The Significance of the Frontier in American History (1893)

Frederick Jackson Turner

Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932), a young historian from the University of Wis-
consin, presented a paper at the July 12, 1893, meeting of the American Historical Asso-
ciation in Chicago that would eventually change the way America conceived of its
growing imperial power. He argued that the 1890 closing of the domestic frontier
marked the end of a “great historic movement.” With prophetic words, Turner went on
to declare, “He would be a rash prophet who should assert that the expansive character

of American life has now entirely ceased. Movement has been the dominant fact, and,
unless this training has no effect upon a people, the American energy will continually de-
mand a wider field for its exercise.”

Source: Frederick jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (1893; New York: Holt, Rinehart,
and Winston, 1947).



In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for
1890 appear these significant 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 settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier
line. In the discussion of its extent, its westward movement,
etc., it can not, therefore, any longer have a place in the cen-
sus reports.” This brief official statement marks the closing
of a great historic movement. Up to our own day American
history has been in a large degree the history of the coloniza-
tion of the Great West. The existence of an area of free land,
its continuous recession, and the advance of American set-
tlement 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 com-
pelled 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 condi-
tions of the frontier into the complexity of city life. Said
Calhoun in 1817, “We are great, and rapidly—TI was about to
say fearfully—growing!” So saying, he touched the distinguish-
ing 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 development has oc-
curred 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 famil-
iar phenomenon of the evolution of institutions in a limited
area, such as the rise of representative government; the differ-
entiation of simple colonial governments into complex or-
gans; the progress from primitive industrial society, without
division of labor, up to manufacturing civilization. But we
have in addition to this a recurrence of the process of evolu-
tion 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 advancing frontier line, and a new develop-
ment for that area. American social development has been
continually beginning over again on the frontier. This peren-
nial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion west-
ward with its new opportunities, its continuous touch with
the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the forces dominat-
ing 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 struggie, 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.

In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge of the
wave— the meeting point between 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 se-
rious 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 Atlantic frontier was compounded of fisherman,
fur-trader, miner, cattle-raiser, and farmer. Excepting the
fisherman, eachr type of industry was on the march toward
the West, impelled by an irresistible attraction. Each passed
in successive waves across the continent. Stand at Cumber-
land Gap and watch the procession of civilization, marching
single file— the buffalo following the trail to the salt springs,
the Indian, the fur-trader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the
pioneer farmer—and the frontier has passed by. Stand at
South Pass in the Rockies a century later and see the same
procession with wider intervals between. The unequal rate of
advance compels us to distinguish the frontier into the
trader’s frontier, the rancher’s frontier, or the miner’s fron-
tier, and the farmer’s frontier. When the mines and the cow
pens were still near the fall line the traders’ pack trains were
tinkling across the Alleghanies, and the French on the Great
Lakes were fortifying their posts, alarmed by the British
trader’s birch canoe. When the trappers scaled the Rockies,
the farmer was still near the mouth of the Missouri. . . .

From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual
traits of profound importance. The works of travelers
along each frontier from colonial days onward describe
certain common traits, and these traits have, while soften-
ing down, still persisted 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 artis-
tic 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 with freedom — these are traits of the fron-
tier, 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 ex-
pansion which has not only been open but has even been
forced upon them. He would be a 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 cus-

tom are broken and unrestraint is triumphant. 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 es-
cape from the bondage of the past; and freshness, and
confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its re-
straints and its ideas, and indifference to its lessons, have
accompanied 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 discovery 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.

Questions

1. How did Turner define frontier?

2. According to Turner, how did the frontier define the American identity?

3. How could Turner’s thesis be used to explain the development of an American “em-

pire” abroad?



