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“We are a country bound
not by ethnicity or bloodlines 

but by fidelity to a set of ideas.”
– president BaraCk OBama, July 4, 2012 –

“We the people”…the most important words in the Constitu-
tion. They do not carry the force of law; nor do they establish 

a government of limited and enumerated powers; nor do they protect 
basic rights; all of which are addressed with other words in the Consti-
tution. The value of these words lies in their recognition of America as 
one nation, a nation established by the Constitution. 

But America did not start as one nation, and even in the aftermath 
of the ratification of the Constitution in 1788, the concept of nation-
hood was still in an embryonic stage. The term “American” was in fact 
an epithet, as historian Joseph Ellis writes: “English writers… used the 
term negatively, as a way of referring to a marginal or peripheral popu-
lation unworthy of equal status with full-blooded Englishmen back at 
the metropolitan center of the British Empire.” Perhaps that was why, 
at the close of the French and Indian War in 1763, Benjamin Franklin 
wrote, “I am a Briton.” Or that a few years later, when George Wash-
ington attended the Continental Congress, he came as a Virginian.1 It 
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would take not only a break with Great Britain through the Revolu-
tionary War, but also the space of time in the aftermath of that war for 
a “national” perspective to develop in the United States. 

Proprietors and private companies established the original thirteen 
colonies, with the British government providing very little supervi-
sion.2 The colonies had different natural resources, which affected the 
development of each region’s culture and society. Land in the New 
England colonies proved poor for farming, but fishing, shipbuilding, 
logging and fur trading flourished. The middle colonies had good land 
for farming and natural harbors that led to the growth of major cities 
in New York and Philadelphia. The southern colonies had land that 
was suitable for growing tobacco, rice, and indigo—labor intensive 
crops—which led to the development of large plantations and the use 
of slave labor. The colonies were largely isolated from each other and 
had different interests. Colonists viewed themselves first as loyal British 
subjects, and second as owing allegiance to their individual colony. The 
idea that they owed any loyalty to America did not exist, since America 
did not yet exist as an independent nation. The colonies did share some 
common characteristics; for one, they spoke the same language. In the 
1700s, most of the population was of British descent, with the excep-
tion of the slaves brought from Africa and pockets of population that 
came from other European countries. Plus, they were largely Christian 
Protestants, except in Maryland, where Catholics had settled. Yet these 
commonalities alone could not produce a new nation.

How did these separate and distinct colonies end up as one Amer-
ican nation? And just what does it mean to be a nation? What were 
the forces that led to unity among the colonies? How did resistance 
to British rule contribute to that unity but also create a countervailing 
ideology opposed to centralized power? Why did the first American 
Constitution fail, and what brought about the Constitution of 1787, 
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which created the foundation for America as one mighty and sovereign 
nation? This book explores these exact questions.

Students who have taken an introductory college course in political 
science may remember that one of the first lectures typically includes a 
set of definitions for nation, state, nation-state, government, and sov-
ereignty. The professor may have indicated, as mine did, that political 
science doesn’t use the term country, since that is more of a geograph-
ical term. But in everyday use, people tend to use country and nation 
interchangeably; so when this book uses country, the reader should 
think nation.

Since nation is at the core of this book, we need a working defini-
tion of the word. Though dictionaries and the Internet offer numerous 
definitions, none seems to precisely fit the concept as used in this book. 
Gordon Bowen, in his class syllabus Foundations of Political Science: 
Defining Concepts, offers one that comes close. He defines nation as “a 
collective identity of a people as a result of common history, expecta-
tions of a shared future, and, usually, a common language.”3 To that, 
I would add that individuals must be aware of or conscious of their 
own unity and have a common vision of the future.4 As we will see, the 
United States did not meet any of the elements of this definition at the 
time of the revolution.

