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Preface
What is political history? The answer may seem obvious.
In everyday language, “politics” in a democratic nation
like the United States is the subject of who gets elected
to oﬃce and what they do with the powers granted to
them by voters, laws, and constitutions. It is an endless
contest of speech making, lawmaking, fundraising, and
negotiating in which ambitious actors spend their lives
struggling to come out on top.
This deﬁnition may seem like common sense, but it
does not capture what most political historians actu
ally do. Many authors who engage in the serious study
of past politics try to understand the larger forces that
propel changes in governments, laws, and campaigns.
The most inﬂuential historians, in particular, have al
ways framed the narrative of legislative giveandtake
and winning and losing oﬃce within a context of grand
historical themes and developments. In the 1890s, Fred
erick Jackson Turner argued that the frontier experience
shaped American democracy. For him, regional identi
ties and cultures drove political development. Early in
the twentieth century, Charles and Mary Beard con
tended that the clash of economic interests was at the
root of every turning point in U.S. history—from the
drafting of the Constitution to the Civil War. At mid
century, Richard Hofstadter used the psychological con
cept of “status anxiety” to explain the fervor of both
Populist and Progressive reformers. In recent decades,
leading scholars have sought to illuminate evolving ten
sions within the body politic by focusing on intersecting
diﬀerences of religion and cultural taste, race and ethnic
ity, gender and class.
This encyclopedia also assumes an expansive deﬁni
tion of politics: the meaning and uses of power in the
public sphere and the competition to gain that power.
The word politics derives from the Greek word for “citi
zen,” and the rights, powers, and obligations of citizens

and their governments have been at the core of the sub
ject since the days of Aristotle, Plato, and Herodotus.
Another tradition has been with us since the build
ing of the Acropolis: history is a constant debate. In this
spirit, our contributors oﬀer interpretations of their top
ics, not merely a factual record or a summary of views
held by others. Each article ends with a bibliography
meant to guide the reader to some of the most signiﬁ
cant works on that topic.

