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FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

rrom The Frontier in American History (1893)

More than any other scholar, historian Frederick Jackson Turner influenced attitudes

toward the role of the West in shaping American values and institutions. Born in

Portage, Wisconsin, in 1861, he taught at the University of Wisconsin from 1889 until

1910, when he joined Harvard’s faculty. In 1893 he presented his “frontier thesis” to

the American Historical Society. Turner claimed that the process of western settlement

was the defining characteristic of American society. Yet he concluded that at the end

of the nineteenth century the frontier era had ended, and he worried that its benefi- /
cial effects would be lost to future generations of Americans. His frontier thesis was (N
widely accepted. Today, however, historians criticize him for ignoring the role of 5['

women, evading the moral issues associated with the exploitation of the Native
Americans, and asserting a simplistic connection between geography and political

ideology.
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From The Frontier in American History (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1920), pp. 1-4, ‘?
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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 census reports.” This brief
official statement marks the closing of a great his-
toric movement. Up to our own day American his-
tory 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 com-
pelled to adapt themselves to the changes of an ex-
panding people—to the changes involved in

| n a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the
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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.

* * *

In the case of most nations, however, the develop-
ment has occurred in a limited area; and if the na-
tion 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 governments into complex organs;
the progress from primitive industrial society,

! South Carolina statesman John C. Calhoun (1782—1850).
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without division of labor, up to manufacturing civ-
ilization. But we have in addition to this a recur-
rence 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 primi-
- tive conditions on a continually advancing frontier
line, and a new development for that area.
American social development has been contin-
ually 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. . [ .

In this'advance, the frontier is the outer edge of
the wave—the meeting point between savagery and
civilization. . . . The most significant thing about
©the American frontier is, that it lies at the hither

edge of free land.

* * *

In the settlement of America we have to observe
how European life entered the continent, and how
America modified and developed that life and re-
acted on Europe. Our early history is the study of
European germs developing in an American envi-
ronment. . . . 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 gar- .

ments of civilization and arrays him in the hunt-
ing shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log
cabin of the Cherokee and 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. Lit-

tle by little he transforms the wilderness, but the
outcome is not the old Europe. . ..

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 becomes more
and more American. . . . Thus the advance of the
frontier has meant a steady movement away from
the influence of Europe, a steady growth of inde-
pendence on American lines. And to study this
advance, the men who grew up under these con-
ditions, and the political, economic, and social re-
sults of it, is to study the really American part of
our history.

* * *

First, we note that the frontier promoted the for-
mation of a composite nationality for the Ameri-
can people. The coast was preponderantly English,
but the later tides of continental immigration
flowed across to the free lands. . . . In the crucible
of the frontier the immigrants were Americanized,
liberated, and fused into a mixed race, English in
neither nationality nor characteristics. The process
has gone on from the early days to our own. ...

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

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 whose peoples were being attracted
there. An extension of the franchise became
essential. . . .

But the democracy born of free land, strong in
selfishness and individualism, intolerant of admin-
istrative experience and education, and pressing
individual liberty beyond its proper bounds, has its
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dangers as well as its benefits. Individualism in
America has allowed a laxity in regard to govern-
mental affairs which has rendered possible the

spoils system and all the manifest evils that follow *

from the lack of a highly developed civil spirit. . . .

The works of travelers along each frontier from
colonial days onward describe certain common
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 intel-
lect owes its striking characteristics. The coarseness

and strength combined with acuteness and inquisi- -

tiveness; 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 domi-
nant 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 exis-

tence 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 en-
tirely ceased. Movement has been its 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. . . . yet, in spite
of environment, and in spite of custom, each fron-
tier did indeed furnish a new field of opportunity.
... 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 Amer-
ican history.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What do you think Turner meant by the term
Americanization?

2. According to Turner, in what crucial respect did
western states differ from those on the Atlantic
coast?

3. Turner equated the frontier with the American
character. Does his set of national characteris-
tics accurately describe Americans today? Ex-
plain.

4. In suggesting that the frontier was ultimately
synonymous with a “new field of opportunity,”
what did Turner imply about other living envi-
ronments in nineteenth-century American life?
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20 &5 THE EMERGENCE
OF URBAN AMERICA

During the second half of the nineteenth century, two revolutions—the scientific
and the urban-industrial—transformed social and intellectual life. The prestige of
science increased enormously as researchers announced a dazzling array of new
discoveries. Remarkable new technological developments—the telegraph, railroad,
and electric dynamos and lights—and spectacular achievements in industrial en-
gineering such as the Brooklyn Bridge and majestic skyscrapers provided conspic-
uous physical evidence of the transforming effects of science and engineering.
Modern scientists opened up a gulf of doubt about many inherited truths and
spiritual convictions. When the English biologist Charles Darwin published On
the Origin of Species in 1859, the New York Times reported that the book
contained “arguments and inferences so revolutionary” that they promised “a
radical reconstruction of the fundamental doctrines of natural history” Darwin’s
provocative thesis argued that the “modification” of species occurred through a
ceaseless process of “natural selection.” This challenged the biblical story of all ani-
mal species originating in an act of divine creation that forever fixed their forms.
In Darwin’s world, new species were_not “special creations” of God; they emerged
randomly from the struggle for existence. Natural selection, he implied, was arbi-
trary, capricious, and -devoid of ultimate meaning—a long, gradual process of in-
tense competition and hereditary development without divine plan or purpose.
Darwin’s concept of evolutionary.change challenged established beliefs about
nature and about providential design and life processes. “If this be truth,” growled
one college president, “let me live in ignorance.” As time passed, however, more
and more people accepted many aspects of evolutionary naturalism. “This scien-
tific current,” a writer in the North American Review concluded, “is moving more
or less all schools of thought.” Sociologists such as William Graham Sumner pro-
moted what came to be called social Darwinism, arguing that just as “survival of
the fittest” was the balancing mechanism in the natural world, so, too, should un-
fettered competition and free enterprise determine the fate of human society.



