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Handout 5. American History before 1865

1. The entries in this chapter demonstrate the importance of the Revolutionary War and the Civil War as defining moments in American history (and mythology). What relevance do these events have for understanding present-day America?

2. The long entries for George Washington and Abraham Lincoln correspond to each of these moments, the founding of the country and the abolition of slavery/preservation of the union. They may be taken as symbols of these moments.   Both are associated with legends or sayings that encapsulate American ideals: George Washington and the cherry tree, Abe Lincoln in his log cabin.

3. The frontier and the Indians are other themes of this chapter. Frontier entries tell how the US grew westward until it had occupied the whole continent.  See, the Alamo, Daniel Boon, Kit Carson, covered wagon, Davy Crockett, 49ers, the gold rush, Homestead Act, Lewis and Clark expedition, Louisiana Purchase, Manifest Destiny, Oregon Trail.

Indian entries tell of their removal from their lands. The general point is that Indians are  tragic figures in America’s history; they were unjustly robbed of their lands, attacked and slaughtered by the settlers and the US Army, forcibly moved to reservations, and cheated by the US government’s failure to fulfill its treaties with them.  See, Cherokees, Iroquois League, Navahos, Pocahontas, Shawnees, Seminoles, Tecumseh, Trail of Tears, wampum.

4. The issue of slavery was problematic from the beginning. De Tocqueville criticized slavery on practical grounds- it corrupted the slave-owners.  The moral issue-that slavery is unjust- was represented by the abolitionists.  The question of whether new states should permit or forbid slavery made it a political issue, with congress having to negotiate compromises between economic, moral, and practical interests.  Unjust treatment of slaves and Indians are two perennial sources of guilt, regret, and shame in American history.

