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George Bancroft: A Pivotal Historian in Shaping American Historical Understanding

George Bancroft stands as a towering figure in the landscape of American historical
writing, his monumental "History of the United States, from the Discovery of the American
Continent" profoundly shaping how generations understood their nation's origins and
development. More than just a chronicler, Bancroft was a passionate advocate for
American democracy and exceptionalism, imbuing his narrative with a distinct, often
fervent, perspective. This article delves into the life and work of George Bancroft,
exploring his early life, his pivotal contributions to American historiography, the key
themes that defined his epic work, and his lasting legacy on the study of American history.
We will examine the intellectual currents that influenced him, the critical reception of his
magnum opus, and the ways in which his interpretation of the past has been both
embraced and challenged over time. Understanding George Bancroft's history of the
United States is crucial for grasping the evolution of national identity and historical
consciousness in America.
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Historical Narrative

George Bancroft (1800-1891) was a singularly influential figure in 19th-century American
intellectual life. As a historian, statesman, and educator, his impact resonated across
multiple spheres, but it is his monumental "History of the United States, from the
Discovery of the American Continent" that cemented his enduring place in American
letters. This multi-volume work, a testament to decades of meticulous research and
passionate conviction, presented a sweeping narrative of the nation's journey from its
earliest explorations to the aftermath of the Civil War. Bancroft's approach was not merely
descriptive; it was prescriptive, infused with a profound belief in the divinely ordained
destiny of the American republic and the inherent superiority of its democratic ideals. His
history became, for many, the definitive account of America's past, shaping national
identity and providing a foundational understanding of the nation's origins and
aspirations. Examining George Bancroft's history of the United States offers critical
insights into the historical consciousness of the 19th century and the ongoing project of
defining American exceptionalism.

The Formative Years: George Bancroft's Early Life
and Education

The foundations of George Bancroft's historical scholarship were laid during his formative
years, marked by intellectual rigor and a burgeoning patriotic fervor. Born in Worcester,
Massachusetts, Bancroft hailed from a family with deep roots in American soil, his father
being a Unitarian minister and a veteran of the Revolutionary War. This familial legacy
undoubtedly instilled in him a profound respect for the nation's founding principles and
the sacrifices made to achieve independence. His early education was exceptional,
culminating in his attendance at Harvard College, where he graduated in 1817. This
academic immersion provided him with a robust classical education and introduced him to
the burgeoning fields of German idealism and Romantic philosophy, which would subtly
influence his historical interpretations. Following Harvard, Bancroft pursued further
studies in Germany, attending universities at Gottingen, Berlin, and Heidelberg. During
his time abroad, he absorbed the latest scholarly methods and was exposed to the
historical philosophies of figures like Leopold von Ranke, though Bancroft developed his
own distinctive narrative style.

Academic Pursuits and Early Career of George Bancroft

Upon his return to the United States, Bancroft embarked on a multifaceted career. He
briefly served as a tutor at Harvard, but his intellectual restless led him to co-found the
Round Hill School in Northampton, Massachusetts, in 1823. This progressive educational
institution aimed to provide a holistic education for young men, emphasizing classical
studies, modern languages, and physical training. While the school eventually closed, it
provided Bancroft with valuable experience in pedagogy and solidified his commitment to
the idea of education as a tool for shaping informed citizens. It was during this period that



his interest in history began to crystallize into a grand ambition: to write a comprehensive
history of the United States that would capture the spirit and significance of its unique
development.

Bancroft's Grand Design: The "History of the
United States"”

George Bancroft's magnum opus, "History of the United States, from the Discovery of the
American Continent," was an undertaking of immense scope and ambition. He envisioned
a narrative that would not only chronicle events but also explore the underlying
philosophical currents and the unfolding of Providence in shaping the American
experiment. The first volume was published in 1834, and subsequent volumes appeared
over the next half-century, ultimately reaching twelve volumes. This epic project was
fueled by extensive archival research, including a significant trip to Europe to consult
original documents. Bancroft's aim was to create a patriotic history, one that would
celebrate the achievements of the American people and articulate the universal
significance of their struggle for liberty and self-governance.

