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ABSTRACT 

This essay 1s an attempt to come to an understanding of Frederick 

Jackson Turner's social philosophy by a study of his private and public 

expression. Turner, a perceptive though only mildly critical man, held 

the center stage in the historical discipline for forty years. Both 

disciples and critics maintained that Turner had caused a "revolution" 

in American historiography. But what actually was Turner's revelance to 

the social problems of his day remained a question, a question which 

could only be answered by viewing the whole-man—both private and public 

sides. 

Chapter 1 of this study reviews some of the more important works 

on the Turnerian hypothesis and on Turner. Chapter 2 examines part of 

Turner's background which contributed to his adult mind and his Insights. 

The writer of this dissertation attempts to reconcile widely disparate 

strains of Turner's thought through the use of a metaphor—the tent-on-

the-porch. These strains were Turner's idea of a functional value for 

the frontier, his relating the American political and economic system to 

the frontier, and his endeavor to carry "ideals" of the past into the 

present and into the future. These strains of thought, of course, per

meate the entire essay. In Chapter 2 this writer maintains that Turner's 

mental development through conditioning in American political ways, at 

the hands of his father, was as important as the Portage-frontier milieu. 

And 1n any case, the frontier milieu and the American political system 

became inseparable in Turner's mind. Turner's principal intellectual 
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mentor at the University of Wisconsin, William F. Allen, only rein

forced Turner's attitude toward economic free enterprise and the 

political guarantees of that economic system. A sample of Allen's 

thinking is given. 

Chapter 3 offers that Turner developed the sectional rationale 

around 1899 to buttress the waning frontier rationale. The sectional 

thesis came when Turner's country was undergoing dynamic change in 

internal and external affairs. It was the thesis which Turner clung 

to the rest of his life, failing to give him the intellectual and social 

unity which he craved. Through the sectional thesis Turner attempted to 

sustain "individualism," by individuals identifying with their section. 

It was a heavily hedged individualism, and failed. Ironically, some of 

Turner's strongest and loudest cries for nationalism came when he advo

cated sectionalism. Turner closely aligned national unity with the 

political party function, making many of his inferences of social affairs 

from voting patterns. His difficulty was 1n making sound Inferences by 

considering some social pressures and then merely counting numbers. A 

meaningful correlation between pressures and numbers was difficult. 

Turner realized it. 

In Chapter 4, the writer postulates that Turner was essentially 

a conservative when grappling with real social problems. His liberalism 

was merely a veneer for which the cover was history, the frontier, and a 

belief in the good working out by accident. This was true in Turner's 

attitude toward the Populists, the trusts, labor class, and to a certain 

extent race. In the last chapter of the text this writer attempts to 
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show how and why Turner extended his rationale to the world. The 

extension came first from an Intellectual-emotional Involvement In World 

War I. From that involvement Turner's mind changed substantively. 

Though Turner endeavored to regress after this substantive change, he 

simply became disillusioned but not what the former Turner had been. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

"Turner's discovery of the American frontier as a force 
encouraging democracy m*y exhibit some Imaginative 
persistence of this association between desirable political 
Institutions and a forest." 

Henry Nash Smith 

" . . .  t h e  f r o n t i e r  h y p o t h e s i s  t e n d s  t o  I g n o r e  h u m a n  o r i g i n s  
and pecularitles, at least 1n the composition of American 
traits and American Institutions. Thus first causes are 
made to He 1n real estate not state of mind." 

George Wilson Plerson 

* * * * * * *  

The Turnerlan "Frontier" hypothesis has been one of the most de

bated Ideas 1n American historiography J Whether attacking or defending 

1. Ray Allen Bllllngton, The Frontier Thesis3 Valid Inter
pretation of Amerioan History? (New York: Holt, Rlnehart and Winston), 
1. The best bibliographies are: Turner, The Early Writings of Frederick 
Jaokaon Turners Introduction by Fulmer Hood and bibliography by Everett 
E. Edwards (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1938;, 233-272; 
Walter Rundell Jr.'s "Interpretations of the American West," Ariaona and 
the West, 3 (Spring and Summer 1961), 69-88 and 148-168, an extensive 
descriptive bibliography; Referenoea on the Signifioanoe of the Frontier 
in Amerioan Hietory, compiled by Everett E. Edwards (United States 
Department of Agriculture Library, Bibliographical Contributions, No. 25, 
2nd ed. [April 1939]; Ray Allen BIlHngton's "Bibliographical Notes," 
Amerioa'e Frontier Heritage (New York: Holt, Rlnehart and Winston, 
1966), 285-302; Gene M. Gressley, "The Turner Thesis - a Problem 1n 
Historiography," Agricultural History, 32 (October 1958), 227-249; see 
also Bllllngton, The Frontier Thesis, Valid Interpretation?s 119-122, 
and George Roger Taylor's The Turner Thesis Concerning the Role of the 
Frontier in Amerioan History (Boston: D. C. Heath & Company, 1949), 
105-106. 

1 



this hypothesis, many noted students of American development have had to 

deal with 1t. Since Frederick Jackson Turner's articulation 1n 1893, 1t 

has been defined, redefined, and qualified by disciples and critics. 

Turner's essential definition came 1n his Initial declaration to the 

American Historical Association. In this essay, "The Significance of the 

Frontier 1n American History," Turner states that "this perennial re

birth, 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." He continued 

that "the true point of view 1n the history of this nation 1s not the 

Atlantic coast, 1t H the Great West." Though Turner became quite en

raptured with the Western perspective at times, generally he did not 

alter his attitude 1n the matter of perspective: he did not exclude the 

"Influence" or Importance of seminal European Institutions, eastern 

financial control In western areas, and the Introduction of other Im

portant factors 1n American life—Immigration, diplomacy, and Industri

alization. His strongest assertion of western perspective was, however, 

1n and of Itself, so absolute that 1t belled the Idea that he was only 

maintaining one of several possible points of view: occasionally Turner 

rhapsodized that "Western democracy was no theorist's dream. It came 
3 

stark and strong and full of life, from the American forest." Or again, 

2. "The Significance of the Frontier 1n American History," The 
Frontier in American History (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1920), 2-3. 

3. Rise of the New West, 1819-1829 (New York: Collier, 1926), 
66. First published 1906. 
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"American democracy was born of no theorist's dream; 1t was not carried 

1n the Sarah Constant to Virginia, nor in the Mayflower to Plymouth. It 

came out of the American forest, and 1t gained new strength each time 1t 

touched a new frontier."^ These pronouncements, which ran contrary to 

much of Turner's thought, only dramatize some of the problems that face 

one who wishes to fairly assess his thought as a whole. How can one 

reconcile such extreme assertions with other statements 1n which Turner 

suggested that other factors contributed? Historians have too frequently 

used one side of Turner's thought without considering the countervailing 

one. 

Turner's second contribution to the historical discipline 

never received the support or defense as a rationale as did the frontier 

hypothesis. Between 1899 and his death in 1932, Turner advanced the 

sectional hypothesis, an idea Intimately tied to the frontier rationale.® 

Stated briefly, the sectional hypothesis was that with the advance (or 

recession) of the frontier, deflneable sections were formed and tended 

to Increase 1n their respective sectional character. While the section

al 1zat1 on was taking place the countervailing force of political parties 

4. "The West and American Ideals," Washington Historical 
Quarterly3 5 (October 1914), 243-257. Reprinted 1n The Frontier in 
American History, 293. 

5. For a historical study of the development of sectionalism 
see Fulmer Mood, "The Origin, Evolution, and Application of the Sectional 
Concept, 1750-1900," Regionalism in America, Chapter 1 (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1952), 5-98. In "Frederick Jackson 
Turner, Historian," Wisconsin Witness to Frederick Jackson Turner: A 
Collection (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1961), 114, 
Avery Craven maintained that "the segregation and elaboration of a so-
called 'frontier hypothesis' finds no justification 1n his [Turner's] 
own writings" because of Turner's Interest 1n sections. 
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encouraged nationalism. There was, thought Turner, a "complex" of 

factors which contributed to each section's character—geography, in

herited traits by residents, and political leaders, to name a few. 

Turner associated several corollaries with the Idea of American 

character being developed by the recurrent contact with the frontier. 

These were so Intertwined with his principal postulate as to be an In

separable part of 1t: the stage development of society, the growth of 

American "democracy" and "Individualism," the notion of voluntary com

munity, the release of social pressures 1n Eastern Industrial or urban 

areas by westward movement of peoples (the safety valve theory), the 

melting-pot Idea, and the acceptance of personal mobility 1r« American 

democracy. Not only were these Inseparable from the key Idea of the 

frontier hypothesis, they were Inseparable from each other. With some 

notable exceptions by Turner's disciples, and to a lesser extent by some 

critics, separation became the tack of those who wrote 1n Turner's wake. 

Those who maintained that Turner's thought had an overall unity used the 

several parts Turner enunciated, covering the entire range through exten 

s1ve studies. Three-quarters of a century after Turner's 1893 reading 

and after the hypothesis had been subjected to reconsideration from 

several sides, Ray Allen B11l1ngton restated the thesis: 

The Europeans who founded the New World settlements 1n the 
seventeenth century and the later pioneers who were lured ever 
westward by the thirst for furs or cheap land or gold or 
adventure found themselves 1n an unfamiliar environment. In 
Europe and the East men were many and land was scarce; on the 
frontiers men were few and land was abundant. There the old 
laws governing compact societies no longer applied. Traditional 
techniques of production were unsulted to an environment where 
resources were more plentiful than manpower; Innovation and 
experimentation became a way of life. Attachment to place 



diminished 1n a land where more attractive places lay ahead; 
mobility came to be a habit. Plnchpenny Easterners so profited 
by exploiting nature's abundance that their thrifty ways were 
outmoded; wastefulness was a natural consequence. Cultural 
creativity lost Its appeal to men burdened with the task of 
clearing a-continent; materialism emerged as a desirable creed 
no less than an economic necessity. Leisure was non-existent 
1n frontier communities; hard work became a persistent habit. 
Inherited titles seemed archaic and traditional class distinc
tions less meaningful In a land where a man's worth to society 
was judged by his own skills; a democratic social system with 
greater possibilities for upward mobility followed naturally. 
And, most Important of all, men found that the man-land ratio 
on the frontier provided so much opportunity for the Individual 
to better himself that external controls were not necessary; 
Individualism and political democracy were enshrined as their 
Ideals. These were the traits which were revitalized over and 
over again as the frontier moved westward, eventually creating 
an American way of life and thought that was distinct.6 

Both Turner's critics and disciples maintained that Turner 

caused a veritable revolution 1n historiography.^ Generally, those who 

followed Turner thought he Introduced Into a rather staid discipline not 

6. See Blllington, America'8 Frontier Heritage, 3. 

7. See Charles A. Beard, "The Frontier In American History," 
The Neu Republic, 97 (February 1, 1939), 359; Benjamin F. Wright, Jr., 
"American Democracy and the Frontier," The Yale Review, 20 (December 
1920), 349; Frederick L. Paxson, "A Generation of the Frontier Hypo
thesis, 1893-1932," The Pacific Historical Reviea, 2 (March 1933), 34; 
Louis M. Hacker, "Frederick Jackson Turner: Non-Economic Historian," 
The Nea Republic, 83 (June 5, 1935), 108; Curtis Nettels, "Frederick 
Jackson Turner and the New Deal," Wisconsin Magazine of History, 17 
(March 1934), 257-265, reprinted 1n Wisconsin Witness, 46; Max Farrand, 
"Frederick Jackson Turner: A Memoir," Proceedings of the Massachusetts 
Historical Sooiety, 65 (M#y 1935), 432; George Wilson Plerson, "The 
Frontier and Frontiersmen of Turner's Essays: A Scrutiny of the 
Foundations of the Middle Western Tradition," The Pennsylvania Magazine 
of History and Biography, 64 (October 1940), 451; Merle E. Curtl, "The 
Section and the Frontier 1n American History: The Methodological Con
cepts of Frederick Jackson Turner," 1n Stuart A. R1ce, ed., Methods in 
Social Science (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1931), 367; J. A. 
Burkhart, "The Turner Thesis: A Historian's Controversy," Wisconsin 
Magazine of History, 31 (September 1947), 70-83, reprinted 1n Wisconsin 
Witness, 160. 



only a fresh approach for exploiting used materials but also new types 

of materials. When Turner wrote one of his first essays in histori

ography in the early 1890's, historical writing was primarily narrative 
Q 

with an emphasis on politics. E. A. Freeman gave a new axiom to 
g 

historical studies—"History Is past Politics, present Politics History." 

It was an age of political and economic Individualism, an Individualism 

which came under Increasing social pressure from Industrialism after the 

1890's. According to Turnerlans, Turner sensed the change, if 1n fact 

he did not consciously recognize 1t. At the same time Turner was very 

much 1n harmony with his times; he was subject to the environmental pres

sures which spelled the end of frontier type freedom, though not of 

vacant land as suchJ0 Turner's followers thought that Turner had set 

about to broaden the narrow Freeman perspective,^ not realizing that 

Turner's effort, though of wider range, was not to dispose of the Freeman 

axiom, but rather to enshrine it. 

Of those critics who consciously considered Turner's rationale, 

three stand out who offer a synthesis of American development around a 

8. See Fulmer Mood, "The Historlographlc Setting of Turner's 
Frontier Essay," Agricultural History, 17 (January 1943), 153-155. 

9. This was the frontispiece for the Johns Hopkins University 
Studies in Historical and Political Science from 1883-1901 while Herbert 
B. Adams was editor. 

10. See Lee Benson, "The Historical Background of Turner's 
Frontier Essety," Agricultural Historyt 25 (April 1951), 59-82. 

11. See Robert E. Lerner, "Turner and the Revolt Against E. A. 
Freeman," Arizona and the West3 5 (Summer 1963), 101-108. 
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single theme. Louis M. Hacker 1n Triumph of American Capitalism con-
12 tested directly Turner's emphasis on the frontier. Less direct, but 

equally emphatic, was Charles A. and Mary R. Beard's Rise of American 
13 

Civilization. To Hacker and to the Beards the Institution of capital-

Ism and the accompanying necessary class struggle were of prime Importance 

In American development. Of special note to all three was the American 

C1v11 War, for to understand the cause of the War was to discover some 

of the underlying determinants of American civilization. Each maintained 

that the Civil Mar was a struggle between two Incompatible economies, 

economies which were crucial In the determining of the Northern and 

Southern cultures--the one culture based on free Industrial wage earner 

and the other dependent on slave labor plantation. Hacker and the Beards 

labelled as superficial Turner's idea that westward expansion and compe-
14 tltlon for western territories was a cause of the war. A critic 1n 

somewhat the same vein, was William Appleman Williams, who advanced a 

12. See Louis M. Hacker, The Triumph of American Capitalism: 
The Development of Foroee in American History to the End of the Nineteenth 
Century (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1940), 3, 199-202. 

13. See Charles A. and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of Amerioan 
Civilization (New York: Macmlllan, 1946),first published In 1927. See 
516-520 for a rather romantic statement of frontiersmen. Even so Beard's 
overall theme was contrary to Turner's. 

14. See Beard, "The Frontier 1n American History," fh* New 
Republic, 359-362; Hacker, "Frederick Jackson Turner," The Hew Republic, 
108. 
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major Interpretation of American history in his Contours of American 
15 History. At the end of the nineteenth century, he observed, the fron

tier hypothesis was used as a rationale for American imperialistic ex

pansion. Thus Williams did not deny the reality of the hypothesis, but 

stressed the consequences of Turnerian thought on American national policy. 

Of the recent expositors, four stand above the others 1n their 

dedication to research and support of a thesis as broad as Turner's. 

