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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 census 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
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.

American social development has been continually beginning over again on the frontier. This
perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new opportunities, 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.

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 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 reports.



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 Europe. Our early history is the study of
European germs developing in an American environment. The frontier is the line of most rapid and
effective Americanization. The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in dress,
industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought. It takes him from the railroad car and puts him in the
birch canoe. It strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in the hunting shirt and the
moccasin.

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. Railroads, 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 ascending 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 receiving settlers. The frontier was found in these mining camps and the
ranches of the Great Plains.

The fall line marked the frontier of the seventeenth century; the Alleghanies that of the eighteenth; the
Mississippi that of the first quarter of the nineteenth; the Missouri that of the middle of this century
(omitting the California movement); and the belt of the Rocky Mountains and the arid tract, the
present frontier. Each was won by a series of Indian wars.

Having now roughly outlined the various kinds of frontiers, and their modes of advance, chiefly from
the point of view of the frontier itself, we may next inquire what were the influences on the East and
on the Old World.

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.

The legislation which most developed the powers of the national government, and played the largest
part in its activity, was conditioned on the frontier. But when American history comes to be rightly
viewed it will be seen that the slavery question is an incident. The growth of nationalism and the
evolution of American political institutions were dependent on the advance of the frontier.

It was this nationalizing tendency of the West that transformed the democracy of Jefferson into the
national republicanism of Monroe and the democracy of Andrew Jackson. On the tide of the Father of
Waters, North and South met and mingled into a nation. Interstate migration went steadily on, a
process of cross-fertilization of ideas and institutions.

But the most important effect of the frontier has been in the promotion of democracy here and in
Europe. As has been indicated, the frontier is productive of individualism. Complex society is
precipitated by the wilderness into a kind of primitive organization based on the family. The tendency
is anti-social. It produces antipathy to control, and particularly to any direct control.



The frontier States that came into the Union in the first quarter of a century of its existence came in
with democratic suffrage provisions, and had reactive effects of the highest importance upon the older
States. The rise of democracy as an effective force in the nation came in with western preponderance
under Jackson and William Henry Harrison, and it meant the triumph of the frontier, with all of its good
and with all of its evil elements.

So long as free land exists, the opportunity for a competency exists, and economic power secures
political power. But the democracy born of free land, strong in selfishness and individualism,
intolerant of administrative experience and education, and pressing individual liberty beyond its
proper bounds, has its dangers as well as its benefits.

The East has always feared the result of an unregulated advance of the frontier, and has tried to
check and guide it. Washington desired to settle a State at a time in the Northwest; Jefferson would
reserve from settlement the territory of his Louisiana Purchase. But the attempts to limit the
boundaries, to restrict land sales and settlement, and to deprive the West of its share of political
power were all in vain. Steadily the frontier of settlement advanced and carried with it individualism,
democracy, and nationalism, and powerfully affected the East and the Old World.

The most effective efforts of the East to regulate the frontier came through its educational and
religious activity, exerted by interstate migration and by organized societies. The New England
preacher and school-teacher left their mark on the West.

From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual traits of profound importance. 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 with freedom, these are traits of the frontier,
or traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier.

He would be a rash prophet who should assert that the expansive character of American life has now
entirely ceased. 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 triumphant. Each frontier did indeed
furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the past, and freshness, and
confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its restraints 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.

[End of excerpted text. For the complete essay with full footnotes, see Frederick Jackson Turner, The
Frontier in American History (1920), chapter 1.]