The Philosophy of History in Bancroft's Work

Central to Bancroft's approach was his belief in the guiding hand of Providence and the
inherent progress of humanity toward greater liberty. He saw history not as a series of
random events but as a teleological unfolding, with America occupying a special, divinely
appointed role in this cosmic drama. His writing often possesses a sermonic quality,
imbuing historical figures and events with moral significance and demonstrating how, in
his view, the American system represented the highest stage of human political
development. This philosophical undergirding informed his selection of topics and the
emphasis he placed on particular movements and individuals, particularly those who
embodied the ideals of freedom and self-determination.

Narrative Style and Authorial Voice

Bancroft's prose is characterized by its eloquence, its dramatic flair, and its deeply
personal engagement with the subject matter. He was a master storyteller, capable of
weaving complex historical events into compelling narratives that captivated his readers.
His authorial voice is often present, offering interpretive commentary and expressing his
fervent belief in the righteousness of the American cause. While this subjective stance is a
hallmark of his work, it also invites critique from later generations of historians who favor
more detached, objective approaches. Nevertheless, the power and passion of Bancroft's
narrative were instrumental in its widespread appeal and its enduring influence.



Key Themes and Narratives in Bancroft's
Masterpiece

The "History of the United States" is rich with recurring themes and central narratives
that illuminate Bancroft's vision of American exceptionalism. He meticulously traced the
development of liberty, portraying it as a force that, though often contested, ultimately
triumphed in the American context. His work consistently highlighted the struggle against
tyranny, both in its European manifestations and in the colonial experience leading up to
the Revolution.

The Struggle for Liberty and Self-Governance

A persistent theme throughout Bancroft's history is the long and arduous struggle for
liberty, from the Magna Carta to the Declaration of Independence. He saw the colonial
period as a crucial incubator for democratic ideas, where settlers, free from the
constraints of Old World hierarchies, began to experiment with new forms of self-
governance. Bancroft emphasized the colonists' growing desire for autonomy and their
increasing resistance to British imperial policies, framing the Revolution as an inevitable
and righteous culmination of this aspiration.

The Role of Providence and Divine Guidance

As previously mentioned, Bancroft's belief in Providence was fundamental. He often
interpreted historical events as evidence of a divine plan unfolding, guiding the American
nation toward its predetermined destiny. This perspective allowed him to imbue historical
moments with a sense of inevitability and a higher purpose. For Bancroft, the success of
the American experiment was not merely the result of human effort but also a testament
to divine favor, a belief that resonated deeply with the prevailing religious sentiments of
his era.

The American Revolution: Bancroft's Definitive
Portrayal

The American Revolution occupied a central and deeply revered position in George
Bancroft's historical narrative. He considered it the pivotal moment in the nation's
founding, a dramatic struggle that not only secured American independence but also
served as a beacon of hope for oppressed peoples worldwide. His detailed accounts of the
battles, the political debates, and the sacrifices of the revolutionary generation are
marked by a profound admiration for their courage and conviction.



Key Figures and Events of the Revolutionary Era

Bancroft devoted considerable attention to the prominent figures of the Revolution,
portraying them as heroic architects of a new era. Figures like George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams are presented with reverence, their
actions and contributions meticulously documented. He also brought to life the critical
events that led to independence, from the Stamp Act protests to the battles of Lexington
and Concord, emphasizing the growing unity and resolve of the colonies in the face of
British oppression. His narrative often highlights moments of crisis and near-defeat,
underscoring the magnitude of the eventual victory.

The Ideological Underpinnings of the Revolution

Beyond the military and political aspects, Bancroft delved into the ideological foundations
of the Revolution. He meticulously examined the influence of Enlightenment thinkers like
Locke and Montesquieu on colonial thought and the development of republicanism. For
Bancroft, the Revolution was not merely a secession from Britain but a fundamental
articulation of universal human rights and the principles of popular sovereignty, a legacy
he believed was divinely sanctioned and destined to spread across the globe.

