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Give Me Liberty! An American History is a survey of American history from the 
earliest days of European exploration and conquest of the New World to the 
first decades of the  twenty-  first century. It offers students a clear, concise narra-
tive whose central theme is the changing contours of American freedom.

I am extremely gratified by the response to the first four editions of Give Me 
Liberty!, which have been used in survey courses at many hundreds of  two-   and 
 four-  year colleges and universities throughout the country. The  comments I 
have received from instructors and students encourage me to think that Give 
Me Liberty! has worked well in their classrooms. Their comments have also 
included many valuable suggestions for revisions, which I greatly appreci-
ate. These have ranged from corrections of typographical and factual errors 
to thoughts about subjects that needed more extensive treatment. In mak-
ing revisions for this Fifth Edition, I have tried to take these suggestions into 
account. I have also incorporated the findings and insights of new scholarship 
that has appeared since the original edition was written.

The most significant changes in this Fifth Edition reflect my desire to 
integrate the history of the American West and especially the regions known 
as borderlands more fully into the narrative. In recent years these aspects of 
American history have been thriving areas of research and scholarship. Of 
course earlier editions of Give Me Liberty! have discussed these subjects, but 
in this edition their treatment has been deepened and expanded. I have also 
added notable works in these areas to many chapter bibliographies and lists of 
websites.

The definition of the West has changed enormously in the course of Amer-
ican history. In the colonial period, the area beyond the  Appalachians— 
 present-  day Kentucky, Tennessee, and western Pennsylvania and New 
York—  constituted the West. In the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
term referred to Ohio, Michigan, Alabama, and Mississippi. After the Civil 
War, the West came to mean the area beyond the Mississippi River. Today, it 
is sometimes used to refer mainly to the Pacific coast. But whatever its geo-
graphic locale, the West has been as much an idea as a  place—  an area beyond 
the frontier of settlement that promised newcomers new kinds of freedom, 
sometimes at the expense of the freedom of others, such as native inhabitants 
and migrant laborers. In this edition we follow Americans as they constructed 
their Wests, and debated the kinds of freedom they would enjoy there.

P R E F A C E  ★★
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Borderlands is a more complex idea that has influenced much recent histor-
ical scholarship. Borders are lines dividing one country, region, or state from 
another. Crossing them often means becoming subject to different laws and 
customs, and enjoying different degrees of freedom. Borderlands are regions 
that exist on both sides of borders. They are fluid areas where people of differ-
ent cultural and social backgrounds converge. At various points in American 
history, shifting borders have opened new opportunities and closed off others 
in the borderlands. Families living for decades or centuries in a region have 
suddenly found themselves divided by a newly created border but still living 
in a borderland that transcends the new division. This happened to Mexicans 
in  modern-  day California, Arizona, and New Mexico, for example, in 1848, 
when the treaty ending the  Mexican-  American War transferred the land that 
would become those states from Mexico to the United States.

Borderlands exist within the United States as well as at the boundaries 
with other countries. For example, in the period before the Civil War, the 
region straddling the Ohio River contained cultural commonalities that in 
some ways overrode the division there between free and slave states. The 
borderlands idea also challenges simple accounts of national development in 
which empires and colonies pave the way for territorial expansion and a future 
transcontinental nation. It enables us, for example, to move beyond the catego-
ries of conquest and subjugation in understanding how Native Americans and 
Europeans interacted over the early centuries of contact. This approach also 
provides a way of understanding how the people of Mexico and the United 
States interact today in the borderland region of the American Southwest, 
where many families have members on both sides of the boundary between 
the two countries.

Small changes relating to these themes may be found throughout the 
book. The major additions seeking to illuminate the history of the West and of 
borderlands are as follows:

Chapter 1 now introduces the idea of borderlands with a discussion of 
the areas where European empires and Indian groups interacted and where 
authority was fluid and fragile. Chapter 4 contains expanded treatment of 
the part of the Spanish empire now comprising the borderlands United States 
(Arizona, California, New Mexico, Texas, and Florida) and how Spain endea-
vored, with limited success, to consolidate its authority in these regions. In 
Chapter 6, a new subsection, “The American Revolution as a Borderlands Con-
flict,” examines the impact on both Americans and Canadians of the creation, 
because of American independence, of a new national boundary separating 
what once had been two parts of the British empire. Chapter 8 continues this 
theme with a discussion of the borderlands aspects of the War of 1812. Chap-
ter 9 discusses how a common culture came into being along the Ohio River 
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in the early nineteenth century despite the existence of slavery on one side 
and free labor on the other. Chapter 13 expands the treatment of Texan inde-
pendence from Mexico by discussing its impact on both Anglo and Mexican 
residents of this borderland region. Chapter 14 contains a new examination of 
the Civil War in the American West.

In Chapter 16, I have expanded the section on the industrial west with new 
discussions of logging and mining, and added a new subsection on the dis-
semination of a mythical image of the Wild West in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Chapter 17 contains an expanded discussion of Chinese immigrants in 
the West and the battle over exclusion and citizenship, a debate that centered 
on what kind of population should be allowed to inhabit the West and enjoy 
the opportunities the region offered. Chapter 18 examines Progressivism, 
countering conventional narratives that emphasize the origins of Progressive 
political reforms in eastern cities by relating how many, from woman suffrage 
to the initiative, referendum, and recall, emerged in Oregon, California, and 
other western states. Chapter 20 expands the treatment of western agriculture 
in the 1920s by highlighting the acceleration of agricultural mechanization 
in the region and the agricultural depression that preceded the general eco-
nomic collapse of 1929 and after. In Chapter 22 we see the new employment 
opportunities for  Mexican-  American women in the war production factories 
that opened in the West. In Chapter 26, there is a new subsection on con-
servatism in the West and the Sagebrush Rebellion of the 1970s and 1980s. 
Chapter 27 returns to the borderlands theme by discussing the consequences 
of the creation, in the 1990s, of a free trade zone connecting the two sides of 
the  Mexican-  American border. And Chapters 27 and 28 now include expanded 
discussions of the southwestern borderland as a site of an acrimonious battle 
over  immigration—  legal and  undocumented—  involving the federal and 
state governments, private vigilantes, and continuing waves of people trying 
to cross into the United States. The contested borderland now extends many 
miles into the United States north of the boundary between the two nations, 
and southward well into Mexico and even Central America.

