been the subject of significant new scholarship in the past 
few years. It also devoted greater attention to the history of immigration and 
the controversies surrounding it—issues of considerable relevance to Amer-
ican social and political life today. 

The most significant change in the third edition reflected my desire to 
place American history more fully in a global context. In the past few years, 
scholars writing about the American past have sought to delineate the influ-
ences of the United States on the rest of the world as well as the global devel-
opments that have helped to shape the course of events here at home. They 
have also devoted greater attention to transnational processes—the expan-
sion of empires, international labor migrations, the rise and fall of slavery, 
the globalization of economic enterprise—that cannot be understood solely 
within the confines of one country’s national boundaries. Without seek-
ing in any way to homogenize the history of individual nations or neglect 
the domestic forces that have shaped American development, this edition 
retains this emphasis.

The most significant changes in this Fourth Edition reflect my desire 
to integrate more fully into the narrative the history of American religion. 
Today, this is a thriving subfield of American historical writing, partly 
because of the increased prominence in our own time of debates over the 
relations between government and religion and over the definition of reli-
gious liberty—issues that are deeply rooted in the American experience. 
The Brief Edition also employs a bright new design for the text and its vari-
ous elements. The popular Voices of Freedom feature—a pair of excerpts 
from primary source documents in each chapter that illuminate divergent 
interpretations of freedom—is present here. So too are the useful chapter 
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opening focus questions, which appear in the running heads of the relevant 
text pages as well. There are chapter opening chronologies and end-of- 
chapter review pages with questions and key terms. As a new feature in the 
Brief Edition there are marginal glosses in the text pages that are meant to 
highlight key points and indicate the chapter structure for students. They 
are also useful means for review. The Brief Edition features more than 
400 illustrations and over 100 captioned maps in easy to read four-color 
 renditions. The Further Readings sections appear in the Appendix along 
with the Glossary and the collection of key documents. The Brief Edition 
is fully supported by the same array of print and electronic supplements 
that support the other editions of Give Me Liberty! These materials have been 
revised to match the content of the Brief Edition.

Americans have always had a divided attitude toward history. On the one 
hand, they tend to be remarkably future-oriented, dismissing events of even 
the recent past as “ancient history” and sometimes seeing history as a bur-
den to be overcome, a prison from which to escape. On the other hand, like 
many other peoples, Americans have always looked to history for a sense 
of personal or group identity and of national cohesiveness. This is why so 
many Americans devote time and energy to tracing their family trees and 
why they visit historical museums and National Park Service historical 
sites in ever-increasing numbers. My hope is that this book will help to con-
vince readers with all degrees of interest that history does matter to them.

The novelist and essayist James Baldwin once observed that history 
“does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary, 
the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, . . .  
[that] history is literally present in all that we do.” As Baldwin recognized, 
the power of history is evident in our own world. Especially in a political 
democracy like the United States, whose government is designed to rest on 
the consent of informed citizens, knowledge of the past is essential—not 
only for those of us whose profession is the teaching and writing of history, 
but for everyone. History, to be sure, does not offer simple lessons or imme-
diate answers to current questions. Knowing the history of immigration to 
the United States, and all of the tensions, turmoil, and aspirations associated 
with it, for example, does not tell us what current immigration policy ought 
to be. But without that knowledge, we have no way of understanding which 
approaches have worked and which have not—essential information for the 
formulation of future public policy.

History, it has been said, is what the present chooses to remember 
about the past. Rather than a fixed collection of facts, or a group of inter-
pretations that cannot be challenged, our understanding of history is con-
stantly changing. There is nothing unusual in the fact that each generation 
rewrites history to meet its own needs, or that scholars disagree among 
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themselves on basic questions like the causes of the Civil War or the rea-
sons for the Great Depression. Precisely because each generation asks dif-
ferent questions of the past, each generation formulates different answers. 
The past thirty years have witnessed a remarkable expansion of the scope 
of historical study. The experiences of groups neglected by earlier scholars, 
including women, African-Americans, working people, and others, have 
received unprecedented attention from historians. New subfields—social 
history, cultural history, and family history among them—have taken their 
place alongside traditional political and diplomatic history.