The Founding Fathers and the Genesis of the
Republic

Following the successful conclusion of the Revolution, Bancroft turned his focus to the
challenges of nation-building and the creation of the United States Constitution. He
viewed the Founding Fathers as extraordinary statesmen who, through wisdom and
compromise, forged a durable framework for self-government. His portrayal of this period
is one of intellectual ferment and political negotiation, culminating in the establishment of
a republic that he believed was unparalleled in its design and potential.

The Constitutional Convention and Debates

Bancroft meticulously chronicled the proceedings of the Constitutional Convention of
1787, highlighting the intense debates and the diverse perspectives of the delegates. He
sought to demonstrate how, through reasoned discourse and a commitment to the
common good, the framers arrived at a consensus that balanced competing interests and
established a stable federal government. His treatment of figures like James Madison,
often hailed as the "Father of the Constitution," is particularly detailed, recognizing his
intellectual contributions to the document's structure and principles.



The Early Republic and the Consolidation of Power

The early years of the republic, including the presidencies of Washington and Adams, were
also subjects of Bancroft's keen analysis. He charted the challenges of establishing a new
government, navigating foreign policy, and solidifying national unity. Bancroft generally
championed the Federalist approach to governance, valuing a strong central authority to
ensure stability and prosperity, though he also acknowledged the democratic impulses
that would later find expression in Jeffersonian Republicanism.

Westward Expansion and Manifest Destiny

As his history progressed, George Bancroft increasingly turned his attention to the theme
of westward expansion, a process he viewed as an integral and divinely ordained aspect of
America's national destiny. This concept, often encapsulated in the term "Manifest
Destiny," fueled a sense of exceptionalism and the belief that the United States was
destined to extend its dominion across the North American continent.

The Movement Across the Continent

Bancroft chronicled the arduous journeys of explorers, pioneers, and settlers who
ventured into the vast western territories. He described the acquisition of lands through
purchase, treaty, and conflict, often framing these developments as the inevitable
unfolding of America's God-given right to expand. His narratives of this era highlight the
courage and resilience of those who pushed the frontier westward, contributing to the
growth and territorial integrity of the nation.

The Mexican-American War and Territorial Acquisitions

The Mexican-American War (1846-1848) was, in Bancroft's view, a necessary step in
fulfilling America's territorial aspirations. He presented the war as a conflict in which the
United States, driven by the principles of liberty and progress, asserted its rightful claim
to vast expanses of land. While acknowledging the controversial nature of the war,
Bancroft's narrative generally justified the territorial acquisitions, seeing them as crucial
for the future prosperity and influence of the United States.

The Legacy of George Bancroft's History

George Bancroft's "History of the United States" left an indelible mark on American
historiography and national consciousness. Its sheer scope, its passionate advocacy, and
its enduring narrative power made it a cornerstone of historical understanding for



generations of Americans.

Shaping National Identity and Patriotism

Perhaps the most significant legacy of Bancroft's work is its role in shaping American
national identity. By presenting a grand narrative of progress, liberty, and divine purpose,
he provided a unifying vision of the nation's past that fostered a sense of shared heritage
and patriotic pride. His history became a foundational text for understanding what it
meant to be an American, emphasizing the unique virtues and achievements of the
republic.

The Bancroft Prizes and Continued Historical Study

The impact of George Bancroft's work extends beyond his own writings. The prestigious
Bancroft Prizes in American History and Biography, established by his daughter, continue
to recognize outstanding scholarship in the field. This enduring connection underscores
his foundational importance and the ongoing relevance of his contribution to the study of
American history. The prizes encourage the kind of rigorous and engaging historical
inquiry that Bancroft himself embodied.

Critical Reception and Historiographical Debates

While George Bancroft's history was widely celebrated in his own time, it also faced
significant criticism and has been re-evaluated by subsequent generations of historians.
His deeply ingrained patriotism and his tendency towards teleological interpretation,
while appealing to many readers, also raised concerns about objectivity and bias.

