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reckoned one character;—not to yield that peculiar fruit which each man was

ated to bear, but to be reckoned in the gross, in the hundred, or the thousand, €
party, the section, to which we belong; and our opinion predicted geographic :
as the north, or the south? Not so, brothers and friends,—please God, ours shal '
be so. We will walk on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we
speak our own minds. The study of letters shall be no longer a name for pity.
doubt, and for sensual indulgence. The dread of man and the love of man shas
a wall of defense and a wreath of joy around all. A nation of men will €

first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul W

also inspires all men.

11.4: The Significance of the Fronti
in American History (1 893) :

In addition to a revolutionary past that created new institutions,
an unprecedented intermingling of humanity that formed its peop
the United States faced yet another unique circumstance that s
influenced its identity—environment. As a natural phenomenon, |
American landscape is vast and diverse. It is also filled with exi
and in its pristine form capable of enormous hostility toward
life. Add to this rugged environmentalism the political organiza i
what was called “Indian Territory” and the insatiable appe ife
countless American citizens to migrate west in hopes of develog
land and finding greater economic opportunity and one has the'
nomenon of the frontier, a major theme in nineteenth-century £ :
can life.

In this address to the American Historical Association in
Frederick Jackson Turner summarized the key beliefs behind his: '
work as a historian—that the frontier was the most significant j&
in establishing the American character and that westward expas
provided a mechanism by which democratic institutions and v
were perpetuated and constantly born anew. How did the fro
make America different from Europe? How did Turner view the
tier’s environment? What assumptions does Turner make abo 'S
lization and the “primitive”? How, in the long run, did enviro n
conditions come to transform institutions, and how did human ade
tion to the environment shape values and culture? How does Ti r
view of the American character compare and contrast to the pres

readings in this chapter?
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Report to the American Historical Association
FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890 appear these sig-
nificant words: “Up to and including 1880 the country had a frontier of settlement,
but at present the unsettled area has been so broken into by isolated bodies of settle-
ment that there can hardly be said to be a frontier line. In the discussion of its ex-
tent, its westward movement, etc., it can not, therefore, any longer have a place in
the census reports.” This brief official statement marks the closing of a great his-
toric movement. Up to our own day American history has been in a large degree the
history of the colonization of the Great West. The existence of an area of free land,
its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain
American development.

Behind institutions, behind constitutional forms and modifications, lie the vital
forces that call these organs into life and shape them to meet changing conditions.
The peculiarity of American institutions is the fact that they have been compelled to
adapt themselves to the changes of an expanding people—to the changes involved
in crossing a continent, in winning a wilderness, and in developing at each area of
this progress out of the primitive economic and political conditions of the frontier
into the complexity of city life. Said Calhoun in 1817, “We are great, and rapidly—
I was about to say fearfully—growing!” So saying, he touched the distinguishing
feature of American life. All peoples show development; the germ theory of politics
has been sufficiently emphasized. In the case of most nations, however, the devel-
opment has occurred in a limited area; and if the nation has expanded, it has met
other growing peoples whom it has conquered. But in the case of the United States
we have a different phenomenon. Limiting our attention to the Atlantic coast, we
have the familiar phenomenon of the evolution of institutions in a limited area, such
as the rise of representative government; the differentiation of simple colonial gov-
ernments into complex organs; the progress from primitive industrial society, with-
out division of labor, up to manufacturing civilization. But we have in addition to
this a recurrence of the process of evolution in each western area reached in the
process of expansion. Thus American development has exhibited not merely ad-
vance along a single line, but a return to primitive conditions on a continually ad-
vancing frontier line, and a new development for that area. American social devel-
opment has been continually beginning over again on the frontier. This perennial
rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new oppor-
tunities, its continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the
forces dominating American character. The true point of view in the history of this
nation is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great West. Even the slavery struggle,
which is made so exclusive an object of attention by writers like Professor von
Holst, occupies its important place in American history because of its relation to
westward expansion.

Frederick Jackson Turner, Report of the American Historical Association for 1893 (Washington, 1894),
pp. 199-227. Address delivered at the meeting of the American Historical Association in Chicago, July
12, 1893.



