
Wisconsin Historical Society 

 
Frederick Jackson Turner 

___Frederick Jackson Turner___ 
 

The Significance of  
the Frontier  

in American History 
1893 

  

A paper read at the meeting of the  American Historical Association  
in Chicago, 12 July 1893,  during the World Columbian Exposition* 

____Excerpts____ 

       *   *  

I n 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. Said Calhoun1 in 1817, �We are great, and rapidly  I was 
about to say fearfullygrowing!�� 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 development 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 governments into complex organs; the progress 
from primitive industrial society, without division of labor, up to manufacturing civilization. But we 
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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 
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,2 
occupies its important place in 
American history because of its 
relation to westward expansion.  
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Map showing the position of the center of population at the close of each
decade from 1790 to 1890, in Gannett, Statistical Atlas of the United

States, based upon the results of the eleventh census, 1898

 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. 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 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. 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 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 
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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,3 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. . . .  

 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 confines 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 
a physical barrier must finally obstruct its progress.�* . . . 

 . . . 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 superinten-
dent 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. . . . 

 . . . 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. 

Library of Congress 

 
Galena, South Dakota, in the Black Hills, 1890  
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 At the Atlantic frontier one can study the germs of processes repeated at each successive frontier. 
We have the complex European life sharply precipitated by the wilderness into the simplicity of 
primitive conditions. The first frontier had to meet its Indian question, its question of the disposition of 
the public domain, of the means of intercourse with older settlements, of the extension of political 
organization, of religious and educational activity. And the settlement of these and similar questions 
for one frontier served as a guide for the next. . . . 

 But with all these similarities there are essential differences, due to the place element and the 
time element. It is evident that the farming frontier of the Mississippi Valley presents different 
conditions from the mining frontier of the Rocky Mountains. The frontier reached by the Pacific 
Railroad, surveyed into rectangles, guarded by the United States Army, and recruited by the daily 
immigrant ship, 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 ancient seas, maps their 
areas, and compares the older and the newer. . . . 

 . . . 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 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. . . . 

              Library of Congress

 
Emigrant party on the road to California, engraving, 1850

 The farmer�s advance came 
in a distinct series of waves. In 
Peck�s New Guide to the West, 
published in Boston in 1837, 
occurs this suggestive passage: 

   Generally, in all the western settlements, three classes, like the waves of the ocean, 
have rolled one after the other. First comes the pioneer, who depends for the 
subsistence of his family chiefly upon the natural growth of vegetation, called the 
�range,� and the proceeds of hunting. His implements of agriculture are rude, chiefly of 
his own make, and his efforts directed mainly to a crop of corn and a �truck patch.� . . .  
He is the occupant for the time being, pays no rent, and feels as independent as the 
�lord of the manor.� With a horse, cow, and one or two breeders of swine, he strikes 
into the woods with his family, and becomes the founder of a new county, or perhaps 
state. He builds his cabin, gathers around him a few other families of similar tastes and 
habits, and occupies till the range is somewhat subdued, and hunting a little precarious, 
or, which is more frequently the case, till the neighbors crowd around, roads, bridges, 
and fields annoy him, and he lacks elbow room. . . . [H]e �breaks for the high timber,� 
�clears out for the New Purchase,� or migrates to Arkansas or Texas, to work the same 
process over.  
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   The next class of emigrants purchase the lands, add field to field, clear out the roads, 
throw rough bridges over the streams, put up hewn log houses with glass windows and 
brick or stone chimneys, occasionally plant orchards, build mills, school-houses, court-
houses, etc., and exhibit the picture and forms of plain, frugal, civilized life. 

   Another wave rolls on. The men of capital and enterprise come. The settler is ready to 
sell out and take the advantage of the rise in property, push farther into the interior and 
become, himself, a man of capital and enterprise in turn. The small village rises to a 
spacious town or city; substantial edifices of brick, extensive fields, orchards, gardens, 
colleges, and churches are seen. Broad-cloths, silks, leghorns, crapes, and all the 
refinements, luxuries, elegancies, frivolities, and fashions are in vogue. Thus wave after 
wave is rolling westward; the real Eldorado is still farther on. 

   A portion of the two first classes remain stationary amidst the general movement, 
improve their habits and condition, and rise in the scale of society. . . .  

 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. 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. . . .  