Some would argue that a nation can only be defined in terms of 
some combination of common origin, language, ethnicity, religion, or 
culture. Colin Woodward, in his book American Nations: A History of 
the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America, argues that Amer-
ica is made up of multiple nations, due to the substantial differences 
that different sections of the United States display.5 But Woodward 
tends to conflate culture and region with nation. “Without the nation 
there could be no regions; without the whole there could be no parts,” 
two historians have written.6 Ask any person traveling outside of the 
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United States what his or her nationality is and they will tell you they 
are Americans. While culture and the other characteristics listed above 
can be important components of nationhood, no single one is deter-
minative. France is certainly a nation due to its language and culture, 
yet at the time of its revolution in 1789, only half of its people spoke 
French. Israel is a nation based on ethnic and religious identification, 
but it is populated with Jews from all over the world, and the Hebrew 
language was revived as a way to bind all Israelis together. Switzer-
land is a confederation whose people speak four separate languages 
(German, French, Italian, and Romansh), with some regions linked 
culturally to France, while other parts are more Italian or German. 
But they have a common identity as “Swiss.” Ultimately, nationhood is 
about self-identification: you are what you think you are. And a people 
must accept the sense of nationhood voluntarily, it cannot be coerced.7 

Today, the United States is religiously, culturally, and ethnically 
diverse. Yet we see ourselves as Americans. Why? President Obama’s 
quote that opened this introduction, from a speech he made to a group 
of newly naturalized American citizens, encapsulates much about what 
makes America a nation. At our core, America is a nation because of a 
shared set of ideas about what it means to be American—ideas devel-
oped during the founding generation, and that have evolved over time. 
Among these ideas are liberty, equality, and self-government. But even 
these ideas were not sufficient to knit us together into one coherent 
nation. The seminal act in that process was the creation of the Consti-
tution, which placed the union of the states on a stronger basis; allowed 
the new federal government to act directly on the people; and made 
that government responsible to the will of the people. The historian 
John H. Murrin has equated the Constitution to a roof over an emerg-
ing nation, one that would require time before the walls of common 
experience could be erected. 
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Ultimately, the ratification of the Constitution provided a govern-
mental framework within which citizens can debate issues of national 
importance and create solutions tailored to meet the needs of each suc-
cessive generation. Given this, constitutional questions are at the heart 
of our political dialogue. They were of core importance in weaving 
together the disparate regions and sections that made up the United 
States in 1787, and remain so with those that make it up today as well. 
As the writer and columnist E.J. Dionne observed, “Constitutional 
questions enter the political conversation in the United States more 
than in most countries because our diverse nation is bound by our 
founding principles, not by blood, race or ethnicity.”8 

w

Why write a book about the founding of the United States of 
America, a subject that others have covered so extensively? In part, 
because I want to provide a historical account for the general reader, 
one that answers a basic question: why are we one nation, and not two, 
or four, or fifty? Other books on this subject, most of them not recent, 
typically were not designed for the general reader.9 

As with all students of history, I carry forward my own biases, which 
are embedded in this work. In the interest of full disclosure, I believe 
that both government and the private marketplace are essential for the 
well-being and happiness of the nation. In this book, I strove to find why 
some members of the founding generation concluded that a strong cen-
tral government was needed to make the United States into one nation. 
Works of history are influenced not only by a writer’s own biases, but are 
also a reflection of the times in which the writer lives. “All of my books 
have been, in a certain sense, topical in their inspiration,” historian Rich-
ard Hofstadter once wrote. “That is to say, I have always begun with a 
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concern with some present reality.” This work is no different, and one 
of the current debates that most interests me is the disputes that have 
arisen over the meaning of the Constitution. One side in this debate 
has attempted to hijack the meaning of the Constitution, and this book 
attempts to bring some balance to that debate. 

As such, the book is an appeal to all Americans that we are one 
people, despite the divisions that exist in modern society. Disagree-
ment is a part of what makes us Americans, and it is as old as the 
republic itself. In today’s world, some put forward the notion that our 
Founding Fathers agreed with each other on the major issues they con-
fronted. Nothing could be further from the truth. Some conservatives, 
including members of the Tea Party, believe that limited government 
and individualism were the sole values at the founding of our nation. 
While those were important components, so were the need to create 
a stronger central government, which culminated in the framing and 
ratification of the Constitution; the need to pursue policies that were 
in the broader public interest; and the need to balance liberty, equality, 
and self-government. Perhaps it will help all of us to be reminded that 
the founders of our nation also had great differences of opinion, and 
yet they found a way to reach principled compromise and knit us into 
one coherent nation.
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