These varied widely 1n nature. In The Making of an American Community 

Merle Curti and some associates examined the evolution of a small com

munity, Trempealeau County of Wisconsin.^6 One reason for selecting 

this county was that considerable records were ava1lable--records of 

voting, Immigrants and emigrants, land and business acquisition and 

turnover, and even personal conflicts. Also there were several articu

late diaries of long-time residents; this supplemented the material 

Curti had available for statistical Interpretation, apparently giving 

the researchers the sense that "all the people of Trempealeau have become 

for us definite Individuals, not abstractions."^ Without claiming 

Trempealeau County the typical frontier community (1t was simply Hja 

frontier" community) and refusing to assert that Trempealeau was a 

representative sample, therefore, of all frontier localities, Curti 

15. See William Appleman Williams, Contours of American History 
(Cleveland: World Publishing Company, 1961), especially 365-370, 411-
412; "The Frontier Thesis and American Foreign Policy," The Pacific 
Historical Review, 24 (November 1955), 379-395.— -

16. See Merle E. Curti, The Making of an American Conmunity 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1959). 

17. Ibid., 5. 
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proved beyond a reasonable doubt that Turner's frontier hypothesis 

applied validly to the county. Curti, ever cautious, maintained that he 

was not trying to prove the validity of Turner's hypothesis but rather 

his own interpretation of the hypothesis. Democracy, as Curti understood 

it, thrived and grew 1n Trempeauleau. In American Communityt democracy 

had, essentially, two principal components: individuals' economic self-

assertion as a right, and political guarantees of this right. Curti 

spelled out other manifold social factors such as religion and the influ

ence of foreign nationals, but since these were less significant than 

political and economic factors, a major part of the book was devoted to 

the economic and political realities. And if the "definite individuals" 

Curti talked of became only little less than abstractions, his work was 

thorough and convincing. 

In Valley of Democracy: The Frontier versus the Plantation in 

the Ohio Valley> 1775-1818, John D. Barnhart also supported the Turner 

thesis. From his thorough investigation of Kentucky, Tennessee, Indiana 

and Illinois, he concluded that "American democracy was the result of a 

long struggle in which a number of significant victories were won in the 
18 Ohio Valley." For Barnhart, as for Curti, democracy was first a growth 

of Individual economic independence with changes taking place in the 

local, state, and national communities to insure continued economic 

independence. Barnhart also cited the liberalization of religious and 

18. See John D. Barnhart, Valley of Democracy, The Frontier 
versus the Plantation in the Ohio Valley, 1775-1818 (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1953), Indiana University Publications, Social 
Sciences Series #11, 3. 
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secular freedoms as democratizing results. Neither Barnhart nor Curtl 

explicitly maintained that economic and political democratization were 

prior to or were more Important than religious and secular freedoms. 

That 1s, neither emphatically gave one form more Importance than another, 

but the framework, the matrix, the substance, of each author's work was 

a study of political evolution with economic underpinnings. In studying 

the political, economic, and social development of the Ohio Valley, 

Barnhart discovered two general forms, the plantation agrarian organi

zation and the yeoman farmer means of production. In each he found ele

ments of democratic development, the more concrete being 1n the northern 

regions of the yeoman farmer while Southern democracy was more external 

gesture by the elite than democratic function of the public. 

Ray Allen Billington's America'a Frontier Heritage took a 

different approach. Like Curtl and Barnhart, B11l1ngton thought and 

effectively demonstrated that "democratization" took place on the 

frontier, though he reiterated that inherited traits and Anglo-Saxon 

traditions were also of primary Importance. Turner was less persistent 

1n maintaining the latter than was B1ll1ngton. Almost as a corrective 

to his master, BllUngton thought that "social democracy made greater 

gains on the frontier than political democracy," tying the political, 

economic, and social aspects together. Though Bllllngton made dis

junctions between these spheres of human activity—giving separate 

chapters to "Frontier Democracy: Political Aspects" and "Frontier 

Democracy: Social Aspects"—he had difficulty making the separations 

clear. If anything, Bllllngton consciously maintained a tighter 



11 

relationship between these spheres than did Curtl and Barnhart. He 

thought that politically frontiersmen gained participation through 

general suffrage, through referendum and recall, and through the oppor

tunity to hold office without property qualification. Economically, the 

frontiersmen had greater chance than the easterner to exploit tjhe natural 

resources; 1f the frontiersman failed once, he had only to move and begin 

again. On the frontier economic laieeez faire was an article of faith; 

1f one Individual had a right to achieve to the extent of his capa

bilities, so did the next. B1111ngton's approach caused him to see more 

pronounced social aspects of democracy than Barnhart or Curtl saw. His 

method of discovering the uniqueness of American society was to study 

the journals of European tourists who travelled through America 1n the 

nineteenth century. Surely If there were significant differences the 

Europeans would perceive and describe them. Europeans observed, 

BllUngton recorded, that religious equality and reform, female rights, 

and equality of Interclass association were commonplace 1n frontier 

society. Without doubt BllUngton proved his point, all the while 

underscoring the role and Importance of capitalist economy. He failed, 

however, to show why the Europeans perceived as they did, how one 

European's perception differed from another's, and what the consequences 

of the subject's thought and action were. BllUngton did not, of course, 

set out to do that; he set out to prove that not only were there signifi

cant differences between Europeans and Americans, but also that these 

differences were largely, but not only, engendered by the frontier. He 

took a different route to arrive at many of the same conclusions (with 

much of the same language) that Turner did. 
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A fourth and yet different treatment of the hypothesis was made 

by Stanley Elklns and Eric McK1tr1ck. In a two-part article entitled "A 

Meaning for Turner's Frontier," these two scholars admitted that the 

Turner conception had been virtually demolished. In a forthright 

challenge they accepted that "nearly everything could be sacrificed— 

everything, that 1s, except the one thing that matters: the development 

of political democracy as a habit and the American as a unique political 
19 creature." To get a more Immediate understanding of human political 

behavior than could be gained by going to history, Elklns and McK1tr1ck 

examined two contemporary societies which were developing politically, 

Crafttown and Hllltown. Of these two local societies, only Crafttown 

had no pre-existing political structure. The citizens of Crafttown were 

therefore thrown back on themselves to create some political form. With

out an Inherited political structure they had to rely on each other, 

giving more or less equal voice to all parties. Naturally, several of 

the participants had personal Ideas of government, much as did the 

colonists coming to America, but 1n developing their own little govern

ment a more democratic type evolved. In Hllltown on the other hand, 

there was an ordered structure existent: "'Democracy', 1n short, was 
20 

unnecessary there." The parallel was 1n frontier communities where 

there was little or no existing government; people had come together, 

19. See Stanley Elklns and Eric McK1tr1ck, "A Meaning for 
Turner's Frontier: Part I, Democracy 1n the Old Northwest; Part II, The 
Southwest Frontier and New England," Political Soienoe Quarterly, 69 
(September and December 1954), 324. 

20. Ibid., 329. 
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consulted with each other and set up some frame of government by combin

ing their political and social knowledge. By coming together and relying 

on each other a more democratic form of government ensued. In Turner!an 

terminology this had the overtones of the community Ideal, 1f 1n fact 1t 

was not the Ideal. 

For Barnhart, Bllllngton, Elklns and McK1trick, at least 1n the 

studies considered here, a corollary of the democracy-engendering 

frontier was the Idea of nationalism. If the frontier was the Instilling 

agent for American democracy and a unique American character, then the 

frontier was a principal determinant 1n American nationalism. Frontier 

historians tended to Intimate, as Turner was prone to think, that the 

frontier had a life and almost a personality of Its own. Somehow, 

American nationalism and American democracy were Interlocked beyond 
21 breakage. Bllllngton went so far as to assert that "a comprehension 

22 of our national character 1s now vital to survival." Nationalism, 

thought some, also elicited attitudes of dependency and also Independence 

among the American citizenry—citizens would take all the dole they could 

get from the national government but vehemently oppose any Intrusion on 

21. See Barnhart, Valley of Democracyt 8; Avery Craven, 
"Frederick Jackson Turner and the Frontier Approach," University of 
Kansas Review, 18 (Autumn 1951), 16. 

22. See Ray Allen Bllllngton, The American West, An Appraisal: 
Papers from the Denver Conference on the History of Western America 
(Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press, 1963), 6. A statement made 1n 
1963, one Ironic for the questions 1t raised, survival for whom? for 
what?. 
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23 
their "individuality." Nationalism, not to be divorced from the 

frontier, had many faces, not the least of which was the demand for 

steadfast loyalty commonly expressed through the political system Itself. 

Whether or not Curtl, Barnhart, BllUngton, Elklns and McK1 trick 

thought themselves disciples of Turner, they certainly supported the 

general tenor of this thesis and did a convincing job. They generally 

agreed that the frontier democratized American society, the extent and 

nature of democratization depending upon local circumstances. By 

contrast, critics did not generally make extended studies of the 

frontier. Hacker and the Beards took different tacks to American history 

than the frontier while Williams reassessed the hypothesis and observed 

Its consequences. Many critics did one of two things: they either made 

a brief denial of the Turnerlan doctrine or they compartmentalized given 

articles of the doctrine which could not effectively stand alone. That 

1s not to say that such critics failed to perceive something truly wrong 

with the hypothesis; rather 1t 1s to say that the critics' foundations 

for generalization were often as shaky as Turner's. Some Turnerians 

thought, however, that the overall effect of the criticism was good 1n 
24 demanding that the thesis be better founded. 

23. See Joseph Schafer, "Turner's Frontier Philosophy," 
Wiaoonain Magazine of Hiatory, 16 (June 1933), 451-469, reprinted 1n 
Wiaoonain Witneaa, 31; and Elklns and McKltrlck, "A Meaning for Turner's 
Frontier," Political Soienoe Quarterlyt 349. 

24. See Ray Allen BllUngton, Probing the Amerioan Meat: Papers 
from the Santa Fe Conference (Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press, 
1962), 4-7. For an appraisal of where the hypothesis stood 1n historians' 
minds 1n 1941 see George Wilson Plerson, "American Historians and the 
Frontier Hypothesis 1n 1941," Wiaoonain Magazine of History, 26 
(September 1942), 36-60, and (December 1942), 170-185. 
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One of the first denials was by John C. Almack In "The Shibboleth 
25 

of the Frontier." Almack declared that Turner did not have the facts 

to back the thesis and went on to declare that the frontier had a retard

ing affect on social progress. In all, Almack credited the frontier with 

little. Benjamin F. Wright, Jr. credited the frontier with more than 

Almack, but vigorously attacked several of the arguments within the 
26 

thesis. In "American Democracy and the Frontier," Wright reasserted 

the emphasis of English antecedents on the making of American democracy. 

Furthermore, Wright maintained that the frontier did as much or more to 

retard democratization as advance 1t. In two articles George Wilson 

Plerson subjected the hypothesis to the most thorough criticism up to 
27 that time. Plerson noted that Turner used the same generalizations 

and much of the same language for twenty-seven years. He criticized 

Turner for the general Inconsistencies between nationalism and sectional-
pb 

1sm, materialism and idealism, and progress and pr1m1t1v1sm. Plerson 

stated that "1f his essays mean what they appear to mean, then the 

doctrine 1s that we were nost American just when we were least 

25. See John C. Almack, "The Shibboleth of the Frontier," 
Historical Outlookt 16 (May 1955), 197-202. 

26. See Wright, "American Democracy and the Frontier," 349-365. 

27. See Plerson, "The Frontier and Frontiersmen of Turner's 
Essays," 449-478, and "The Frontier and American Institutions: A 
Criticism of the Turner Theory," The New England Quarterly, 25 (June 
1942), 224-255. 

28. Ibid254. 
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29 
cultivated." This was a sound insight. Pierson also gave a valuable 

insight on Turner-the-historian and Turner-the-teacher. As an historian, 

thought Pierson, Turner made unwarranted sweeping generalizations and 

exhibited a closed mind; as a teacher, however, he was modest and open 

30 
minded. Further Pierson noted that Turner called attention to free 

31 
land but eschewed "free fish, free coal, free speech or free religion." 

On the inter-relationship of economic rights, political guarantees, and 

social life, the supporters of the hypothesis founded their argument 

better than critics founded theirs. 

The supporters, however, did not examine their own arguments by 

testing them on specific individuals; instead, the supporters argued 

within the circle of their own preconceived definition of democracy. 

The general idea of the supporters was to get on with the business of 

testing the hypothesis and not bother about defining "individualism," 

"nationalism," or "democracy." To test was apparently to establish a 

working definition. This reasoning quickly became circular because it 

was not based on human experience and failed to ask why and postulate a 

consequence for a person's thought and action. Critics as well as 

disciples fell into this pattern. If they were singing different songs 

they were dancing around the same fir tree, and if the resin was at 

29. See Pierson, "The Frontier and Frontiersmen of Turner's 
Essays," 449-478, and "The Frontier and American Institutions: A 
Criticism of the Turner Theory," The New Enqland Quarterly, 25 (June 
1942), 234. 

30. Ibid. 3 248. 

31. Pierson, "Frontier and Frontiersmen," 461. 
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first pungent, 1t soon became tiresome. Part of the reason that argu

ments by advocates of the hypothesis was so convincing was that their 

definition of "democracy" was unquestioned by their audience. 

One of the most vigorous arguments centered around Turner's Idea 

of the "safety-valve." Of all the other parts this was Isolated most 

effectively. Turner's Idea was that the poor and downtrodden always had 

a place to go as long as there was vacant land. Such emigration provided 

a release for the population pressures 1n the Industrial and Industrial

izing East and enabled those leaving to make over their lives. It was 

Indeed an opportunity for the making of "democracy." In bringing about 

an almost complete reassessment of this part of the hypothesis, the 

critics held the field. Critics aid not deny that the valve existed, 

but contended that 1t was a valve with little safety since Its practical 
32 effect was negligible. The arguments of the safety valve ran the gamut 

33 from the theory as being non-existent, to Its being Important for the 

psychological effect regardless of Its reality,^ to Its being signifi

cant.^5 

32. See the comment by Fred A. Shannon at the end of Norman J. 
Slmler's "The Safety Valve Doctrine Re-Evaluated," Agricultural History, 
32 (October 1958), 257. 

33. See Fred A. Shannon, "A Post Mortem on the Labor-Safety-
Valve Theory," Agricultural History„ 19 (January 1945), 31-37, and "The 
Homestead Act and Labor Surplus," Amerioan Historical Review, 41 (July 
1936), 637-651. 

34. See Murray Kane, "Some Considerations on the Safety Valve 
Doctrine," Mississippi Valley Historical Review. 23 (September 1936), 
169-188. 

35. See Joseph Schafer, "Some Facts Bearing on the Safety-Valve 
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Whatever Turner was to later historians, to his own students he 

was a master and great teacher. He was unquestionably personal, stimu

lating, and demanding, and at the same time he exercised great Intel-
36 

lectual freedom for his students to develop 1n myriad directions. He 

Inspired a steadfast loyalty to himself and to his Ideas. Though 

students disagreed over some particulars of Turner's approach, they 

generally found him sound and dedicated. Turner's defenders, often 

students, did not take their stand until the late 1920's, for not until 

then did he receive serious challenges. The first meeting of Western 

historians occurred in 1929 at Boulder, Colorado, as if to protect a 

love which was under attack. Though earlier pressures had been different, 

Turner had done much the same thing in 1893. In the late 1920's the 

frontier rationale went into an eclipse, not to rise again until the 

1950's. 

Theory," Wisconsin Magazine of Historyt 20 (December 1936), 216-232, and 
Simler, "The Safety Valve Doctrine Re-Evaluated," Agricultural History, 
250-257. For other studies on the "Safety Valve" see Carter Goodrich 
and Sol Davison, "The Wage Earner 1n the Westward Movement," Political 
Science Quarterly, 50 (June 1935), 161-185, and 51 (March 1936), 61-116; 
R. S. Tucker, "The Frontier as an Outlet for Surplus Labor," The Southern 
Economic Journal, 7 (July 1940), 158-186; Clarence H. Danhof, "Economic 
Validity of the Safety-Valve Doctrine," The Journal of Economic History, 
Supplement No. 1 (December 1941), 96-106, and "Farm Making Costs and the 
'Safety Valve': 1850-60," The Journal of Political Economy, 49 (June 
1941), 317-359. 

36. Many students and followers of Turner attest Turner's 
effectiveness as a teacher. For particulars, see the following: Merle 
E. Curti, Frederick Jackson Turner (Mexico, D. F.: Institute Pan-
americano de Geografia e Historia, Com1s1on de Hlstoria, 1949), reprinted 
in Wisconsin Witness, 175-204; Carl Becker, "Frederick Jackson Turner," 
in Howard W. Odum, ed., American Masters of Social Science (New York: 
Henry Holt and Company, 1927), 273-318; Avery Craven, "Frederick Jackson 
Turner," 1n The Marcus W. Jemegan Essays in American Historiography, 
ed., William T. Hutchinson (New York: Russell and Russell, 1958), 252-
270, first published in 1937; Grace Lee Nute, "Frederick Jackson Turner," 
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The defenders of Turner and the hypothesis had other revealing 

attitudes. One of these was In defending Turner's early, and more 

dogmatic, declarations by citing his broad and more liberal statements 

1n the 1920's. Another was the need felt by many historians to approach 

history from the frontier (or agrarian) side 1n order to be "true to 

America's past." The third approach, which closely related to the second 

was a faith 1n continued examination of the frontier hypothesis to prove 

1t valid. Of the first, Avery Craven wrote that the "frontier was a 

suggested approach for relnterpretatlon" and was not a "fixed formula." 