Library of Congress

 
Canal construction in Mississippi, 1863

Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, 28 March 1863

 The legislation which most developed the powers of the national government, and played the 
largest part in its activity, was 
conditioned on the frontier. 
Writers have discussed the 
subjects of tariff, land, and 
internal improvement, as 
subsidiary to the slavery 
question. But when American 
history comes to be rightly 
viewed it will be seen that the 
slavery question is an incident. 
In the period from the end of the 
first half of the present century 
to the close of the Civil War 
slavery rose to primary, but far 
from exclusive, importance. . . . 
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. The West of the War of 
1812, the West of Clay, and Benton and Harrison, and Andrew Jackson, shut off by the Middle States 
and the mountains from the coast sections, had a solidarity of its own with national tendencies. On the 
tide of the Father of Waters, North and South met and mingled into a nation. Interstate migration went 
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steadily on  a process of cross-fertilization of ideas and institutions. The fierce struggle of the 
sections over slavery on the western frontier does not diminish the truth of this statement; it proves the 
truth of it. Slavery was a sectional trait that would not down, but in the West it could not remain 
sectional. It was the greatest of frontiersmen who declared: �I believe this Government can not endure 
permanently half slave and half free. It will become all of one thing or all of the other.� Nothing works 
for nationalism like intercourse within the nation. Mobility of population is death to localism, and the 
western frontier worked irresistibly in unsettling population. The effect reached back from the frontier 
and affected profoundly the Atlantic coast and even the Old World.  

 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 tax-gatherer is 
viewed as a representative of oppression. Prof. 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 
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 
older States whose peoples were being attracted there. An extension of the franchise became essential. 
It was western New York that forced an extension of suffrage in the constitutional convention of that 
State in 1821; 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 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. 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 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 connection 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.*  

                                                           
* Political Science Quarterly, ii, p. 457. Compare Sumner, "Alexander Hamilton," chs. ii-vii. [Footnote in Turner, Frontier, 1920, p. 30] 
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Plowing on the prairie beyond the Mississippi,
Harper's Weekly, 9 May 1868

 The East has always feared the result of an unregulated advance of the frontier, and has tried to 
check and guide it. The English authorities would have checked settlement at the headwaters of the 
Atlantic tributaries and allowed the �savages to 
enjoy their deserts in quiet lest the peltry trade 
should decrease.� This called out Burke�s 
splendid protest:4 

   If you stopped your grants, what would 
be the consequence? The people would 
occupy without grants. They have already 
so occupied in many places. You can not 
station garrisons in every part of these 
deserts. If you drive the people from one 
place, they will carry on their annual 
tillage and remove with their flocks and 
herds to another. Many of the people in the 
back settlements are already little attached 
to particular situations. Already they have 
topped the Appalachian Mountains. From 
thence they behold before them an immense plain, one vast, rich, level meadow; a square 
of five hundred miles. Over this they would wander without a possibility of restraint; they 
would change their manners with their habits of life; would soon forget a government by 
which they were disowned; would become hordes of English Tartars; and, pouring down 
upon your unfortified frontiers a fierce and irresistible cavalry, become masters of your 
governors and your counselers, your collectors and comptrollers, and of all the slaves that 
adhered to them. Such would, and in no long time must, be the effect of attempting to 
forbid as a crime and to suppress as an evil the command and blessing of Providence, 
�Increase and multiply.� Such would be the happy result of an endeavor to keep as a lair 
of wild beasts that earth which God, by an express charter, has given to the children of 
men.  