Give Me Liberty! draws on this voluminous historical literature to pres-
ent an up-to-date and inclusive account of the American past, paying due 
 attention to the experience of diverse groups of Americans while in no 
way neglecting the events and processes Americans have experienced in 
 common. It devotes serious attention to political, social, cultural, and eco-
nomic history, and to their interconnections. The narrative brings together 
major events and prominent leaders with the many groups of ordinary peo-
ple who make up American society. Give Me Liberty! has a rich cast of char-
acters, from Thomas Jefferson to campaigners for woman suffrage, from 
Franklin D. Roosevelt to former slaves seeking to breathe meaning into 
emancipation during and after the Civil War.

The unifying theme of freedom that runs through the text gives 
shape to the narrative and integrates the numerous strands that make up 
the American experience. This approach builds on that of my earlier book, 
The Story of American Freedom (1998), although Give Me Liberty! places events 
and personalities in the foreground and is more geared to the structure of 
the introductory survey course.

Freedom, and battles to define its meaning, has long been central to 
my own scholarship and undergraduate teaching, which focuses on the 
nineteenth century and especially the era of Civil War and Reconstruction 
(1850–1877). This was a time when the future of slavery tore the nation apart 
and emancipation produced a national debate over what rights the former 
slaves, and all Americans, should enjoy as free citizens. I have found that 
attention to clashing definitions of freedom and the struggles of differ-
ent groups to achieve freedom as they understood it offers a way of mak-
ing sense of the bitter battles and vast transformations of that pivotal era. 
I believe that the same is true for American history as a whole.

No idea is more fundamental to Americans’ sense of themselves as 
individuals and as a nation than freedom. The central term in our politi-
cal language, freedom—or liberty, with which it is almost always used 
 interchangeably—is deeply embedded in the record of our history and the 
language of everyday life. The Declaration of Independence lists liberty 
among mankind’s inalienable rights; the Constitution announces its purpose 
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as securing liberty’s blessings. The United States fought the Civil War to 
bring about a new birth of freedom, World War II for the Four Freedoms, 
and the Cold War to defend the Free World. Americans’ love of liberty has 
been represented by liberty poles, liberty caps, and statues of liberty, and 
acted out by burning stamps and burning draft cards, by running away 
from slavery, and by demonstrating for the right to vote. “Every man in the 
street, white, black, red or yellow,” wrote the educator and statesman Ralph 
Bunche in 1940, “knows that this is ‘the land of the free’ . . .  ‘the cradle of 
liberty.’”

The very universality of the idea of freedom, however, can be mislead-
ing. Freedom is not a fixed, timeless category with a single unchanging defi-
nition. Indeed, the history of the United States is, in part, a story of debates, 
disagreements, and struggles over freedom. Crises like the American Revo-
lution, the Civil War, and the Cold War have permanently transformed the 
idea of freedom. So too have demands by various groups of Americans to 
enjoy greater freedom. The meaning of freedom has been constructed not 
only in congressional debates and political treatises, but on plantations and 
picket lines, in parlors and even bedrooms.

Over the course of our history, American freedom has been both a real-
ity and a mythic ideal—a living truth for millions of Americans, a cruel 
mockery for others. For some, freedom has been what some scholars call a 
“habit of the heart,” an ideal so taken for granted that it is lived out but rarely 
analyzed. For others, freedom is not a birthright but a distant goal that has 
inspired great sacrifice.

Give Me Liberty! draws attention to three dimensions of freedom that 
have been critical in American history: (1) the meanings of freedom; (2) the 
social conditions that make freedom possible; and (3) the boundaries of free-
dom that determine who is entitled to enjoy freedom and who is not. All have 
changed over time.

