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Introduction
The exploration of human ambition, cultural encounters, and the complexities of colonization are central
themes in both Sabina Murray’s short story "Balboa" and William Bradford’s historical account "Of Plymouth
Plantation." While these works originate from vastly different periods, cultural contexts, and literary styles,
they both serve as lenses to examine the motives, actions, and consequences of early explorers and settlers.
This article aims to compare and contrast these two seminal texts, analyzing their themes, perspectives,
narrative techniques, and underlying messages to reveal how each author portrays the process of
exploration and colonization.

Context and Background

"Balboa" by Sabina Murray

Sabina Murray’s "Balboa" is a contemporary literary work that offers a nuanced, often critical perspective on
the figure of Vasco Núñez de Balboa, a Spanish conquistador credited with crossing the Isthmus of Panama
to the Pacific Ocean. Murray’s story delves into themes of identity, imperial ambition, and the moral
ambiguities of conquest. As a modern piece, "Balboa" reflects on historical narratives through a critical lens,
questioning heroism and the cost of exploration.

"Of Plymouth Plantation" by William Bradford

William Bradford’s "Of Plymouth Plantation" is a primary historical document written in the 17th century,
providing an account of the Pilgrims’ journey to America and their early years in Plymouth Colony.
Bradford’s work serves as both a historical record and a manifestation of Puritan religious ideals,
emphasizing divine providence, perseverance, and moral righteousness in the face of hardship.

Themes and Subject Matter



Exploration and Discovery

In "Balboa," exploration is depicted as a personal and collective pursuit driven by ambition, curiosity,
and the desire for glory. Murray examines the human cost and moral dilemmas faced by Balboa and
his men.

"Of Plymouth Plantation" presents exploration as a divine mission, guided by faith and a sense of
manifest destiny. Bradford emphasizes the providential nature of their journey and settlement.

Colonization and Cultural Encounters

"Balboa" critically portrays the violence, greed, and exploitation inherent in colonization, often
highlighting the moral ambiguity of Balboa’s actions and the destructive impact on indigenous
peoples.

"Of Plymouth Plantation" emphasizes the pilgrims’ religious motivations and their efforts to establish
a “Godly” community, portraying interactions with indigenous peoples in a more paternalistic or
cooperative light, though Bradford acknowledges difficulties and conflicts.

Morality and Heroism

Murray’s "Balboa" questions traditional notions of heroism, portraying its protagonist as morally
complex, sometimes ruthless, and driven by imperial ambitions that have destructive consequences.

Bradford’s account idealizes the Pilgrims’ moral righteousness, portraying their perseverance and
faith as virtues, and framing their success as part of divine will.

Narrative Style and Perspective

Sabina Murray’s "Balboa"

- Uses a literary, often poetic style that explores internal thoughts and moral ambiguities.
- Employs a third-person narrative focusing on Balboa’s psychological state and motivations.
- Challenges traditional hero narratives by highlighting the darker aspects of exploration and conquest.



William Bradford’s "Of Plymouth Plantation"

- Written as a first-person account, often in the form of a memoir or historical chronicle.
- Uses a straightforward, didactic tone aimed at conveying moral lessons and divine intervention.
- Reflects the Puritan worldview, emphasizing divine providence and moral righteousness.

Representation of Indigenous Peoples

"Balboa"

- Offers a critical perspective on the violence inflicted upon indigenous populations.
- Highlights the destructive consequences of colonization, often portraying indigenous peoples as victims of
imperial greed.

"Of Plymouth Plantation"

- Portrays interactions with Native Americans as complex but often paternalistic.
- Acknowledges conflicts but often frames indigenous peoples as obstacles or as part of divine providence in
the Pilgrims’ journey.

Historical Accuracy and Literary Devices

"Balboa"

- Blends historical facts with fiction, mythology, and symbolism.
- Uses allegory and metaphor to critique imperialism and explore moral questions.
- Aims to provoke reflection rather than provide an objective history.

