
george bancroft history of the united states
george bancroft history of the united states is a pivotal work that has shaped the understanding
of American history since its publication in the 19th century. Written by the historian George
Bancroft, this multi-volume series provides a comprehensive narrative of the United States from its
colonial beginnings through the early Republic. Bancroft's approach blended detailed research with
a strong nationalistic perspective, emphasizing the virtues of democracy and the importance of
American institutions. This article will explore Bancroft's life, the context of his work, its
significance, and the lasting impact it has had on American historiography.

The following sections will delve into the background of George Bancroft, the thematic elements of
his "History of the United States," the critiques and controversies surrounding his work, and its
influence on future historians.
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Introduction to George Bancroft

George Bancroft was born on October 3, 1800, in Worcester, Massachusetts. He was not only a
historian but also a politician and diplomat, who played a significant role in the early 19th-century
American intellectual landscape. Bancroft graduated from Harvard College in 1817, where he
developed a passion for history and literature. He traveled extensively in Europe, which broadened
his understanding of different political systems and historical narratives.

Bancroft's career as a historian began in earnest with his publication of "History of the United
States," which he started writing in 1834 and continued to revise until its final volume was published
in 1883. His dedication to the project was evident in his meticulous research and the breadth of
topics he covered. Bancroft's historical narrative was unique for its era, as it sought to provide a
comprehensive account of the American experience, rooted in the principles of democracy and
republican governance.



Overview of "History of the United States"

Bancroft's "History of the United States" is a monumental work that spans six volumes, covering the
history of the United States from the earliest European settlements to the end of the War of 1812.
His writing was characterized by a passionate belief in the American experiment and the idea of
manifest destiny.

The series is divided into several key periods:

The Colonial Era: Bancroft examined the establishment of the colonies, the interactions
between Native Americans and European settlers, and the development of colonial
governments.

The American Revolution: He detailed the causes and events leading to the Revolution,
focusing on the ideals of liberty and the quest for independence.

The Formation of the Republic: Bancroft analyzed the challenges faced by the new nation,
including the drafting of the Constitution and the establishment of federal authority.

The War of 1812: The final volumes cover the conflict with Great Britain, exploring its
implications for national identity and sovereignty.

Bancroft's narrative style was engaging, filled with vivid descriptions and a clear sense of purpose.
He wrote not only to inform but to inspire a sense of national pride and unity among his readers.

Thematic Elements of Bancroft's Work

Bancroft's "History of the United States" contains several thematic elements that are central to its
narrative.

Nationalism and American Exceptionalism

A prominent theme in Bancroft's work is the idea of American exceptionalism. He portrayed the
United States as a beacon of liberty and democracy, distinct from European nations. This
perspective emphasized the moral and philosophical superiority of the American system.

The Role of Democracy

Bancroft was a fervent advocate for democracy, and his writings reflect a belief in the inherent
goodness of democratic governance. He argued that the founding fathers established a government
that was responsive to the will of the people, a radical departure from monarchical systems



prevalent in Europe.

Historical Context and Influence

Bancroft’s historical context was shaped by the burgeoning national identity of the United States in
the 19th century. His works were part of a broader movement among American historians seeking to
define a unique American narrative that distinguished the nation from its European roots.

Bancroft's emphasis on providential history—the belief that God had a special plan for America—also
permeated his writing, influencing how future generations would perceive American history.

Critiques and Controversies

Despite its acclaim, Bancroft's "History of the United States" has faced significant criticism over the
years. Scholars have pointed out several issues that merit discussion.

Bias and Interpretation

One of the primary critiques of Bancroft's work is its inherent bias. His strong nationalistic feelings
sometimes led to a glorification of American actions, particularly concerning the treatment of Native
Americans and the institution of slavery. Critics argue that he downplayed the darker aspects of
American history and oversimplified complex social dynamics.

Methodological Issues

Bancroft's methodology has also come under scrutiny. While he was a pioneer in the field, some
historians believe his reliance on secondary sources rather than primary documents compromised
the accuracy of his accounts. This has led to calls for a more nuanced understanding of the events he
described.

Impact on American Historiography

Bancroft's contributions to the field of American history cannot be overstated. His work laid the
groundwork for future historians and established a format for comprehensive historical narratives.

Influence on Later Historians

Numerous historians were influenced by Bancroft's style and approach to writing history. His
emphasis on narratives that fostered a sense of national pride inspired historians such as John Fiske



and Edward A. Freeman.

Foundation of Historical Scholarship

Bancroft's work marked a shift towards more systematic historical scholarship in the United States.
His rigorous approach to research set a standard for future historians to follow. The detailed
account of events and his ability to weave them into a cohesive narrative have made his work a
reference point in American historical writing.

Legacy and Conclusion

The legacy of George Bancroft and his "History of the United States" endures in both the academic
and popular realms. While modern historians may critique his biases and interpretations, the
influence of his narrative style and thematic focus remains significant.

As the first truly comprehensive history of the United States, Bancroft's work continues to be studied
and referenced. It serves as a reminder of the evolving nature of historiography and the importance
of critically engaging with the past. Understanding Bancroft's contributions allows us to appreciate
the complexities of American history and the narratives that shape our national identity.

Q: What was George Bancroft's main contribution to American
history?
A: George Bancroft's main contribution was his multi-volume "History of the United States," which
provided a comprehensive narrative of American history from the colonial era through the War of
1812, emphasizing themes of democracy and American exceptionalism.

Q: How did Bancroft's background influence his historical
writing?
A: Bancroft's background as a politician and diplomat, along with his education at Harvard, provided
him with a unique perspective on governance and history, influencing his nationalistic and
democratic themes in his writing.

Q: What are some criticisms of Bancroft's "History of the
United States"?
A: Critics have pointed out biases in Bancroft's portrayal of American history, particularly regarding
the treatment of Native Americans and the institution of slavery, as well as methodological issues
related to his reliance on secondary sources.



Q: In what ways did Bancroft influence later historians?
A: Bancroft influenced later historians by establishing a narrative style that blended detailed
research with a strong nationalistic perspective, inspiring historians like John Fiske and Edward A.
Freeman.

Q: How does Bancroft's work reflect the historical context of
the 19th century?
A: Bancroft's work reflects the 19th-century American context of burgeoning national identity and
the belief in manifest destiny, as he sought to define a unique American narrative distinct from
European influences.

Q: Why is George Bancroft considered a significant figure in
American historiography?
A: Bancroft is considered significant because he was one of the first to write a comprehensive
history of the United States, and his work laid the foundation for systematic historical scholarship in
the country.

Q: What themes are prevalent in Bancroft's historical
narrative?
A: Themes of nationalism, democracy, and providential history are prevalent in Bancroft's narrative,
showcasing the virtues of American democracy and the belief in America's exceptional role in world
history.

Q: How did Bancroft's historical perspective differ from that of
his contemporaries?
A: Bancroft's perspective differed by emphasizing a cohesive national narrative and the moral
superiority of democracy, whereas some contemporaries focused more on regional histories or
specific events without the broader national context.

Q: What impact did Bancroft's work have on public perception
of American history?
A: Bancroft's work significantly shaped public perception by fostering a sense of national pride and
identity, promoting the idea of the United States as a unique experiment in democracy and liberty.
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