The study of politics in the United States has featured
several interpretive approaches since the ﬁrst serious his
tories of the subject were published in the middle of the
nineteenth century. First, at a time when universities
were just beginning to train historians, such selftaught,
eloquent writers as George Bancroft and Henry Adams
wrote multivolume narratives of presidents and diplo
mats. Their prose was often vivid, and their judgments
had a stern, moralizing ﬂavor.
By the early twentieth century, such grand personal
works were being supplanted by a rigorously empirical
approach. This was a style of history pioneered by disci
ples of the German academic scholar Leopold von Ranke,
who declared that the past should be studied “as it really
was.” Rankean scholars wrote careful monographs which
piled fact upon fact about such subjects as the decisions
that led to independence and the making of new state
constitutions. They believed a “scientiﬁc” approach could
produce a political history with the opinions of the his
torian left out.
At the same time, however, a new group known as the
“progressive” historians was garnering controversy and
a large readership outside academia as well as among
vii
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scholars. Such leading progressives as Turner, the Beards,
and Vernon Parrington described a longstanding di
vision between, on the one hand, the makers of elite,
urban culture and big business and, on the other hand,
small farmers and selftaught, selfmade men from rural
areas and the frontier. These historians were sympathetic
toward the reform movements of their day—from the
Populists in the 1890s to the New Dealers of the 1930s—
which portrayed themselves as ﬁghting for “the people.”
By the 1940s, a reaction to the progressive scholars was
gathering force. Such historians as David Potter, Daniel
Boorstin, and the political scientist Louis Hartz joined
Hofstadter in arguing that politics in the United States
had long been characterized more by a consensus of
values than by a conﬂict over economic interests. Such
“counterprogressive” scholars argued that most Ameri
cans had always embraced liberal capitalism and rejected
any politicians and movements that aimed to do more
than tinker with the existing system.
This sober, often ironic sensibility was challenged
headon in the late 1960s by historians—most of them
young—who were inspired by contemporary move
ments for African American freedom, feminism, and
against the war in Vietnam. These “New Left” scholars
revived the progressive emphasis on sharp, ongoing con
ﬂict but located its wellsprings among workers, racial
and ethnic minorities, and women—groups that had
previously received little attention from political histo
rians. Inﬂuential scholars like Eric Foner, Gerda Lerner,
Nathan Huggins, Eugene Genovese, and Alan Brinkley
embedded their narratives of power in a rich context of
class relations, racial identities, and cultural assumptions.
Arguing that ordinary people were as much agents of
change as were national politicians and government of
ﬁcials helped to democratize understanding of the past,
even as it deemphasized such durable institutions as the
courts, Congress, and the major political parties.
More recently, an increasing number of scholars have
turned away from focusing on American politics in iso
lation from similar developments occurring elsewhere
in the world. Their “transnational” perspective chal
lenges patriotic vanities by chipping away at the notion
that the United States ever stood apart from ideas and
social movements that shook other lands and peoples.
Thomas Bender interprets the North’s victory in the
Civil War as producing a newly potent national state
much like those emerging at the same time in Japan,
Italy, Argentina, and Germany. Similarly, Daniel Rod
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gers describes how American reformers in the early
twentieth century tried to apply policy ideas they had
picked up on visits with fellow progressives and moder
ate socialists in Europe.
Whatever the individual approach, nearly every con
temporary historian implicitly applies a broad deﬁnition
of politics to her or his work. Historians are interested not
only in such traditional topics as presidents, bureaucratic
institutions, and constitutions but also in popular ideol
ogy and consciousness, social movements, war, educa
tion, crime, sexuality, and the reciprocal inﬂuence of mass
culture on political thinking and behavior. At the same
time, scholars in ﬁelds outside of history—especially in
political science and law—have demonstrated a grow
ing interest in the American past. Meanwhile, bestseller
lists routinely include one or more skillful narratives
about past presidents, diplomacy, and the politics of war.
This is an exciting time to be a political historian in the
United States.
To convey that excitement and the breadth of the
subject, the encyclopedia includes 187 essays in the fol
lowing areas—some traditional, some exemplifying the
creative changes that mark the discipline.
Periods

Which issues, parties, institutions, events, and leaders
were dominant in diﬀerent spans of time? In chron
ological order, these essays include the era of a new
republic (1789–1827), the Jacksonian era (1828–45),
sectional conﬂict and secession (1845–65), Recon
struction (1865–77), the Gilded Age (1870s–90s), pro
gressivism and the Progressive Era (1890s–1920), the
conservative interregnum (1920–32), the New Deal
Era (1933–52), the era of consensus (1952–64), the era
of confrontation and decline (1964–80), and the con
servative ascendancy (1980–2004). The essays provide
an overview of pivotal elections, political developments,
policies, and policy makers, and the rise and fall of
major party coalitions.
Institutions

This category includes the presidency, the House of
Representatives, the Senate, and the Supreme Court; as
well as the cabinet departments; the Electoral College;
local, state, and territorial governments; and civil service.
But it also includes such nongovernmental institutions
as party nominating conventions, think tanks, interest
groups, and public opinion polls, as well as such topics
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as citizenship, whose legal and political history is critical
to understanding the politics of ethnicity, immigration,
and gender.
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ments as well as debates about their meaning and appli
cation over the next two centuries and beyond. The full
text of these documents can be found in the appendix
(volume II).

Movements

Mass movements have had a major impact on political
change in the United States. This category includes both
longlived movements that still exist—such as labor and
paciﬁsm—and ones of great historical signiﬁcance that
now exist only in memory, such as abolitionism and
Prohibition.
Political Parties

This category includes lengthy articles on the Democrats
and Republicans in diﬀerent periods as well as shorter es
says about defunct major parties, such as the Federalists
and Whigs, and a variety of other political parties that
have had a national presence. The essays on the major
parties discuss the impact of key elections, leaders, events,
and social changes on the fortunes and evolution of these
organizations whose competition has done much to struc
ture the political order from the 1850s to the present.
Ideas, Philosophies, and Religions

