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‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF
‘POPULAR’ HISTORY

This is not a detailed scholarly paper. I want to reflect on the challenges of
popularising history, about taking the academic work that we do as historians
and disseminating it to the wider public. That’s why ‘popular’ is in inverted
commas in the title: I’m not presuming that you liked my radio series
‘America, Empire of Liberty’, though naturally I hope you did. I’m simply
talking about the business of popularising history.

Let me begin with a story that I think captures something of the pleasures 
of the enterprise. The series had a website and periodically the BBC put up 
some audio slideshows, illustrating extracts from one of the programmes 
with a sequence of contemporary photographs. The first slideshow was about
skyscrapers at the beginning of the twentieth century, particularly the Woolworth
Building in Manhattan, completed in 1913 and for seventeen years the tallest
building in the world. This show went up on the web at 8.30 London time one
morning in February 2009. About 2pm that day I got an email from somebody 
in New York whose great-grandfather had been the construction engineer on 
the Woolworth building. Over the next twenty-four hours this man sent me a
series of digitized photographs – shots of the building in construction, pictures of
workmen, close-ups of rivets and so on. He said that his great-grandfather had
worked on several major skyscrapers in New York and Chicago but Woolworth
was the one of which he was most proud. He added: ‘Two or three days after
9/11 I went down to the Woolworth Building and there wasn’t a scratch on her,
and I went to one of the corners and put my arms around her and hugged her.’
I thought: well, it’s worth the slog of doing a series like this just to get an email
like that. It came completely out of the blue – I had never met this man and 
he has never corresponded with me again – but my words and those images
reached out, courtesy of the BBC, in a way that doesn’t happen with an
academic monograph. 

Let me give you a little bit of factual background about the series. It aired 
on BBC Radio 4 in three cycles of six weeks between September 2008 and
July 2009. Each cycle comprised thirty programmes which ran every weekday
for fifteen minutes from 3.45 – 4pm. On Friday evenings there was an
‘Omnibus’ which condensed that week’s programmes into an hour of
listening. I researched, wrote and presented the scripts and also authored 
the related book, published by Penguin.   
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2 ‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF ‘POPULAR’ HISTORY

A history of America in ninety parts: in other words, a big project. In fact,
several times people said to me: ‘I hear you are doing some radio programmes
about American history. How many?’ I replied, ‘Ninety.’ There would be a
pause and then they’d say, ‘Nineteen?’ So I would spell it out slowly, ‘No,
nine zero’. Longer pause – and then we would talk about the weather!

So, how did this series come about? One reviewer of the book seemed to
assume that I must have had the cheek to propose this to the BBC. That
certainly wasn’t the case: I was invited. The series was commissioned in 2005
by Mark Damazer, the Controller of Radio 4, who has now moved on to be
Master of St Peter’s College, Oxford. Years earlier, in the 1970s, when I was a
doctoral student and he an undergraduate, I had taught him American history.
For those of you who are teachers, the moral of that story is: ‘Be nice to your
students – you never know how they are going to turn out!’

If you are invited to do a series like that there are only two possible responses:
yes or no. I decided that the answer would be yes – even though covering the
whole of American history is, shall we say, an un-American activity. As we all
know, textbooks in the United States about American history are co-authored
by a team of people, each with his or her own speciality – period, region or
type of history. For one person to do all this is indeed a demanding task. I did
the research and the writing, though the drafts went through many rounds 
of revision in consultation with my BBC producers, Sue Ellis and Rosamund
Jones. Sue and Ros were superb – sensitive to what I wanted to say but also
alert to the needs of the audience. They also spent hours after I had recorded
my bits getting the scripts down to precisely the right length and weaving 
in the actors who read extracts from the source material. It was a wonderful
experience of teamwork but we were definitely a small team. I noted rather
enviously that when Neil MacGregor did his superb series for Radio 4 he
could draw on the whole staff of the British Museum. On the other hand, 
he was allowed only one hundred episodes to cover the history of the world; 
I got ninety just for America!     