258 Defining the American Character

In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge of the wave—the meeting point be-
tween savagery and civilization. Much has been written about the frontier from the
point of view of border warfare and the chase, but as a field for the serious study of §
the economist and the historian it has been neglected. ’

The American frontier is sharply distinguished from the European frontier—a
fortified boundary line running through dense populations. The most significant ;
thing about the American frontier is, that it lies at the hither edge of free land. In the
census reports it is treated as the margin of that settlement which has a density of
two or more to the square mile. The term is an elastic one, and for our purposes
does not need sharp definition. We shall consider the whole frontier belt, including:
the Indian country and the outer margin of the “settled area” of the census reporis.
This paper will make no attempt to treat the subject exhaustively; its aim is simpiy
to call attention to the frontier as a fertile field for investigation, and to suggess
some of the problems which arise in connection with it. 3

In the settlement of America we have to observe how European life entered the
continent, and how America modified and developed that life and reacted on E8
rope. Our early history is the study of European germs developing in an Am ericas
environment. Too exclusive attention has been paid by institutional students o 18
Germanic origins, too little to the American factors. The frontier is the line of 1
rapid and effective Americanization. The wilderness masters the colonist. It fims
him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought. It takes &
from the railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe. It strips off the garment
civilization and arrays him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him ind
log cabin of the Cherokee and Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him.
fore long he has gone to planting Indian corn and plowing with a sharp sticks

shouts the war cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. In short, &t
frontier the environment is at first too strong for the man. He must accept the
tions which it furnishes, or perish, and so he fits himself into the Indian cleams
and follows the Indian trails. Little by little he transforms the wilderness, B
outcome is not the old Europe, not simply the development of Germanic germs. :
more than the first phenomenon was a case of reversion to the Germanic mark.
fact is that here is a new product that is American. At first, the frontier was &
lantic coast. It was the frontier of Europe in a very real sense. Moving westw
frontier became more and more American. As successive terminal moraines =
from successive glaciations, so each frontier leaves it traces behind it, and
becomes a settled area the region still partakes of the frontier characte: istics.
the advance of the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the infle
of Europe, a steady growth of independence on American lines. And to s
advance, the men who grew up under these conditions, and the political, econs
and social results of it, is to study the really American part of our history.

In the course of the seventeenth century the frontier was advanced up the Al
river courses, just beyond the “fall line,” and the tidewater region became &
tled area. In the first half of the eighteenth century another advance Oee
Traders followed the Delaware and Shawnese Indians to the Ohio as early
end of the first quarter of the century. Gov. Spotswood, of Virginia, made
dition in 1714 across the Blue Ridge. The end of the first quarter of the ce
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the advance of the Scotch-Irish and the Palatine Germans up the Shenandoah Valley
into the western part of Virginia, and along the Piedmont region of the Carolinas.
The Germans in New York pushed the frontier of settlement up the Mohawk to Ger-
man Flats. In Pennsylvania the town of Bedford indicates the line of settlement. Set-
tlements soon began on the New River, or the Great Kanawha, and on the sources
of the Yadkin and French Broad. The King attempted to arrest the advance by his
proclamation of 1763, forBidding settlements beyond the sources of the rivers flow-
ing into the Atlantic; but in vain. In the period of the Revolution the frontier crossed
the Alleghenies into Kentucky and Tennessee, and the upper waters of the Ohio
were settled. When the first census was taken in 1790, the continuous settled area
was bounded by a line which ran near the coast of Maine, and included New En-
gland except a portion of Vermont and New Hampshire. New York along the Hud-
son and up the Mohawk about Schenectady, eastern and southern Pennsylvania,
Virginia well across the Shenandoah Valley, and the Carolinas and eastern Georgia.
Beyond this region of continuous settlement were the small settled areas of Ken-
tucky and Tennessee, and the Ohio, with the mountains intervening between them
and the Atlantic area, thus giving a new and important character to the frontier. The
isolation of the region increased its peculiarly American tendencies, and the need of
transportation facilities to connect it with the East called out important schemes of
internal improvement, which will be noted farther on. The “West,” as a self-
conscious section, began to evolve.

From decade to decade distinct advances of the frontier occurred. By the census of
1820 the settled area included Ohio, southern Indiana and Illinois, southeastern Mis-
souri, and about one-half of Louisiana. This settled area had surrounded Indian areas,
and the management of these tribes became an object of political concern. The fron-
tier region of the time lay along the Great Lakes, where Astor’s American Fur Com-
pany operated in the Indian trade, and beyond the Mississippi, where Indian traders
extended their activity even to the Rocky Mountains; Florida also furnished frontier
conditions. The Mississippi River region was the scene of typical frontier settlements.