This category includes such hotly contested and unde
niably signiﬁcant concepts as conservatism, liberalism,
republicanism, radicalism, Americanism, feminism, and
democracy. It also includes articles about how American
Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and Muslims have inﬂu
enced politics and vice versa.
War and Foreign Policy

The rest of the world has been a major inﬂuence on the
development of the American polity and on a variety
of related subjects—from the growth of the military, to
the Fourteenth Amendment, to the rise of the African
American freedom movement in the 1940s and 1950s.
The essays about the nation’s wars discuss the eﬀect of
military operations on domestic debate and policy as
well as the role of military leaders and battles in shap
ing electoral outcomes.
Founding Documents

This category includes the Articles of Confederation as
well as the Declaration of Independence, the Constitu
tion, and the initial amendments to it, the Bill of Rights.
Articles in this category discuss the genesis of these docu

Regions

In wideranging essays, authors focus on the major is
sues, dominant institutions, and pivotal actors in the
politics of New England, the Middle Atlantic, the South
since the end of Reconstruction, the Midwest, the Great
Plains, the Rocky Mountains, the Paciﬁc Coast, and
Alaska and Hawai‘i. These contributions examine how
the expansionist, regionally diverse character of U.S. his
tory has shaped its political evolution.
Ethnic and Racial Groups

Tens of millions of people immigrated to the United
States voluntarily, and many others came as slaves. The
articles in this category discuss the ideas and political ac
tivities of immigrant clusters from diﬀerent parts of the
world and their descendants—European, African, La
tino, Asian, Caribbean—and how ethnic and racial di
versity have inﬂuenced larger social changes. There is also
an article on Native Americans, the original immigrants,
and separate contributions on the changing role of race
in politics.
Issues

This category includes subjects and actors whose sig
niﬁcance has been perennial in U.S. history, as in the
political history of every modern nation: the economy
(banking policy, agrarian politics, consumers, taxation,
transportation), cities and suburbs, class and crime.
These are the “issues” that—since the beginning of the
republic—politicians, movements, and voters have de
bated, and that have spurred major pieces of legislation
and court rulings.
Mass Culture

Anyone who follows politics knows how important the
culture of image making and performance is to framing
and winning contests for oﬃce. But the engagement of
mass culture and politics stretches back to the beginnings
of the nation. This category includes essays about car
tooning, the American novel, ﬁlm, music, radio, televi
sion, political advertising, and the Internet. These essays
oﬀer provocative interpretations about how art and artful
technology have inﬂuenced the world of politics.
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Recommended Reading

Biographical directories abound, in print and on the
Internet. So we decided that even short sketches of the
44 presidents would take up space better devoted to
major themes and contexts in which each chief executive
won oﬃce and governed. Of course, nearly every article
mentions prominent individuals and the decisions they
made, and the index can help readers follow signiﬁcant
historical ﬁgures through the book.
The best political histories teach readers a good deal
that is new to them but do so in clear, direct, evocative
prose. This work is intended to help readers at all levels
of knowledge to understand patterns and connections
in U.S. history, from its colonial origins to the present
day, and to serve as a ﬁrst step to further research. All our
contributors combine expertise with an ability to write
for a broad audience.
We hope you ﬁnd this encyclopedia both instructive
and a pleasure to read.
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For excellent surveys of historical scholarship about
U.S. politics, see Richard J. Jensen, “Historiography of
American Political History,” in Encyclopedia of Amer
ican Political History, edited by Jack P. Greene (New
York: Scribner’s, 1984), 1–25; Meg Jacobs and Julian E.
Zelizer, “The Democratic Experiment: New Directions
in American Political History,” in The Democratic Ex
periment: New Directions in American Political History,
edited by Meg Jacobs, William J. Novak, and Julian E.
Zelizer (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2003), 1–19; Sean Wilentz, “American Political Histo
ries,” OAH Magazine of History (April 2007), 23–27.
For excellent essays on signiﬁcant individuals, see Amer
ican National Biography (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002). The latter is also available online (with a
subscription). A bracing history of the historical profes
sion in the United States is Peter Novick’s That Noble
Dream (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1989).