1 Craven maintained that Turner himself suggested this was the case. 

Wilbur R. Jacob's 1963 article, "Frederick Jackson Turner," was an 
37 

apology based on the 1920 letters. In a relatively few letters there 

was a great harvest for Turner's apologists, because a few of Turner's 

students solicited from him Interpretations or statements on what he had 

really meant by his past work. Long before the 1920's Turner knew that 

his was a great name, but by the 1920's he was living more 1n his own 

past than ever before, writing for the historical record. 

Minnesota Historys 13 (June 1932), 159-161; E. E. Robinson, "Frederick 
Jackson Turner," North Dakota Historical Quarterly, 6 (July 1932), 259-
261; Louis Phelps Kellogg, "The Passing of a Great Teacher—Frederick 
Jackson Turner," The Historical Outlook, 23 (October 1932), 270-272; 
Joseph Schafer, "The Author of the Frontier Hypothesis," Wisconsin 
Magazine of History, 15 (September 1931), 86-103; for an overall view of 
Turner's teaching effect see Wilbur R. Jacobs, "Frederick Jackson 
Turner—Master Teacher," Pacific Historical Review, 23 (February 1954), 
49-58. 

37. See Wilbur R. Jacobs, Turnert Boltont and Webb: Three 
Historians of the American Frontier (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1965), 3-35. This essty was originally delivered at the 1963 
meeting of the Western History Association. 
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The second point of being true to America's past was an honest 

endeavor, for to be untrue was to be unhlstorlcal. To dismiss the 

existence and Impact of the frontier on American people was unsound. 

Avery Craven put the point most precisely, maintaining that "American 

history must avoid a completely urban-industrial viewpoint 1f 1t Is to 
38 

remain true to the facts of two centuries and more of rural dominance." 

In other words, that America had a "rural dominance" was beyond question, 

but Craven's concern was of perspective, of retaining a rural rationale 

and avoiding a completely urban-Industrial viewpoint. To be true, one 

had to "think agrarian," not merely recognize rural dominance and use 

the available facts. Like Craven, Turner accepted the agrarian dominance 

and the necessity for an agrarian rationale. In terms of Craven's and 

Turner's attitude a valuable question was: was 1t possible to accept 

the facts and move out of the rationale? Generally, Beard, Hacker and 

Williams did, while Curtl, Barnhart, and B11l1ngton did not. Closely 

linked to this type of thinking was the Idea that testing the hypothesis 

must continue 1n order to prove the validity of the hypothesis. 

BllUngton observed that the testing "will go on for decades before a 
39 

final appraisal of the validity of the frontier hypothesis Is possible." 

Both "being true" and continued testing were asserted so positively be

cause accepting the postulate 1n either case was tantamount to working 

from the predicate of the rationale Itself. The hypothesis was for 

38. See Craven, "Frederick JacksoirTurner," Jernegan Eeeayat 
258. 

39. See BllUngton, Probing the American West, 6. 
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Turnerians--as any historian's philosophy is for himself--a human state 

of mind for examining situations from a personal perspective. Turner 

and his followers had simply moved in the channel for so long that the 

cut had become thin and crumbly, testing their hypothesis or rationale 

within the same framework of ideas as was previously offered, thereby 

reasserting it. 

There were relatively few historians who took fresh views of 

Turner. Three of the most important for their insights on Turner and 

the rationale are James C. Malin, David W. Noble, and Warren I. Susman. 

Malin's insight consisted of seeing Turner "obsessed" with "closed space." 

Further Malin noted that Turner's devotion to the frontier arose from a 

desire to "escape from the complexities of the present.Like Turner, 

however, Malin reacted to the closing by attempting to hold individualism 

based on economic laissez faire. Malin conspicuously feared welfare 

government, which he equated with "totalitarianism." Noble's approach 

was quite different from Malin's. Noble understood that Turner was 

attempting to give "scientific sanction" to America the beautiful and 

innocent at a time when America was rapidly becoming ugly and prostituted. 

Noble thought that Turner was simply updating George Bancroft's thesis 

of an America of eternal "simplicity and harmony," an America of "free 

40. See James C. Malin, Essays on Historiography (Lawrence, 
Kansas: The Author, 1946), 38. Malin presented many similar ideas in 
"Space and History: Reflections on the Closed-Space Doctrines of Turner 
and MacKinder and the Challenge of Those Ideas by the A1r Age," 
Agricultural History, 18 (April and July 1944), 65-74; 107-126. 
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and equal individuals, a classless society," and the "common man."4^ 

Moreover, Noble thought that Turner believed 1n the economic "hidden 

hand," that economic determinism was and should be beyond human control, 

and that "freedom" lay in letting the economy have a life of its own. 

Noble read Turner both truly and falsely: as a historian Turner believed 

in the "common man," but as a matter of fact, Turner had little faith 1n 

"lower class" persons in his contemporary society. Belief 1n the "common 

man" was a satisfying self-deceiving ruse for Turner; by using the term 

he avoided concrete social issues. Turner also accepted a "free" economy, 

but 1t was one which favored the well-born and well-monied. 

Warren I. Susman's "The Useless Past: American Intellectuals 

and the Frontier Thesis: 1910-1930" is an essay evaluating intellectual 
42 criticism of the thesis. In contrast to Malln and Noble, Susman con

sidered the rejection of the thesis and its mythology at large rather 

than focusing on Turner's thought. Susman observed that intellectuals— 

novelists, literary critics, and historians—saw the frontier rationale 

as socially detrimental. The "uselessness" of the past meant "the uses 

to which that past had been put in the present, generally by individuals 

and groups regarded by the Intellectuals as non-intellectual or even 
43 anti-intellectualSusman noted that Intellectuals thought the 

41. See David U. Noble, Historians against History: The 
Frontier Thesis and the national Covenant in Amerioan Historical Writing 
since 1830 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1965), 37-55. 

42. See Warren I. Susman, "The Useless Past: American Intel
lectuals and the Frontier Thesis: 1910-1930," Buoknell Review, 11 
(March 1963), 1-20. 

43. Ibid., 5. 
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frontier type had been fused into the American type, a theme which 

Turner belabored constantly. This overall identity and useless past had 

to be "dislodged" before a more functional past was possible. The intel

lectuals of the period diligently pursued the frontier rationale like a 

universal scapegoat, attempting to effect a change from that mode of 

thinking to-one in keeping with industrialized America. Susman asserted 

that these critics accepted the frontier process as essential to American 

development, but argued that the process was harmful. In his brilliant 

essay Susman recognized that the critics were only another stage in 

historical study, for they in turn were subject to criticism, re-

evaluation and fresh historical Interpretation. 

This present study is 1n turn a re-evaluation, for in 1t I 

consider the effect of the frontier rationale on Turner himself. After 

researching the published works and private papers of Turner, I came to 

realize that much of the hypothesis and many of the ideals which Turner 

espoused were detrimental to his intellectual vigor and constituted an 

Impediment to his free action. Turner's thought and action were so 

interlocked, however, that they became fused. It is difficult to 

separate one from the other. Examining the life of a person in context - . 

is, I believe, the most concrete historical approach possible. That 1s, 

the personality considered has a beginning and end (a wholeness, a 

complete entity); the various attitudes of the Individual must be re

solved within the same essay no matter how disparate those attitudes; 1n 

short, the Individual must be set 1n a postulated environmental reality. 

Turner's attitudes were split with consistency. Paradoxically, this 



24 

split with a great consistency and removed many of the apparent 

ambiguities in his thought-action. But on another level, resolving this 

split told much of the environmental reality, aiding the historian there

fore in understanding the environmental reality and in turn seeing clearly 

new attitudes of the individual. This movement from the individual to the 

larger environment and back again to the individual facilitates a study of 

the whole individual. I believe that extracting thought out of a whole 

life-context is to distort the thought. Turner's critics, and critics of 

the hypothesis, were as universally abusive 1n this way as the disciples. 

In Chapter 2, I do not attempt to define the hypothesis. For 

me, again, that definition has significance only in the study of the 

person himself and stands only in the examination of his whole thought-

action. In Chapter 2, I attempt to describe some of the factors relevant 

to Turner's mental development and make no pretense to having included 

all the bits and pieces, which went to make Turner the historical thinker. 

Rather I have considered those factors which I think most Important after 

formulating some generalizations of Turner's life-context. 

In Chapter 3, I offer what I think Turner understood by the 

sectional hypothesis and why he felt a need to offer 1t. Turner 

frequently confused Individualism and sectionalism in his effort to 

equate them. When put against the theme in Chapter 4 on problems of 

labor, class, and race, Turner's equation further breaks down. Nor did 

Turner's liberal voting record validate a real liberalism, for Turner's 

voting was motivated by reaction when not motivated by frustration. 
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In Chapter 4, I postulate that Turner was essentially a conser

vative when grappling with real social problems., His liberalism was 

merely a veneer for which the cover was history, the frontier, and a 

belief of the good working out by accident. A corollary of Turner's 

supposed liberalism was his faith in equality for the "common man." 

Turner often espoused the philosophy of the common man, rarely if ever 

recognizing a specific person. By relegating the common man to history, 

Turner paid him only Hp service. Turner's recognizing the common man in 

Turner's contemporary society was, like his voting, through reaction, or 

1t was a recognition which offered impotent alternatives. 

In Chapter 5, I attempt to show how and why Turner extended his 

rationale to the world. The extension came first from an intellectual-

emotional Involvement 1n World War I. From that involvement, I think, 

Turner's mind changed substantively. To retain his frontier rationale 

after his substantive change was to enclose himself in darkness more 

than ever. 

In Chapter 6, the conclusion, I generally accept that there was 

a tie 1n Turner's mind between his frontier ideals--the frontier process 

and economic 1nd1vidual1sm--and the American political system. Obviously, 

I believe that neither ideals, the political system, or the social frame

work functioned for Turner's intellectual-emotional advantage. Moving 

from that assumption to a more general one, I offer that it is hazardous 

to meaningful individuality and healthy Identity to vest much faith or 

commitment in any national or cultural "being" or function. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A FRONTIER RATIONALE: 

BACKPORCH ESCAPADE 

.  . h e  w a s  t r y i n g  t o  c a l l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a  n e g l e c t e d  p h a s e  
of American history, to point out a backdoor approach to a 
subject which his contemporaries Insisted on entering always 
by the well-known and well-understood front-door of European 
germs 1n American soil." 

Avery Craven 

"Yet Turner, after all, has been pre-empting the frontier 
long past his time. It should no longer be necessary to 
force literal meaning from his texts, now that they have 
entered our cultural metaphor." 

Stanley Elklns and Eric McK1trick 

* * * * * * *  

In 1910 Turner moved to the East. With but brief visits to the 

East, he had lived 1n the West since he was born at Portage, Wisconsin, 

1n 1861, forty-nine years beforeJ He had rejected several offers from 

universities 1n different parts of the country since 1896, but 1n 1909 
p 

he finally chose to go to Harvard. If the choice had been unrelated to 

the fact that the move was eastward, the consequences were related. 

1. In 1904 Turner was at Harvard for one semester. FJT to 
Richard Theodore Ely, Feb. 27, 1904, Frederick Jackson Turner Papers 
of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. Hereafter cited Turner 
Papers, SHS of Wisconsin. 

2. Among these were Pennsylvania, Princeton, and Chicago. See 
Merle Curtl & Vernon Carstensen, The University of Wieooneini A Hietory 
1848-1925, of 2 (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1949), 616-617. 

26 
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Harvard had hired Turner from the University of Wisconsin to develop a 

program around the history of the American West. Developing the program 

was particularly suited to Turner's historical abilities and organi

zational talents. He had Initiated the field of the American West and 

Harvard had previously tried to get Turner. Charles Homer Hasklns to 
FJT, Nov. 20, 1901, Henry E. Huntington Library, Turner Collection, TU 
Box 13, hereafter cited HEH, TU Box. Woodrow Wilson at Princeton at
tempted to get Turner 1n 1896. FJT to Wilson, Nov. 8, 1896, HEH, TU Box 
2. In 1900, Turner had an offer from President Harper of Chicago for 
the chairmanship of the Department of History at Chicago. FJT to.E. A. 
B1rge, April 14, 1900, Turner Papers, SHS of Wisconsin. Hasklns to FJT, 
Sept. 16, 1909, HEH, TU Box 12. Turner was considering a job In 
California. Hasklns asked that Turner delay the decision to see whether 
Harvard would make a more attractive offer. Turner wrote to Carl Becker 
that "regents attacks . . . were being made and a strong tendency was 
showing Itself to Increase the technical side of our work against the 
cultural." FJT to Becker, Dec. 5, 1909, HEH, TU Box 13; the Becker-
Turner correspondence In the Huntington 1s marked "holograph copies" 
from the Burr Collection, Cornell Archives, Ithaca, New York, and Is 
hereafter cited BC with the HEH and TU Box Number. Turner had other 
time consuming occupations, and as early as 1896 wrote to Wilson that he 
was "tired of being worried and my freedom of work checked by the need 
of managing some project for keeping the domestic ship right side up." 
FJT to Wilson, Dec. 3, 1896, Woodrow Wilson Papers, Library of Congress, 
photostat copies 1n HEH, TU Box 2; hereafter cited WWP, HEH, TU Box 
Number. Again Turner Indicated unhapplness with the C. K. Adams' 
administration, FJT to Wilson, April 3, 1896, WWP, HEH, TU Box 2. 
Turner was long engaged 1n control of athletic activity but more so 
under President Van H1se, Turner's personal fried. Turner wrote James 
Alton James, of Northwestern, that "personally I should be glad to be 
able to give less attention to the matter than I find that I am obliged 
to give." FJT to James, Dec. 1906, HEH, TU Box 7. It was doubtful that 
Turner really wanted to give up the outside work; he certainly had ample 
opportunity. Earlier In 1906 Turner gave an address to the alumni on 
the problem of athletic competition and Its professional flavoring at 
the university. MS: Turner Papers, SHS of Wisconsin, Speech at Alumni 
Banquet, University of Wisconsin, Madison, Jan. 31, 1906. Turner was 
also appointed to the Conference Committee on Athletics on December 8, 
1906. [Van Hlse] to Dean Harry Pratt Judson, Acting President of the 
University of Chicago, Dec. 8, 1906, Turner Papers, SHS of Wisconsin. 
At one time Turner advocated elimination of Intercollegiate athletics, 
see Curtl, Wiaoonain, 79. At the same time, reportedly, Turner would 
not miss a football game 1f he could help 1t. A. C. Krey, "My Reminis
cences of Frederick Jackson Turner," Arizona and the West, 3 (Winter 
1961), 380. 
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3 developed the department of history at the University of Wisconsin. 

His department and his students were recognized as among the best In the 

country. The Wisconsin milieu naturally lent Itself to the development 

of the Western course. But 1n going to Cambridge, Turner not only had 

the problem of developing a new program, but also he had to adjust to a 

wholly new atmosphere. Turner at Wisconsin was like a Brahmin In Boston. 

He was not only of the university elite, he was also 1n the spawning 

ground of his own ideas. It was a hospitable culture. Harvard and 

Cambridge were not Inhospitable; they were simply alien. 

One of the compensjatlons for Turner's leaving his beloved 
4 Wisconsin was the chance to bring the West to the East. He hoped 

to encourage understanding between the two regions, which he thought 

increasingly needed it. Turner might bring a new program of Western 

history to Harvard, but he could not bring the West itself. He responded 

physically to the difference in the social atmosphere of the two regions. 

He registered the change from Western to Eastern atmosphere dramatically. 

Though he praised the Easterners for being well-dressed and clean, he 

thought that Eastern people and many of his students of Eastern background 

3. FJT to Caroline Mae Sherwood (Turner's fiancee) June 28, 
1887, HEH, TU Box A. 

4. Turner brought this up repeatedly during his fourteen year 
stay at Cambridge. Aside from the obvious section essays his best 
statements justifying himself 1n the East were, FJT to Becker, Jan. 21, 
1911, BC, HEH, TU Box 16; FJT to Becker, April 11, 1914, BC, HEH, TU 
Box 21. To Alice Forbes Hooper, a wealthy Easterner who became a close 
friend, Turner proposed what the Western Commission might mean and be in 
bringing the West to the East. FJT to A. F. Hooper, Oct. 31, 1910, HEH, 
TU-H Box 1. On one occasion Turner took exception to Hooper's Idea that 
New England was "civilizing the West," FJT to A. F. Hooper, Feb. 9, 1916, 
HEH, TU-H Box 3. 
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5 had an aristocratic tone which he did not like. Turner associated the 

aristocratic atmosphere with his general idea of European society. 