Writing those ninety was a daunting task. In fact, my rule of thumb was 
that for every sentence I wrote, somebody else had probably produced a
doctoral thesis. If one adopts that view then actually in a funny way it’s 
rather liberating, because clearly you cannot read all those theses, you can’t
go through the mounds of monographs and learned articles. It has to be a
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personal view: it has to reflect your knowledge as a historian supplemented 
by your experience as a teacher. And that is something that I do think is
enormously valuable about British academia. We are all obliged to teach way
outside our own box, our own comfort zone – offering surveys and broad
courses as well as presenting our own research. Such teaching builds up a
huge body of intellectual capital, which not only can enrich our research but
also stimulate general books or simply develop a keener sense of context.  

When I started teaching at Cambridge in the 1970s we had only one general
course on American history and that ran from the colonial era to the present.
So, although my research was on twentieth-century diplomatic history,
especially the era of World War Two, I offered a choice to the students I took
for a term of weekly supervisions (tutorials): they could cover roughly 1750 
to Reconstruction or Reconstruction to the present. Most of the topics we
examined had nothing to do with diplomatic history, ranging over politics 
and economics, society and culture.  So, although the radio series was in 
one sense an impossible task, I felt I knew my way around the contours 
of American history – enough to give it a go.

I also found that it wasn’t too difficult to come up with a number of
overarching themes for the series. These were ‘Empire, Liberty and Faith’.
Each of the three is intended to be in some sense paradoxical and
contradictory. For instance, this is the story of a land of liberty where
opportunities were available on a scale unmatched in most of the Old World:
that was a prime reason why millions of people crossed the Atlantic to the
United States. On the other hand, the land of liberty was also selective in 
the inclusiveness of its benefits, being dependent on black slavery and also
stripping away the land and liberties of the native inhabitants. So liberty
became one theme, one paradoxical theme. 

Then there was ‘Empire’. The United States broke away dramatically from the
British Empire. Its Declaration of Independence in 1776 became one of the
defining documents of anti-colonial nationalism, cited by freedom fighters
throughout the world. Thomas Jefferson, principal author of the Declaration,
spoke of the United States as a ‘great empire of liberty’ or ‘for liberty’. But
America’s ideological purity was contaminated in the twentieth century as 
the country became an imperial power with a network of military bases and
economic assets that girdled the globe. Even before that, in spreading across
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the American continent, the United States had acted imperially as it gradually
brought under its sway territories that had been controlled by Britain, Spain
and France, as well as conquering much of Mexico. Americans justified this
expansion as their Manifest Destiny but that was really a euphemism for 
what became known as imperialism. 

Helping to link empire and liberty was my third theme, ‘Faith’. Here was a
country that in the era of independence issued some ringing statements about
freedom of religion and freedom for non-religion. This at a time when most of
Europe was dominated by established churches with strict limits of tolerance.
Yet American politics and public life have been powered by evangelical
Protestantism – in the nineteenth century its thrust was what we might call
‘liberal’, for instance in the anti-slavery movement, temperance reform, and
women’s suffrage. But evangelicalism also spawned vicious ethno-cultural
politics, in an effort to marginalize Catholics and immigrants from Eastern
Europe. Then in the late twentieth century, when many people assumed 
they were living in a secular age, we have seen evangelical Protestantism
empowering the politics of the radical right. That has become a central 
issue in American society in the last thirty years.

Empire, liberty and faith: these were my three themes. They were, of course, 
a personal choice. Others could have been selected; indeed you might like 
to consider yourself which themes would you regard as decisive. Professor
Richard Carwardine, who wrote a kind review of the book in the BBC History
magazine, came up with a few others, for example the constant, irrepressible
belief in the ability of human beings to tame their environment and shape the
physical world – starting with primitive technologies such as the axe and the
plough, moving onto railroads and skyscrapers and in the later twentieth
century to the computer revolution – PCs, the internet, email and the like.

