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INTRODUCTION: A MONUMENT OF AMERICAN HISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP

For students, scholars, and general readers alike, finding a trusted, comprehensive, and engaging
narrative of the American past is a significant challenge. Many single-volume histories are forced to
skim the surface, while specialized monographs can be too narrow for anyone but the expert.
Bridging this gap is one of the most ambitious and celebrated projects in modern historical writing:
The Oxford History Of The United States. This multi-volume series, published by Oxford
University Press, represents a towering achievement in American historiography, aiming to provide a
definitive, authoritative, and accessible narrative of the nation's development from its colonial
origins to the modern era.

What distinguishes The Oxford History Of The United States from other series is its unique
combination of scholarly rigor and literary grace. Each volume is written by a leading historian in
their field, yet the editors have demanded that the authors write not just for their peers, but for the
educated public. The result is a series that is as readable as it is reliable, a set of books that can be
savored in a comfortable armchair as much as they are cited in academic footnotes. This series has
not only informed a generation of readers but has also shaped the very way we understand and
teach American history.

THE GENESIS AND GRAND VISION OF THE SERIES

The idea for a comprehensive, multi-volume history of the United States was first conceived in the
1950s, a time when large-scale narrative history was being challenged by more specialized social
and cultural histories. The original editors envisioned a series that would recapture the grand
narrative sweep of earlier historians like George Bancroft, but informed by the new scholarship of
the 20th century.

It would take several decades for this vision to fully materialize. After a series of fits and starts, the
project was revitalized in the 1980s under the general editorship of the late C. Vann Woodward, one
of the most distinguished American historians of the 20th century, and later under Richard
Hofstadter. The guiding principle was simple but demanding: each volume would be a standalone
masterpiece, but together they would form a coherent and comprehensive whole. The series was
not intended to be a dry recitation of facts, but a work of literature and analysis that would capture
the drama, conflict, and complexity of the American experience.

The Central Premise: Narrative History for
a New Age

At its core, The Oxford History Of The United States champions the art of narrative history. The
editors believed that history is, fundamentally, a story about people—their decisions, their struggles,
their triumphs, and their failures. While the series fully incorporates the insights of social history (the
study of everyday life, women, minorities, and the working class), political history (the study of
power and governance), and economic history (the study of production and trade), it weaves these
threads into a compelling national story.

Unlike many academic works that focus on a single theme or method, the Oxford series aims for
synthesis. It attempts to show how politics, economics, culture, and society interacted to produce a
unique national destiny. This focus on synthesis is one of the key reasons for the series' enduring
popularity and critical acclaim. It offers readers not just a collection of facts, but an understanding of
how those facts fit together into a larger pattern.

The series is also notable for its chronological scope. When complete, it will cover the full sweep of
American history from the first European encounters with the New World through the end of the
20th century. This long view allows readers to see the deep continuities and dramatic ruptures that
have defined the nation. To date, the published volumes have won numerous awards, including
Pulitzer Prizes for History, and have become standard texts in universities across the globe.

THE PUBLISHED VOLUMES: A CLOSER LOOK AT THE MASTERPIECES

As of today, several volumes of The Oxford History Of The United States have been published,
and each one is considered a landmark in its respective field. The order of publication has not been
strictly chronological, which is a unique feature of the series. Let us examine some of the most
celebrated entries.

The Glorious Cause: The American
Revolution, 1763-1789 by Robert
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Middlekauff

This volume, published in 1982 (and later revised), was the first to be published in the series. It
immediately set the high standard for all subsequent volumes. Middlekauff provides a masterful
narrative of the American Revolution, focusing not only on the famous battles and founding fathers
but also on the social and intellectual forces that drove the colonies to rebellion. He vividly captures
the uncertainties, passions, and sacrifices of the era, making the reader feel the weight of the
decisions made in Philadelphia and on the battlefields of New York and Virginia. The book is a classic
example of political and military history at its finest, explaining why the American Revolution is
called the "Glorious Cause."

Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era
by James M. McPherson

Widely regarded as the single best one-volume history of the Civil War era, James McPherson's
Battle Cry of Freedom (1988) is the most famous volume in the entire series. It won the Pulitzer Prize
for History and sold over a million copies, a rare feat for academic history. McPherson's genius lies in
his ability to seamlessly integrate the military, political, and social dimensions of the conflict. He
demonstrates how the war was not simply a series of battles, but a profound struggle over the
meaning of the Union, the nature of freedom, and the future of American society.

The narrative is gripping, from the first shots at Fort Sumter to the final surrender at Appomattox.
McPherson gives equal weight to the home front and the battlefield, showing how the war
transformed the economy, the role of the federal government, and the lives of ordinary Americans,
including women and enslaved African Americans. For many readers, Battle Cry of Freedom is the
definitive account of America's most defining crisis and a perfect example of what The Oxford
History Of The United States set out to achieve.