European society was something stagnant, decaying, and enclosed, and in 

Turner's mind, there was a closeness in the East that excluded the 

wilderness freedom which existed so openly in Wisconsin. 

The question was not whether there was a real difference in the 

societies of East and West. Undoubtedly there was. The point lay in 

how Turner described the difference, what Its consequences were, and the 

relationship between Turner's life and the philosophical attitudes im

plicit in his perceptions of cultural distance between East and West. 

Generally, there was not a credible nexus between Turner's social phi

losophy and the way he lived. One of the more obvious examples was the 

conflict between Turner's denigration of the Eastern aristocratic type 

and his actual associations. His personal associations were with the 

upper class, if not with an American aristocracy.^ 

Turner's attempt to bring the ideal of "forest freedom" into 

some sort of relationship with his own life was another example of the-

ironic disparity between thought and experience. His belief in forest 

5. Turner wrote that "I confess I like the looks of the people 
in spite of the political unrighteousness of the town. Clean cut, intel 
lectual faces with character are more common among the well to do than 
in many parts of the West." FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, April 19, 1910, 
HEH, TU Box G. Turner thought this way both before and after coming to 
the East. FJT to Becker, Jan. 15, 1907, BC, TU Box 8; FJT to Becker, 
Jan. 21, 1911, BC, HEH, TU Box 16; FJT to August Charles Krey, Feb. 6, 
1911, HEH, TU Box 16. 

6. Turner's associations included Alice Forbes Hooper, friend
ship with many of the elite academicians and social figures, occasional 
socializing with the Adams family and top political figures. 



freedom often seemed to imply a void, an emptiness. More accurately, it 

meant an absence of intellectual occupation, and more positively, it 

meant a reluctance to confront Intellectual and social problems. His 

desire to have the wilderness as an enveloping atmosphere became a leit-

motif during his life. He attempted to compensate for the loss of 

wilderness at Cambridge when he "set up a refuge in the shape of a tent 

bedroom on the lower porch off my study," and he found that "1t still 

seems like vacation from about 11 PM to 7 AM."'' In a similar way, 

Turner's endeavor to recreate the wilderness atmosphere induced him to 

buy a book on dry fishing. On reading it, he found that the "woods and 

the river and the mountains and lakes all came back like a healing 

vision. I needed the change," he remarked, "but I utterly forgot that I 
O 

was to preside over a meeting of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts!" 

The act of the tent-on-the-porch was not merely a youthful 

pleasure or adult diversion. In contrast to simple recreation, the act 

symbolized an abiding faith in a real and meaningful freedom of the 

forest. For Turner, 1t was a fulfillment of a psychological need. The 

act was symptomatic of Turner's social attitude, providing an under

standing of why he developed his frontier social philosophy. The type 

of pressure which compelled Turner to an acceptance of the forest 

7. FJT to Dorothy K. Turner, Sept. 30, 1912, HEH, TU Box H. 
The tent 1s brought up 1n much the same way 1n other correspondence, FJT 
to Caroline Mae Turner, Oct. 18, 1912; Nov. 26, 1912; Nov. 30, 1912; 
Dec. 5, 1912; HEH, TU Box H. 

8. FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, March 25, 1915, HEH, TU Box I. .. 
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philosophy was Inextricably Intertwined with his more general Ideas 

about the frontier, the section, the nation's social problems, and world 

conflict. Of these four major areas of Turner's concern, the first two 

became Involved studies to justify his conservatism. The second two 

were the cause of his quiescent anxieties, and Insofar as he failed 

really to perceive and cope with them, they were consequences as well as 

causes. Reputedly a spokesman for democracy and the "common man," 

Turner used his frontier Ideals as a basis for avoiding democratic 

adjustment. He did not explicitly advocate a conservative policy, but 

his mind was so Imbued with the frontier rationale as social philosophy 

that he opposed any social change which would challenge this philosophy. 

The inflexibility of his frontier social philosophy in Industri

alized society ultimately led to his disillusionment. In surveying his 

society from retirement 1n the mld-1920's, Turner showed an awareness of 

his own distress. A friend had sent him a book on Industrialization and 

the adjustment to Industrialization of New England towns and villages. 

Turner responded that "I am sometimes in doubt about 'civilization' of 

the Industrial type. Perhaps that is because I like to go trout 

fishing!" He meditated over and weighed Industrial society, for his 

correspondent asked Turner 1f he meant his doubt. Turner replied un-
Q 

equivocally, "Yes, I more than half meant the doubt." Turner did not 

make his doubt concrete, reflecting his general hesitancy over an -

empirical Investigation of industrial society. He fled, instead, to 

9. FJT to Hartman, Jan. 11, 1926, Turner Papers, SHS of 
Wisconsin. 
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history for a moral sanction, rationalizing village and wilderness as ttie 

basis of a good society. The passing of the village was contemporaneous 

with the passing of the wilderness 1n Turner's mind. His provincialism 

was to world society what the forest philosophy was to Industrialism. 

He sedulously desired the world to accept the example of the frontier 

Ideals and the "good" American society. 

The tent-on-the-porch motif recurred at successive stages of 

Turner's development and career. It was the main current 1n the stream 

of Turner's life, for not only was the forest philosophy the central 

current of his thought, but 1t also determined a great deal of his action. 

Turner steadfastly adhered to his philosophy throughout his life—first, 

because of his youthful experiences, and second, because these experi

ences were favorably reinforced during his nonage and academic training. 

His mind and environment were truly unified 1n his youthful days, a 

natural development combining his perception of a real wilderness with a 

supporting and justifying philosophy. When Turner ventured away from 

the "freedom" of the forest and ran Into alien and hostile urban culture, 

his elementary and everyday patterns were Immediately jolted. Ulti

mately, as he readily admitted, the 1893 statement came from the friction 

between his attitude and the urbanizing environment. The development of 

the frontier rationale had several necessary components, not the least 

of which was the play of political and social forces of 1892 and 1893.^° 

10. The two principal works which trace the development of 
Turner's thought are Fulmer Mood's, "The Development of Frederick 
Jackson Turner as a Historical Thinker," Colonial Society of Massachu
setts, Traneaotionet 1937-1942, 34 (1943), 283-352, and Per Sveaas 
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The background of Turner's mental stance in 1912 and 1893 in

volved his experience in and around Portage, his family relationships, 

and the principal intellectual reactionship he had at the University of 

Wisconsin.^ At the end of his close relationship with William F. Allen, 

philologist and historian at the University of Wisconsin, Turner's mind 

was formed in such a way that all his later contacts—personal, intel

lectual, and other—were only absorbed into an existing mental framework. 

In other words, Turner did not change to any great extent after his study 

at the University of Wisconsin; ideas he came into contact with after 

this time were either fitted into the existing construct or were re

jected J2 

Turner's reflections on his boyhood at Portage showed his belief 

that Portage was a boy's dreamland. If there were ever an unhappy day 

for him at Portage, Turner did not show it. He was born into a village 

of 2,879 inhabitants, in a county with a population of 24,500. It was a 

growing community where immigrants from the East and from Europe came 

and settled new lands, harvested the virgin timber, and constructed 

Anderson, Westward Is the Course of Empires: A Study in the Shaping of 
an American Idea: Frederick Jackson Turner (Oslo, Norway: 1956). 
Anderson considered Turner's thought in the context of several of 
Turner's published works from 1883-1893. 

11. See Ray Allen Billington, "Young Fred Turner," Wisconsin 
Magazine of History, 46 (Autumn 1962), 38-48, for a brief biography of 
Turner's youth. Also see Wilbur R. Jacobs, Frederick Jackson Turner's 
Legacy, Introduction (San Marino, California: Huntington Library Press, 
1965), 1-42. 

12. Wilbur R. Jacobs pointed out Turner's propensity to defend 
his thesis rather than make it a multiple working hypothesis. "Turner's 
Methodology: Multiple Working Hypothesis or Ruling Theory?," The Journal 
of American History, 54 (March 1968), 853-863. 
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railroads. The first was more an Individual enterprise, while the other 

two were carried on largely by corporations. But typically, there was 

the sense of success with every struggle, no matter who was engaged. 

Portage grew to 4,346 by 1880 and the county of Columbia grew to 28,000 
13 by the same year. The growth of Portage was marked but not sudden. 

The steadily growing community remained a wilderness in Turner's eyes 

until he received his permanent position at the University of Wisconsin. 

After that time he was less occupied with Portage and directed more 

energy to his new job and his new family. 

Turner spent many of his early days 1n Portage hiking through 

the woods, canoeing up various streams, and camping and fishing along 

the way. It was an Idyllic and carefree sort of life that filled him 

with a sense of leisurely freedom which was unhampered by crowds of 

people, by the noise of Industry, and by unpleasant political conflict. 

Until Robert LaFollette's challenge, politics was machine and Republican, 

with Andrew Jackson Turner one of the main wheels. Even the Indians 

that Turner saw 1n their strange dress and heard 1n their odd guttural 

voices were more symbols of the wilderness than human-beings with 

particular needs.^ The small town Industry Instilled only an easy 

13. See Bllllngton, "Young Fred Turner," Wiaoonain Magazine, 
44-45. 

14. Turner wrote of two different Western men, one of whom had 
been captured by the Indians (and who took "plote") and another who had 
travelled about Arizona. FJT to A. F. Hooper, April 23, 1920, HEH, TU-H 
Box 5 and FJT to D. T. Main, Feb. 6, 1927, HEH, TU Box K. Turner's 
description was romantic: "... the chauffeur an ex-cowboy and mountain 
man who has a summer ranch 1n New Mexico and rode the ranges over this 
whole Mt. and desert region many years. He made and lost a fortune 1n 
cattle, and 1s the real sort." Ibid. Still Turner took the "real" West 
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vigor, and the boisterous Irish lumberjacks added color much as the 

Indians did. In writing love letters to his fiancee, Turner was 

conscious that he was sending a description to someone rather unfamiliar 

with the woods, sending a picture out of the wilderness. He portrayed a 

heart-felt experience that he was having to his lover, wishing naturally 

that she were with him. Throughout his life there was a low key and good 

humored emotional struggle for his attention between the wilderness and 

his wife, with his wife winning his affection. She did not, however, 

quiet his anxiety over wilderness loss. (Turner was a singularly devoted 

husband to the cost of his discipline at times.) He wrote to Caroline 

Mae Sherwood of the marshes, the glades and the plney brooks. He told 

of the campflre light, the balsam firs and the "doeful" deer. Turner 

painted something that he not only smelled and saw v1v1dl% but also some

thing that he did not want to lose, something he sensed was passing awty. 

If the wilderness was not being obliterated all about him (1t was not), 

Turner was growing older and nearlng his venture 1n the competitive 

world.^5 

The place of the Turner family 1n the Portage world was another 

facet of Frederick's youth. His happy wilderness excursions were only 

part of an overall contented life. He did not, of course, spend the 

1n the dosages he wanted. On one occasion he sent to his friend A. F. 
Hooper an "antidote for the un-1ove11ness of the Cowboy Songs, which are 
useful for understanding, but not for satisfaction of the soul." FJT to 
Hooper, "Last day of Old 1921," HEH, TU-H Box 5. 

15. FJT to Caroline Mae Sherwood (Turner), July 19, 1886, HEH, 
TU Box A. 
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greater part of his youth 1n the woods camping out. And he did not flee 

from a miserable family life to find sudden joyful escape 1n his pastimes 

of fishing, canoeing, and hiking. The naming of his Insight the 

"frontier hypothesis" lent credence to the belief that the wilderness 

environment was of pre-eminent Importance 1n formulating his hypothesis. 

Though 1t was of significance and served as the most visible underpinning 

of his social philosophy, 1t was only part of a greater whole. As the 

most visible part of what Turner thought valuable, 1t was what he 

clutched most resolutely. The greater time and more Intimate human 

contact Turner had during his nonage was with his family. This was 

particularly true 1n Turners' relationship with his father. Their 

relationship was more one of friendship and mutual exchange than 1t was 

one of authoritarian-father to subject-son. What Andrew Jackson Turner 

did, Frederick Jackson Turner shared 1n an Increasingly progressive 

degree as he grew older, though—as the son came Into his own Intel

lectually, the Intake of his father's Ideas and ways tended to lessen.^6 

Andrew Jackson Turner functioned actively and Importantly 1n 

Wisconsin press, politics, and business. He came to Wisconsin 1n 1861, 

the year of Frederick's birth, and purchased the Portage Record. ̂  In 

16. Of the mass of material written on the hypothesis the 
Influence of the Portage environment 1s accounted primary 1n Turner's 
development. BllUngton's "Young Fred Turner" 1s typical and explicit: 
"If Turner's parents played only a minor role 1n moulding the historian 
of the future, the same cannot be said of the town and countryside 1n 
which he grew to maturity." Wieoonsin Magazine, 40. 

17. See Donald J. Berthong, "Andrew Jackson Turner, 'Work Horse' 
of the Republican Party," Wiaoonein Magazine of Historyt 38 (Winter 1954-
1955), 77-86. Turner later called attention to his father, "a poli
tician of considerable Influence 1n the Inner ranks of the Wisconsin 
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the same year he entered politics for the Republican Party to which he 

remained a steadfast supporter. Shortly after acquiring the Record he 

merged 1t with the Wisconsin state Register, and remained editor and 

contributor from 1861-1878. His father reported on local, state, and 

national Issues with such partisanship that he dismissed the Credit 
18 Mobiler as a "ruse of the Southern press.1 He used his press to sup

port party friends and defeat opponents. When Frederick was still a 

child, his father served 1n the Wisconsin State Legislature—1n 1863, 

1864, 1866, 1869. And when the son went to Madison to college the 

second time, his father was mayor of Portage, 1881-1884. The son studied 

the machinations of politicians with his father and worked on his 

father's press. To young Turner, his father's politicking was a success

ful game which carried the aura of righteous struggle. But the Party 

did not have a real contest until the early 1890's. Party politics was 

what gave to Wisconsin and to the Wisconsin wilderness particular value 

for Turner; party politics lent a social cohesion and purposefulness to 
19 Andrew's and .^ven his son's activity. 

Republicans, and not without Influence 1n other states." Turner 
continued that "of course I am not unaware—having been a newspaper 
correspondent as well as the son of my father ..." FJT to E. E. 
Robinson, Dec. 12, 1924, HEH, TU Box 33. Also see Fulmer Mood, 
"Frederick Jackson Turner and the Milwaukee Sentinel, 1884," Wiaoemein 
Magazine of Historyt 34 (Autumn 1959), 21-28. 

18. Quoted 1n Berthong, "Andrew Jackson Turner," Wisoonsin 
Magazines 78. 

19. In 1905 A. J. Turner wrote to a former political opponent, 
General George E. Bryant, that he and the Republicans, the "Old Guard" 
who "had stood 1n the Republican column, through good report and evil 
report for a life time" had the "satisfaction of deciding to return John 
C. Spooner to the Senate 1n spite of himself." A. J. Turner to General 
George Bryant, Jan. 29, 1905, HEH, TU Box 5. 
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In addition to journalism, Andrew's interest extended to 

business. He initiated action which brought a rail terminus to Portage, 

and became secretary to the Superior Railroad Company in 1867. Later, 

the Superior merged with other companies to form the Wisconsin Central 

Railroad Company. The railroads hauled timber and other raw materials, 
20 as well as freight for farmers and townspeople. Frequently the owners 

of the roads controlled the resources exploited. In business as in 

politics there was the aura of self-assertive struggle. In this small 

society the Turners were the first family of Portage and for Frederick 

21 it was a good life. 

