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    At its core, History of the United States weighs the nation’s eloquent democratic promises against the persistent, shaping force of material interests, tracing how ideals, institutions, and conflicts emerge from the friction between civic aspiration and economic power, between visions of a commonwealth and the competitive energies of commerce, industry, and territory, and between the language of liberty and the practical negotiations of law, policy, and social life, inviting readers to consider how, across changing eras, the republic continually remakes itself by balancing consent and coercion, reform and resistance, opportunity and inequality, memory and modernization in the making of American experience.

Charles A. Beard’s History of the United States, often published with Mary Ritter Beard as coauthor, belongs to the tradition of comprehensive survey texts that chart the nation from its colonial origins to the modern moment of their time. Written in the early twentieth century, amid the Progressive era of American historiography, it presents the United States as both subject and stage, a sprawling setting that includes regions, classes, and institutions. Its genre is pedagogical and synthetic, a textbook designed to guide students and general readers through large patterns while anchoring them in concrete episodes, laws, movements, and leaders.

The reading experience is shaped by a steady, explanatory voice that prefers clarity over ornament, organizing complex developments into intelligible sequences without sacrificing debate. The style is analytical and panoramic, attentive to economic structures, legal arrangements, and civic institutions, yet it also pauses for portraits of regions and reformers when they illuminate broader currents. Its tone is assured and instructional, the cadence of an experienced teacher assembling evidence and weighing interpretations. Chronology provides the scaffolding, but thematic crosscurrents—work, governance, expansion, and citizenship—continually pull the narrative into conversation across centuries, offering readers both orientation and a framework for asking their own questions.

Among its central themes is the reciprocal shaping of government and economy: how property, markets, and labor systems influence public policy, and how law and institutions in turn frame opportunity and power. The book follows the growth of constitutional government alongside the expansion of commerce and industry, relating shifts in taxation, finance, and regulation to wider social change. Regional diversity matters as much as national integration, and the narrative registers the tensions that accompany migration, urbanization, and technological advance. Conflict and compromise appear as recurring mechanisms of development, revealing how coalitions form, fracture, and reform in the pursuit of order, prosperity, and progress.

Equally important is the attention to citizenship—who counts, on what terms, and through which institutions. Elections, parties, courts, and administrations are treated not simply as arenas of personalities but as mechanisms through which competing interests articulate programs and negotiate change. The story observes debates over inclusion and representation as they unfold within shifting social and economic contexts, linking policy questions to everyday life. Reform movements enter as responses to perceived imbalances of power, whether in workplace, marketplace, or municipality, and their campaigns illustrate how organized action can redirect public priorities without dissolving the larger currents that continue to drive national development.

For contemporary readers, the book matters as a clear, structured account that foregrounds the interplay of power, policy, and production—an approach that illuminates ongoing debates over inequality, federal authority, civic responsibility, and economic change. Its Progressive‑era lens encourages readers to ask who benefits and who pays when institutions evolve, a question that remains vital in discussions of infrastructure, rights, and regulation. At the same time, it is a product of its moment, and reading it critically—aware of the period’s assumptions, silences, and emphases—becomes part of its educational value, teaching historical interpretation alongside the history it narrates.

Approached in this spirit, History of the United States offers not a final verdict but an organizing map, clarifying how forces of idealism and interest contend within a constitutional framework that both enables and restrains change. Readers encounter a nation continually testing the capacity of its institutions to channel conflict into law and policy while protecting space for experiment and dissent. The result is a narrative that remains usable: it equips newcomers with orientation, invites more advanced readers to argue with its categories, and underscores that understanding America requires tracing the fitful alignment of principle, power, and practice across time.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Charles A. Beard’s History of the United States presents a sweeping narrative from colonial foundations to the modern era, organized around the proposition that economic conditions and interests profoundly shape political institutions and public policy. Rather than recounting events as a sequence of heroic episodes, the book examines how land, labor, markets, and capital structured opportunities and conflicts among regions and groups. It traces the evolution of constitutional arrangements, party systems, and administrative power as responses to changing material realities. Within this framework, social diversity, regional rivalries, and ideological disputes appear as intertwined with the practical demands of production, trade, taxation, and property.

