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George Bancroft's History of the United States: A
Monumental Work and Its Enduring Legacy

Have you ever wondered about the sweeping narratives that shaped American national identity? For
generations, one name has loomed large in the story of historical scholarship in the United States:
George Bancroft. His monumental History of the United States, spanning twelve volumes and
decades of meticulous research, remains a fascinating and, at times, controversial work. This post
delves deep into Bancroft's ambitious project, exploring its strengths, weaknesses, its impact on
American historiography, and its continued relevance today. We’ll uncover what makes it both a
captivating read and a significant historical document, examining its place within the broader
context of 19th-century American history and its lasting influence on how we understand the
nation's past. Get ready to embark on a journey through time, exploring the life and work of one of
America's most ambitious historians.

Bancroft's Life and Times: Shaping the Narrative

George Bancroft (1800-1891) wasn't just a historian; he was a polymath. A graduate of Harvard, he
pursued further studies in Germany, immersing himself in the burgeoning field of historical
scholarship in Europe. This exposure significantly shaped his approach to writing history,
influencing his adoption of a more narrative-driven, almost romantic, style. Bancroft's life was
intertwined with the dramatic unfolding of American history itself. He served as Secretary of the
Navy under James K. Polk, playing a crucial role in the Mexican-American War, and later held
diplomatic posts in various European countries. This firsthand experience with politics and
diplomacy undoubtedly infused his historical accounts with a unique perspective. His life, in
essence, mirrored the grand sweep of the American narrative he sought to chronicle.

The Scope and Ambition of Bancroft's Masterpiece

Bancroft's History of the United States wasn't a mere recounting of events; it was a deliberate
construction of a national mythos. Spanning from the earliest colonial settlements to the end of the
War of 1812 (the final volume appeared in 1874), it aimed to create a cohesive and celebratory
account of the American experience. His narrative emphasized the progressive unfolding of liberty
and democracy, portraying the United States as a beacon of freedom destined for global influence.
The sheer scale of his undertaking is astonishing. He meticulously researched primary sources,
utilized a vast network of contacts, and engaged in years of painstaking writing and revision. The
resulting work is, undeniably, a monumental achievement of 19th-century historical scholarship.

A Whig Interpretation: Progress and Manifest Destiny

Bancroft's interpretation of American history was firmly rooted in Whig ideology. The Whig
perspective emphasized progress, the inevitable triumph of liberty, and the belief in a divinely
ordained destiny for the American nation. This ideology heavily influenced his narrative, which often



portrayed events through a lens of nationalistic pride and exceptionalism. The expansion westward,
often justified by the doctrine of Manifest Destiny, is presented in Bancroft's history as a natural and
almost inevitable progression, a divinely sanctioned movement to spread freedom and democracy
across the continent. This perspective, while inspiring, often overlooked the darker aspects of
American history, including the brutal treatment of Native Americans and the institution of slavery.

Criticisms and Controversies: A Biased Narrative?

While Bancroft's History remains a landmark achievement, it has not been without its critics. Many
historians have pointed out its inherent biases, particularly its celebration of American expansionism
and its downplaying of the negative consequences of westward expansion and slavery. His narrative,
deeply influenced by Whig ideology, sometimes glossed over the complexities and contradictions
within American society. For example, his treatment of Native Americans is often criticized as
simplistic and romanticized, failing to adequately portray the devastation wrought upon indigenous
populations by westward expansion. Furthermore, his handling of slavery is arguably insufficient,
failing to fully grapple with its moral and social implications. These criticisms highlight the
importance of considering the historical context and potential biases within any historical account.

Enduring Legacy and Influence: Shaping American Identity

Despite its flaws, Bancroft's History of the United States profoundly influenced the way Americans
understood their national identity. For decades, it served as a foundational text in schools and
universities, shaping generations of Americans' perceptions of their nation's past. His narrative, for
all its biases, provided a sense of national unity and purpose at a critical juncture in American
history. While modern historians approach the past with greater nuance and critical awareness,
Bancroft's work remains an important historical artifact, reflecting the intellectual and ideological
currents of 19th-century America. It serves as a valuable case study in how historical narratives are
constructed, shaped by the perspectives and biases of their authors, and how those narratives, in
turn, shape the understanding of a nation. Studying Bancroft allows us to understand not just the
past, but also the evolution of historical interpretation itself.

Conclusion

George Bancroft's History of the United States stands as a monumental achievement in 19th-century
historical writing. Its sweeping narrative, while undeniably imbued with the biases of its time and
author, profoundly shaped American national identity and continues to spark debate and analysis
among historians today. By understanding both the strengths and limitations of Bancroft's work, we
can gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities of historical interpretation and the ongoing
quest to understand the American past.

FAQs

1. Why is Bancroft's History considered controversial? Bancroft's work is criticized for its Whig
perspective, which often presented American history through a rose-tinted lens, overlooking or
downplaying negative aspects such as the treatment of Native Americans and the institution of
slavery.



1. What makes Bancroft's History a significant work of historical scholarship? Its scope and
ambition are unmatched. Bancroft's meticulous research and engaging narrative style made it
a hugely influential work, shaping American national identity for generations.

1. How did Bancroft's personal experiences influence his historical writing? His diplomatic
career and political involvement gave him unique insight and shaped his interpretation of
events, especially regarding American expansionism.

1. What are some alternative interpretations of American history that contrast with Bancroft's?
Modern historians often offer more nuanced perspectives, addressing the complexities of race
relations, westward expansion, and the impact of slavery more critically.

1. Is Bancroft's History still relevant today? While outdated in some aspects, it remains valuable
for understanding the evolution of American historical narratives and the biases that can
shape our understanding of the past. It serves as a cautionary tale about the importance of
critical analysis in historical research.
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