Turner did not reveal consciously or unconsciously whether the 

wilderness or his identity with Andrew Turner had more effect on his 

attitudes. Throughout his writing, however, he did show that the two 

fused to a unity, that the frontier hypothesis was so many parts wilder

ness rationale, so many parts American party politics, and so many parts 

entreprenurial energy. The same mixed ingredients resulted in the tent-

on- the-porch. Turner acquired these aspects of his mind through 

experience. He did not merely walk through the woods a time or two and 

come away with the forest philosophy, nor did he suddenly accept the 

20. Berthong, "Andrew Jackson Turner," Wisconsin Magazine, 78-
84, passim. 

21. One of Turner's close students and fervent apologists, 
Joseph Schafer, wrote: "'Born to the purple' intellectually, nurtured, 
schooled and apprenticed as one destined to high enterprise in the domain 
of scholarship, Turner lived a life free from the strains and deforma
tions Incident to severely conscious self-moulding--a normal, healthy, 
joyous participator in the high mental and social competitions of his 
day." "Editorial Correnent," Wisconsin Magazine of History, 15 (June 
1932), 496. 
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American political philosophy of his day as a capstone to the hypothesis. 

Both forest and political philosophy were closely related to the two main 

strains of Turner's rationale. The striking thing about Turner's thought 

was its evenness, though his thought was fraught with ambiguities. One 

of the contributions to his consistency was the long period that it took 

to develop his mind. No book or atlas he picked up suddenly fixed his 

mind. Turner was not that kind of man. He was settled and attempted to 

do everything Tie could to Insure remaining so. His conditioning took 

years of living 1n the Portage environment with its years of human 

contact there. One of Turner's favorite writers, Walter Bagehot, put it 

very well: "Most men mostly Imitate what they see, and catch the tone of 

what they hear, and so a settled type—a persistent character—1s formed." 

Bagehot, a Burkelan conservative of fine style and keen mind, maintained 

22 this developmental process was slow. 

22. Walter Bagehot, Physice and Politioe: or Thoughts on the 
Application of the Principles of "Natural Selection" and "Inheritance" 
to Political Society (New York: Knopf, 1948), 150. BllUngton thought 
Walter Bagehot a principal influence on Turner. See America's Frontier 
Heritage, 11. Turner used some of Bagehot1s language—"the cake of 
custom"1, Phyeioe and Politicot 29. Turner did not, however, use much of 
Bagehot*s thought. Of the necessity to change, Bagehot thought that "the 
whole history of civilization 1s strewn with deeds and Institutions 
which were invaluable at first and deadly afterwards. Progress would 
not have been the rarity 1t Is if the early food had not been the late 
poison," 78. Turner came to pin the weight of his social philosophy on 
the American political system and suggested changes by way of sectional 
political alignments—though even sectional alignments he thought already 
existent. Turner wanted the alignments formalized by legal activity. 
But Bagehot saw 1n the American w«y very deep maladies: "A presldental 
election 1s the very event of all other to excite these dangerous senti
ments. It places the entire policy of the Union upon a single hazard." 
"The American Constitution at the Present Crisis," national Review3 13 
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By the time Turner left for the University of Wisconsin in 1878 

his faith in simple self-assertiveness, give and take, and the American 

political system was firm. His academic training was very much in line 

and harmony with his youthful growth. He stayed a year at the University 

and then returned to Portage. He returned to the University in 1881 and 

came under the tutelage of Allen. Allen refined and honed Turner's mind 

23 through a method and rationale inherent in much of Allen's work. 

The irony of the relationship between these men was that their 

background was somewhat reversed. Allen came from the East, studied in 

Europe for a year (at times in a non-academic way), returned to America 

and eventually went West to Madison. Turner was a Westerner who even

tually went East. By discipline Allen was a philologist first, by choice 

a historian, but he repeatedly used the one to support the other. Turner 

was always the historian and stressed etymology and its relationship to 

(October 1861), 465-493. Republished 1n Bagehot's Historical Essays, ed.t 
Norman St. John-Stevas (Garden City, New York: Anchor, 1965), 358. 
True, this was written during the C1v1l War, but Bagehot's mind changed 
little regarding American political structure. An Irony was that another 
person whom Turner considered a principal Influence on Bagehot accepted 
the presentness of the writing of history. Droysen gave a compulsive 
stress to ideals and perpetuating Ideals. Turner did the same thing. 
Outline of the Principles of History (Boston; Ginn, 1893), 11. 

23. For biographical Information on Allen see Allen Johnson and 
Dumas Mai one, Dictionary of American Biography, 1 (New York: Scribner's 
1937), 211. Also see Clement L. Smith, The Classified. Review, 4 (London: 
458. Mathews paid respect to Allen in a "Memorial Letter," noting 
A11en's "11beral-conservatlsm." 
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sociology much less than Allen. The extended time of the Allen-Turner re-
24 lationship was as important to Turner as what Allen offered intellectually. 

There were significant comparisons between Allen's and Turner's 

thought processes. Allen studied ancient history and drew Inferences 

(often moralistic) about modern society—relating tribal societies to 

the American industrial social system. Turner did the reverse without 

spanning centuries from ancient to modern society. That is, Turner re

lated a more or less organized Eastern social system to that more 

primitive system of the frontier. Allen's effect on Turner came because 

of similar views and Interests. Allen became Interested 1n the West and 

sectional attitudes and history after living 1n the South during Recon

struction, moving then to the North, and subsequently going to Wisconsin 

to live out his career. Turner had a natural interest (from youth) in 

the West and a political interest in sections and sectional interplay. 

Three principal features of Allen's life were Important to 

Turner's development. These were Allen's social outlook, his method, 

and the materials he used. Allen's social philosophy was essentially 

conservative, advocating a class-structured society. His method was, 

for the most part, constant over several years. His materials were, as 

much as possible, the original documents from medieval or ancient Europe 

--the Domesday Book, the Polyptiehum of the Abbot Irmlno, and the 
25 

Polyptiehum of Private Register of Estates. But he focused on language 

24. In Fulmer Hood's "Historical Thinker," Massachusetts, 
Transactions, 288-290, Mood recognized Turner's debt to Allen. 

25. In the series of articles Allen wrote for the lectures and 
publication In the Transactions of the Wisconsin Acaderry of Sciencest 
Arts and Letters from 1872 to 1889, he gave the sources he studied. 
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—a word he frequently used—to come to an understanding of the precise 

meaning Intended by the particular author. Allen would oscillate between 

the social condition he Inferred from the word at one time, and the con

notation which a word received from the social condition at another. 

Though his social outlook lent his work an ambiguity, he had quality and 

balance. The quantity of his work, several books and some 900 articles 

and reviews, Indicated his diligence. 

For the reinforcement of Turner's attitude, Allen's method was 

Important. Allen Illustrated his hlstorfographlc sense and usage of 

language and materials 1n an article on "The Primitive Democracy of the 
nc 

Germans." In this the philologist-historian set a problem of explain

ing why and how certain social changes occurred in German society during 

the Roman Empire. Beginning with the premise that the early German 

society was "democratic," he examined that democratic society by a study 

of Caesar's writings. In addition to Caesar's commentary Allen compared 

the view of German society by Tacitus, 150 years later. 

Allen did not question that a profound change took place 1n the 

150 years between Caesar's writings and that of Tacitus. He began with 

Tacitus, not Caesar, noting a fragment from Tacitus to the effect that 

"sovereign power was 1n the hands of the whole people, acting collective

ly, meeting in a general assembly at stated intervals." For Allen, 1t 

was a clear case of democracy. He assumed the task of explaining the 

evolution of democracy 1n German society, but in doing so he 

26. Allen, "Primitive Democracy of the Germans," Transactions, 6 
(1835). Much of Allen's other work followed the same pattern of thought. 
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conspicuously revealed his own social philosophy. He had present-

mi ndedness steeped In post-Civil War years of laiasez fair* economics 

and of a self-assertive society. In his explanation he used the social 

"custom* as a vehicle to carry the social evolution from Caesar to 

Tacitus. The main component of the custom was the MoomitatuBn
t the "body 

of personal followers." Allen pursued "oomitatua" diligently, noting the 

contextual change of the word and related words. In the time of Caesar, 

Prinoapa and prooaraa (chiefs and nobles) were not of significant 

distinction from the oomitatuat and thus the terms did not connote much 

special social status. In the course of 150 years—to the time of 

Tacitus study—all three terms came to designate persons of special 

position. The oomitatua, especially, changed from a "ouatom Into an 

inatitutiont" moving up 1n the social-class hierarchy, and arbitrarily 
27 designating noted persons. The ambiguity 1n the oomitatua was In 

whether the word designated the leaders or followers. The ambiguity was 

resolved with a heavy emphasis on the leader—the leader with a contin

uing group of the same followers. Moreover, as the oomitatua became 

Institutionalized a decided change transpired 1n two related w«ys: 1) 

the leaders of the oomitatua became permanent In rank, social standing, 

and political exercise. They were warlords with a reciprocal relation

ship with their retainers 1n peace and war, "but whose Interests are 

wholly 1n war." And this "must have had a powerful Influence 1n convert

ing a peaceful community of peasants Into the turbulent and quarrelsome 

27. Allen, "Primitive Democracy of the Germans," Tranaaotiona, 
(1885), 29-30. Much of Allen's other work followed the same pattern of 
thought. 



28 nation of warriors who invaded and overthrew the Roman Empire." 2) 

the 150-year social evolution "effected a complete revolution," to 

"aristocratic character." These two factors meant that the established 

order advocated a war policy to exercise a psychological control over 

the tribesmen. The warlords had virtual dictatorial control, since 

members of the society had few means to confront them 1n any social 

sphere: "The man does not exist except as a member of an organization. 

Any person who stands outside of the organization 1s In the strictest 

sense of the term an outlaw." Thus, for all practical purposes, the 

"sovereign power in the hands of the whole people" was actually meanlng-
29 less as a functional democracy. 

Halfway through the essay, Allen stopped to criticize two of his 

academic opponents who gave an "economic interpretation" and left out 

"democratic features." True, Allen said at m1d-po1nt, the aristocratic 

character was strong, but it was "no less apparent that the free tribes

men are a numerous, homogeneous body, inferior in wealth and influence, 

but equally qualified members of the state." If it were true, 1t did 

not square with the first and second parts of his essay. The tenor of 

Allen's evaluation in the first half of the work was condemnation of the 

militaristic and aristocratic society. For two pages at mid-point he 

pivoted and changed perspective by focusing on his academic opponents. 

28. Allen, "Primitive Democracy of the Germans," Transactions. 
(1885), 34. 

29. Ibid., 35. ~ " 
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In the last half he generally favored an elitist control, though he 
30 

ended by calling the society "democratic." 

After the two-page break, Allen began again: "Me must begin by 
31 defining our terms. He related social structure to land control, and 

by observing the owning, functioning, and living on the land, presented 

what was the opposite of Turner's vacant land idea: 

The land being owned 1n common, all members of the community 
were, originally at least, equal partners; a democratic 
structure of society Is therefore necessarily taken for granted 
by the theory. 

He continued, accepting the socio-political level of American society 1n 

1885 as a comparative standard of progress, and contradicted his own 

notion of democracy: 

Every member, therefore, of the primitive democracy, had an equal 
property at the outset. The Irregularities 1n wealth and station 
were the outgrowth of the natural working of competitive relations 
In the more advanced state of society.32 

In Caesar's time, Allen understood, property was communal; and to Insure 

the custom's persistence, residents of one area shifted to another every 

year. When the Germans came Into contact with the Romans there was a 

substantial change 1n agricultural techniques. Crops began to be rotated, 

and crop rotation meant that farmers had to stay on the same land and not 

move about each year. The agricultural change engendered, first, a 

continuous control over the land by the same person, and second, a 

"landed property." For Allen, Individual control was "marked progress." 

30. Allen, "Primitive Democracy of the Germans," Tranaaotionat 
(1885), 35. Much of Allen's other work followed the same pattern of 
thought. 

31. Ibid. 

32. Ibid,, 36. 
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Allen had a progressive's faith 1n social change. From community to 

private property was from barbarism to civilization. And he thought 

that "community of land opposes that Inherent trait In the race which 
33 renders man desirous of Individual possessions of property." 

Thus Allen observed a rise of aristocracy and military Im

perialism with the growth of private property. He also perceived the 

changing and breaking of custom and the evolution of "democracy." But 

he never connected the first part of his paper with the second part—the 

communitarian democracy and the evolution of the "ooimitatua» Into a 

military and aristocratic elite, with the "marked progress" of private 

property. To relate the two sections of his paper, Allen would have had 

to knit an Intolerable dialectic, one Inconsistent with his own notion 

of a good society, that Is, post-C1v1l War America. On the other hand, 

he did leave his most memorable student, Frederick Jackson Turner, with 

some Ideas of history, 1f not a clearly traceable thought pattern. 

Furthermore, Allen contrasted ancient society with that of the United 

States for evaluation. Allen's perception of land In relation to people 

and of the Interaction of societies brought 1n close propinquity led him 

to generalizations about American social form. Turner, already sensing 

with a weighted nostalgia the change In the West and already disposed to 

conservative social attitudes, was receptive to Allen's approach and 

personality. 

Turner began working with Allen 1n 1881 as an undergraduate, and 

kept contact with Allen when Turner was a newspaper reporter after 

33. MS: Turner Papers In SHS of Wisconsin, History Course I, 
Anoient Institutions, notes taken by Turner, September 6, 1882, from Allen. 
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graduating. Turner then studied for his Master's degree under Allen In 

1887-1888. Their association became a friendship and they corresponded 

when Turner went to Johns Hopkins for his doctorate. The effect of Allen 

on Turner showed clearly 1n Turner's comparison of different societies. 

But In Turner's undergraduate work there was an Incredible 

distance between substantive reality and his unfounded generalizations. 

There was often no conscious connection between his environment and his 

assertions. His thoughts and actions were, however, truly related. The 

tent-on-the-porch was, of course. Intimately related to Turner's psyche, 

just as his undergraduate arguments and Imaginings were related to his 

environment. The point was that Turner did not relate them. Later In 

life when an untenable situation developed. Turner took to the porch, to 

flsMng, or, 1n his written work, to not finishing. His thought was 

often abruptly truncated. In his youth, the tent-on-the-porch did not 

have the same therapeutic effect as at an older age. Even 1n youth he -

Intended to end his writing abruptly rather than confront a matter intel

lectually and follow it through. 

Young Turner had an optimism which was qualified only by the 

problem of educating the masses, conjuring a vision of Utopia to exist 

after social problems were solved. In his graduation oration, 

"Architecture through Oppression," Turner manifested a naive and un

warranted faith 1n his society. Because of his youth and Intellectual 

freshness, his naivete and faith were understandable; what 1s important 

was his lifetime effort to sustain the faith. He quickly lost the fresh

ness, and naivete gradually changed to despondency and futility. In the 

oration Turner pictured ancient and European society as old, yet derived 
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34 
from the forest. The spires and minarets were stylizations of tall 

trees, and cathedrals were patterned after groves. But these styles had 

become overwrought and contorted. To the American viewer, the em

bellished European style was strange. In America the same process of 

copying the forest, however, was in progress. Only the stage was 

different. America also had her spires and cathedrals, but these were 

still in forest form. The forests themselves were the cathedrals of 

America. The term Turner adopted later conveyed precisely what he inti

mated 1n "Architecture through Oppression," the "cake [multitudinous 

layers] of custom was broken." Contrasted to the refined and intricate, 

if grand, Greek and European art form, American art was simple and plain. 

The parallel of American newness and goodness in contrast to that of 

Europe was, of course, similar in the frontier thesis itself. 
i 

Having accepted the physical distinction, Turner proceeded. He 

accepted architecture also as a condition or symbol of a society or 

"civilization." But the old, European form was fractured, "sadly marred 

by the Incompleteness." Somehow 1n all Its filigree, European society 

had something missing. Once Turner reflected on this, the light showed 

through with his thinking that all was not beyond hope. He held that 

"now the world begins to see that true progress, true enlightenment, 

means the progress, the enllghtment of all." The optimism he had was 

1n an Identification of humanity with the forest—that 1n architecture, 

34. "Architecture through Oppression," a conmencement oration. 
Published 1n the University Preee, Madison, June 21, 1884. 



once again shorn to fundamentals 1n Its American form of trees and 

woods, humanity had the opportunity to perceive and take advantage of 

simplicity. Beyond this he envisioned a destruction of the old world 

forms, thinking that they would be, should be, "engulfed" and "destroyed" 

by the simple vigor of American freshness. His Idea of the simple and 

native springing from the American wilderness was 1n the tradition of 
35 the well-studied myth of the American Adam. As the myth was of 

Turner's very marrow, he accepted 1t as Inherently good, the epitome of 

democracy. (Ironically, Turner was only a step away from the myth of 

the noble savage.) The progress of this democracy during the nineteenth 

century was 1n building "humanity Into a glorious temple of Its God," 

being a part of the American unity and wholeness 1n contrast to Europe. 