In the era of the American Revolution, for example, freedom was pri-
marily a set of rights enjoyed in public activity—including the right of a com-
munity to be governed by laws to which its representatives had consented 
and of individuals to engage in religious worship without governmental 
interference. In the nineteenth century, freedom came to be closely identi-
fied with each person’s opportunity to develop to the fullest his or her innate 
talents. In the twentieth, the “ability to choose,” in both public and private 
life, became perhaps the dominant understanding of freedom. This develop-
ment was encouraged by the explosive growth of the consumer marketplace 
which offered Americans an unprecedented array of goods with which to 
satisfy their needs and desires. During the 1960s, a crucial chapter in the 
history of American freedom, the idea of personal freedom was extended 
into virtually every realm, from attire and “lifestyle” to relations between 
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the sexes. Thus, over time, more and more areas of life have been drawn into 
Americans’ debates about the meaning of freedom.

A second important dimension of freedom focuses on the social con-
ditions necessary to allow freedom to flourish. What kinds of economic 
 institutions and relationships best encourage individual freedom? In the 
colonial era and for more than a century after independence, the answer 
centered on economic autonomy, enshrined in the glorification of the inde-
pendent small producer—the farmer, skilled craftsman, or shopkeeper—
who did not have to depend on another person for his livelihood. As the 
industrial economy matured, new conceptions of economic freedom came to 
the fore: “liberty of contract” in the Gilded Age, “industrial freedom” (a say 
in corporate decision making) in the Progressive era, economic security 
during the New Deal, and, more recently, the ability to enjoy mass consump-
tion within a market economy.

The boundaries of freedom, the third dimension of this theme, have 
inspired some of the most intense struggles in American history. Although 
founded on the premise that liberty is an entitlement of all humanity, the 
United States for much of its history deprived many of its own people of free-
dom. Non-whites have rarely enjoyed the same access to freedom as white 
Americans. The belief in equal opportunity as the birthright of all Ameri-
cans has coexisted with persistent efforts to limit freedom by race, gender, 
class, and in other ways.

Less obvious, perhaps, is the fact that one person’s freedom has fre-
quently been linked to another’s servitude. In the colonial era and nine-
teenth century, expanding freedom for many Americans rested on the 
lack of freedom—slavery, indentured servitude, the subordinate position 
of women—for others. By the same token, it has been through battles at the 
boundaries—the efforts of racial minorities, women, and others to secure 
greater freedom—that the meaning and experience of freedom have been 
deepened and the concept extended into new realms.

Time and again in American history, freedom has been transformed 
by the demands of excluded groups for inclusion. The idea of freedom as a 
universal birthright owes much to abolitionists who sought to extend the 
blessings of liberty to blacks and to immigrant groups who insisted on full 
recognition as American citizens. The principle of equal protection of the 
law without regard to race, which became a central element of American 
freedom, arose from the antislavery struggle and Civil War and was rein-
vigorated by the civil rights revolution of the 1960s, which called itself the 
“freedom movement.” The battle for the right of free speech by labor radicals 
and birth control advocates in the first part of the twentieth century helped 
to make civil liberties an essential element of freedom for all Americans.

Freedom is the oldest of clichés and the most modern of aspirations. 
At various times in our history, it has served as the rallying cry of the 
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powerless and as a justification of the status quo. Freedom helps to bind 
our culture together and exposes the contradictions between what Amer-
ica claims to be and what it sometimes has been. American history is not 
a narrative of continual progress toward greater and greater freedom. As 
the abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson noted after the Civil War, 
“revolutions may go backward.” While freedom can be achieved, it may also 
be taken away. This happened, for example, when the equal rights granted 
to former slaves immediately after the Civil War were essentially nullified 
during the era of segregation. As was said in the eighteenth century, the 
price of freedom is eternal vigilance.

In the early twenty-first century, freedom continues to play a central 
role in our political and social life and thought. It is invoked by individuals 
and groups of all kinds, from critics of economic globalization to those who 
seek to export American freedom overseas. As with the longer version of 
the book, I hope that this Brief Edition of Give Me Liberty! will offer begin-
ning students a clear account of the course of American history, and of its 
central theme, freedom, which today remains as varied, contentious, and 
ever-changing as America itself.
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France Bringing the Faith to the Indians 

of New France. European nations 

justified colonization with the argument 

that they were bringing Christianity—

without which freedom was impossible—

to Native Americans. In this painting 

from the 1670s, an Indian kneels before 

a female representation of France. Both 

hold a painting of the Trinity.
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What were the major pat-

terns of Native American 

life in North America 

before Europeans arrived?