So my three themes were a personal choice but they served both to tie
together many strands of American history and also to highlight some striking
contrasts between the United States and the rest of the world. Take, for
instance, federalism. The American republic, Jefferson’s great empire of 
liberty, defied conventional wisdom which assumed that republics – based 
on the vigorous civic virtue of the citizenry – could only function effectively 
in small states. Yet the United States even at its foundation was vast and 
by the mid-nineteenth century it had expanded right across to the Pacific. 
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The American novelty, growing out of the colonial experience, was a federal
political structure in which government remained essentially local, rooted in
townships, counties and states, with the Federal authorities in Washington
granted limited powers for specific purposes, particularly to ensure defence
and promote commerce. In the twentieth century the powers of the national
government have expanded enormously but the commitment to federalism
remains fundamental, as the Tea Party movement has recently reminded us.
And whatever the problems of American government, it manages to hold
together a country the size of a continent while allowing popular liberties
much more effectively than similarly vast polities such as Russia or China.   

So the broad contours of the series and its salient themes were not too hard
to establish. The biggest challenge was making the project accessible and
interesting for a non-academic audience. At an early stage I talked to my
producers about the people I should be imagining as listeners. I was struck
many years ago by a story about Franklin Roosevelt and his fireside chats.
When somebody praised his ability to communicate to the American people,
FDR replied that he didn’t talk to the ‘American people’ but to his neighbours
in Dutchess County, New York. As he sat there in front of the microphone he
had in his mind’s eye a diverse collection of people in his township of Hyde
Park – the postmaster, the school teacher, a local farmer and so on.  He was
talking to them, not to the great American public. 

I asked my producers about the people I should imagine as my audience.
Obviously there were America buffs but they would probably listen anyway.
The problem was the more casual listener: how to keep his or her attention?
We came up with a few stock characters such as mums on the school run –
this being 3.45 in the afternoon – or motorists stuck in traffic jams on the
M25 or the M62. These are people whose attention span is limited. They are
listening partly for interest, partly for amusement, partly as an antidote to
boredom, but they wouldn’t necessarily have the time or inclination to hang
on for fifteen minutes – the duration of the programme. Actually, when you
take out the introductory music and the lead into the next programme, it’s
about thirteen and a half minutes.

So we reckoned that we were doing thirteen-and-a-half-minute programmes
for people who had a casual interest in these topics but who could not be
assumed to be listening for the whole time. How to keep them engaged?
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6 ‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF ‘POPULAR’ HISTORY

Clearly they needed some factual content but there is a limit to how much 
data you can include since there are no images on the radio. That meant that I,
as the presenter, had to generate those images in their mind’s eye, to say things
that would light up their imagination and bring history to life. Also we had to
avoid any impression of a lecture. That was why at the start we agreed that 
we would interweave my commentary with quotations from people of the time,
read by actors, to provide some variation from my voice. In the last cycle of
thirty programmes, on the twentieth century, we were also able to use audio
archives, starting with a very squeaky Teddy Roosevelt but moving on by the
1960s and 1970s to a wonderful medley of rock and pop music interwoven 
by Ros Jones, which gave the scripts an additional depth and resonance. 

What I gradually realised was that for the series to have a chance of being
successful, it really had to be anecdotal. Although each programme required 
a clear theme plus a ballast of historical evidence and analysis, what would
bring that all alive was stories. You might complain that this is not merely
popularising history but vulgarising it. Maybe you are right. But my own
feeling, and it has become stronger over the years, is that telling stories
should be at the heart of the historian’s craft. And it’s something that 
we have lost touch with to some extent as our craft has become more
professionalized – a point worth dwelling on for a moment. 