Praise for Scope and Narrative Power

In the 19th century, Bancroft's work was lauded for its comprehensive scope, its eloquent
prose, and its ability to inspire patriotic sentiment. Critics praised his meticulous research
and his masterful storytelling, recognizing the immense labor involved in creating such a
monumental work. Many found his interpretation of American history to be both
illuminating and edifying, reinforcing their belief in the nation's exceptional destiny.

Critiques of Bias and Determinism

As historical methodologies evolved, so too did the critical assessment of Bancroft's work.
Later historians, influenced by more empirical and less overtly teleological approaches,



began to question his pervasive sense of American exceptionalism and his often-uncritical
portrayal of national expansion. Critics pointed to his tendency to downplay or rationalize
the more problematic aspects of American history, such as the displacement of Native
Americans or the institution of slavery, although he did address slavery in later volumes.
His deterministic view of history, where events were seen as inevitably leading to a
predetermined outcome, was also challenged as being overly simplistic.

Bancroft's Influence on Subsequent Historians

Despite the critiques, George Bancroft's influence on American historical writing is
undeniable. He set a high standard for research and narrative engagement, inspiring
many who followed in his footsteps. His dedication to exploring primary sources and his
commitment to crafting a compelling narrative established a benchmark for historical
scholarship.

The Rise of the "New History"

The advent of the "New History" movement in the early 20th century, with its emphasis on
social, economic, and cultural factors, marked a departure from the more political and
biographical approaches that Bancroft had largely favored. Historians like Frederick
Jackson Turner, with his frontier thesis, and Charles Beard, with his economic
interpretations, offered alternative frameworks for understanding American development.
While these new approaches implicitly critiqued Bancroft's more traditional focus, they
also stood on the shoulders of his foundational work, building upon the broad narratives
he had established.

Enduring Respect for a Foundational Figure

Even as historical interpretations have shifted, George Bancroft remains a pivotal figure in
the intellectual history of the United States. His commitment to understanding the nation's
past, his profound belief in the transformative power of liberty, and his ability to craft a
resonant narrative continue to be recognized. His work serves as a crucial point of
reference for understanding how Americans have historically viewed themselves and their
place in the world, making his history of the United States an indispensable part of the
American intellectual landscape.

Conclusion: George Bancroft's Enduring Impact
on American History

George Bancroft's monumental "History of the United States" stands as a testament to a
singular vision of national destiny and the unfolding of liberty. His work, while subject to



critical re-evaluation in light of evolving historiographical standards, remains a
cornerstone in understanding the development of American historical consciousness and
the enduring narrative of American exceptionalism. Bancroft's fervent patriotism, his
meticulous research, and his eloquent prose shaped the way generations of Americans
understood their past, imbuing it with a sense of purpose and divine guidance. From the
struggles of the Revolution to the expansion across the continent, his narrative provided a
compelling framework for national identity. The legacy of George Bancroft's history of the
United States continues to resonate, reminding us of the power of historical interpretation
to shape collective memory and national aspiration.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is George Bancroft's primary contribution to
American history writing?

George Bancroft is considered the most influential American historian of the 19th century.
His monumental work, 'History of the United States, from the Discovery of the American
Continent,' is a sweeping narrative that shaped public understanding of the nation's
origins and development, emphasizing providence, liberty, and the American experiment.

How did Bancroft's political career influence his
historical interpretations?

Bancroft was an active politician, serving as a diplomat and Secretary of the Navy, and
even briefly as a cabinet member. This direct involvement in national affairs, coupled with
his Democratic Party leanings, often colored his interpretations, leading him to champion
the ideals of democracy and the common man as central to American progress.

What is a key criticism of George Bancroft's 'History of
the United States' in modern scholarship?

While lauded for its scope and patriotic fervor, a common criticism of Bancroft's work is its
teleological approach, suggesting that American history was predestined for greatness.
Modern historians also point to a certain Anglo-Saxon bias and a less nuanced portrayal of
marginalized groups and conflicting perspectives compared to contemporary scholarship.

