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THE SEARCH FOR
A USABLE PAST
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THE UNITED STATES was the first of the “new” na-
tions. As the American colonies were the first to rebel
against a European mother country, so the American
states were the first to create—we can use Lincoln’s term,
to bring forth—a new nation. Modern nationalism was
inaugurated by the American, not the French, Revolu-
tion. But the new United States faced problems unknown
to the new nations of nineteenth-century Furope-—and
twentieth. For in the Old World the nation came before
the state; in America the state came before the nation. In
the Old World, nations grew out of well-prepared soil,
built upon a foundation of history and traditions; in
America the foundations were still to be laid, the seeds
still to be planted, the traditions still to be formed.

The problem which confronted the new United States
then was radically different from that which confronted,
let us say, Belgium, Italy, Greece, or Germany in the
nineteenth century, or Norway, Finland, Iceland, and
Israel in the twentieth. These “new” states were already
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