How did Indian and Euro-

pean ideas of freedom dif-

fer on the eve of contact?

What impelled European 

explorers to look west 

across the Atlantic?

What happened when the 

peoples of the Americas 

came in contact with 

 Europeans?

What were the chief 

 features of the Spanish 

empire in America?

What were the chief fea-

tures of the French and 

Dutch empires in North 

America?

F O C U S 
Q U E S T I O N S

T he discovery of America,” the British writer Adam Smith 
announced in his celebrated work The Wealth of Nations (1776), 
was one of “the two greatest and most important events recorded 

in the history of mankind.” Historians no longer use the word “discovery” 
to describe the European exploration, conquest, and colonization of 
a hemisphere already home to millions of people. But there can be no 
doubt that when Christopher Columbus made landfall in the West Indian 
islands in 1492, he set in motion some of the most pivotal developments 
in human history. Immense changes soon followed in both the Old and 
New Worlds; the consequences of these changes are still with us today.

The peoples of the American continents and Europe, previously 
unaware of each other’s existence, were thrown into continuous interaction. 
Crops new to each hemisphere crossed the Atlantic, reshaping diets and 
transforming the natural environment. Because of their long isolation, the 
inhabitants of North and South America had developed no immunity to 
the germs that also accompanied the colonizers. As a result, they suffered 
a series of devastating epidemics, the greatest population catastrophe 
in human history. Within a decade of Columbus’s voyage, a fourth 
continent—Africa—found itself drawn into the new Atlantic system of 
trade and population movement. In Africa, Europeans found a supply of 
unfree labor that enabled them to exploit the fertile lands of the Western 
Hemisphere. Indeed, of approximately 10 million men, women, and 
children who crossed from the Old World to the New between 1492 and 
1820, the vast majority, about 7.7 million, were African slaves.

From the vantage point of 1776, the year the United States declared 
itself an independent nation, it seemed to Adam Smith that the “discovery” 
of America had produced both great “benefits” and great “misfortunes.” 
To the nations of western Europe, the development of American colonies 
brought an era of “splendor and glory.” Smith also noted, however, that 
to the “natives” of the Americas the years since 1492 had been ones of 
“dreadful misfortunes” and “every sort of injustice.” And for millions 
of Africans, the settlement of America meant a descent into the abyss 
of slavery.

Long before Columbus sailed, Europeans had dreamed of a land 
of abundance, riches, and ease beyond the western horizon. Europeans 
envisioned America as a religious refuge, a society of equals, a source 
of power and glory. They searched the New World for golden cities and 
fountains of eternal youth. Some of these dreams would indeed be fulfilled. 
To many European settlers, America offered a far greater chance to own 
land and worship as they pleased than existed in Europe, with its rigid, 
unequal social order and official churches. Yet the New World also became 
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the site of many forms of unfree labor, including indentured servitude, 
forced labor, and one of the most brutal and unjust systems, plantation 
slavery. The conquest and settlement of the Western Hemisphere opened 
new chapters in the long histories of both freedom and slavery.

T H E  F I R S T  A M E R I C A N S

The Settling of the Americas

The residents of the Americas were no more a single group than Europeans 
or Africans. They spoke hundreds of different languages and lived in 
numerous kinds of societies. Most, however, were descended from bands 
of hunters and fishers who had crossed the Bering Strait via a land bridge 
at various times between 15,000 and 60,000 years ago—the exact dates 
are hotly debated by archaeologists.

The New World was new to Europeans but an ancient homeland 
to those who already lived there. The hemisphere had witnessed many 
changes during its human history. First, the early inhabitants and their 
descendants spread across the two continents, reaching the tip of South 
America perhaps 11,000 years ago. As the climate warmed, they faced a 
food crisis as the immense animals they hunted, including woolly mam-
moths and giant bison, became extinct. Around 9,000 years ago, at the 
same time that agriculture was being developed in the Near East, it also 
emerged in modern-day Mexico and the Andes, and then spread to other 
parts of the Americas, making settled civilizations possible.

