A History of  the American People, by Paul Johnson. New York: HarperCollins, 1998.
Noted British author Paul Johnson calls his A History of the American People “a labor of love.”  First published in Britain in 1997 and nearly 1,000 pages in length, the book presents a majestic sweep of 400 years of American history from the late sixteenth century to the end of the twentieth century. 

Johnson’s epic is much more than another chronological historical narrative. It explores a wide variety of themes in American history, including politics, society, traditions, personalities, economics, religion, customs, literature, and art. The author also finds the evolution of “American ideas” especially significant. Several utopian concepts, beginning with Puritan minister John Winthrop’s vision of a shining “City on a Hill” led Americans to build a new society that would set an example for the rest of the world. 

Johnson begins his thoughtful analysis by exploring the nation’s European roots. Here the author’s background and keen grasp of European history provides a unique personal perspective that sheds new light on the American experience. For instance, Johnson emphasizes how Europe was forced to look westward toward the New World for settlement and trade in large part because Islamic expansion barred other avenues.  

Nearly 100 pages are devoted to an in-depth look at America’s colonial roots.  Johnson places special emphasis on the importance of the colonists’ religious faith, which bestowed the sense of a special destiny sanctioned by God upon the American people.  Religion is one of the author’s favorite themes. For example, he devotes more space to the religious roots of the American Revolution and the United States Constitution than to the military aspects of the struggle for independence. Religious values, Johnson maintains, have motivated the American people for centuries, helping to shape the contours of American history.

Within its panoramic sweep, the book does not forget the importance of the individual in the historical process. Unlike so many other comprehensive United States histories, A History of the American People includes a good deal of human interest stories and historical gems that bring the narrative to life. For instance, Johnson explores African American history, describing the impact of slavery and slave revolts in considerable detail. In this way, Johnson takes a revealing look at America’s major flaws along with its greatest virtues to present an overall balanced perspective.  

Besides exploring the ideas that motivated ordinary Americans, Johnson has presents close-up views of America’s most inspirational leaders, from Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, and Benjamin Franklin to Ronald Reagan. These prominent individuals embodied the ideals that have made America great, particularly the political, social, economic, cultural, and religious freedoms at the foundation of our society. This is not a standard conservative interpretation of American history, but instead a refreshing view from a European-educated scholar who thoroughly understands those shining qualities that have long separated Europe from America. 

 
Johnson leaves us with a host of enduring lessons about the destiny of the American nation and people. The story of America’s birth and struggles, he argues, remains relevant both at home and around the world. After all, in the author’s words, the “creation of the United States of America is the greatest of all human adventures. No other national story holds such tremendous lessons, for the American people themselves and for the rest of mankind.” 

During the darkest days of the American Revolution, the Englishman Thomas Paine galvanized support among the American people with his inspirational writings—The Crisis and Common Sense. Perhaps it has taken another perceptive Englishman, Paul Johnson, to place the American experience in a proper historical perspective, reminding Americans of their nation’s historical destiny and sense of mission.

Today, as we face many complex challenges and fight a global war on terrorism, we should remember America’s importance to the world. Johnson’s conclusion offers both admiration for the United States and a reminder of the nation’s moral responsibilities: “It is appropriate to end this history of the American people on a note of success, because the story of America is essentially one of difficulties being overcome by intelligence and skill, by faith and strength of purpose, by courage and persistence . . . .The great American republican experiment is still the cynosure of the world’s eyes.  It is still the first, best hope for the human race.”
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