He kept within the nineteenth century utilitarianism of the greatest 

good for the greatest number, and 1f he smacked of Idolatry 1n elevating 

humanity too high, he did not recognize the European origin (or at least 

the relationship) of the utilitarian Idea. He ended his oration as he 

began, envisioning 1n the distance of American wilderness and 1n future 

time his faith and hope: a faith that all people were perfectible, and 

a hope that perfection lay just over the horizon, 1n the West, and In the 

near but unforeseeable future. The vision rested on a postulate, naive 

1n Its wilderness simplicity, "Art 1s too divine a thing to live by the 

35. See Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land, The American West ae 
Symbol and Myth (New York: Vintage, 1961). First published 1950. 
R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy and Tradition in 
the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955). 
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Og 
woes of the people." Turner's dilemma was between: 1) believing In 

an American type democracy which asserted a perfectibility of all men, 

and 2) refusing to allow a means to achieve the end which was the as

serted belief. Allen's perception of a German democratic pattern between 

Caesar's and Tacitus' times was much the same as Turner's perception of 

democracy. 

Turner swung between these extremes 1n his vision, a mental 

phenomenon akin to holding a compelled reverie over the fishing book in 

later d^s, existing 1n a Cambridge chair but living 1n a perfect 

setting—something associated closely with the frontier. That 1s, Turner 

hesitated to accept his real situation as it was 1n social America, 

causing his concentration to break to such an extent that he was sapped 

of much Intellectual vigor. The type of fractured thought he displayed 

1n his undergraduate days was typical, plaguing Turner for the rest of 

his life. An early example was 1n his elaboration of a general Idea of 

progress and his difficulty in following the thought to a logical con

clusion. In an entry on Public Opinion to his commonplace books, he 

proclaimed: "We must move together—we must 'close ranks' under the law 

of love or we will fall as other nations." He extended the idea further: 

Everything tends to progress. When we accepted republican 
govt [government], we assumed a responsibility for helping 
up our fellowmen, that they would be able to carry on 
government. At least 1t has resulted thus. Now we must 
elevate them or have them depress us. Thus the very state 
of things forces an ethical movt [movement]. This law 1s 
applicable 1n all places, Follow but 

36. MS: HEH, TU-Vol. Ill, Commonplace Book 1. This citation 
probably dated early 1883. 
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37 Today the world demands a new ethical uprising. 

Another time Turner attempted to wrestle with the ethical question of 

man, society and the cosmos, and the relationship of each to the other: 

the Infinite grandeur of That of which matter & mind are 
objective and subjective manifestations, but which Itself 
1s unknowable demanding only our reverent wonder & appre
ciative respect for Its laws—Man exists & laws of things 
exist—therefore should man obey these laws unquestlonlngly 
whether he after live or because one with pulsating matter, 
er-whether-he-reaeh-a-d4ffereR*-endT 

Duty exists.3® 

The abruptness of "Duty exists," precluded any further discussion or 

thought with himself at the time about his first fertile Idea. Turner 

would hardly have introduced much empirical data to make this youthful 

and-subjective exploration more solid. The quotation on "progress" and 

that on the cosmos were contextual 1n themselves, both relating to 

Turner's fundamental ethical base: society based on the frontier 

rationale. In fact, neither commonplace book entry was substantial, 

though each reflected what Turner accepted socially. The happy accept

ance of duty and law as a predicate of the first order 1n the one case 

and a faith in progressive American nationalism 1n the second, these 

came to be the substance of the frontier rationale. In the youthful 

commonplace books, surprisingly, Turner extended "progressive" American 

republican government to all mankind. The embryo for the hypothesis was 

formed in a very abstract way. 

37. MS: HEM, TU-Vol. Ill, Commonplace Book 2. Cover date 
June 1883. 

38. Ibid. 
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But this basic pattern did not alter. A good parallel of 

Turner's truncated thought after his rationale had developed was 1n a 

folder, "Strategy of a Saturated Earth." In "Strategy" he considered 

the problems of class breakdown, food supply, and the population 

explosion on a world scale. Turner foresaw catastrophe, 1f not an

nihilation, 1f something was not done. The conflct at bottom was between 

nutrition and reproduction. Included 1n the class between these two were 

all the social problems that Turner ever gave thought to—class structure, 

race, political systems and ethics. By the last page of "Strategy" he 

was overwhelmed. He summarized his work 1n a final paragraph: 

But 1f our population 1s not a new problem, 1t 1s a problem 
that has acquired new meaning 1n our time. The studies which 
men have made of the causes of our World Mar, and particularly 
the studies which had to be made of the food supply of the 
earth 1n the course of that war and of Its aftermath, have led 
to a multitude of books and monographs on this subject. 
Maithus, an English clergyman39 

A corollary of the phenomenon was Turner's inefficacious acceptance of 

history happening 1n strange woys, of his faith that something good, 1f 

unforeseen, would happen to rectify a bad situation.^0 In Turner, the 

use of a deua ex madhina3 or a divine providence, to carry him away from 

a real but unconfrontable social problem was not laziness. Rather 1t 

was an Inability to accept the social reality of an Industrial age. The 

frontier allowed just the distance he needed for a healing agent. 

39. MS: HEH, File Drawer 10. Folder marked "Strategy of a 
Saturated Earth," probable date 1922. 

40. FJT to A. F. Hooper, "Last Day of 1921," HEH, TU-H Box 5. 
FJT to A. F. Hooper, Nov. 10, 1917, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 



53 

After his experience with Allen, Turner went to the East for 

the first time. He travelled to Johns-Hopkins 1n 1888 to study for his 

doctorate. After life in Portage, Allen's stimulation regarding social 

evolution and the man-land ratio, Baltimore was an urban shock to the 

bucolic Turner, as was the East more generally. His stable world of the 

West--that of wonderful frontier Portage—was jarred, and he reacted to 

the social change by a quickening perception and sensitivity to the West. 

But his disposition was set prior to formal study. In Herbert Baxter 

Adams' seminar stressing the European "germ" theory of American history, 

Turner received a different perspective than 1n Allen's lectures. Allen 

had a more universal historical approach, evaluating social change from 

race contact, agricultural techniques, and language differentiation, 

whereas Adams emphasized evolution of European germs under the influence 

of the American wilderness enough so that Turner could not easily break 

with Adams' approach. When Turner did break, it was rather stark. 

Though he overstressed his reaction to Adams' seminar twenty years 
41 later, Turner wrote to Allen that "the great lack of it all is in 

42 getting any proper conception of the Great West." At the time, Turner 

made no reference to Adams' germ theory as significantly redirecting his 

thought. 

41. FJT to W. E. Dodd, Oct. 7, 1919, TU Box 29. In this letter 
Turner remarked that "my own mind was warmed and stirred by the change 
from my more or less provincial life 1n the West to a new environment, 
where I could get a more detached view of the significance of the West 
Itself and where I was challenged, in a way, to account for myself and 
my people, under conditions of a new audience." 

42. FJT to Allen, Oct. 31, 1888, HEH, TU Box 1. 
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Turner preferred to emphasize the prime American factor which 

was existent before Europeans ever came: vacant or empty land. The 

ratio was one of rural-Wiscons1n-to-Baltimore or of America-to-Europe. 

In the vacancy (in contrast to Allen's total community basis) there was 

an assumed absolute order; obviously there was nothing to cause disorder. 

Yet from the time of the coming of the Europeans there was a history of 

disorder. The farther these immigrants departed from Europe and the 

closer they approached the real "America," the more democratic they 

became. It was simply another edition of the Edenlc myth: Turner's use 

of the cliche " law and order" was closely related to the myth of Adam. 

His reaction, "getting any proper conception of the West," was funda

mentally one of opposing vacancy against people. Baltimore with its 

dense population and palpable social problems forced Turner to seek 

solution or escape. From his deepest experiences—Portage, his father, 

and Allen—Turner began to formulate a social philosophy to give his 

psyche a basis to cope, 1f not co-exist, with the alien, urbanized, 

Industrial East. The Great West became a nexus between Turner's psychic 

and physical being, the one the obverse of the other. The Great West 

offered an outlet, but for Turner 1t was necessarily tangential to real 

-issues: history became a way to escape more than a way to understand 

human problems. 

In the fall of 1889 Turner returned to Madison and a more 

congenial environment. He was conscious of the particular niche he 

wanted as historian—"the American occupation of the Mississippi basin 



43 has not found Its historian." The same month that this was published 

Turner received a letter from Woodrow Wilson asking for help on some 

Ideas about the West. Wilson noted that "little or nothing has been 

said of the aelf-oonaoiouaneaa, so to say, of the West during this period 

and now,—of its own conception of Its relations to the Union and of Its 
44 own part 1n national development." Wilson continued stressing the 

self-consciousness: 

But you catch my Idea. It 1s that self-expression by the West 
1n some authentic manner touching 1t [eio] material and political 
ambitions, its attitude of separation or co-operation, as the 
case might be, towards the rest of the country, Its sentiments 
towards Congress and the national policy,—anything that might 
furnish a raiaon d'etre, for fellows like Jackson and Benton, 
would furnish the best possible Interpretative material for a 
history of the period [1830-1850, Wilson stipulated] which 1s 
by distinction the period of national development,—of the 
completion of the Union.45 

Turner replied immediately and offered help on the request regarding the 

"self-consciousness of the West."^6 After looking into the matter him

self and putting a student to research the question, Turner found 

nothing.^ His mind was not quickened to a national level of society. 

He was, as he wrote to Herbert Baxter Adams, thinking 1n terms of the 
48 

East & West as sections exchanging Ideas for mutual understanding. In 

43. Review of Theodore Roosevelt's "The winning of the Weat," 
The Dial, 10 (August 1889), 71. 

44. Woodrow Wilson to FJT, Aug. 23, 1889, WWP, HEH, TU Box 1. 

45. Ibid. 

46. FJT to Woodrow Wilson, Aug. 31, 1889, WWP, HEH, TU Box 1. 

47. FJT to Woodrow WHson, Feb. 5, 1890, WWP, HEH, TU Box 1. 

48. FJT to Herbert Baxter Adams, Sept. 27, 1890, HEH, TU Box 1. 
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other words, Turner did not (and probably could not) conceive of the 

West as a section in relationship to the nation, at least as Woodrow 

Wilson truly did incorporate it. Though Turner needed ever so slight an 

involvement to make him truly conscious of the nation as Wilson spoke of 

it, consciousness on this level did not strike Turner until he felt the 

demands of the academic community and until he experienced political 

stress 1n the context of nation. 

In 1890 Turner was preparing lectures and writing occasional 

articles for university publications. Allen having died in 1889, Turner 

replaced him as history teacher at the University of Wisconsin. Turner's 

position at the .University was so sensitive that 1n a crisis his father's 

political activity would affect the son favorably or adversely. Further

more, with Frederick's close identity with his father and his father's 

career, the son was particularly susceptible to his father's-image and 

activity. In 1890 Turner's father engaged in a political controversy 

which had sharp repercussions on the son. Wisconsin had just had its 

election, which the Democrats won. For the first time 1n twenty years 

the gerrymandering Republicans were tossed out of office. The Democrats 

had their turn to make the best of the system. The Republicans knew 

this, and several who had particular interests at stake decided to fight 

the inevitable Democratic reapportionment. The Democrats gerrymandered 

so much that reportedly one Democrat vote equalled three Republican. 

The principal men fighting the Democrats were Henry C. Payne, George W. 

Hazelton of Milwaulkee, Charles E. Eastbrook of Madison, Senator John C. 

Spooner (soon to be up for re-election), and Andrew Jackson Turner—all 
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old-line, conservative, machine politicians. Andrew Turner was called 

upon specifically because of his knowledge of the sections of the state 

and their voting patterns. Further he was a dependable partisan, stray

ing from the correct path but once—after Andrew Johnson was unable to 
49 

follow 1n Lincoln's footsteps. 

The Democrats brought out their legislation; the Republicans 

fought 1t 1n the courts and had 1t disallowed. Again the Democrats 

changed the patterns; the legislation was disallowed. Again the 

Democrats came forth, and the third time they did not have to step back. 

In the course of these proceedings much controversy and talk was gener

ated over which party should rule, why, and how. For his political 

friends, Andrew Turner had collected facts in an informative pamphlet. 

His study was distributed to Republican ranks as an ammunition manual. 

Frederick knew intimately of his father's activity because his father 

sent him a copy. One copy, however, got beyond Its prescribed audience. 

Albert Shaw, editor of The Review of Reviews, received a copy ascribing 
50 the authorship to Frederick Jackson Turner. Frederick naturally 

denied the association, and he asked his father to state the real situ

ation publically to clear the air. Andrew did. Turner was also involved 

in soliciting sizeable funds for his department from some of the 

"Wisconsin capitalists" and old-line politicians like Senator John C. 

Spooner and Senator Sawyer. Turner warned his correspondent, the 

economist Richard Theodore Ely, that they must tread cautiously 1n their 

49. See Berthong, "Andrew Jackson Turner," Wisconsin Magazine, 
80-81. 

50. Ibid. 
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solicitation from Sawyer, for Sawyer was "Interested 1n treasury suits" 
51 and any gift might be construed as "bias." As his participating social 

role increased—in family, school and nolitics--the younger Turner's sense 

of losing the secure wilderness freedom Drogressively dominated his mind. 

Turner's social experience at home and in the state wrenched open 

his mind and made him vulnerable to larger, more momentous developments. 

This extension of his Identity was an inexorable development which pro

ceeded step by step with a widening and growing perception of his 

environment. Ironically, it came from a perception of chaos, crisis, 

and human anxiety, which moved him to cling to the simple, the good and 

the stable—at least as he knew it. This was Turner's reaction. 

Wisconsin was not the only state in turmoil. Eighteen hundred and ninety 

to 1892 was a period of American chaos. Turner's own West was stricken 

by drought; farmers were "revolting." The country's financial system 

was in precarious straits. Robber barons and monopoly abuse were exces

sive. Mechanized industry and profit-making business induced mass 

immigration and engendered slums. If there was any doubt in Turner's 

mind about contemporary socio-economic conditions and his awareness of 

them, the doubt certainly was gone when he wrote of history being of a 
52 present-mindedness. Social problems and "conditions" spelled, 

51. FJT to R. T. Ely, March 20, 1892, and March 22, 1892, Turner 
Papers of SHS of Wisconsin. On January 29, 1892, Turner thanked Ely for 
his consideration of a job at Wisconsin, noting the growth of funds, the 
need for private and state solicitations, and the desirability of private 
endowments. FJT to Ely, Jan. 29, 1892, Turner Papers of SHS of Wisconsin. 

52. "The Significance of History," Wisconsin Journal of 
Education, 21 (October and November 1891), 230-234 and 253-256. 
Reprinted in The Early Writings of Frederick Jackson Turner with a List 
of All His Works> Compiled by Everett E. Edwards and an Introduction by 
Fulmer Mood (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1938), 52. 
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for Turner, however, an environment which was unfamiliar and alien. 

Though it was alien, Turner was aware of the social presentness. History 

was the vehicle to dispel the strangeness, enabling some retention of the 

old familiar times. In history the past was to the present as the tent 

was to the porch. 

When Turner went to Chicago to read his essay, it was a situation 

1n some ways analogous to his Harvard move. True, some of the features 

were different, but the parallels were of greater significance. When 

Turner accepted from the University of Wisconsin president, Charles 

Kendal Adams, the offer to address the American Historical Association, 
53 

Turner had the topic and much of the matter 1n mind. The ground work 

had been laid 1n his youthful environment. The m1d-w1fe was a problem

atic and Increasingly difficult America. In "The Significance of the 

Frontier 1n American History" essay Turner reported and evaluated much 

as Allen had done 1n "primitive Democracy." Turner considered the 

53. FJT to C. K. Adams, Feb. 23, 1893, Turner Papers of SHS of 
Wisconsin. A facsimile of this letter appeared In the front of Ray Allen 
BllUngton, ed., The Frontier Thesis, Valid Interpretation?. In that 
booklet BllUngton called attention to Turner's study of westward ex
pansion for a course on social and economic history which Turner offered: 
"The reading necessary to prepare that course suggested the bold Inter
pretation of the American past" 1n "The Significance of the Frontier" 
essay. Certainly this was true. Turner would not have expressed the 
frontier rationale 1f he had not some historical substance on which to 
go, but the understanding of the substance remained near the surface 1n 
accounting for the why and ooneequenoe of the Insight. 