How did Bancroft's approach to sourcing and research
differ from later historians?

Bancroft was a pioneer in utilizing archival research, traveling extensively to gather
original documents from both American and European sources. However, his
interpretation was often selective, emphasizing evidence that supported his narrative of
national triumph, a practice less common among later historians who strive for more
objective and comprehensive analysis.



What is the lasting legacy of George Bancroft's 'History
of the United States'?

Despite its limitations, Bancroft's 'History of the United States' remains a foundational text
in American historiography. It established a narrative tradition that celebrated American
exceptionalism and democratic ideals, influencing generations of historians and
contributing significantly to the development of national identity in the 19th century.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to George Bancroft's History of the United States, with
descriptions:

1. The American Commonwealth by James Bryce

This seminal work offers a comparative analysis of American political institutions and
society, providing a broader context for the national narrative Bancroft helped to shape.
Bryce explores the strengths and weaknesses of the republic, examining its federal
system, political parties, and the character of its citizens. It serves as a foundational text
for understanding the development and enduring principles of the American experiment.

2. The American Pageant by David M. Kennedy and Lizabeth Cohen

While a more modern textbook, this widely used survey of American history builds upon
the foundational narratives established by historians like Bancroft. It covers the sweep of
American development from its colonial origins to the present day, engaging with the key
themes of liberty, equality, and westward expansion that were central to Bancroft's work.
The book aims to make history accessible and relevant to contemporary students.

3. Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville

This classic study, predating Bancroft's major contributions, offers profound insights into
the early American republic, examining its democratic ethos and social customs.
Tocqueville's observations on equality, individualism, and the role of associations provide
a crucial backdrop for understanding the very foundations of the nation Bancroft
chronicled. His work remains essential for grasping the spirit of American society.

4. The Ordeal of the Union by Allan Nevins

This multi-volume work provides a detailed and comprehensive account of the sectional
crisis that ultimately led to the Civil War, a pivotal period in the narrative Bancroft
presented. Nevins offers a rigorous examination of the political and social forces at play,
exploring the compromises and conflicts that threatened to tear the nation apart. It delves
deeply into the specific events and personalities that shaped this turbulent era.

5. A People's History of the United States by Howard Zinn

This influential book offers a counter-narrative to traditional histories, focusing on the
experiences of marginalized groups and challenging established interpretations. While
presenting a different perspective than Bancroft's more nationalist approach, Zinn's work
engages with the ongoing debates about American identity and the nation's historical
trajectory. It invites readers to consider the complexities and contradictions within the
American story.



6. The Glorious Cause by Robert Middlekauff

This volume, part of the Oxford History of the United States series, focuses on the
American Revolution, the foundational period extensively covered by George Bancroft.
Middlekauff provides a detailed analysis of the ideological underpinnings and military
struggles that led to the creation of the United States. His work offers a modern scholarly
assessment of the events Bancroft considered so crucial.

7. The Republic of Letters: A Cultural History of the Age of Letters in the United States
by Annette Newbury

This book explores the intellectual and cultural landscape of early America, examining the
role of ideas and discourse in shaping the nation's identity. It provides context for the
philosophical and literary currents that influenced the historical writing of Bancroft and
his contemporaries. The work highlights the importance of intellectual history in
understanding national development.

8. The United States: A History of the Republic by George Bancroft (abridged/selected
works)

While Bancroft's complete magnum opus is extensive, selections or abridged versions
allow modern readers to engage with his foundational narrative. These editions present
his grand vision of American history, emphasizing Providence and the unfolding of liberty.
They offer a direct encounter with the prose and perspective of the historian himself.

9. The Civil War: A Narrative by Shelby Foote

This monumental narrative history offers a comprehensive and highly readable account of
the American Civil War, a conflict that fundamentally reshaped the nation Bancroft
documented. Foote's work excels in its detailed descriptions of battles and its portrayal of
key figures. It provides an in-depth look at the culmination of the tensions and issues that
characterized the nation's early years.
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