Beginning with European colonization, Beard outlines the varied economies and social orders that took root along the Atlantic seaboard. He contrasts plantation agriculture dependent on enslaved labor with mixed farming and commercial towns, noting how geography and resources fostered distinct regional elites and local institutions. Colonial self-government, religious pluralism, and mercantile regulation all developed amid competition for land and markets. The book highlights the rise of colonial assemblies, the growth of trade networks, and recurring conflicts over taxation and credit. These formative patterns, Beard argues, created enduring interests and expectations that later framed debates about authority, representation, and the boundaries of economic freedom.

In narrating the break with Britain, the book situates revolutionary grievances within the broader context of imperial regulation, fiscal policy, and colonial aspirations for control over commerce and land. The struggle for independence thus appears alongside disputes among patriots themselves about finance, debt, and executive power. After the war, the vulnerabilities of the Confederation—currency instability, trade barriers, and social unrest—set the stage for constitutional reform. Beard analyzes the Constitution as a structural response to economic disorder, balancing national authority with safeguards for property and contract. He emphasizes the competing visions of Federalists and their critics, and the compromises that institutionalized a new political economy.

Covering the early republic, Beard follows the expansion of markets, the rise of credit and banking, and the tariffs and internal improvements that promoted national development. Political parties crystallize around divergent regional and class interests, pitting commercial and manufacturing advocates against agrarian critics wary of concentrated financial power. Westward migration reshapes the electorate and intensifies debates over land policy and slavery, while Native nations face dispossession tied to settler expansion. The Jacksonian era, in this reading, marks a widening of political participation combined with fierce struggles over banking, currency, and federal authority—conflicts that expose the friction between democratic rhetoric and economic consolidation.

Addressing slavery’s expansion and the sectional crisis, the narrative interprets the conflict as more than a moral controversy, locating its roots in divergent labor systems and commercial strategies across North and South. Compromises over territory, tariffs, and fugitive laws defer but do not resolve structural tensions. The Civil War emerges as a decisive contest that transforms the federal government’s capacity to mobilize resources and direct economic policy. In Reconstruction, the book examines shifting coalitions, legal reforms, and contested labor arrangements, noting how political outcomes reflected struggles over property, taxation, and credit in a devastated South, with national implications for citizenship and governance.

In the industrial era, Beard highlights corporate consolidation, the integration of national markets, and the pressures of urbanization and immigration. Labor movements and farmers’ alliances press for regulation and monetary reform as trusts and railroads expand their influence. Debates over antitrust laws, tariffs, and banking policy reveal attempts to reconcile mass democracy with large-scale enterprise. Overseas engagements and a growing administrative state signal new horizons for American power and policy coordination. Progressive reformers pursue regulation, social welfare measures, and more direct political mechanisms, while the First World War accelerates federal intervention in production and finance, testing the balance between liberty, efficiency, and security.

Concluding with reflections on the early twentieth century, the work distills a central question: how can a diverse democracy govern a dynamic economy without subordinating public life to private power? By tracking the interplay of material interests with constitutional forms, the book underscores recurring cycles of expansion, crisis, and reform. It invites readers to weigh institutional design, regional diversity, and class alignments as enduring forces in national development. Beyond assembling a chronology, Beard’s study shaped historical inquiry by foregrounding economic structures and social conflict. Its lasting resonance lies in framing American history as a debate over who benefits from growth, law, and statecraft.
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    Charles A. Beard (1874–1948), a leading Progressive-era historian, wrote History of the United States with Mary Ritter Beard to serve American schools and the general public. First issued in the early 1920s and repeatedly revised, it emerged from the United States’ expanding university system and professional historical guild, notably centered at Columbia University and the American Historical Association. The textbook addressed a national audience immersed in civics, mass education, and vigorous debate over the purposes of history. It presented the American past through institutions—governments, courts, parties, corporations—and social forces, reflecting the Progressive faith in systematic inquiry and history’s relevance to public life.

Set against the Atlantic world, the book traces English colonization from the seventeenth century, when chartered companies, royal proprietors, and self-governing towns created varied institutions across regions. Mercantilist rules such as the Navigation Acts tied colonial commerce to the British Empire. Elected assemblies, established churches, and local courts coexisted with frontier trade and diplomacy with Native nations. The French and Indian War (1754–1763) redrew imperial boundaries and increased Britain’s debt, prompting taxation measures, including the Stamp Act (1765) and Townshend duties. Colonial resistance, petitions, and boycotts accelerated institutional conflict, setting the stage for debates over representation, sovereignty, and rights.

