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Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his famous essay, “The Significance of 
the Frontier in American History” on July 12, 1893, at the Columbian 
Exposition. Only blocks away on that sweltering Chicago afternoon, Buffalo 
Bill Cody and his Congress of Rough Riders performed their “Wild West” 
show. Though Turner delivered his paper to an academic audience and 
Bill Cody to a popular audience, both told the same story—the pioneer 
remade the landscape, establishing a new nation. In the process, the settler 
exchanged many of his European habits with those of the Indian, becom-
ing neither European nor Indian. Instead, he became something wholly 
new, the American. 

12 July 1893
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 cannot, 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 institu-
tions, behind constitutional forms and modifications, lie the vital forces that call 
these organs into life, and shape them to meet changing conditions. Now, 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 condi-
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tions 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 develop-
ment: the germ theory of politics has been sufficiently emphasized. In the case 
of most nations, however, the development has occurred in a limited area; and 
if the nation has expanded, it has met other growing peoples whom it has con-
quered. 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 governments into complex 
organs; 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 evolution in each western area reached in the process of expansion. Thus 
American development has exhibited not merely advance along a single line, 
but a return to primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier line, 
and a new development for that area. American social development has been 
continually beginning over again on the frontier. This perennial re-birth, 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.

What is the frontier? It is not the European frontier—a fortified boundary 
line running through dense populations. The most significant thing about it 
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. This 
paper will make no attempt to treat the subject exhaustively; its aim, is simply 
to call attention to the frontier as a fertile field for investigation, and to suggest 
some of the problems which arise in connection with it.

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 



 549THE FRONTIER IN AMERICAN HISTORY

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

on Europe. Our early history is the study of European germs developing in an 
American environment. Too exclusive attention has been paid by institutional 
students to the Germanic origins, too little to the American factors. Now, 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. It puts him in the log cabin of the Cherokee 
and the Iroquois, and runs an Indian palisade around him. Before long he has 
gone to planting Indian corn and plowing with a sharp stick; he shouts the war 
cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. In short, at the frontier the 
environment is at first too strong for the man. He must accept the conditions 
which it furnishes, or perish, and so he fits himself into the Indian clearings 
and follows the Indian trails. Little by little he transforms the wilderness, but 
the outcome is not the old Europe, not simply the development of Germanic 
germs, any more than the first phenomenon was a case of reversion to the 
Germanic mark. The fact is that here is a new product that is American. At 
first, the frontier was the Atlantic coast. It was the frontier of Europe in a very 
real sense. Moving westward, the frontier became more and more American. As 
successive terminal moraines result from successive glaciations, so each frontier leaves 
its traces behind it, and when it becomes a settled area the region still partakes of 
the frontier characteristics. Thus the advance of the frontier has meant a steady 
movement away from the influence of Europe, a steady growth of independence 
on American lines. And to study this advance, the men who grew up under 
these conditions, and the political, economic and social results of it, is to study 
the really American part of our history... .

And yet, in spite of this opposition of the interests of the trader and the 
farmer, the Indian trade pioneered the way for civilization. The buffalo trail 
became the Indian trail, and this became the trader’s “trace”: the trails widened 
into roads, and the roads into turnpikes, and these in turn were transformed 
into railroads. The same origin can be shown for the railroads of the South, 
the far West, and the Dominion of Canada. The trading posts reached by these 
trails were on the sites of Indian villages which had been placed in positions 
suggested by nature; and these trading posts, situated so as to command the 
water systems of the country, have grown into such cities as Albany, Pittsburg, 
Detroit, Chicago, Saint Louis, Council Bluffs, and Kansas City. Thus civilization 
in America has followed the arteries made by geology, pouring an ever richer 
tide through them, until at last the slender paths of aboriginal intercourse have 
been broadened and interwoven into the complex mazes of modern commercial 
lines; the wilderness has been interpenetrated by lines of civilization, growing 
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ever more numerous. It is like the steady growth of a complex nervous system 
for the originally simple, inert continent. If one would understand why we are 
to-day one nation, rather than a collection of isolated states, he must study this 
economic and social consolidation of the country. In this progress from savage 
conditions lie topics for the evolutionist.

The effect of the Indian frontier as a consolidating agent in our history 
is important. From the close of the seventeenth century various inter-colo-
nial congresses have been called to treat with Indians and establish common 
measures of defense. Particularism was strongest in colonies with no Indian 
frontier. This frontier stretched along the western border like a cord of union. 
The Indian was a common danger, demanding united action. Most celebrated 
of these conferences was the Albany congress of 1754, called to treat with the 
Six Nations, and to consider plans of union. Even a cursory reading of the plan 
proposed by the congress reveals the importance of the frontier. The powers of 
the general council and the officers were, chiefly, the determination of peace 
and war with the Indians, the regulation of Indian trade, the purchase of Indian 
lands, and the creation and government of new settlements as a security against 
the Indians. It is evident that the unifying tendencies of the Revolutionary 
period were facilitated by the previous co-operation in the regulation of the 
frontier. In this connection may be mentioned the importance of the frontier, 
from that day to this, as a military training school, keeping alive the power of 
resistance to aggression, and developing the stalwart and rugged qualities of 
the frontiersman... .