Indian Societies of the Americas

North and South America were hardly an empty wilderness when 
Europeans arrived. The hemisphere contained cities, roads, irrigation 
systems, extensive trade networks, and large structures such as the 
 pyramid-temples whose beauty still inspires wonder. With a population 
close to 250,000, Tenochtitlán, the capital of the Aztec empire in what 
is now Mexico, was one of the world’s largest cities. Farther south lay the 
Inca kingdom, centered in modern-day Peru. Its population of perhaps  
12 million was linked by a complex system of roads and bridges that 
extended 2,000 miles along the Andes mountain chain.

Indian civilizations in North America had not developed the scale, gran-
deur, or centralized organization of the Aztec and Inca societies to their south. 

Emergence of agriculture

Roads, trade networks, and 
irrigation systems
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A map illustrating the probable routes by which the first Americans settled the Western Hemisphere at various times between 15,000 

and 60,000 years ago.
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North American Indians lacked the technologies Europeans had mastered, 
such as metal tools and machines, gunpowder, and the scientific knowledge 
necessary for long-distance navigation. No society north of Mexico had 
achieved literacy (although some made maps on bark and animal hides). 
Their “backwardness” became a central justification for European conquest. 
But, over time, Indian societies had perfected techniques of farming, hunt-
ing, and fishing, developed structures of political power and religious belief, 
and engaged in far-reaching networks of trade and communication.

Mound Builders of the Mississippi  
River Valley

Remarkable physical remains still exist from some of the early civilizations 
in North America. Around 3,500 years ago, before Egyptians built the 
pyramids, Native Americans constructed a large community centered on a 
series of giant semicircular mounds on a bluff overlooking the Mississippi 
River in present-day Louisiana. Known today as Poverty Point, it was a 
commercial and governmental center whose residents established trade 
routes throughout the Mississippi and Ohio River valleys.

More than a thousand years before Columbus sailed, Indians of the 
Ohio River valley, called “mound builders” by eighteenth-century set-
tlers who encountered the large earthen burial mounds they created, had 
traded across half the continent. After their decline, another culture flour-
ished in the Mississippi River valley, centered on the city of Cahokia near 
present-day St. Louis, a fortified community with between 10,000 and 

Map of the Aztec capital Tenochtitlán 

and the Gulf of Mexico, probably 

produced by a Spanish conquistador 

and published in 1524 in an edition of 

the letters of Hernán Cortés. The map 

shows the city’s complex system of 

canals, bridges, and dams, with the 

Great Temple at the center. Gardens 

and a zoo are also visible.

“Mound builders”

Justification for conquest
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30,000 inhabitants in the year 1200. It stood as the largest settled com-
munity in what is now the United States until surpassed in population by 
New York and Philadelphia around 1800.

Western Indians

In the arid northeastern area of present-day Arizona, the Hopi and Zuni 
and their ancestors engaged in settled village life for over 3,000 years. 
During the peak of the region’s culture, between the years 900 and 1200, 
these peoples built great planned towns with large multiple-family dwell-
ings in local canyons, constructed dams and canals to gather and distribute 
water, and conducted trade with groups as far away as central Mexico and 
the Mississippi River valley. The largest of their structures, Pueblo Bonita, 
in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, stood five stories high and had over 600 
rooms. Not until the 1880s was a dwelling of comparable size constructed 
in the United States.

After the decline of these communities, probably because of drought, 
survivors moved to the south and east, where they established villages and 
perfected the techniques of desert farming. These were the people Spanish 
explorers called the Pueblo Indians (because they lived in small villages, 
or pueblos, when the Spanish first encountered them in the sixteenth cen-
tury). On the Pacific coast, another densely populated region, hundreds 
of distinct groups resided in independent villages and lived primarily by 
fishing, hunting sea mammals, and gathering wild plants and nuts.

