Frederick Jackson turner and 
the frontier thesis
Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis was written in 1893 in an essay called, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” offering a new theory for explaining American History.  It began:

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.

One of the biggest problems with the Turner thesis is that Turner attributed a variety of traits to the frontier, but it is not always clear what he meant by the term frontier.  Sometimes the frontier was (1) a line of settlement, a zone where civilization and forest met.  At other times it was (2) the western part of the US, (3) an abundance of natural resources, and (4) a process or way of life for those actually participating in the settling of western lands.
The American frontier existed, for Turner, from the days of the earliest colonial settlements through the year 1890.  Turner’s essay is over twenty pages long.  The major points regarding the closing of the frontier include:

1. “Composite nationality”: The existence of the frontier led to the formation of a “composite nationality.”  Turner believed that the pressures of frontier living forced the immigrating populations to abandon their native customs and adopt a new culture – the American culture – adapted to the frontier environment.  Therefore, all Americans are basically alike because they share a common culture based on frontier experiences.

2. Economic independence: The development of the frontier led to a decreasing dependence on England.  Turner believed that as the early Americans discovered the abundance of raw materials in their own land they no longer needed to depend on England’s resources.  This condition was one factor in the colonists’ demand for political independence from England.

3. Economic development: The existence of a frontier motivated Americans to quickly develop the country.  Turner believed that most internal improvements (such as railroads, canals, and national roads) and significant inventions (such as barbed wire, deep plowing, and the repeating rifle) were developed as a result of America’s desire to push the frontier westward.  Turner believed that American development would have proceeded more slowly if the frontier had not existed.

4. Principles of Democracy & Equality: The frontier experience caused Americans to be more democratic than members of other societies.  Turner believed that the experience of having to cope with frontier pressures caused Americans to perceive other countrymen as equals.

5. “Safety Valve”: The existence of a frontier served as a “safety valve” for the discontents of society.  Turner believed that the existence of the frontier meant that any American dissatisfied with his or her life could always “go west” and start a new life.  If this option were not available these people would need other outlets for their unhappiness.  Without an outlet, there would be a likely increase in crime and societal tension.
Turner's thesis quickly became popular among intellectuals. It explained why the American people and American government were so different from Europeans. It sounded an alarming note about the future, the idea that the source of America's power and uniqueness was gone was a distressing concept. Many, including historian Theodore Roosevelt, who later became president, believed that the end of the frontier represented the beginning of a new stage in American life and that the United States must expand overseas. For this reason, some see the Turner thesis as the impetus for a new wave in the history of United States imperialism.