For most of human civilization historical writing was done by men of letters –
and they were mostly men – who reflected on the past to draw lessons for
the present. The writing of history by men and women in universities who 
do it full-time for their living is a relatively modern innovation, spreading 
out from Germany and the United States during the nineteenth century. We
have gained enormously from this professionalization of our discipline. You
only have to think of the varieties of history which have developed in the 
last twenty or thirty years – social, cultural and intellectual. The result is a
discipline vastly richer and more diverse than in the mid-twentieth century, 
still preoccupied with politics and economics. That transformation has been
hugely beneficial, bringing with it the proliferation of specialist historical
journals and scholarly monographs. In the process, however, I think we may
have become too academic and specialised – losing touch with the human
beings of the past, whether as individuals or in the mass. And we have 
also sometimes lost touch with the construction of narrative, rooted in the
dimension of time which is absolutely fundamental to our discipline. That 
is why I felt my story-telling approach had some academic merit, as well 
as addressing the needs of a radio audience.
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‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF ‘POPULAR’ HISTORY 7

So I was looking for the right stories – stories that fired the listener’s
imagination but also served as pegs on which I could hang analytical
arguments. In searching for these stories I appreciated two things. One was
the value of a really good university library. At Cambridge we are enormously
fortunate in this regard, and I spent a lot of time on the ground floor of the
North Wing where much of the US history collection is located. But I was also
struck, as I am sure you are, by the amount of material that is now available
on the internet – more every day. It would not have been possible to do this
book or series, certainly not at the necessary speed, without that resource. 
For example, a few years ago I used to trudge regularly to the library for 
The Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States – bulky annual
volumes of, say, Harry Truman’s speeches or those of Ronald Reagan. Now 
all the volumes are online, indeed pretty much all the speeches of every
president since George Washington, having been digitized by the University 
of California, Santa Barbara. More arcane sources are also available on the
web. I made a lot of use of Roy Basler’s Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln
– nine volumes published in the 1950s – borrowing them from the library 
until I discovered that they too were all online in searchable form, having
been digitized by the Lincoln Society. One of the things we tried to do on 
the series website was to direct people to some of these electronic sources,
which they could browse for themselves. 

Let me give a specific example of how we tried to bring in anecdotal material
and make some larger historical points about it. [Here the audience listens 
to a clip that includes the letter written in March 1776 by Abigail Adams to
her husband John urging him to ‘Remember the Ladies’ in the Declaration 
of Independence he was helping to prepare because, said Abigail, ‘All Men
would be tyrants if they could…’] That extract came at the opening of
programme eighteen about the place of women in post-Independence
America. The letter from Abigail Adams is familiar to those who are working
in the field but it is not well known to ordinary British listeners and it served 
as an effective way to get people’s attention. 

We also tried to bring something little known or surprising into each
programme, in this case a story about New Jersey, which for thirty years 
from 1776 gave the vote to all free inhabitants who had at least £50 worth 
of property. In other words, not only women but also blacks with means 
could vote in post-independence New Jersey, and that is not so familiar. 
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8 ‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF ‘POPULAR’ HISTORY

The programme also included a long human-interest story about a young
woman called Nancy Shippen, who was married off by her father to one of
the Livingston clan from New York. Henry Livingston was twice her age and
the marriage was a complete disaster: we told the story of how she fled her
husband and came home to her parents, then had to relinquish her baby, 
and ended up almost ruined and desperate – unable to get a divorce until 
her philandering husband finally severed the marriage himself.  

My BBC producers loved the saga of Nancy Shippen because it was a great
sob story that tugged at the heart strings but, when I was putting this
material together for publication, my book editor asked me, ‘Isn’t this all
rather anachronistic? You’re almost encouraging people to say, “Why didn’t
eighteenth century Americans behave towards women like enlightened
twenty-first century Americans?”’ So I took pains to underline the deeper
historical point, namely that the break with Britain was marked by political
statements and initiatives of enormous radical potential but that in the end
the patriarchal generation of the Founding Fathers, (and they were Fathers)
did not wish to extend their scope to women and blacks. When Jefferson said
in the Declaration that ‘All men are created equal’ he really meant all white
males not all human beings. Yet those words were then reinterpreted by later
generations. For example, at Seneca Falls in 1848, women refer back to the
Declaration of Independence and say, ‘Well it’s a declaration for men and
women.’ Likewise Frederick Douglass when claiming it for blacks in his great
Fourth of July oration in 1852.  