Indians of Eastern North 
America

In eastern North America, hundreds of tribes 
inhabited towns and villages scattered from 
the Gulf of Mexico to present-day Canada. 
They lived on corn, squash, and beans, sup-
plemented by fishing and hunting deer, tur-
keys, and other animals. Indian trade routes 
crisscrossed the eastern part of the continent. 
Tribes frequently warred with one another to 
obtain goods, seize captives, or take revenge 
for the killing of relatives. They conducted 
diplomacy and made peace. Little in the 
way of centralized authority existed until, 
in the fifteenth century, various leagues or 

Village life and trade

A modern aerial photograph of the 

ruins of Pueblo Bonita, in Chaco 

Canyon in present-day New Mexico. 

The rectangular structures are the 

foundations of dwellings, and the 

circular ones are kivas, or places 

of religious worship.
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confederations emerged in an effort to bring order to local regions. In the 
Southeast, the Choctaw, Cherokee, and Chickasaw each united dozens of 
towns in loose alliances. In present-day New York and Pennsylvania, five 
Iroquois peoples—the Mohawk, Oneida, Cayuga, Seneca, and Onondaga—
formed a Great League of Peace, bringing a period of stability to the area.

The most striking feature of Native American society at the time 
Europeans arrived was its sheer diversity. Each group had its own political 
system and set of religious beliefs, and North America was home to liter-
ally hundreds of mutually unintelligible languages. Indians did not think 
of themselves as a single unified people, an idea invented by Europeans 
and only many years later adopted by Indians themselves. Indian identity 
centered on the immediate social group—a tribe, village, chiefdom, or con-
federacy. When Europeans first arrived, many Indians saw them as simply 
one group among many. The sharp dichotomy between Indians and “white” 
persons did not emerge until later in the colonial era.

Native American Religion

Nonetheless, the diverse Indian societies of North America did share cer-
tain common characteristics. Their lives were steeped in religious ceremo-
nies often directly related to farming and hunting. Spiritual power, they 

Diversity of Native American 
society

The Village of Secoton, by John 

White, an English artist who spent 

a year on the Outer Banks of North 

Carolina in 1585–1586 as part of an 

expedition sponsored by Sir Walter 

Raleigh. A central street links houses 

surrounded by fields of corn. In the 

lower part, dancing Indians take part 

in a religious ceremony.
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The native population of North America at the time of first contact with Europeans consisted of numerous tribes with their own 

languages, religious beliefs, and economic and social structures. This map suggests the numerous ways of life existing at the time.
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believed, suffused the world, and sacred spirits could be found in all kinds 
of living and inanimate things—animals, plants, trees, water, and wind. 
Through religious ceremonies, they aimed to harness the aid of powerful 
supernatural forces to serve human interests. Indian villages also held elab-
orate religious rites, participation in which helped to define the boundaries 
of community membership. In all Indian societies, those who seemed to pos-
sess special abilities to invoke supernatural powers—shamans, medicine 
men, and other religious leaders—held positions of respect and authority.

In some respects, Indian religion was not that different from popular 
spiritual beliefs in Europe. Most Indians held that a single Creator stood 
atop the spiritual hierarchy. Nonetheless, nearly all Europeans arriving in 
the New World quickly concluded that Indians were in dire need of being 
converted to a true, Christian faith.

Land and Property

Equally alien in European eyes were Indian attitudes toward property. 
Generally, village leaders assigned plots of land to individual families to 
use for a season or more, and tribes claimed specific areas for hunting. 
Unclaimed land remained free for anyone to use. Families “owned” the 
right to use land, but they did not own the land itself. Indians saw land as 
a common resource, not an economic commodity. There was no market in 
real estate before the coming of Europeans.

Land as a common resource

Indian religious rituals

A Catawba map illustrates the 

differences between Indian and 

European conceptions of landed 

property. The map depicts not 

possession of a specific territory, but 

trade and diplomatic connections 

between various native groups 

and with the colony of Virginia, 

represented by the rectangle on the 

lower right. The map, inscribed on 

deerskin, was originally presented 

by Indian chiefs to Governor Francis 

Nicholson of South Carolina in 1721. 

This copy, the only version that 

survives, was made by the governor 

for the authorities in London. It added 

English labels that conveyed what the 

Indians had related orally with the gift.