The Republic for Which It Stands: The
United States during Reconstruction and
the Gilded Age, 1865-1896 by Richard
White

Richard White's contribution (2017) takes up the story where McPherson left off. This volume covers
the tumultuous post-Civil War period, a time of immense social change, economic upheaval, and

political corruption. White's thesis is a powerful one: that the "Republic for which it stands" was
fundamentally contested during this era. He argues that the struggle over Reconstruction (the
attempt to rebuild the South and guarantee rights for freed slaves) was inextricably linked to the
struggles of workers, farmers, and immigrants in the industrializing North and West.

This volume is particularly notable for its unflinching look at the failures of Reconstruction and the
rise of a new, corporate-dominated economy. White writes with a clear moral vision, showing how
the promise of equality for African Americans was brutally betrayed, and how the immense wealth of
the Gilded Age was built on the backs of millions of laborers. It is a dark and complex story, told with
impressive narrative skill and deep research. This volume, like the others, proves that The Oxford
History Of The United States is not afraid to tackle the nation's most painful and difficult
chapters.

What Hath God Wrought: The
Transformation of America, 1815-1848 by
Daniel Walker Howe

This volume, which won the Pulitzer Prize for History in 2008, covers the period between the War of
1812 and the Mexican-American War. Daniel Walker Howe's title is taken from the first message
sent by Samuel Morse over the telegraph, and the theme of "transformation" is central to the book.
Howe argues that this era was not just a prelude to the Civil War, but a crucial period of nation-
building in its own right. He explores the rise of the market economy, the expansion of democracy,
the Second Great Awakening, and the dramatic improvements in transportation and communication.

Howe's focus is on the positive and progressive forces that shaped America during these years,
particularly the role of the Whig Party and its belief in a modern, unified, and commercially dynamic
nation. He gives due attention to the dark side of this progress, including the forced removal of
Native Americans and the intensification of slavery. However, his overall tone is one of admiration
for the energy and creativity of the American people during this period of rapid change. It is a
masterful synthesis of political, economic, and cultural history.

The Classical School: The United States,
1815-1845 (A Note on the Future)

It is important to note that The Oxford History Of The United States is an ongoing project. The
general editors have steadily been filling in the chronological gaps. A volume covering the early 19th
century from a different perspective, or a volume covering the colonial era and the early republic,
are among those planned or in development. The completion of the series will provide a truly

2 The Oxford History Of The United States

2024-09-12



The Oxford History Of The United States 3

unbroken narrative of the nation's history, a goal that the editors and authors continue to work
towards with dedication.

THE CRITICAL RECEPTION: A SERIES OF ACCOLADES AND DEBATES

The Oxford History Of The United States has been met with near-universal acclaim. The
individual volumes have won the most prestigious awards in the historical profession, including
multiple Pulitzer Prizes, the Bancroft Prize, and the Francis Parkman Prize. Reviewers have
consistently praised the series for its high literary quality, its thorough scholarship, and its ability to
make complex historical arguments accessible to a broad audience.

The series has not been without its critics, however. Some academic historians have argued that the
narrative approach favored by the series can sometimes be too focused on political and military
elites, at the expense of a more radical or bottom-up view of history. Others have debated the
interpretive stances of individual authors, such as the treatment of Jeffersonian democracy versus
Hamiltonian Federalism, or the balance between conflict and consensus in describing the American
past. This is a sign of a healthy historical discourse, not a weakness.

Yet, the overall consensus is clear: The Oxford History Of The United States is the most
ambitious and successful effort of its kind in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. It has re-
established the importance of grand narrative history at a time when the discipline was in danger of
fragmenting into specialized subspecialties. For millions of readers, these books have provided a
window into the American past that is both intellectually satisfying and deeply engaging.

The Impact on Teaching and Public History

Beyond the academy, the series has had a profound impact on how American history is taught and

understood by the public. Many college courses use individual volumes as assigned textbooks, and
they are frequently cited in popular debates about the nation's identity and purpose. The series has
helped to restore the popular faith that history can be both authoritative and engaging, that it can
speak to the present without being a mere tool of political propaganda.

The books in the series are also beautifully produced by Oxford University Press, adding to their
appeal. They are found in libraries, bookstores, and private collections around the world, serving as
a permanent reference for anyone who wants to understand the sweep of American history. They
represent a significant investment in public knowledge and historical literacy, a testament to the
enduring value of serious, well-written narrative history.

CONCLUSION: A LIVING LEGACY IN AMERICAN LETTERS

The Oxford History Of The United States is more than just a collection of books; it is an ongoing
conversation with the American past. It is a project that has taken decades to unfold and will
continue to evolve. Each volume is a world unto itself, yet together they form a cohesive portrait of
a nation constantly in the process of becoming. The series stands as a powerful reminder that the
best history is not a dry chronicle of dates and events, but a dramatic, human story about people
making choices under circumstances not of their own making.

For anyone seeking a reliable, insightful, and beautifully written guide to the American experience,
there is no better starting point. Whether you are a lifelong student of history or a curious
newcomer, the volumes of The Oxford History Of The United States offer a rich and rewarding
journey through the triumphs and tragedies, the ideals and contradictions, that have shaped the
United States from its beginnings to the present day. It remains an essential resource and a
monumental achievement in American letters, a series that will continue to inform and inspire
readers for generations to come.