Beard’s narrative emphasizes the institutional break of 1776 and the subsequent experiment under the Articles of Confederation, whose limited fiscal and executive powers hampered national policy. The Constitutional Convention of 1787 produced a federal framework balancing state and national authority, later defined by the Judiciary Act of 1789 and judicial review affirmed in Marbury v. Madison (1803). In his 1913 An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States, Beard argued that property interests influenced framing and ratification. That thesis, widely debated, informs the textbook’s attention to creditors, landholders, and commercial groups shaping debates over taxation, regulation, and rights.

From the early republic through the 1850s, the United States expanded geographically and commercially. The Louisiana Purchase (1803), Erie Canal (completed 1825), and railroad development accelerated the market revolution. Jacksonian democracy mobilized voters while confronting the Second Bank of the United States and promoting Indian Removal under the 1830 act. Territorial gains after the Mexican–American War (1846–1848) intensified conflicts over slavery’s expansion, prompting the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas–Nebraska Act (1854), and violence in Bleeding Kansas. Supreme Court rulings, notably Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857), narrowed Congressional power over territories, highlighting the constitutional and economic stakes of sectional rivalry.

The Civil War (1861–1865) transformed national authority and labor relations. Union victory, the Emancipation Proclamation (1863), and the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments ended slavery and redefined citizenship and voting rights. Reconstruction governments sought to rebuild the South and expand public institutions, while white supremacist resistance, including the Ku Klux Klan, used violence to undermine reform. Political compromise in 1877 ended federal military occupation. Supreme Court decisions, such as the Slaughter-House Cases (1873) and the Civil Rights Cases (1883), limited federal enforcement of civil rights, illustrating how constitutional interpretation and political power shaped postwar settlements and economic hierarchies.

Industrialization after the Civil War reordered American society. Railroads integrated markets; corporations amassed capital; and trusts consolidated industries in oil, steel, and finance. Economic crises in 1873 and 1893 exposed instability. Labor conflict—Haymarket (1886), Homestead (1892), Pullman (1894)—tested the state’s response, while the Knights of Labor and the American Federation of Labor organized workers. The Sherman Antitrust Act (1890) and Interstate Commerce Commission signaled regulatory experiments. Massive immigration and urban growth reshaped politics and services. Populists demanded monetary and railroad reforms in the 1890s, highlighting rural–urban tensions that Beard, attentive to economic interests, treated as central to policy.

Progressive reform at the turn of the century sought to regulate corporations, improve cities, and democratize politics. Federal initiatives included the Pure Food and Drug Act (1906), the Federal Reserve Act (1913), and the Clayton Antitrust Act (1914). Constitutional change expanded federal capacity and citizenship: income tax (Sixteenth, 1913), direct election of senators (Seventeenth, 1913), prohibition (Eighteenth, 1919), and women’s suffrage (Nineteenth, 1920). The United States entered World War I in 1917, accompanied by the Espionage and Sedition Acts and a postwar Red Scare. Beard resigned from Columbia in 1917 over academic freedom, sharpening his skepticism toward wartime orthodoxy and institutional power.