I have also added a number of new selections to Voices of Freedom, the 
paired excerpts from primary documents in each chapter. Some of the new 
documents reflect the stronger emphasis on the West and borderlands; oth-
ers seek to sharpen the juxtaposition of divergent concepts of freedom at par-
ticular moments in American history. And this edition contains many new 
 images—  paintings, broadsides, photographs, and  others—  related to these 
themes, brought to life in a vibrant,  full-  color design.

Americans have always had a divided attitude toward history. On the one 
hand, they tend to be remarkably  future-  oriented, dismissing events of even 
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the recent past as “ancient history” and sometimes seeing history as a burden 
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 histori-
cal museums and National Park Service historical sites in  ever-  increasing num-
bers. My hope is that this book will convince 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 force 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 cit-
izens, knowledge of the past is  essential—  not only for those of us whose pro-
fession is the teaching and writing of history, but for everyone. History, to be 
sure, does not offer simple lessons or immediate answers to current questions. 
Knowing the history of immigration to the United States, and all of the ten-
sions, 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 interpretations that 
cannot be challenged, our understanding of history is constantly changing. 
There is nothing unusual in the fact that each generation rewrites history to 
meet its own needs, or that scholars disagree among themselves on basic ques-
tions like the causes of the Civil War or the reasons for the Great Depression. 
Precisely because each generation asks different 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 his-
torians. New  subfields—  social history, cultural history, and family history 
among  them—  have taken their place alongside traditional political and dip-
lomatic 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 economic history, 
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and to their interconnections. The narrative brings together major events and 
prominent leaders with the many groups of ordinary people who make up 
American society. Give Me Liberty! has a rich cast of characters, 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.

Aimed at an audience of undergraduate students with little or no detailed 
knowledge of American history, Give Me Liberty! guides readers through the 
complexities of the subject without overwhelming them with excessive 
detail. The unifying theme of freedom that runs through the text gives shape 
to the narrative and integrates the numerous strands that make up the Amer-
ican experience. This approach builds on that of my earlier book, The Story of 
American Freedom (1998), although Give Me Liberty! places events and personal-
ities in the foreground and is more geared to the structure of the introductory 
survey course.

Freedom, and the battles to define its meaning, have long been central 
to my own scholarship and undergraduate teaching, which focuses on the 
nineteenth century and especially the era of the Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion (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 for-
mer slaves, and all Americans, should enjoy as free citizens. I have found that 
attention to clashing definitions of freedom and the struggles of different 
groups to achieve freedom as they understood it offers a way of making 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 individ-
uals and as a nation than freedom. The central term in our political 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 inal-
ienable rights; the Constitution announces its purpose 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 burn-
ing 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 misleading. 
Freedom is not a fixed, timeless category with a single unchanging  definition. 
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Indeed, the history of the United States is, in part, a story of debates, disa-
greements, and struggles over freedom. Crises like the American Revolution, 
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 reality 
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 freedom 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 primar-
ily a set of rights enjoyed in public  activity—  the right of a community to be 
governed by laws to which its representatives had consented and of individu-
als to engage in religious worship without governmental interference. In the 
nineteenth century, freedom came to be closely identified with each person’s 
opportunity to develop to the fullest his or her innate talents. In the twenti-
eth, the “ability to choose,” in both public and private life, became perhaps 
the dominant understanding of freedom. This development was encouraged 
by the explosive growth of the consumer marketplace (a development that 
receives considerable attention in Give Me Liberty!), 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 the sexes. Thus, over time, more and 
more areas of life have been drawn into Americans’ debates about the mean-
ing of freedom.

A second important dimension of freedom focuses on the social conditions 
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 independent 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 
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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 consumption 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 Americans 
has coexisted with persistent efforts to limit freedom by race, gender, and 
class and in other ways.

Less obvious, perhaps, is the fact that one person’s freedom has frequently 
been linked to another’s servitude. In the colonial era and nineteenth 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 uni-
versal birthright owes much both 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 the Civil War and was reinvigorated 
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.

Although concentrating on events within the United States, Give Me Lib-
erty! also situates American history in the context of developments in other 
parts of the world. Many of the forces that shaped American history, including 
the international migration of peoples, the development of slavery, the spread 
of democracy, and the expansion of capitalism, were worldwide processes not 
confined to the United States. Today, American ideas, culture, and economic 
and military power exert unprecedented influence throughout the world. But 
beginning with the earliest days of settlement, when European empires com-
peted to colonize North America and enrich themselves from its trade, Ameri-
can history cannot be understood in isolation from its global setting.



Freedom is the oldest of clichés and the most modern of aspirations. At var-
ious times in our history, it has served as the rallying cry of the powerless and 
as a justification of the status quo. Freedom helps to bind our culture together 
and exposes the contradictions between what America claims to be and what 
it sometimes has been. American history is not a narrative of continual pro-
gress toward greater and greater freedom. As the abolitionist Thomas Went-
worth Higginson noted after the Civil War, “revolutions may go backward.” 
Though 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 American 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 secure American freedom at home and export it abroad. I hope that 
Give Me Liberty! will offer beginning 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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