The rising steam navigation on western waters, the opening of the Erie Canal,
and the westward extension of cotton culture added five frontier states to the Union
in this period. Grund, writing in 1836, declares: “It appears then that the universal
disposition of Americans to emigrate to the western wilderness, in order to enlarge
their dominion over inanimate nature, is the actual result of an expansive power
which is inherent in them, and which by continually agitating all classes of society
is constantly throwing a large portion of the whole population on the extreme con-
fines of the State, in order to gain space for its development. Hardly is a new State
or Territory formed before the same principle manifests itself again and gives rise to
a further emigration; and so is it destined to go on until 2 physical barrier must fi-
nally obstruct its progress.”

In the middle of this century the line indicated by the present eastern boundary of
Indian Territory, Nebraska, and Kansas marked the frontier of the Indian country.
Minnesota and Wisconsin still exhibited frontier conditions, but the distinctive fron-
tier of the period is found in California, where the gold discoveries had sent a sud-
den tide of adventurous miners, and in Oregon, and the settlements in Utah. As the
frontier had leaped over the Alleghenies, SO NOW it skipped the Great Plains and the
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Rocky Mountains; and in the same way that the advance of the frontiersmen beyond
the Alleghenies had caused the rise of important questions of transportation and in-
ternal improvement, so now the settlers beyond the Rocky Mountains needed means
of communication with the East, and in the furnishing of these arose the settlement
of the Great Plains and the development of still another kind of frontier life. Rail-
roads, fostered by land grants, sent an increasing tide of immigrants into the Far
West. The United States Army fought a series of Indian wars in Minnesota, Dakota.
and the Indian Territory.

By 1880 the settled area had been pushed into northern Michigan, Wisconsin.
and Minnesota, along Dakota rivers, and in the Black Hills region, and was ascend-
ing the rivers of Kansas and Nebraska. The development of mines in Colorado had
drawn isolated frontier settlements into that region, and Montana and Idaho were re=
ceiving settlers. The frontier was found in these mining camps and the ranches of
the Great Plains. The superintendent of the census for 1890 reports, as previously
stated, that the settlements of the West lie so scattered over the region that there can
no longer be said to be a frontier line. =

In these successive frontiers we find natural boundary lines which have served 3
mark and to affect the characteristics of the frontiers, namely: the “fall line;” the :
legheny Mountains; the Mississippi; the Missouri where its direction approxim
north and south: the line of the arid lands, approximately the ninety-ninth meridias:
and the Rocky Mountains. The fall line marked the frontier of the seventeenth cen
tury; the Alleghenies that of the eighteenth; the Mississippi that of the first quarte
of the nineteenth; the Missouri that of the middle of this century (omitting the Cal
fornia movement); and the belt of the Rocky Mountains and the arid tract. th
present frontier. Each was won by a series of Indian wars. 3

At the Atlantic frontier one can study the germs of processes repeated at
successive frontier. We have the complex European life sharply precipitated by |
wilderness into the simplicity of primitive conditions. The first frontier had to
its Indian question, its question of the disposition of the public domain. t
means of intercourse with older settlements, of the extension of political organs
tion, of religious and educational activity. And the settlement of these and sim
questions for one frontier served as a guide for the next. The American st
needs not to go to the “prim little townships of Sleswick” for illustrations of
of continuity and development. For example; he may study the origin of ¢
policies in the colonial land policy; he may see how the system grew by :
the statutes to the custom of the successive frontiers. He may see how the
experience in the lead regions of Wisconsin, Illinois, and Iowa was app
mining laws of the Sierras, and how our Indian policy has been a series ¢ 5._.
mentations on successive frontiers. Each tier of new states has found in ‘
ones material for its constitutions. Each frontier has made similar contrie
American character, as will be discussed farther on.

But with all these similarities there are essential differences, due to the
ment and the time element. It is evident that the farming frontier of the &
Valley presents different conditions from the mining frontier of the Ro¢
tains. The frontier reached by the Pacific Railroad, surveyed into
guarded by the United States Army, and recruited by the daily immi
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moves forward at a swifter pace and in a different way than the frontier reached by
the birch canoe or the pack horse. The geologist traces patiently the shores of an-
cient seas, maps their areas, and compares the older and the newer. It would be a
work worth the historian’s labors to mark these various frontiers and in detail com-
pare one with another. Not only would there result a more adequate conception of
American development and characteristics, but invaluable additions would be made
to the history of society.