The book allowed me this and many other opportunities to develop the
broader historical implications of the stories I had told. That leads me to say 
a little about the book version of America, Empire of Liberty because another
challenge of popularizing history was dealing with the very different genres of
the spoken word and the written word. I decided fairly early on that I would
retain much of the episodic structure of the series within the book. That was
partly a pragmatic decision, for reasons of time, but also because I was writing
for a general audience – people who probably weren’t going to read the book
in a few sittings but who would instead dip into it from time to time, so short
segments made sense.

It was, however, possible in the book to cover themes that couldn’t easily be
addressed on the radio, such as demography. For instance, I was able to say
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‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF ‘POPULAR’ HISTORY 9

more about the shift during the eighteenth century as a set of largely English
colonies were transformed by thousands of immigrants from Scotland, Ireland
and continental Europe, especially the German states. Obviously demographic
issues are central to the history of the United States, and indeed of any other
country, but they are not easy to convey in spoken form. In fact, almost always
when my draft scripts had more than one statistic in a paragraph, the producers
would say, ‘You can’t say all this, people will just glaze over.’ And they were
right. If you think of what can be absorbed via the radio (or even during a
lecture), you lose track pretty quickly when hearing a string of statistics. 

Another theme I was able to make more of in the book was the Supreme
Court, which is enormously important in American political life but is often
ignored in Britain, where our attention tends to focus on the President and
Congress. We did devote a whole radio programme to Roe vs Wade, the
classic 1973 Supreme Court decision about abortion which proved absolutely
fundamental to American politics and society in the last third of the twentieth
century. But that is a dramatic, confrontational story with a variety of voices –
women’s as well as men’s (very useful to provide aural balance). More
mundane aspects of judicial review are not easy to convey on a radio series
but I was able to spend more time on them and, indeed, on the Constitution
in general when writing the book.

Economics also got more coverage in the print version of America, Empire 
of Liberty. It was relatively easy to tell stories for radio listeners about the
Robber Barons – there is a lot of vivid material in the series about Andrew
Carnegie, for example, but broader economic trends are much less easy to
convey on the air, not least because of the need for statistics. So the start 
of chapter twelve, for instance, offers a longish analysis of the whole shift 
of economic power from Britain to the United States during and after World
War I. That discussion had been cut very quickly from the early drafts of the
radio scripts.

It is always difficult to know how to round off a history that runs right up to the
present. One reason we historians can tell stories about the past is because we
can identify a definite outcome: that helps us to shape the antecedents – playing
down some issues, highlighting others, speeding up the narrative in places and
spinning it out in others – as one does in any story-telling. But of course for
contemporary history the end remains open and it is notoriously difficult to
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second-guess the future. However, I was lucky. When I was discussing the 
timing of the series, I said it would be very helpful if I could have an extra year 
to work on it because I had some sabbatical leave coming up in 2009. But 
Mark Damazer, the Controller of Radio 4, ruled this out on the grounds that 
the moment to do a series about the history of America was when America was
going through a presidential election campaign. He was right, of course. And
that decision was taken even before Obama came on the scene, before Election
2008 exploded into such a dramatic and decisive contest. 

