
Providence and the Invention of the United States, 1607–1876

Nicholas Guyatt offers a completely new understanding of a central
question in American history: How did Americans come to think that
God favored the United States above other nations? Tracing the story of
American providentialism from the founding of Virginia to the collapse of
Reconstruction, this book uncovers the British roots of American religious
nationalism before the American Revolution and the extraordinary strug-
gles of white Americans to reconcile their ideas of national mission with
the racial diversity of the early republic. Making sense of previously dif-
fuse debates on manifest destiny, millenarianism, and American mission,
Providence and the Invention of the United States, 1607–1876, explains
the origins and development of the idea that God has a special plan for
America. This conviction supplied the United States with a powerful sense
of national purpose, but it also prevented Americans from clearly under-
standing events and people that could not easily be fitted into the provi-
dential scheme.
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Richard Serjeantson. Asli Bâli, William Flemming, Conor Houghton, Robert
Palmer, and Matt Thorne were firm friends back then, and still are.

I went to Princeton in the fall of 1997 on the Jane Eliza Procter Fellowship,
fully intending to return to Cambridge the following spring. I ended up stay-
ing for seven years, and I want to thank those who supported my speculative
application to the Ph.D. program (especially Sean Wilentz and Jim McPherson).
During my time at Princeton, I received support from the Graduate School, the
Department of History, the Center for the Study of Religion, the University
Center for Human Values, and the Fellowship of Woodrow Wilson Scholars.

vii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86788-7 - Providence and the Invention of the United States, 1607-1876
Nicholas Guyatt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521867886
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii Acknowledgments

The History Department appointed me as a lecturer on the completion of my
thesis, which allowed me to begin revising this book.

Princeton was a great place to make friends, and I was lucky to encounter
Lisa Bailey, Wendy Cadge, James Cunningham, Holly Grieco, Kristen Harknett,
and Drew Levy. David Kasunic and Michael D’Alba are my first port of call
whenever I go back to New Jersey. I’m especially grateful to Alec Dun and
Andrew Graybill (and their families), who have been the source of so much
support since I first arrived in Princeton.

For conversations about my work, the history of the Atlantic world, or
something else entirely, I’d like to thank Leigh Schmidt and John Wilson of the
Department of Religion; Stan Katz of the Woodrow Wilson School; Alfred Bush
of Firestone Library; and Linda Colley, Shel Garon, Tony Grafton, Dirk Hartog,
Peter Lake, Barbara Oberg, and Peter Silver of the History Department. Ken
Mills, now of the University of Toronto, introduced me to Latin America and
inspired me on numerous occasions. John Murrin’s extraordinary knowledge
of early America served as a rebuke and a spur to my halting progress. Drew
Isenberg read everything I sent him with a rigor and acuity that helped me to
anchor my arguments and to figure out what I wanted to say.

One of the best things that happened to me during the writing process was an
American Historical Association interview with Harvard University. Of course,
I didn’t get past the hotel – though I remember the suite in San Francisco had
jaw-dropping views of the bay – but I did get to meet James Kloppenberg,
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, and Joyce Chaplin. Back then, I was working exclu-
sively on American providentialism, and it was Joyce who suggested that I
consider the British angle. This led me to Linda Colley’s work (and, eventually,
to Linda herself); from there, I decided to track the story of providentialism to
seventeenth-century England and to write a very different book from what I
had first envisaged. Joyce kindly agreed to serve on my dissertation committee,
and I am very grateful for her comments on my thesis and her initial suggestion.

Dan Rodgers agreed to supervise my Princeton dissertation, and he has been
a firm friend of this project ever since. I have learned an enormous amount from
Dan, and he has been the perfect foil as I have tried to corral this sprawling
story into a single frame. It has been a great privilege to work with him, and I
hope that the book is some recompense for his help over the years.

I drew on the collections and archives of the following libraries when
researching this book: Firestone Library at Princeton University; the British
Library; the New York Public Library; the Library of Congress; the Bancroft
Library at the University of California, Berkeley; Cambridge University Library;
the Bodleian Library at Oxford University; and Luce Library at the Princeton
Theological Seminary.

It has been a great pleasure to get to know my new colleagues at Simon
Fraser University in British Columbia, and to be a part of such an exciting and
lively group of historians. My first chair, Jack Little, kindly secured a research
leave that enabled me to complete the manuscript. His successor, John Craig, has
been extremely encouraging while the book has been in press. For their support

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86788-7 - Providence and the Invention of the United States, 1607-1876
Nicholas Guyatt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521867886
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgments ix

and friendship, I’d like to acknowledge Sandra Bronfman, Luke Clossey, Alec
Dawson, Hyung Gu Lynn, John Stubbs, and my other friends and colleagues
in Vancouver.

At Cambridge University Press, Lew Bateman has been instrumental in over-
seeing the many changes and additions to my Princeton thesis. Lew encouraged
me to follow the story of American providentialism to the Civil War and beyond
and kept the wheels turning at the Press even as I worked on the final chapters.
Two anonymous readers provided astute and helpful comments on the earlier
draft; one of them later read the revised manuscript and helped to convince me
that it was ready for publication. I would also like to thank Shelby Peak, for
assisting in the book’s production, and Brian MacDonald, for his tireless and
scrupulous copyediting.

I have spent nearly ten years away from England, and my family has put up
with a good deal over this time: sporadic calls and emails, hurried Christmas
visits, feeble excuses about the scheduling of Mother’s Day in North America.
Thanks to my brother, David, and his family for their love and support; and,
especially, to my parents, who have given me so much and who have agreed to
postpone the repayments more times than I care to remember.

I met my wife not long after defending my dissertation, and she has endured
many provocations – including moving to the other side of the world – with
incredible fortitude. I am crazy about her, and sorry for all the inconvenience.
My daughter was born as this book went into production, and she has just
worked out how to snatch my glasses from my face. I’m crazy about her as
well, but I think it’s all downhill from here.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86788-7 - Providence and the Invention of the United States, 1607-1876
Nicholas Guyatt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521867886
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

