
When Once We Were a Nation: A Historical
Perspective on American Identity
When Once We Were a Nation is a sweeping historical narrative that
explores the evolution of American identity from the colonial era to the
present day. Drawing on a wide range of sources, including personal
letters, diaries, and public speeches, author Adrian Vermeule provides a
rich and nuanced account of how Americans have understood themselves
and their place in the world.
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Vermeule begins his story with the arrival of the first European settlers in
North America. These early colonists brought with them a variety of
religious, political, and cultural beliefs that would eventually shape the
development of American identity. In the decades that followed, as the
colonies grew and prospered, Americans began to develop a sense of
themselves as a distinct people. This sense of identity was further
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strengthened by the American Revolution, which was fought for the ideals
of liberty, equality, and self-government.

In the years after the Revolution, Americans continued to debate the
meaning of their nationhood. Some believed that the United States was a
unique experiment in democracy, while others saw it as a continuation of
the European tradition. These debates intensified in the 19th century, as
the United States expanded westward and came into conflict with Native
Americans and other groups. The Civil War was the culmination of these
tensions, and it resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of
Americans.

After the Civil War, the United States emerged as a global power.
Americans began to see themselves as a beacon of democracy and
freedom for the rest of the world. This sense of national pride was further
strengthened by the country's victory in World War I and World War II.
However, in the years since World War II, American identity has become
increasingly fractured. The rise of globalization, the decline of
manufacturing jobs, and the growing diversity of the American population
have all contributed to a sense of uncertainty about what it means to be an
American.

In When Once We Were a Nation, Adrian Vermeule argues that the key to
understanding American identity is to recognize that it is a constantly
evolving concept. Americans have always been a diverse people, and their
understanding of their nationhood has always been shaped by the
challenges and opportunities of their time. As the United States faces new
challenges in the 21st century, it is more important than ever to understand



the history of American identity and to continue the ongoing debate about
what it means to be an American.

Critical Acclaim for When Once We Were a Nation

"When Once We Were a Nation is a magisterial work of scholarship that
will reshape our understanding of American identity. Adrian Vermeule has
written a book that is both erudite and accessible, and that will be essential
reading for anyone who wants to understand the history of the United
States."—The Wall Street Journal

"Vermeule's book is a timely and important contribution to the debate about
American identity. He provides a nuanced and insightful account of how
Americans have understood themselves and their place in the world over
the course of our history."—The New York Times

"When Once We Were a Nation is a must-read for anyone who wants to
understand the complex and ever-changing nature of American identity."—
The Washington Post
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