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This month we begin a two-part series on the historiography of the American break with 
England.  The first installment covers the main trends in the 18th and 19th centuries.  
Next month will focus on the 20th century. 
 

The topic of what is taught in schools about the American break with England - 
when it is taught at all - is a subject that has been discussed frequently by SAR 
members.  Over the next two months we’ll look at how the events from 1763-1776 have 
been interpreted by historians over the years.  
 Up until the mid to late 19th century most history was written by statesmen, 
government officials and military men...men who had been involved in the events they 
wrote about.  There are problems with history written this way but there is the opposite 
problem that the further in time you are removed from an event, the harder it is to 
ascertain the truth.  This is especially true when looking at the historiography of the 
American Revolution. 
 
First Generation Historians – Freedom, Liberty, and Constitutional Principals 
 The best of the first generation of people to write about the American Revolution 
is David Ramsey.  He lived during the Revolution, participated in it and knew many of 
the people involved.  He maintains the break with England came about due to 
constitutional issues.  His emphasis is on freedom, liberty and philosophical principles, 
not economic factors or British “tyranny.” The English colonist in N. America viewed 
their colonial legislatures relationship to them as the equivalent of the Parliament to 
England.  The Parliament in London legislated for England, the legislatures in N. 
America legislated for their respective colonies.  Distance from London, the long period 
of benign neglect by the British government, the predominance of small/medium land 
owners who farmed their own land with the resulting lack of an institutional class 
structure in the colonies all combined to further the view that the colonial legislatures 
represented the residents of the colonies.  Therefore, they could not be represented by 
the Parliament in London. 
 Thus, Ramsey explains, the Stamp Act became the main catalyst that led to the 
break with England.  Additionally, Ramsey states, once Parliament repealed the Stamp 
Act and the colonists saw the success of their boycotts opposing the Townshend 
Duties, they began to realize England needed them just as much, if not more, than they 
needed England. 
 Ramsey does not castigate George III or call him a tyrant. He identified three 
main reasons that events got out of hand and why the Government in London could not 
adequately understand and deal with the problem.  First was pride.  They had just 
beaten France and Spain in a war that had spanned the globe, they weren’t going to let 
the American colonies question how they were being governed.  Next, he mentions 
inflexibility.  England acquired an empire as a result of the peace of 1763.  The already 
existing bureaucracy was slow and cumbersome and could not govern that empire.  



Layering on additional bureaucratic offices simply made the bureaucracy even more 
unwieldy and inflexible.   
 Lastly, he mentions that, quite simply, England did not have the men in 
government who could deal with the problem.  Many, he states, were good, well 
meaning men but they were caught up in a situation too complex and demanding for 
their average capabilities. 
 Ramsey emphasized the importance of Paine’s Common Sense and mentioned 
that those opposed to the break with England were either reticent by nature and did not 
speak up or were cowed by the radicals, thus giving the impression that the break with 
England enjoyed more popularity than it did.   
 Ramsey’s history of the American Revolution is fair and balanced.  The main 
cause was the constitutional principle of the supremacy of Parliament which was 
exacerbated by misunderstandings on both sides of the Atlantic. 
 
Second Generation Historians – The Myth Makers 
 The second generation of historians who wrote about the American Revolution 
can best be described as the myth makers.  The best example of this is George 
Bancroft who is still regarded as a titan among American historians.   He wrote his 
first history during the days of the Andrew Jackson ascendancy and the beginnings of 
the mass migration west.  Therefore, he looked back on the American Revolution as a 
Golden Age, the Age of Giants, Act 1 in the great American drama unfolding in the mid-
19th century.  He believed that the American Revolution was part of God’s plan for 
America and was necessary to usher in a new age of human progress. 
 Since the United States had no ancient history full of myth and legend to anchor 
its history, Bancroft and his generation created them from the participants in the 
Revolution.   
 As to the causes, Bancroft stated in his history that the various acts passed by 
parliament after 1763 were a conscious English plan to subvert liberty.  That George III 
was an authoritarian who declared war on freedom.  It was Bancroft who fixed the 
image of the wicked King George III and, because of his own beliefs regarding free 
trade, focused on the Navigation Acts and Townshend Duties as main causes of the 
break.  
 Bancroft wrote well.  His good writing and his positive take on the Revolution and 
the people involved resulted in his books selling well.  Many Americans read his history 
and schools used it to teach the Revolution. His books influenced the writing and 
thinking about the American revolution for most of the 1800’s. 
 Additionally, he piggybacked his history onto what is known as the Whig 

interpretation of history.  Its leading spokesman was Thomas Babington Macaulay.  
The Whig interpretation of history states that the past is an inevitable progression of 
events that leads to greater liberty, enlightenment and democracy.  Bancroft put the 
American Revolution into that interpretation by adding that it was the next necessary 
step on the long road that stretched back to the Magna Carta. 
 
Next month—the economic view, imperialist school and ideological interpretations.    

 