"Of Plymouth Plantation"

- Based on Bradford’s firsthand observations and reports, offering a relatively factual account.
- Employs biblical and religious symbolism to reinforce its moral and spiritual themes.
- Acts as a foundational text for American colonial history, emphasizing divine guidance.

Impact and Legacy

"Balboa"

- Contributes to contemporary discussions on the ethics of exploration and colonization.
- Challenges romanticized notions of heroism, emphasizing moral complexity and the human cost of
imperial pursuits.
- Serves as a literary critique of historical narratives that often glorify conquest.



"Of Plymouth Plantation"

- Serves as a foundational text for understanding early American history and Puritanism.
- Shapes perceptions of American identity rooted in faith, perseverance, and divine favor.
- Has influenced subsequent historical writings and cultural narratives about American origins.

Conclusion
While Sabina Murray’s "Balboa" and William Bradford’s "Of Plymouth Plantation" differ greatly in tone,
purpose, and style, they both offer valuable insights into the themes of exploration, colonization, and
morality. Murray’s modern, critical perspective questions traditional heroism and exposes the darker
realities of imperial pursuits, emphasizing moral ambiguity and human cost. Conversely, Bradford’s account
portrays exploration as a divine mission, emphasizing faith, perseverance, and moral righteousness, often
glossing over the negative aspects of colonization. Together, these works reflect changing attitudes toward
history and exploration—from a narrative of divine providence and moral virtue to a more nuanced
understanding of the complexities and consequences of human ambition. Their contrasting perspectives
deepen our understanding of how history and literature shape collective memory and moral judgment
about exploration and colonization.

Summary of Key Points
- "Balboa" offers a critical, modern perspective emphasizing moral ambiguity and the human cost of
exploration.
- "Of Plymouth Plantation" presents a religiously motivated, idealized account emphasizing divine
providence.
- Both works explore themes of discovery, cultural encounters, and morality but from vastly different
viewpoints.
- Their narrative styles and representations of indigenous peoples reflect their respective historical and
cultural contexts.
- Together, they demonstrate the evolution of historical and literary narratives surrounding exploration
and colonization.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do Sabina Murray's 'Balboa' and William Bradford's 'Of Plymouth
Plantation' differ in their portrayal of colonial encounters?
Murray's 'Balboa' offers a modern, nuanced perspective that explores the complexities of cultural identity
and the personal consequences of colonialism, often highlighting moral ambiguity. In contrast, Bradford's 'Of
Plymouth Plantation' presents a more straightforward, religiously motivated account emphasizing the
Puritans' faith and divine guidance, often portraying colonization as a righteous mission.



What are the main thematic similarities between 'Balboa' and 'Of
Plymouth Plantation'?
Both works explore themes of exploration, cultural encounter, and the impact of colonization. They
examine the human drive to discover new worlds and the subsequent interactions—sometimes
contentious—between different peoples, reflecting on both the challenges and the ideological motivations
behind colonization.

In terms of historical perspective, how do 'Balboa' and 'Of Plymouth
Plantation' differ?
Bradford's account is a primary historical document providing a firsthand narration of the Pilgrims' journey
and early settlement, emphasizing divine providence. Murray's 'Balboa' is a fictionalized modern
interpretation that delves into psychological and cultural dimensions, offering a contemporary critique of
colonial narratives and their lasting effects.

How do the authors' backgrounds influence their depiction of colonialism
in 'Balboa' and 'Of Plymouth Plantation'?
William Bradford's Puritan background shapes his portrayal of colonization as a divine mission, emphasizing
faith and providence. Sabina Murray, as a contemporary writer, approaches colonial themes with critical
awareness, exploring moral ambiguities and the personal toll of colonial encounters, reflecting a more
skeptical and nuanced view.

What role does narrative style play in shaping the reader's understanding
of colonization in 'Balboa' and 'Of Plymouth Plantation'?
Bradford's straightforward, journalistic style aims to document divine purpose and historical facts, fostering
a sense of legitimacy and moral righteousness. Murray employs a more introspective and layered narrative,
encouraging readers to question the motives and consequences of colonial actions, thus fostering critical
engagement.

