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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 state- 
ment 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…. 
 
At first, the frontier was the Atlantic coast 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…. 
 
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. 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 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. 
 
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 survival 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. 