Published and revised amid the interwar crisis, the Beards’ textbook evolved as the state’s role expanded during the Great Depression and New Deal. Economic collapse after 1929 and recovery programs, including banking reform and Social Security (1935), reoriented debates over federal power—central themes in Beard’s approach. His later works criticized executive diplomacy in the 1930s–1940s, underscoring a consistent concern with accountability and interests. Widely adopted in classrooms, the textbook exemplified Progressive-era scholarship that linked history to civic judgment. By foregrounding economic conflict, institutional development, and reform, it reflected and critiqued its age’s struggles over democracy, capitalism, and national purpose.
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StatesPopulation192019101900United States105,708,77191,972,26675,994,575Alabama2,348,1742,138,0931,828,697Arizona333,903204,354122,931Arkansas1,752,2041,574,4491,311,564California3,426,8612,377,5491,485,053Colorado939,629799,024539,700Connecticut1,380,6311,114,756908,420Delaware223,003202,322184,735District of Columbia437,571331,069278,718Florida968,470752,619528,542Georgia2,895,8322,609,1212,216,331Idaho431,866325,594161,772Illinois6,485,2805,638,5914,821,550Indiana2,930,3902,700,8762,516,462Iowa2,404,0212,224,7712,231,853Kansas1,769,2571,690,9491,470,495Kentucky2,416,6302,289,9052,147,174Louisiana1,798,5091,656,3881,381,625Maine768,014742,371694,466Maryland1,449,6611,295,3461,188,044Massachusetts3,852,3563,366,4162,805,346Michigan3,668,4122,810,1732,420,982Minnesota2,387,1252,075,7081,751,394Mississippi1,790,6181,797,1141,551,270Missouri3,404,0553,293,3353,106,665Montana548,889376,053243,329Nebraska1,296,3721,192,2141,066,300Nevada77,40781,87542,335New Hampshire443,407430,572411,588New Jersey3,155,9002,537,1671,883,669New Mexico360,350327,301195,310New York10,384,8299,113,6147,268,894North Carolina2,559,1232,206,2871,893,810North Dakota645,680577,056319,146Ohio5,759,3944,767,1214,157,545Oklahoma2,028,2831,657,155790,391Oregon783,389672,765413,536Pennsylvania8,720,0177,665,1116,302,115Rhode Island604,397542,610428,556South Carolina1,683,7241,515,4001,340,316South Dakota636,547583,888401,570Tennessee2,337,8852,184,7892,020,616Texas4,663,2283,896,5423,048,710Utah449,396373,351276,749Vermont352,428355,956343,641Virginia2,309,1872,061,6121,854,184Washington1,356,6211,141,990518,103West Virginia1,463,7011,221,119958,800Wisconsin2,632,0672,333,8602,069,042Wyoming194,402145,96592,531
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Num.NameStatePartyYear in OfficeVice-President1George WashingtonVa.Fed.1789-1797John Adams2John AdamsMass.Fed.1797-1801Thomas Jefferson3Thomas JeffersonVa.Rep.1801-1809Aaron BurrGeorge Clinton4James MadisonVa.Rep.1809-1817George ClintonElbridge Gerry5James MonroeVa.Rep.1817-1825Daniel D. Tompkins6John Q. AdamsMass.Rep.1825-1829John C. Calhoun7Andrew JacksonTenn.Dem.1829-1837John C. CalhounMartin Van Buren8Martin Van BurenN.Y.Dem.1837-1841Richard M. Johnson9Wm. H. HarrisonOhioWhig1841-1841John Tyler10John Tyler[20]Va.Whig1841-184511James K. PolkTenn.Dem.1845-1849George M. Dallas12Zachary TaylorLa.Whig1849-1850Millard Fillmore13Millard Fillmore[20]N.Y.Whig1850-185314Franklin PierceN.H.Dem.1853-1857William R. King15James BuchananPa.Dem.1857-1861J.C. Breckinridge16Abraham LincolnIll.Rep.1861-1865Hannibal HamlinAndrew Johnson17Andrew Johnson[20]Tenn.Rep.1865-186918Ulysses S. GrantIll.Rep.1869-1877Schuyler ColfaxHenry Wilson19Rutherford B. HayesOhioRep.1877-1881Wm. A. Wheeler20James A. GarfieldOhioRep.1881-1881Chester A. Arthur21Chester A. Arthur[20]N.Y.Rep.1881-188522Grover ClevelandN.Y.Dem.1885-1889Thomas A. Hendricks23Benjamin HarrisonInd.Rep.1889-1893Levi P. Morton24Grover ClevelandN.Y.Dem.1893-1897Adlai E. Stevenson25William McKinleyOhioRep.1897-1901Garrett A. HobartTheodore Roosevelt26Theodore Roosevelt[20]N.Y.Rep.1901-1909Chas. W. Fairbanks27William H. TaftOhioRep.1909-1913James S. Sherman28Woodrow WilsonN.J.Dem.1913-1921Thomas R. Marshall29Warren G. HardingOhioRep.1921-Calvin Coolidge
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AREA19201910United States with outlying possessions117,857,509101,146,530Continental United States105,708,77191,972,266Outlying Possessions12,148,7389,174 264AlaskaAmerican SamoaGuamHawaiiPanama Canal ZonePorto RicoMilitary and naval, etc., service abroadPhilippine IslandsVirgin Islands of the United States54,8998,05613,275255,91222,8581,299,809117,23810,350,640[22]26,051[24]64,3567,251[21]11,806191,90962,810[21]1,118,01255,6087,635,426[23]27,086[25]
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Instruction abandons rigid dates, blends timeline with themes, urging a close reading followed by topical review. Migration sets the stage: believers fleeing persecution, fortune-seekers chasing work, reformers escaping politics. Colonists arrive—English, Scotch-Irish, Irish, Jews, Germans—mix on free soil, while indentured servants and enslaved Africans are dragged ashore. After independence, English, Irish, German, and Scandinavian streams pour in, feeding farms and mills. Post-1890 gates swing to new nations; jobs tighten, cities crowd, assimilation strains, labor and literacy debates flare. Pacific currents carry Chinese and Japanese travelers, and growing calls for quotas press Washington to raise its restrictive bars.