Turner's ambition should not be associated with selfishness to 
others. Turner wrote to William Frederick Poole, May 10, 1893, HEH, TU 
Box 1, that "I am desirous of having Mr. 0. J. Llbby's paper on the 
'Distribution of the Vote on Ratification of the Constitution1 Included 
1n the program of the Historical Association—If there 1s any doubt about 
Its appearing, kindly put 1t 1n place of my own paper on the 'Significance 
of the Frontier 1n American History.' Mr. L1bby 1s a student of mine, 
and I shall be well pleased with any arrangement necessary to bring on 
his paper." 
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problem of how to actually view the present adversities while stabilizing 

and justifying conservative attitudes and policies. His mind was almost 

the map he pictured of America. First a vacant wilderness, filled with 

people. People were problems. Turner's one-time construct of the map 

was one of relative vacancy and consequently few problems. The census 

report of two persons per square mile was, in fact, the invasion of 

Turner's map. Chicago was an inundation. The census report did not 

precipitate the insight. Rather it only universalized what Turner 

already knew: problems were of greater magnitude than in the Portage 

years. In other words, social problems, due to an industrialized 

society, crystallized Turner's thinking. His understanding of the 

hypothesis varied in intensity, relative to the social unrest. His 

movement from country to city also altered it. 

"The Significance of the Frontier" was a special moment in 

American history. Because of the general acceptance of the thesis with

in a few years, it marked the conscious beginning of a formalized 

rationale. In actuality, much of American society accepted the frontier 

rationale with or without paying heed to Turner's formal construction. 

In America 1t was axiomatic to believe in economic Individualism and 

self-assertiveness, 1n voluntary association to solve social problems, 

and in a class-structured society with lively mobility. It was a 

voluntarlstlc society, believing in free-will so strongly that when 

free-will did not exist, the American society denied the non-existence. 

These were the fundamentals of the frontier rationale when stripped of 

the code language: "Ideals," "Democracy," "freedom," and "forest." 
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More often than not, the terminology described what Turner thought was 

the good society as formulated In his youth, but he overtly recognized 

at the end of the frontier essay that the predicate for.the language of 

the forest was gone: "... the frontier has gone, and with Its going 

has closed the first period of American history."®* His next step was 

to build—-and less correctly to "create"—an artificial and arbitrary 

base, which would act as a surrogate for the frontier or be equivalent 

to the tent. 

The Idea of the "Influence of the frontier" had been building a 

long time 1n Turner's mind. Writing and delivering the esse^y and sub

sequent abutting and hedging his hypothesis accomplished several things 

for Turner. First, Turner was unequivocal 1n 1893 (or 1930, or any time 

In between) about the task of Importance: holding on to Ideals which 

were valuable. (Only once did he deny his frontier hypothesis, and that 

was both a denial of the hypothesis as historical interpretation and as 

rationale.) He had, then, to determine which were the valuable Ideals 

and somehow make these relevant to his contemporary society. Or to put 

the problem more accurately, he had to perceive precisely his contempo

rary social problems and bring to bear ideas—or what he more often 

characterized as Ideals—which eventuated 1n social solutions. In his 

assumed role of social critic and commentator, he had to communicate his 

understandings to his audience. But since Turner committed himself to 

something which he emphatically maintained was past, his perception was 

54. "The Significance of the Frontier in American History," The 
Frontier in American History, 38. 
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constantly clouded by the Ideals he wanted to impose. In other words, 

he accepted "present-mindedness" as inevitable when looking at any 

historical situtation, but he had 1n fact a compulsion to perceive all 

contemporary problems through the trees of the forest philosophy. Turner 

did not utilize history to bring human understanding to, or even partly 

to solve social problems. If anything, history was a drag. 

Second, Turner advocated patriotism to carry his freedom to the 

society as a whole. Making America distinct from European nations and 
55 any other nation of the world was the Turner drive. His abundant 

usages of "America," "nation," and "nationalism," and like terms 1n the 

frontier essay bespoke his concern. On any level he did not advance a 

rationale which enabled an individualism of mind but merely a physical 

capability of give and take 1n the old frontier tradition. He advanced 

his main ideas when the old tradition was impossible and when, later in 

his life, the frontier ideals of give and take were becoming the very 

instruments to subjugate large numbers of individuals to the will of a 

56 class hierarchy. He lived in a world which was becoming progressively 

a world of thought control, but all he offered was the tent-on-the-porch. 

If it was an idiosyncratic act, it caught the essence of late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century America. On the one hand, Turner asserted 

55. The one time that Turner intimated that he really understood 
something of Europe was in a letter he wrote to Charles Homer Haskins in 
response to sharp criticism by Haskins--Turner did not send the letter, 
however. FJT to Haskins, May 19, 1925, not sent, HEH, TU Box 34. 

56. See Loren Baritz, The Servants of Pouer; a History of the 
Use of Social Soienoe in American Industry (Middletown, Conn.: Jesleyan 
University Press, 1960). 
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an Individualism through nationalism; on the other, he played at a 

nationalism by mass conformity of Individuals. For Turner, Individualism 

was primarily Identity to the sectional or national culture and secon

darily Identity of the Individual to his personal function as a human 

being. His descriptions and probing of Individuals only came occasion

ally Into his work, and then the descriptions were truncated. He was, 

indeed, a third rate advocate of Individualism and democracy. 

The third accomplishment of the hypothesis, and perhaps most 

Important as an obvious Inducement, was that Turner cut out a field for 

himself. Writing to his sweetheart 1n 1888 Turner showed the level of 

his ambitions. At twenty-seven he was youthful 1n his language. He 

remarked that "you see [the trouble 1s] I am having to create a new 

department against the policy of the board which 1s to restrict the 

Instructional force, and so I am hampered."^ In his review of Theodore 

Roosevelt's The Winning of the West Turner had marked out a domain for 

h1mself--"the Mississippi basin has not found Its historian."®® He 

directed his every energy to fulfill that role. But, more than Just 

being the historian of the basin, Turner turned his profession Into a 

medium. He addressed his society and pleaded for the rationale he found 

compatible, and which, 1f accepted, would make a compatible milieu for 

his own existence. By calling an end, Turner hoped to make a beginning 

as historian and a renewal as a social animal—a renewal of nostalgic 

Ideals. 

57. FJT to Caroline Mae Sherwood (Turner), June 28, 1887, HEH, 
TU Box A. 

58. Review of "The Winning of the West," The Dial, 71. 
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The irony was that for Turner the frontier never ended or 

closed. The fact of ending or not ending was of less concern to Turner 

than being able to cite the frontier Ideals and have a definite reason 

for perpetuating them: 1f closing gave a warrant to focus on the Ideals 

and to clutch them, closing also denied the possibility of a substantial 

base to the Ideals. The tent-on-the-porch was emblematic of both the 
CQ 

Ideals Turner perceived and their Insubstantial base. 

The closest Turner really got to doubting the validity and 

applicability of the hypothesis to America was 1n 1906. Turner's friend, 

Charles Homer Hasklns, a noted contemporary medieval historian, had asked 

Turner to attend a joint meeting on economic history. The principal 

paper was to be read by Edwin Gay, economist and economic historian at 

Harvard. Following Gay's paper there was to be a discussion between the 

Economic and Historical Associations with one outstanding leader from 

each. Hasklns called on Turner to "act as the representative of the 

Historical Association, considering the matter particularly with 

reference to American conditions." Believing In Turner's understanding, 

59. Turner's 11logic in closing and not closing (he a<fcn1tted 
his acceptance of one or the other position and sometimes both at 
various times) paralleled the idea that there was a beginning, a total 
newness 1n American history and America. He maintained this position 
1n the Lorla paragraph 1n "The Significance of the Frontier" essay. 
Turner quoted Lorla, "America has the key to the historical enigma which 
Europe has sought for centuries 1n vain [i.e., said Turner, "the stages 
of European development"], and the land which has no history reveals 
luminously the course of universal history." With both Turner and Lorla 
the problem was to make "no history" Into history. Lee Benson wrote at 
length Unking Turner's and Lorla's thought, hardly going into Lorla's 
thought construct. Benson was merely concerned with some similar 
language between the two men. See Benson, Turner and Beard: American 
Historical Writing Reooneidered (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1960). 
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Hasklns added, "I hope very much you will; there 1s no one else who can 

take up the matter properly from this point of view."60 Gay would be 

questioning the stage theory of development, Intending to raise a "mild 

note" of caution about 1t 1n his paper.61 The proposed discussion was 

the first challenge to the frontier hypothesis which was worthy of note. 

Turner felt the weight of the proposed argument. He did not simply and 

courteously refuse; the proposed confrontation raised deep doubts about 

the hypothesis within his own mind: 

Thank you for your Invitation to take part 1n the discussion of 
Professor Gay's paper. The subject 1s one of great interest and 
I am tempted to answer affirmatively but on thinking the thing 
over maturely I do not see how I can very well give the necessary 
time to get together the American data for an examination of the 
subject, without going astray from the particular work which I 
have at hand. I have no doubt that some light could be cast upon 
the stages of society by a pretty careful comparison of the belts 
of settlement along different frontiers of the United States but 
this would demand a larger accumulation of facts than I have at 
present time for. Moreover I doubt whether American History Is 
the proper field 1n which to test the validity of the doctrine. 
The complicated factors are many and the brief period of American 
History makes generalizations peculiarly difficult upon this 
point. I know I have myself generalized which probably leads to 
your Invitation but before I take part 1n such a discussion I 
should want to get the necessary data for proper analysis, 
discrimination, and qualification of the thesis. 

What I should prefer would be the chance to take part Informally 
1n the discussion 1n case there should be time, without appearing 
on the program.62 

60. C. H. Hasklns to FJT, Sept. 29, 1906, HEH, TU Box 7. 

61. Edwin F. Gay to FJT, Dec. 16, 1906, HEH, TU Box 7. This 
letter was written two months after Turner's refusal so possibly Hasklns 
prevailed on Gay to write Turner to pacify and entice him to join the 
discussion. 

62. FJT to Hasklns, Oct. 5, 1906, HEH, TU Box 7. In 1925 
Turner wrote a letter mentioning that "my own work has been too little 
consciously analytical and possibly to Intuitive to equip me" [for some 
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Why Turner not only refused but spelled out the matter as he did was 

more than Interesting. The rigor of writing Riae of the Net) Weat raised 

many doubts 1n Turner's mind about the simplicity of the frontier hypo

thesis. Being more than an Intellectual challenge, writing Riae of the 
63 

New Weat filled Turner with anxiety. The book demanded completion. 

What Turner had been maintaining about the frontier for seventeen years 

and continued to do so for the rest of his life, suddenly required 

"necessary data" and "proper analysis." True, Gay's Idea of the stage 

theory was somewhat more precise and sophisticated than Turner's. Gay 

wanted to question each step and the consistency of sequence. To answer 

specifically Gay's argument would have demanded some adjustment on 

Turner's part within Turner's own realm of thought. But the argument 

was one of kind, not degree. Turner would have to meet the challenge on 

his own ground and sustain 1t, or he would have to concede himself to be 

1n fundamental error. Turner, 1n fact, was afraid to put his head on 

the block and have his whole world challenged. What was assumed as sound 

theory 1n 1893 and for forty years after, was questioned 1n 1906 by the 

hand of Its author. By withdrawing 1n private letter, Turner remained 

special studies]. FJT to Leon Carroll Marshall, Feb. 17, 1925, HEH, TU 
Box 34. In 1897 Turner showed some doubts of his understanding of the 
West when he submitted an article to World'a Work, the West being "so 
varied a thing, so little self-conscious and formed, that Its quality 
Isn't easy to catch or express." FJT to A. H. Page, May 12, 1926, HEH, 
TU Box 35. For Turner this was partly an apology about the essay Itself 
for It had been refused publication, and 1t was partly Turner's admitted 
bewilderment. 

63. See Ray Allen Bllllngton's Introduction to Riae of the Neu 
Weety 1819-1829 (New York: Collier Books, 1962), for a fascinating 
story on Turner's difficulty 1n writing Riae. See Wilbur Jacob's Three 
Hiatorlanat 24, about Riae being a dreadful experience. 
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honest to himself (of prime Importance when so close to his own 

rationale) 1n recognizing why he refused to attend In any formal and 

challengeable capacity.6^ Furthermore, he was enabled to keep his 

rationale Intact for everyday, functional purposes. 

64. This was perhaps why Turner refused to lecture at the "New 
School for Social Research." C. A. Beard and James Harvey Robinson 
wrote to Turner asking him to give twelve lectures for a fee of $1,000. 
The New School, according to Robinson, focused on "present conditions." 
Both the remuneration and historical approach appealed to Turner by 
contemporary understanding of Turner's philosophy. In fact, however, 
the New School did have more cut than Turner's historical approach. 
Beard to FJT, March 13, 1919; J. H. Robinson to FJT, March 15, 1919; 
J. H. Robinson to FJT, March 31, 1919, HEH, TU Box 29. For some of 
Robinson's Ideas on the new history see The New History: Essays 
Illustrating the Modern Historical Outlook (New York: Macmlllan, 1931), 
first published 1n 1912. 



CHAPTER 3 

SECTIONS AND VOTES: THE PROBLEMS OF SPECIFICS 

"The careful student of history must, therefore, seek the 
explanation of the forms and changes of political Insti
tutions 1n the social and economic forces that determine 
them." 

Frederick Jackson Turner 

"The Interesting thing, then, 1s not Turner but the way 
1n which his thesis was taken up by others. It would 
seem to have met some unsatisfied longing 1n American 
minds, to have afforded a kind of semi-scientific proof 
couched 1n the 1d1om of the day for the uniqueness of 
American culture. We desperately wanted to believe that 
around the turn of the century." 

i 
George Wilson Plerson 

* * * * * * *  

After working on the Idea of sections and regions for a score of 

years, Turner wrote to one of his former students 1n 1926: 

I hope to awaken the brethren to the Intimate relationship 
between regional geography and American History. Judging 
from my experience In getting the frontier Idea a hearing, 
this will take twenty years, and I shall have to 1eao>over , 
the battlements to hear 1t spoken of as a trite conception! 

1. FJT to Homer C. Hockett, Jan. 21, 1926, HEH, TU Box 36, a 
typescript copy. In another letter Turner wrote that "my studies on 
Boationaliam are perhaps as Important 1n getting my point of view as The 
Frontier." FJT to Hartman, Dec. 29, 1925, Turner Papers, SHS of 
Wisconsin. In FJT to A. M. Schleslnger, April 18, 1922, HEH, TU Box 31, 
Turner asserted that he had "unfolded" the sectional rationale "at 
various meetings of historical and geographic societies and hope I am 
now ready to make a more formal presentation." 

68 
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Turner wrote the letter several months after publishing his essay "The 
2 Significance of the Section 1n American History" 1n 1925. The 

"Sections" essay was a conscious sequel to the 1893 "Frontier" essay. 

Turner related the earlier essay to the later by calling attention to 

his "paper, which he had read at the summer meeting of the American 

Historical Association, on 'The Significance of the Frontier 1n American 
3 

History.1" In his intense effort to get the Idea accepted, he showed 

his fear that 1t would not be accepted. At the time of writing the 

Sections essay Turner had spent twenty years on the sectional rationale. 

Writing to his friend, he looked forward to twenty years In getting the 

Idea accepted. The years spent on the sectional hypothesis before 

writing the Sections essay and the years looked forward to getting 1t 

accepted made forty. It was no new Idea 1n Turner's mind when he pro

jected 1t 1n the m1d-twent1es. Even in a personal letter Turner did not 

talk of leaning "over the battlements to hear 1t spoken of as a trite 

conception" 1n a light vein. He showed a sensitivity to the questioning 

of his Ideas and attempted to rescue them on their own ground from his 

critics. He lent his Ideas an Importance from deep within himself and 

offered these Ideas to Americans for what he thought their welfare. With 

2. "The Significance of the Section 1n American History," 
Wisconsin Magazine of History, 8 (March 1925), 255-280, reprinted 1n The 
Significance of Sections in American History (New York: Henry Holt, 
1932), 22-57. This was first given as an address before the State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin on January 15, 1925. 