Which work better highlights the human cost of colonization, and why?
'Balboa' by Sabina Murray more effectively highlights the human cost by focusing on individual characters'
psychological struggles and moral dilemmas, offering a personal and emotional perspective. Bradford's
account emphasizes collective religious and societal goals, with less emphasis on individual human
suffering.



Additional Resources
Comparing and Contrasting "Balboa" by Sabina Murray and William Bradford's "Of Plymouth Plantation"

When exploring American historical narratives and literary portrayals of exploration, settlement, and
identity, two works stand out for their compelling perspectives: Sabina Murray’s short story "Balboa" and
William Bradford’s seminal account "Of Plymouth Plantation." Though separated by centuries, cultural
contexts, and literary forms, both texts delve into themes of discovery, colonial ambition, human resilience,
and the moral complexities of conquest. This detailed analysis aims to compare and contrast these two works
across various dimensions, including their historical settings, narrative voice and style, thematic
preoccupations, depiction of characters, and their underlying messages about exploration and colonialism.

---

Historical and Cultural Contexts

"Balboa" by Sabina Murray

- Contemporary Literary Work: Written in the late 20th or early 21st century, Murray’s "Balboa" reflects
modern sensibilities, especially around issues of identity, morality, and post-colonial critique.
- Focus on Personal and Cultural Identity: The story explores the figure of Vasco Núñez de Balboa, a
Spanish conquistador, through a lens that questions the glorification of conquest, emphasizing psychological
and moral ambiguity.
- Post-Colonial Critique: Murray’s narrative often interrogates the myths of exploration by exposing the
violence and moral compromises involved, aligning with contemporary post-colonial discourse.

"Of Plymouth Plantation" by William Bradford

- Early 17th-Century Perspective: Written from the Puritan settlers’ perspective, it documents their
voyage, struggles, and establishment of Plymouth Colony from 1620 onward.
- Religious and Providential View: Bradford’s account emphasizes divine providence, portraying the
Pilgrims’ journey as a spiritual mission sanctioned by God.
- Historical Document and Personal Narrative: As a primary source, it was intended to record history,
justify their actions, and promote their religious ideals.



Narrative Style and Voice

"Balboa"

- Modern Literary Techniques: Murray employs a nuanced, often introspective narrative style, blending
realism with allegory.
- Multiple Perspectives: The story may incorporate internal monologues and shifting viewpoints,
emphasizing moral complexity.
- Tone and Mood: The tone can be ambiguous, reflecting the protagonist’s inner conflict and the moral
ambiguity of exploration and conquest.

"Of Plymouth Plantation"

- Plain, Didactic Style: Bradford’s writing is straightforward, aiming for clarity and moral seriousness.
- First-Person and Third-Person Narration: The narrative often uses a third-person perspective but includes
personal reflections, especially in the preface and introductions.
- Tone and Mood: The tone is reverent, optimistic, and didactic, seeking to inspire faith and perseverance
among its readers.

Thematic Contrasts and Similarities

Exploration and Conquest

- "Balboa":
- Explores the personal cost of discovery, including moral dilemmas faced by Balboa.
- Questions the heroism traditionally associated with conquest, highlighting greed, violence, and moral
compromise.
- Emphasizes internal conflict and the psychological toll of exploration.

- "Of Plymouth Plantation":
- Focuses on physical exploration (the voyage across the Atlantic) and the establishment of a new society.
- Portrays exploration as a divine mission, emphasizing divine guidance and providence.
- Celebrates perseverance and faith as essential virtues in conquest and settlement.



Human Morality and Responsibility

- "Balboa":
- Delves into the moral ambiguity of Balboa’s actions, questioning whether his pursuits are justified.
- Highlights internal struggles and the corrupting influence of power and greed.
- Uses psychological insight to portray Balboa as a complex, flawed individual.

