
Frederick Jackson Turner The Frontier In
American History

Frederick Jackson Turner The Frontier in American History is a pivotal work
in the field of American historiography, published in 1893. Through his
essay, Turner introduced the concept of the frontier as a defining element of
American identity. His arguments reshaped the understanding of American
development and the significance of the western frontier, influencing both
historians and the general public’s perception of American history. This
article delves into the key ideas presented by Turner, the context of his
work, and its lasting impact on historical scholarship.

Context of Turner's Frontier Thesis

In the late 19th century, America was undergoing significant changes. The
country was expanding westward, and the idea of the frontier was a prominent
theme in American culture. This period was marked by:

Rapid westward migration



Conflicts with Native American tribes

Economic opportunities and challenges

Industrialization and urbanization

Turner's frontier thesis emerged against this backdrop, arguing that the
frontier experience shaped the American character and democracy. He presented
his ideas during the American Historical Association meeting in Chicago,
where he emphasized the importance of the frontier in shaping American
society.

Key Ideas of Turner's Thesis

Turner’s thesis can be summarized in several key points that highlight the
significance of the frontier in American history:

The Frontier as a Safety Valve

Turner proposed that the frontier served as a safety valve for American
society. He argued that the availability of land in the West provided an
outlet for social and economic pressures in the East. This concept was
crucial in understanding the migration patterns and the rise of individualism
during this period.

The Creation of a Unique American Identity

According to Turner, the experience of settling the frontier fostered a
distinctive American identity. This identity was characterized by:

Individualism

Innovation and adaptability

Democratic values

Pragmatism

Turner posited that these traits were cultivated through the challenges and
opportunities presented by the frontier.



The Role of the Frontier in American Democracy

Turner argued that the frontier was essential to the development of American
democracy. He believed that the continuous movement westward promoted a
spirit of equality and self-reliance. The frontier environment, he suggested,
minimized the class distinctions that were more pronounced in Eastern
society.

Closure of the Frontier

A significant aspect of Turner’s thesis was the idea of the "closing of the
frontier." In 1890, the U.S. Census Bureau declared the frontier closed,
which Turner interpreted as a critical turning point in American history. He
warned that the absence of a frontier could lead to social stagnation and a
decline in American democracy, as the nation no longer had the same
opportunities for expansion and renewal.

Critiques of Turner's Thesis

While Turner's ideas gained widespread acceptance, they also faced criticism
from various scholars. Some of the main critiques include:

Oversimplification of the Frontier Experience

Critics argue that Turner’s thesis oversimplifies the diverse experiences of
people on the frontier, particularly the Native American populations and
other marginalized groups. The narrative often neglects the violence and
displacement experienced by indigenous peoples, painting a romanticized
picture of westward expansion.

Neglect of Other Influences on American Development

Some historians contend that Turner placed too much emphasis on the frontier
as the sole factor in shaping American identity. They argue that other
elements, such as immigration, industrialization, and urbanization, also
played significant roles in the development of the nation.

Environmental Factors

Environmental historians have critiqued Turner for not considering the



ecological aspects of the frontier experience. They emphasize that the
relationship between settlers and the land was complex and that environmental
factors significantly influenced settlement patterns and economic practices.

Legacy of Turner's Frontier Thesis

Despite the critiques, Turner's frontier thesis has had a lasting impact on
American historiography and culture. Its influence can be observed in various
ways:

Influence on Historians

Turner’s work inspired a generation of historians, leading to the development
of the "Turnerian school" of thought. Scholars began to explore the
implications of the frontier on various aspects of American life, including
politics, economics, and culture.

Popular Culture and National Identity

The themes present in Turner's thesis have permeated American popular
culture. The notion of the rugged individualist and the "American Dream" are
deeply rooted in the frontier experience. Films, literature, and folklore
often celebrate the pioneering spirit and the quest for freedom associated
with westward expansion.

Continued Relevance

The debates surrounding Turner's ideas continue to resonate today.
Discussions about the impact of the frontier on contemporary American society
remain relevant, especially in the context of issues such as land use,
environmental conservation, and the legacy of colonialism.

Conclusion

Frederick Jackson Turner The Frontier in American History remains a
foundational text in the study of American history. Turner's arguments about
the significance of the frontier in shaping American identity, democracy, and
society have sparked discussions and debates that continue to this day. While
critiques have emerged, the core ideas of Turner's thesis have profoundly
influenced how we understand the American experience and its historical
narrative. As we reflect on the legacy of the frontier, it is essential to



consider both the triumphs and the tragedies that have shaped the United
States, acknowledging the complex tapestry of its history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Frederick Jackson Turner and what was the
significance of his thesis on the frontier?
Frederick Jackson Turner was an American historian best known for his
'Frontier Thesis,' which argued that the American frontier shaped the
nation's character and democracy. He proposed that the frontier experience
fostered individualism, nationalism, and innovation.

What are the main arguments presented in Turner's
'The Significance of the Frontier in American
History'?
Turner's main arguments include the idea that the frontier was a key factor
in the development of American democracy, that it contributed to a distinct
American identity, and that the closing of the frontier in the 1890s marked
the end of a significant era in American history.

How did Turner's thesis influence the study of
American history?
Turner's thesis revolutionized the study of American history by emphasizing
the importance of the frontier experience, leading historians to focus more
on the West and its impact on American society, politics, and culture.

What criticisms have been made against Turner's
Frontier Thesis?
Critics argue that Turner's thesis oversimplifies the complexities of
American history, neglects the roles of Native Americans, women, and other
groups, and romanticizes the frontier experience while ignoring its violence
and challenges.

In what ways did Turner’s views reflect the American
values of his time?
Turner’s views reflected the American values of individualism, democracy, and
progress. His emphasis on the frontier as a catalyst for these values
resonated with the late 19th-century belief in Manifest Destiny and American
exceptionalism.



What was the historical context in which Turner
presented his thesis?
Turner presented his thesis in 1893 during the Chicago World's Fair, a time
when America was grappling with rapid industrialization, urbanization, and
the implications of the closing of the frontier, which raised questions about
the future of American society.

How did Turner's thesis impact American policy and
expansionism in the early 20th century?
Turner’s thesis influenced American policy by justifying further expansionism
and imperialism, as it suggested that the nation needed new frontiers to
continue its development and maintain its democratic ideals.

What role did the frontier play in shaping American
identity according to Turner?
According to Turner, the frontier played a crucial role in shaping American
identity by fostering traits such as self-reliance, adaptability, and a
spirit of innovation, which became cornerstones of the American character.

How has Turner's Frontier Thesis been re-evaluated
in contemporary scholarship?
Contemporary scholarship has re-evaluated Turner's Frontier Thesis by
incorporating diverse perspectives, including those of marginalized groups,
and examining the environmental and social consequences of westward
expansion.

What legacy did Frederick Jackson Turner leave on
the field of history?
Frederick Jackson Turner's legacy includes the establishment of the frontier
as a significant theme in American history, influencing generations of
historians and shaping the narrative of American exceptionalism and national
identity.
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