Composite Nationality

First, we note that the frontier promoted the formation of a composite na-
tionality 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 “Pennsylvania Dutch,” furnished 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 
Spottswood 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 necessaries of life with little labor.” Very generally these 
redemptioners were of non-English stock. In the crucible of the frontier the 
immigrants were Americanized, liberated and fused into a mixed race, English 
in neither nationality or characteristics. The process has gone on from the early 
days to our own. Burke and other writers in the middle of the eighteenth century 
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believed that Pennsylvania was “threatened with the danger of being wholly 
foreign in language, manners, and perhaps even inclinations.” 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 German state 
out of the commonwealth by concentrating their colonization. Such examples 
teach us to beware of misinterpreting the fact that there is a common English 
speech in America into a belief that the stock is also English.

Industrial Independence

In another way the advance of the frontier decreased our dependence on Eng-
land. The coast, particularly of the South, lacked diversified industries, and was 
dependent on England for the bulk of its supplies. In the South there was even 
a dependence on the Northern colonies for articles of food. Governor Glenn 
of South Carolina writes in the middle of the eighteenth century: “Our trade 
with New York and Philadelphia was of this sort, draining us of all the little 
money and bills we could gather from other places for their bread, flour, beer, 
hams, bacon, and other things of their produce, all which, except beer, our new 
townships begin to supply us with, which are settled with very industrious and 
thriving Germans. This no doubt diminishes the number of shipping and the 
appearance of our trade, but it is far from being a detriment to us.” Before long 
the frontier created a demand for merchants. As it retreated from the coast it 
became less and less possible for England to bring her supplies directly to the 
consumer’s wharfs, and carry away staple crops, and staple crops began to give 
way to diversified agriculture for a time. The effect of this phase of the frontier 
action upon the northern section is perceived when we realize how the advance 
of the frontier aroused seaboard cities like Boston, New York, and Baltimore, to 
engage in rivalry for what Washington called “the extensive and valuable trade 
of a rising empire.”…

Growth of Democracy

But the most important effect of the frontier has been in the promotion of 
democracy here and in Europe. As has been pointed out, the frontier is produc-
tive 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 
tax-gatherer is viewed as a representative of oppression. Professor Osgood, in 
an able article, has pointed out that the frontier conditions prevalent in the 
colonies are important factors in the explanation of the American revolution, 
where individual liberty was sometimes confused with absence of all effective 
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government. The same conditions aid in explaining the difficulty of instituting a 
strong government in the period of the confederacy. The frontier individualism 
has from the beginning promoted democracy.

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 other states whose peoples were being 
attracted there. It was western New York that forced an extension of suffrage in 
the constitutional convention of that state in 1820; and it was western Virginia 
that compelled the tide-water region to put a more liberal suffrage provision 
in the constitution framed in 1830, and to give to the frontier region a more 
nearly proportionate representation with the tide-water aristocracy. The rise of 
democracy as an effective force in the nation came in with western preponder-
ance 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. An interesting 
illustration of the tone of frontier democracy in 1830 comes from the same 
debates in the Virginia convention already referred to. A representative from 
western Virginia declared: “But, sir, it is not the increase of population in the 
West which this gentleman ought to fear. It is the energy which the mountain 
breeze and western habits impart to those emigrants. They are regenerated, 
politically I mean, sir. They soon become working politicians; and the difference, 
sir, between a talking and a working politician is immense. The Old Dominion 
has long been celebrated for producing great orators; the ablest metaphysicians 
in policy; men that can split hairs in all abstruse questions of political economy. 
But at home, or when they return from congress, they have negroes to fan them 
asleep. But a Pennsylvania, a New York, an Ohio, or a western Virginia states-
man, though far inferior in logic, metaphysics and rhetoric to an old Virginia 
statesman, has this advantage, that when he returns home he takes off his coat 
and takes hold of the plough. This gives him bone and muscle, sir, and preserves 
his republican principles pure and uncontaminated.”

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. Individualism in America has allowed a laxity 
in regard to governmental affairs which has rendered possible the spoils system, 
and all the manifest evils that follow from the lack of a highly developed civic 
spirit. In this connection may be noted also the influence of frontier conditions 
in permitting lax business honor, inflated paper currency and wild-cat banking. 
The colonial and revolutionary frontier was the region whence emanated many 
of the worst forms of an evil currency. The West in the War of 1812 repeated 
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the phenomenon on the frontier of that day, while the speculation and wild-cat 
banking of the period of the crisis of 1837 occurred on the new frontier belt 
of the next tier of states. Thus each one of the periods of lax financial integrity 
coincides with periods when a new set of frontier communities had arisen, and 
coincides in area with these successive frontiers, for the most part. The recent 
Populist agitation is a case in point. Many a state that now declines any con-
nection with the tenets of the Populists, itself adhered to such ideas in an earlier 
stage of the development of the state. A primitive society can hardly be expected 
to show the intelligent appreciation of the complexity of business interests in 
a developed society. The continual recurrence of these areas of paper-money 
agitation is another evidence that the frontier can be isolated and studied as a 
factor in American history of the highest importance... .

Intellectual Traits

From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual traits of profound im-
portance. The works of travelers along each frontier from colonial days onward 
describe for each certain traits, and these traits have, while softening 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 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. 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 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 intellect 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 
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 
escape from the bondage of the past; and freshness, and confidence, and scorn 
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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 American, 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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