To the Student

WHy Stupy HisTORY?

Why take a course in American history? This is a question that many college and
university students ask. In many respects, students today are like the generations
of Americans who have gone before them: optimistic and forward looking, far
more eager to imagine where we as a nation might be going than to reflect on
where we have been. If anything, this tendency has become more pronounced in
recent years, as the Internet revolution has accelerated the pace and excitement of
change and made even the recent past seem at best quaint, at worst uninteresting
and irrelevant.

But it is precisely in these moments of change that a sense of the past can be
indispensable in terms of guiding our actions in the present and future. We can
find in other periods of American history moments, like our own, of dizzying tech-
nological change, rapid alterations in the concentration of wealth and power, and
basic changes in patterns of work, residence, and play. How did Americans at those
times create, embrace, and resist these changes? In earlier periods of American
history, the United States was home, as it is today, to a broad array of ethnic and
racial groups. How did earlier generations of Americans respond to the cultural
conflicts and misunderstandings that often arise from conditions of diversity? How
did immigrants of the early 1900s perceive their new land? How and when did they
integrate themselves into American society? To study how ordinary Americans of
the past struggled with these issues is to gain perspective on the opportunities and
problems that we face today.

History also provides an important guide to affairs of state. What role should
America assume in world affairs? Should we participate in international bodies such
as the United Nations, or insist on our ability to act autonomously and without the
consent of other nations? What is the proper role of government in economic and
social life? Should the government regulate the economy? To what extent should
the government promote morality regarding religion, sexual practices, drinking
and drugs, movies, TV, and other forms of mass culture? And what are our respon-
sibilities as citizens to each other and to the nation? Americans of past generations
have debated these issues with verve and conviction. Learning about these debates
and how they were resolved will enrich our understanding of the policy possibilities
for today and tomorrow.

History, finally, is about stories—stories that we all tell about ourselves; our
families; our communities; our ethnicity, race, region, and religion; and our nation.
They are stories of triumph and tragedy, of engagement and flight, and of high
ideals and high comedy. When we tell these stories, “American history” is often
the furthest thing from our minds. But, often, an implicit sense of the past informs
what we say about grandparents who immigrated many years ago; the suburb in
which we live; the church, synagogue, or mosque at which we worship; or the
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ethnic or racial group to which we belong. How well, we might ask, do we really
understand these individuals, institutions, and groups? Do our stories about them
capture their history and complexity? Or do our stories wittingly or unwittingly
simplify or alter what these individuals and groups experienced? A study of
American history helps us first to ask these questions and then to answer them. In
the process, we can embark on a journey of intellectual and personal discovery and
situate ourselves more firmly than we had thought possible in relation to those who
came before us. We can gain a firmer self-knowledge and a greater appreciation for
the richness of our nation and, indeed, of all humanity.