Frontiers roll westward: the 1783 republic hugs the Atlantic, then doubles with Louisiana, reaches for Florida, welcomes Texas, and wins the Southwest after Mexico falls. The Gadsden slice follows, Oregon settles, Alaska is bargained from Russia, and islands—Tutuila, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines—dot a widening horizon. A canal strip at Panama, the Danish West Indies, and protectorates in Haiti, Santo Domingo, Nicaragua extend the flag. Island governments gain self-rule in Hawaii, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico as fleets prove vital at Yorktown, on Lake Erie, off Mobile, at Manila, throughout the Caribbean, and across Pacific trade routes.

Wars drum through the centuries: skirmishes with tribes, colonial battles of European kings, the clash with France, the Revolution, 1812, Mexico, the divided Civil War, triumph at Santiago, and the thunder of the World War. Governments evolve beside the guns—trading charters turn to colonies, colonies frame constitutions, a federal charter rises, slavery shatters, suffrage widens to every man and finally to women. Debt, banks, tariffs, land, labor, and trusts test the law; parties split—Federalist, Democrat, Whig, Republican, Populist, Progressive—over currency, railways, empire. Industry races from workshops to combines, unions organize, and diplomacy circles Britain, France, Germany, Asia, and Latin America.
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Crossing three thousand miles to plant homes in 1600s America demanded ships, stores, laborers, soldiers, mariners, and leaders, all requiring capital beyond one merchant. The answer was the trading company, a royal-chartered corporation of nobles, merchants, and gentry, each staking money and sharing profit, ruling through agents or in person. James I’s London Company founded Jamestown; Dutch merchants under their West India Company settled the Hudson; Charles I enrolled “the governor and company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England,” inspiring Winthrop’s pledge, “We must be knit together as one man.” Swedish investors raised New Sweden, and Oglethorpe’s trustees—“one body politic and corporate”—created Georgia.

The second force was the religious congregation. Scripture proclaimed, “And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul,” and Robinson echoed, “We are knit together as a body in a most sacred covenant of the Lord.” Such compacts steered the Pilgrims at Plymouth in 1620 and later birthed Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire; charters merely ratified the self-rule already secured under Fundamental Orders and Articles. The third force, the proprietor, wielded royal grants to bequeath: Baltimore’s Maryland, Berkeley and Carteret’s New Jersey, Penn’s Pennsylvania, and eight sponsors’ Carolinas, all prospering until replaced by crown government.
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English settlers steered the thirteen colonies; except for New York and Delaware, their first tide rolled solely from England. Men, women, and children of every station—yeoman farmers, laborers, artisans, merchants, scholars, even younger sons of nobility—crossed the sea with Anglican, Puritan, Separatist, Baptist, Friend, and Catholic faiths. Twenty thousand Puritans built New England between 1629 and 1640, and their stock remained dominant. Virginia, too, stayed chiefly English until Revolution eve, when Scotch-Irish and Germans began to rival them. Later colonies mixed English arrivals with wanderers from settlements; Puritans flooded New York, prompting Anglican clergy to sigh, "free thinking spreads almost as fast as the Church.

Scotch-Irish Presbyterians followed, English in speech and restless in spirit; driven by bans on worship and cloth, they poured from Ulster and Scotland, one out of every six Americans by Revolution time. Finding shoreland taken, they marched inland, carved farms, spun wool and linen, and echoed the verse, "O, willing hands to toil... defenders in the field." German Protestants thronged next, lured by Penn and Rhinebeck, till their number passed two hundred thousand, their forges, mills, and tongue standing apart yet loyal in battle. Huguenots, native Irish, Jews, Swedes, and stubborn Dutch added their accents, and the colonial pot began to boil...
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