Shaping American National Identity, 1890–1945
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 7 (1890–1945) · about 8½ minutes

How to Read This
These notes are a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded — the questions and the writing prompt are yours to use however helps you think.
What This Video Does
This is the map of the whole period. A historian stands back and shows how the United States of 1890 — an inward-looking industrial giant with no safety net and no shared national culture — became the United States of 1945: an atomic superpower with a welfare state and a common culture. Then she hands you three threads to follow through everything that comes next — individualism, culture, and America's role in the world. Watch it first; it tells you what to look for in every lesson after.
In the Margins
0:00  ·  Two different countries  1890 and 1945 barely look like the same nation. In 1890: an industrial behemoth focused inward, almost no regulation of business, little shared popular culture. By 1945: a national culture, a social safety net, a regulated economy, and the world's lone atomic power. The question the whole period asks is how that happened.
1:40  ·  Three threads to track  Rather than memorize events, watch three core beliefs change: individualism (can you still make it on your own?), culture (one shared American culture, or many divided ones?), and America's role in the world (stay out, or lead?).
2:40  ·  Individualism bends  The throughline of this whole course. The bootstraps belief — that hard work alone earns a good living — is questioned by Populist farmers, softened by Progressive regulation, then revived in the boundless optimism of the 1920s. The Crash shatters it: forces no individual could control brought the Depression, and people looked to government as never before. The New Deal makes citizen welfare a public duty.
4:30  ·  One culture or many?  Both at once. Immigrant enclaves and the Harlem Renaissance pull toward many cultures; radio and cinema pull toward one shared one. Backlash runs alongside — the revived Klan, “100% Americanism,” immigration restriction — and even WWII's propaganda of inclusiveness still left Asian and Black Americans outside. A mixed verdict.
6:15  ·  From isolation to the world  Isolationism was the rule until 1898. Then the Spanish-American War pulled the country into empire (Cuba, Hawaii, the Philippines); WWI drew it in reluctantly and late; the 1920s–30s pulled back to isolation; Pearl Harbor ended that for good, and the postwar years brought the UN and the containment of communism.
8:00  ·  The historian's verdict  The two beliefs that changed most: individualism (toward accepting government's role in citizens' welfare) and isolationism (toward intervention). Her nominees for the turning points — the Great Depression for the first, World War II for the second. She then asks you to turn this into a thesis. That move — evidence first, then a claim — is the skill the whole period is teaching.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The historian tracks three beliefs — individualism, culture, role in the world. Before you watch the rest of the period, which one do you expect changed the most, and why?
1. She argues the Depression did the most to change how Americans felt about individualism. What does it mean to say a whole country stopped believing you could always "make it on your own"?
1. She calls the culture question "a mixed bag." Can a country have one shared culture and deep divisions at the same time? Give an example from your own experience.
An Invitation to Write
The historian ends by asking you to write a thesis, not just list events.  Pick one of her three threads — individualism, culture, or America's role in the world — and write a single sentence claiming how it changed between 1890 and 1945. Then write one more sentence naming the event you'd use as your strongest evidence. Two sentences; that's a thesis in miniature.
Where This Connects
1. The spine of the whole period. Individualism giving way to a shared duty for citizens' welfare is the ownership-and-access question you have carried since the Gilded Age — now asked of the whole nation.
1. Pairs with Movement Six in the Track A readings.
1. Watch next: “The Age of Empire,” which takes up the third thread — how a country that stayed out of the world's affairs decided to join the scramble for it.
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