 But the English Government was not alone in its desire to limit the advance of the frontier and 
guide its destinies. Tidewater Virginia and South Carolina gerrymandering those colonies to insure the 
dominance of the coast in their legislatures. Washington desired to settle a State at a time in the 
Northwest; Jefferson would reserve from settlement the territory of his Louisiana Purchase north of the 
thirty-second parallel, in order to offer it to the Indians in exchange for their settlements east of the 
Mississippi. �When we shall be full on this side,� he writes, �we may lay off a range of States on the 
western bank from the head to the mouth, and so range after range, advancing compactly as we 
multiply.� Madison went so far as to argue to the French minister that the United States had no interest 
in seeing population extend itself on the right bank of the Mississippi, but should rather fear it. When 
the Oregon question was under debate, in 1824, Smyth, of Virginia, would draw an unchangeable line 
for the limits of the United States at the outer limit of two tiers of States beyond the Mississippi, 
complaining that the seaboard States were being drained of the flower of their population by the 
bringing of too much land into market. Even Thomas Benton, the man of widest views of the destiny 
of the West, at this stage of his career declared that along the ridge of the Rocky mountains �the 
western limits of the Republic should be drawn, and the statue of the fabled god Terminus should be 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
civilization bore before them, and of the growth of spontaneous organs of authority where legal authority was absent. Compare Barrows, 
�United States of Yesterday and To-morrow�; Shinn, �Mining Camps�; and Bancroft, �Popular Tribunals.� The humor, bravery, and rude 
strength, as well as the vices of the frontier in its worst aspect, have left traces on American character, language, and literature, not soon to 
be effaced. [Footnote in Turner, Frontier, 1920] 
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raised upon its highest peak, never to be thrown down.� 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.  

                                                                                          Library of Congress 

 
American Progress, 1873, chromolithograph by G.A. Crofutt,

based on the 1872 John Gast painting of the same name

 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. Speaking in 1835, Dr. 
Lyman Beecher declared: �It is equally plain that the religious and political destiny of our nation is to 
be decided in the West,� and he pointed out that the population of the West �is assembled from all the 
States of the Union and from all the nations of Europe, and is rushing in like the waters of the flood, 
demanding for its moral preservation the immediate and universal action of those institutions which 
discipline the mind and arm the 
conscience and the heart. And so 
various are the opinions and habits, and 
so recent and imperfect is the 
acquaintance, and so sparse are the 
settlements of the West, that no 
homogeneous public sentiment can be 
formed to legislate immediately into 
being the requisite institutions. And yet 
they are all needed immediately in their 
utmost perfection and power. A nation 
is being �born in a day.� . . . But what 
will become of the West if her 
prosperity rushes up to such a majesty 
of power, while those great institutions 
linger which are necessary to form the 
mind and the conscience and the heart 
of that vast world. It must not be 
permitted. . . . Let no man at the East quiet himself and dream of liberty, whatever may become of the 
West.... Her destiny is our destiny.�*  

 With the appeal to the conscience of New England, he adds appeals to her fears lest other 
religious sects anticipate her own. The New England preacher and school-teacher left their mark on the 
West. The dread of Western emancipation from New England�s political and economic control was 
paralleled by her fears lest the West cut loose from her religion. Commenting in 1850 on reports that 
settlement was rapidly extending northward in Wisconsin, the editor of the Home Missionary writes: 
�We scarcely know whether to rejoice or mourn over this extension of our settlements. While we 
sympathize in whatever tends to increase the physical resources and prosperity of our country, we can 
not forget that with all these dispersions into remote and still remoter corners of the land the supply of 
the means of grace is becoming relatively less and less.� Acting in accordance with such ideas, home 
missions were established and Western colleges were erected. As seaboard cities like Philadelphia, 
New York, and Baltimore strove for the mastery of Western trade, so the various denominations strove 
for the possession of the West. Thus an intellectual stream from New England sources fertilized the 
West. Other sections sent their missionaries; but the real struggle was between sects. The contest for 
power and the expansive tendency furnished to the various sects by the existence of a moving frontier 
must have had important results on the character of religious organization in the United States. The 
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multiplication of rival churches in the little frontier towns had deep and lasting social effects. The 
religious aspects of the frontier make a chapter in our history which needs study. 
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United States population distribution in 1890,
in Gannett, Statistical Atlas of the United States, 1898
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 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 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;5 that dominant 
individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes 
with freedomthese 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 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 
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
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
the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under t
Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history. 
[End] 

 of 

                                                           
5 Colonial travelers agree in remarking on the phlegmatic characteristics of the colonists. It has frequently been asked how such a people 
 could have developed that strained nervous energy now characteristic of them. Compare Sumner, �Alexander Hamilton,� p. 98, and 
 Adams, �History of the United States,� i, p. 60; ix, pp. 240, 241. The transition appears to become marked at the close of the War of 1812,  
 a period when interest centered upon the development of the West, and the West was noted for restless energy. Grund, �Americans,� ii,  
 ch. i. [Footnote in Turner, Frontier, 1920] 