Loria, the Italian economist, has urged the study of colonial life as an aid in un-
derstanding the stages of European development, affirming that colonial settlement
is for economic science what the mountain is for geology, bringing to light primi-
tive stratifications. “America,” he says, “has the key to the historical enigma which
Europe has sought for centuries in vain, and the land which has no history reveals
luminously the course of universal history.” There is much truth in this. The United
States lies like a huge page in the history of society. Line by line as we read this
continental page from West to East we find the record of social evolution. It begins
with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell of the disintegration of savagery by
the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder of civilization; we read the annals of the
pastoral stage in ranch life; the exploitation of the soil by the raising of unrotated
crops of corn and wheat in sparsley settled farming communities; the intensive cul-
ture of the denser farm settlement; and finally the manufacturing organization with
city and factory system. This page is familiar to the student of census statistics, but
how little of it has been used by our historians. Particularly in eastern States this
page is a palimpsest. What is now a manufacturing State was in an earlier decade an
area of intensive farming. Earlier yet it had been a wheat area, and still earlier the
“range” had attracted the cattleherder. Thus Wisconsin, now developing manufac-
ture, is a State with varied agricultural interests. But earlier it was given over to al-
most exclusive grain-raising, like North Dakota at the present time.

Each of these areas has had an influence in our economic and political history;
the evolution of each into a higher stage has worked political transformations. But
what constitutional historian has made any adequate attempt to interpret political
facts by the light of these social areas and changes? . . .

We may next inquire what were the influences on the East and on the Old World.
A rapid enumeration of some of the more noteworthy effects is all that I have time
for.

First, we note that the frontier promoted the formation of a composite nationality
for the American people. The coast was preponderantly English, but the later tides
of continental immigration flowed across to the free lands. This was the case from
the early colonial days. The Scotch-Irish and the Palatine Germans, or “Pennsylva-
nia Dutch,” furnished the dominant element in the stock of the colonial frontier.
With these peoples were also the freed indented servants, or redemptioners, who at
the expiration of their time of service passed to the frontier. Governor Spotswood of
Virginia writes in 1717, “The inhabitants of our frontiers are composed generally of
such as have been transported hither as servants, and, being out of their time, settle
themselves where land is to be taken up and that will produce the necessarys of life
with little labour.” Very generally these redemptioners were of non-English stock.
In the crucible of the frontier the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and
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fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics. The
process has gone on from the early days to our own. Burke and other writers in the
middle of the eighteenth century believed that Pennsylvania was “threatened with
the danger of being wholly foreign in language, manners, and perhaps even inclina-
tions.” The German and Scotch-Irish elements in the frontier of the South were only
less great. In the middle of the present century the German element in Wisconsin
was already so considerable that leading publicists looked to the creation of a Ger-
man state out of the commonwealth by concentrating their colonization. Such ex-
amples teach us to beware of misinterpreting the fact that there is a common En-
glish speech in America into a belief that the stock is also English. . . .

From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual traits of profound impes |
tance. The works of travelers along each frontier from colonial days onward de-
scribe certain common traits, and these traits have, while softening down, still pes=
sisted as survivals in the place of their origin, even when a higher social
organization succeeded. The result is that to the frontier the American intellect owes -
its striking characteristics. That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness
and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients:
that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect
great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for |
good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes from free-
dom—these are traits of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the
existence of the frontier. Since the days when the fleet of Columbus sailed into the
waters of the New World, America has been another name for opportunity, and
the people of the United States have taken their tone from the incessant expansion
which has not only been open but has even been forced upon them. He would be @
rash prophet who should assert that the expansive character of American life has
now entirely ceased. Movement has been its dominant fact, and, unless this training
has no effect upon a people, the American energy will continually demand a wider
field for its exercise. But never again will such gifts of free land offer themselves.
For a moment, at the frontier, the bonds of custom are broken and unrestraint is tri-
umphant. There is not tabula rasa. The stubborn American environment is there
with its imperious summons to accept its conditions; the inherited ways of doing
things are also there; and yet, in spite of environment, and in spite of custom, each
frontier did indeed furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the 4
bondage of the past; and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older society. im-
patience of its restraints and its ideas, and indifference to its lessons, have accompa-
nied the frontier. What the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond
of custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institutions and activities.
that, and more, the ever retreating frontier has been to the United States directly.
and to the nations of Europe more remotely. And now, four centuries from the dis-
covery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution. the
frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history.
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