- "Of Plymouth Plantation":
- Presents a moral narrative centered on righteousness, divine approval, and moral steadfastness.
- Emphasizes the settlers’ reliance on faith to justify hardships and moral choices.
- Draws a clear line between virtuous conduct and divine favor.

Identity and Cultural Representation

- "Balboa":
- Explores personal and cultural identity, often challenging the stereotypical hero figure.
- Questions the legacy of colonialism and its impact on indigenous peoples and explorers alike.
- Reflects contemporary concerns about the legacy of conquest and cultural erasure.

- "Of Plymouth Plantation":
- Constructs a collective identity rooted in religious ideals, communal effort, and divine destiny.
- Portrays the Pilgrims as chosen by God, emphasizing their moral superiority.
- Lacks representation of indigenous perspectives, reflecting its time and purpose.

Depiction of Characters

Vasco Núñez de Balboa vs. Pilgrims

- Balboa:
- Portrayed as ambitious, cunning, and morally complex.
- His character embodies the conflicted nature of exploration—driven by greed, curiosity, and a desire for
glory.
- Murray’s depiction often questions whether Balboa’s actions are heroic or morally reprehensible.

- Pilgrims:
- Portrayed as devout, resilient, and morally upright.
- Their characters exemplify faith, cooperation, and divine purpose.



- Bradford provides detailed character sketches emphasizing their piety and perseverance.

Role of Indigenous Peoples and the "Other"

- "Balboa":
- Likely includes nuanced or critical portrayals of indigenous populations, emphasizing violence and
exploitation.
- Murray’s modern perspective interrogates the dehumanization inherent in colonial narratives.

- "Of Plymouth Plantation":
- Indigenous peoples are largely absent or depicted negatively as obstacles or threats.
- The narrative centers on the Pilgrims’ perspective, with limited acknowledgment of native populations.

Underlying Messages and Moral Lessons

"Balboa"

- Challenges traditional heroism, suggesting that exploration and conquest are fraught with moral peril.
- Emphasizes the importance of conscience, morality, and the costs of ambition.
- Invites reflection on the legacy of colonialism, urging modern readers to reconsider heroic narratives.

"Of Plymouth Plantation"

- Celebrates faith, perseverance, and divine guidance as keys to survival and success.
- Reinforces the idea that moral righteousness and divine Providence underpin the colonial enterprise.
- Serves as a moral and religious affirmation of the settlers’ actions and the divine plan.

Implications for Understanding American History and Literature

- "Balboa" offers a critical, nuanced perspective that questions the glorification of exploration and colonial
conquest, aligning with modern post-colonial and ethical considerations.
- "Of Plymouth Plantation" provides a foundational perspective that emphasizes divine purpose, moral
righteousness, and resilience, shaping early American identity narratives.



---

Conclusion: A Synthesis of Perspectives

The juxtaposition of Sabina Murray’s "Balboa" and William Bradford’s "Of Plymouth Plantation" reveals
contrasting visions of exploration, morality, and identity. Murray’s work encourages a reflective, critical
view that interrogates the myths of heroism and conquest, emphasizing internal conflict and moral
ambiguity. Bradford’s account, on the other hand, offers a heroic, providential view of settlement,
emphasizing divine guidance and moral virtue.

Together, these works illustrate the evolving understanding of America’s founding narratives—from the
faith-driven, patriotic stories of early settlers to modern critiques that highlight the complexities,
contradictions, and consequences of colonialism. Engaging with both texts enriches our comprehension of
American history—not just as a series of heroic deeds but as a multifaceted story involving moral dilemmas,
cultural clashes, and the ongoing quest for identity and justice.

---

In summary, whether through the introspective, morally complex lens of "Balboa" or the religiously
motivated, pioneering spirit of "Of Plymouth Plantation," these texts serve as vital cultural artifacts. They
challenge readers to reflect on the past’s heroism and morality, urging a nuanced appreciation of America’s
complex historical landscape.
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