It became clear during the course of 2008 that the ending had to be the
historic moment when Americans chose their first black president. (Although 
I did note that this was a rather unusual black American compared to the
Southerners who came up through the civil rights movement – such as Jesse
Jackson who ran for president in the 1980s). The BBC asked if we could move
on into the Obama presidency. (Being news people they like everything to 
be as topical as possible.) My answer to that question was, ‘Absolutely not.’
I said that I had no idea how Obama’s presidency was going to turn out,
whether it was going to be two terms or one, let alone whether he would 
be shot by some lunatic along the way. I said, ‘We end on Day One’ and
that’s what we did. As I wrote in the book (p. 573):

On 20 January 2009, Obama took the oath of office, addressing
over one million jubilant supporters filling the Mall in Washington
and millions more around the world. He could have made a
triumphalist declaration as America’s first black president. He
might have spoken like John F. Kennedy about the torch having
been passed to a new kind of America. But Obama, the apostle
of inclusiveness, had not come to gloat. In any case, he didn’t
need to: merely standing behind the podium bearing the seal of
the President of the United States was enough. There was just
one searing aside about how a man whose father less than sixty
years ago might not have been served in a local restaurant can
now stand before you to take a most sacred oath. Whatever may
be the fate of Obama and his presidency, simply by being
inaugurated he had booked his place in history. 

That seemed to me to be an appropriate place to stop. It avoided any risky
crystal-ball-gazing into the murky future of his presidency and it made a
fundamental historical point that chimed in with one of my major themes
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about the colour coding of American history, the compromising of liberty 
by slavery and its vicious legacies. Obama’s inauguration represented both an
end and a beginning.  

In this talk I have tried to share with you a little of what was involved in doing
the series and the book, taking as my premise that it was ‘Mission Impossible’
but also a wonderful opportunity. I discovered I was communicating with people
who would say to me in emails, ‘Oh, I gave up history at O-level/GCSE, but I
found the series very interesting.’ Or who knew bits of recent American history
but had no idea how it related to the deeper historical background. The project
confirmed my feeling that professional historians should seize whatever
opportunities open up to convey their detailed research to a wider audience –
recognising that this may require considerable compromises.

But in the end, I think we all make compromises as scholars every time we 
put pen to page or cursor to screen – simplifying and selecting from the rush
of events and the jumbled mass of evidence, constructing narratives that 
were never experienced in precisely that way at the time. We are all in some
sense post-modernists; we know that the writing of history is a process of
construction, though we believe the result is not ‘mere fiction’ and that it
bears some relationship with what did happen. So, accepting that all historical
writing is an exercise in simplification, I am keen to reach a wider audience,
not least because the United States is such an enormously important part 
of our contemporary world. 

That is a platitude, of course, but something we tend to forget because we
are so close to US history. Many of the issues we study matter enormously 
to ordinary people because of America’s global dominance. Even when that
point is taken seriously, it’s often wrongly assumed that only recent American
history is of any relevance. This fits the stereotype of the United States as a
very unhistorical, now-centred culture – indeed this is often how Americans
often represent themselves. As Oscar Wilde said: ‘The youth of America is
their oldest tradition – it has been going on now for three hundred years.’ 
He penned that epigram a century ago but America’s self-image is still one 
of eternal youth. Yet the oddities and the problems of modern America are
rooted deep in the past and we need to dig them up for closer inspection.  

So, I am going to conclude this talk with what I said at the end of both the
radio series and the book. I was presenting a very personal view of America’s
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12 ‘AMERICA, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY’ AND THE CHALLENGES OF ‘POPULAR’ HISTORY

past and other writers will select different themes. But to my mind ‘Liberty’,
‘Empire’ and ‘Faith’ seem particularly illuminating. None is exclusive – in fact
each is interwoven with the others and also shot through with paradox: the
empire forged by anti-imperialists, the land of liberty that rested on slavery,
the secular state energised by godly ambition. The result is a history that is
rarely simple, often messy and sometimes appalling, but also full of surprises,
frequently epic and on occasions wonderfully uplifting. Above all it is a history
that matters, if we want to get a bearing on where this youthful old country
may be going in the future.  
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