3. Ibid., 22. 
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such unselfishness, then, his self-hurt was understandable when his 

4 Ideas were questioned. 

Turner's recognition of sections antedated his 1893 ess^y. He 

showed his awareness chiefly by noting sections as such—the West, North

west, Southwest, Far West and East.® Any feeling for the sectional 

rationale 1n these youthful recognitions, however, was in the context of 

westward expansion, Intensification of "Individualism," and East-West 

conflict. There was little relationship of sections to nation. Section

alism was not formalized Into a hypothesis. On one early occasion 

Turner did show a consciousness of sections which had marked similarities 

to his later Ideas of sections. In his 1892 probing on "Problems 1n 

American History," he remarked that 

Another fact has not been adequately considered 1n American 
colonial history, namely, the process of sect1ona11zat1on of 
the Atlantic coast. . . . The evolution of sections 1n our 
history 1s a far deeper fact than the development of state 
particularism, for whatever force the latter had come 1n a 
large degree from Its association with sectionalism.6 

The closest connection with his later sectional concept was 1n thinking 

of sections as having some political Interplay and power. 

The frontier Idea, with expansion and Its corollaries, pre

occupied Turner for several years. But for Turner, the frontier Idea had 

4. See B1l11ngton, America's Frontier Heritage, 19. FJT to 
Fred Hark, Jan. 9, 1931, HEH, TU Box 45; FJT to Isalan Bowman, Dec. 24, 
1931, HEH, TU Box 46. 

5. Review of The Winning of the Meett 71. 

6. "Problems 1n American History," Aegis, 7 (November 4, 1892), 
48-52, reprinted 1n Early Writings, 78. 
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Increasingly failed to lend social cohesion and sustain the Individualism 

—frontier Individualism—he deemed healthy, Indeed necessary. He 

thought that the West's "growth and rise to power 1s coincident with the 

period of settlement for the nation of questions of social structure, 

political Institutions and Ideals demanded by the closing of the era of 

free lands." This was a curious declaration of the American western 

power peaking "with the period of. settlement" when Ideals were "demanded 

by the closing of the era of free lands."7 The period of settlement was 

by Turner's statements more or less from 1900 to the time of his death 1n 

1932. By 1899 Turner had attempted to sketch the frontier rationale over 

a new canvas of sectionalism. He hoped to Infuse a new vitality, 

dimension, and concreteness Into the waning frontier Ideals, to rejuve

nate the West to be 1n the future what 1t had been 1n history, a 
o 

"national umpire." The most obvious parallels between the two hy

potheses were the frontiers, hunter and farmer, to the sections, New 

England and South Central, and so forth. The difference was 1n the 

frontier rationale being linear so to speak, the sectional hypothesis 

rectangular. Turner characterized the frontier as "the thin red line," 
q 

the line where civilization met wilderness, and also, as a process. In 

the largest sense, he thought, the frontier was synonymous with the West. 

7. FJT to Becker, Jan. 21, 1911, BC, HEH, TU Box 16. 

8. FJT to Carl Wm. Blegen, March 16, 1923, HEH, TU Box 32. 

9. See Jacobs, Three Historianst 6-10; FJT to L. L. Bernard, 
Nov. 24, 1928, HEH, TU Box 40; FJT to Norman Foerster, July 27, 1926, 
HEH TU Box 35A; MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 10, folder marked "History of 
Liberty (c. 1919-1920)," with Turner's notes, suggestions and Ideas. 



By comparison, the sectional hypothesis was a recognition that the 

United States functioned nationally through sectional conflict and 

countervailing political party unity. By the sectional rationale Turner 

hoped to sustain the simple ethics of the frontier. Later, when he was 

more wholely Immersed 1n the sectional hypothesis, he called attention 

to his 1899 change from the frontier hypothesis "perhaps because the 

contemporary significance of the frontier was declining." The conse

quences of the decline were Inexorable, thought Turner, forcing him "to 

undertake a survey of the Region 1n American history as well as the 

frontier."^0 At least at one time, then, Turner admitted he was helpless 

to decide his direction. The environment decided. There was no Incon

sistency 1n either the overlap of the frontier and sectional hypothesis 

or 1n the act of the tent-on-the-porch coming after the formulation of 

the sectional hypothesis. Both the sectional hypothesis and the tent-on-

the-porch were an effort to hold onto the frontier Ideals and atmosphere. 

Two principal reasons for Turner's re-d1rection were, first, 

America's new role 1n the world, and_second, an Internal situation during 

the period. The United States had become consciously national to the 

point of being Imperialistic—demanding honor, taking territory, and 

carving out economic spheres of Influence. With the Spanish-American 

War the United States had become a competitor among world colonizing 

powers, advancing a policy of economic and territorial expansion to pro

mote export of American goods and to assure America's Imperial strength. 

10. MS: HEH, TU Drawer 15, folder marked "Draft, Piece on 
Sectionalism, 1922," reprinted 1n Jacobs, Legaoy, 48. 
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The admlnsltratlons of McKlnley and Theodore Roosevelt, the militant 

writings of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the advocacy of Henry and Brooks Adams, 

and the guiding hand of John Hoy, solidified the policy.^ (Ironically, 

these men were of the American aristocratic elite which Turner supposedly, 

as spokesman for the democratic man, did not sympathize with.) "Destiny" 

had reached the limits of continental United States, and after fulfill

ment, Destiny—whatever 1t meant—spilled over the limits. But for a 

time unity prevailed. Even the Populists, whom Turner had vehemently 

opposed, came Into the fold and supported the general foreign policy of 
12 the country. Since Turner did not want to lose the national unity 

achieved during the war and since the frontier rationale had failed to 

provide a real basis for unity just before the war, he had to come for

ward with a new plan. The Ideas he had 1n mind on sections served 

admirably. Whatever he did, Turner's nineteenth century "Ideals" were 

the under-pinning of his thought and action. The sectional rationale 

encouraged national diversity and unity; 1t promoted virtue ensuing from 

contention and struggle and getting along together. 

11. See American Imperialism in 1898, Theodore P. Greene, ed., 
(Boston: D. C. Heath, 1955) for conflicting views on the subject. A 
lecture by the nineteenth century radical, William Graham Sumner, gave 
an Interesting perspective: The Conquest of the United Statee by Spain, 
a lecture before the Phi Beta Kappa society of Yale University, January 
16, 1899, Yale Lav Journal, 8 (January 1899), 168-193. A very relevant 
treatment 1s 1n Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of 
America 1860-1898 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1963), see 
especially 61 , 62-72, 95-101 , for evaluation of Tumerlan thought. 

12. See Walter T. K. Nugent, The Tolerant Populietet Kaneae 
Populism and Nativiem (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963). 
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Turner went beyond simple sectionalism In several ways. 1) He 

consciously made a bridge between the frontier and sectional hypothesis. 

2) He formulated an abstract after having worked through an extensive 

essay on sections. His abstract was the core of his sectional thought 

and remained rather constant over the years. 3) He related the frontier 

Idea of struggle or subduing the forest to a struggle through section

alism. 4) He advanced a dual sectionalism of agrarlanfsm versus 

industrialism which he Imposed on the several sections. 5) He projected 

his sense of time—the past, present, and future—onto his audience and 

hopefully America. Relating his thought less to present reality, he 

Increased the disparity between the future and the past: thereby Turner 

manifested a greater sense of loss In the present. 6) He labored decades 

on Ms magnum opust The United States 1880-1850: Sections and Nation. 

In writing this he attempted to draw all activity within the nation into 

the political arena. His greatest problem was in reconciling sections 

and nation with the historical fact of the C1v1l War. 

In the earlier period of Turner's work on the sectional thesis 

two of his works bridged the frontier and sectional hypothesis. These 

were the 1899 edition of the frontier essay and Turner's single extended 

study on the West, Rise of the New West, 1819-1829. The Herbart Society, 

an educational group, published the 1899 edition of the frontier efs*y. 
13 In the Herbart edition Turner revised and added material, calling 

attention to "physiographic areas." He paralleled physiographic areas 

13. See Early Writings, appendix, 275-291, for the change In 
different editions of the Frontier publications. The entire 1899 essay 
1s 1n the National Herbart Society, Fifth Yearbook, 7-41. 
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to "distribution of the geologic system" and compared the map of Major 

John Wesley Powell, of the United States Geological Survey, to the "flood 

of settlement." From the map Turner Inferred: 1) that sections did not 

follow state lines or "old divisions of sections"; 2) that the map of 

America "may be likened" to that of Europe, a nagging preoccupation of 

Turner's 1n almost every essay after 1899; 3) that the large sections 

were "economically and socially comparable to the nations of the old 

world," and particularly to European nations. This point was just as 

nagging as the second and closely related 4) that each section assumed 

an Individuality and had worthy contributions to make from Its particular 
14 heritage. Later 1n the same publication, Turner expanded a paragraph 

on political Inferences from sectional Influences. Thus he marked a 
15 fifth, and very Important, feature of his sectional hypothesis. Re

garding westward expansion Turner suggested several points for teachers 

to offer students. One of these was to 

Raise the question 1n connection with each Important event 1n 
American history, "how was this related to westward expansion 
of settlement?" or "how did 1t affect this expansion?" The 
teacher will be surprised to see the new light cast upon events 
by this simple Inquiry.16 

The Herbart edition continued to emphasize, therefore, the Impact of the 

frontier on society. Shortly after Turner wrote Rise of the Neu West he 

again endeavored to transfer the frontier Idea to sectionalism, noting 

14. "Frontier," Yearbook, 12-13; 1n Early Writings, 280-281. 

15. "Frontier," Yearbook, 19; Early Writings, 285. 

16. "Frontier," yearbook, 8; Early Writings, 271-278. 
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that 

The sectionalism due to the movement of American settlement 
Into the wilderness 1s a declining sectionalism. It Is by 
no means 1n Immediate prospect of extinction, and 1n view of 
the persistent effects of social habits and Ideas this pro
cess will be Influential as a sectional Influence long after 
the westward movement of American society Itself has ceased.17 

Turner's more Integrated development of the sectional hypothesis 

came with his first extended study of sections and nation, Rise of the 

Neto West. In Rise he could not simply emend or add; he had to elaborate 

and adjust the sectional hypothesis to accomodate the many personalities, 

events, Ideas, sections and voting patterns. Turner had to fit these 

Into a national framework, keeping a reasonable coherence between his 

thesis and material. His technique was to briefly emphasize 1n the 

opening chapter the development of nationalism, citing articulate con-
18 

temporaries. Qualifying his nationalism, he observed that first the 
19 

sections must be understood. He then described each section chapter 

by chapter—New England, the Middle Region, the South, the Far Nest. By 

first creating the sections with their local problems, emotions, and 

peculiarities (Turner thought of sections as having Individual qualities), 

he fixed 1n the mind of his reader that any thought of nation had to be 

1n terms of the section. The most significant problems he presented for 

17. "IsSectlonallsm In America Dying Away?," The American 
Journal of Sociology, 13 (March 1908), 661-75, reprinted 1n the Signifi
cance of Sections, 287. A similar statement was made 1n "Lecture on 
Sectionalism," MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Lecture on 
Sectionalism, temp. Pres. Coolldge," reprinted In Jacobs, Legacy, 56. 
Jacobs dated the MS 1n the 1920's. •*-. 

18. Rise of the Nea West, 25-28. 

19. Ibid., 28-29. 
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examination 1n Rise were, naturally, national problems, necessitating a 

meaningful solution on a national level. With the rationale of various 

sections 1n mind, the second half of Rise dealt with these national 

problems: the Crisis of 1819, the Missouri Compromise, The Monroe 

Doctrine, Internal Improvements, the Tariff of 1824, Reaction Towards 

State Sovereignty, the Tariff of Abominations, and the South Carolina 

Exposition. Turner's sectional hypothesis was a persistent oscillation 

between section and nation, nation and section. For the most part tils 

longer and more comprehensive study on The United States 1830-1850: The 

20 
nation and Ite Sections followed the same format. 

Having gone through the work of relating these diverse elements. 

Turner was ready to describe In abstract some of his Ideas about the 

sectional hypothesis. His first abstraction was quite formal, If not 

philosophical, spelled out 1n an article with the significantly leading 

question for a title, "Is Sectionalism In America Dying Away?" The 

question called for acceptance or rejection of the sectional rationale. 

A brief statement contained much of what Turner advocated for sectional-

ism as a way of life for the nation, the section, and for himself. 

20* The United States. 1830-1850: The Nation and Ite Sections 
(New York: VI. W. Norton, 1965;, first published 1n 1935. Turner did 
not quite finish the work. Shortly after finishing the Riee of the New 
Meet, Turner wrote to Carl Becker of Ms great Interest in the period 
1820-1850. Turner thought the period a unique opportunity In Its fresh
ness and relationship to the West. "But," Turner added, "I find It very 
hard to write, and suspect that I need to break for the wilderness and 
freshen up—rather than tie myself to the chair." FJT to Becker, June 
26, 1908, BC, HEH, TU Box 11. To Max Farrand, May 15, 1907, HEH, TU Box 
9, Turner wrote that "I am beginning to see Increasingly a great 
opportunity for a need (?) to fill 1n between 1815-1850 and I want to 
do 1t in the course of a few years." 
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I shall recognize as tests of sectionalism all of those methods 
by which a given area resists national uniformity, whether by 
mere opposition 1n public opinion on the part of a considerable 
area, or by formal protest, or by combining Its votes 1n Congress 
and 1n presidential elections; and alio those manifestations of 
economic and social separateness Involved In the existence In a 
given region of a set of fundamental assumptions, a mental and 
emotional attitude which segregates the section from other 
sections or from the nation as a whole. Sooner or later such 
sectional Influences find expression 1n politics and legislation, 
and they are even potential basis for forcible resistance.21 

In many ways this was similar to his outline 1n the Herbart edition of 

the frontier essay. But here Turner had the benefit of more substantial 

background. He went beyond what he had said before 1n noting that there 

was a resistance to uniformity. With a resistance to uniformity, there 

was, Turner thought, a tendency toward uniformity, or nationalism. In 

contrast to his earlier militant nationalism Turner appeared to oppose 

nationalism. He feared a loss of Identity 1n an extension as broad as 

the nation—i.e., spreading his Western Identity too th1 n—reveal 1 ng by 

his strained and repeated sectionalism what was really 1n his heart: a 

national and International Identity. In "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?" 

he noted that there was clear evidence of nationalizing tendencies, 

noting that corporations, trusts, cities, banking, transportation systems. 

21. "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?," Signifioanoe of Sections, 
288. In 1904 Turner wrote a second essay on "Problems 1n American 
History"—the first was 1n 1892. This was an address he gave at the 
Universal Exposition, St. Louis. In "Problems" of 1904 Turner suggested 
that studying sectional America needed attention. Turner outlined some 
approaches which could be made but he did not abstract sectionalism as 
he did 1n "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?." "Problems 1n American History," 
International Congress of Arte and Soienoo, Universal Exposition, St. 
Louis, 1904, Howard J. Rogers, ed., 2 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), 
183-194. Reprinted In Signifioanoe of Sections, 3-21. 



79 

22 newspapers, telegraph, and the postal service led to uniformity. 

Unchecked, these tendencies eventuated 1n little more than "mob 
23 psychology." Identifying "people" with the section prevented the 

"people" from becoming a mob. Turner's task was to describe each 

section. Its mental and emotional attitudes, 1n a believable way, so 

that the residents of any given section would find 1t acceptable. The 

mechanism to make 1t workable was the political system. There was some

thing extraordinary about Turner's assertion that "the United States 

means much more than a single country. It 1s too large to treat as a 

unity."24 

In contrast to his earlier unswerving nationalism. Turner later 

came to take exception to nationalists who were singularly devoted to 

nationalism—at least during peacetime. He simply wanted to keep the 

quarrel within the family; external opposition called for an unqualified 

nationalism. To Woodhsw Wilson's declaration that a citizen was un

deserving 1f the citizen advocated sectionalism, Turner responded, 1n 
25 

print, that 1n reality sections existed. Turner thought sectionalism 

desirable and advantageous. As for proof of this he noted: 

We have sectional gatherings and associations of school teachers, 
historians, and scientists, of business men, of churches. We 
know that Kansas 1s not New York, nor South Carolina, Michigan. 

22. "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?," Significance of Sections, 311. 

23. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 45. 

24. "Draft on Sectionalism," Legacy, 48. 

25. "Sections and Nation," Yale Review, 12 {October 1922), 1-21. 
Reprinted 1n Significance of Sections, 334. 
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Me understand a certain quality when we speak of the South, 1n 
spite of Its varieties, or of New England, the Pacific Coast, 
the Middle West. But of the flavor, the psychological 
characteristics of the different sections, one cannot speak with 
the certainty that he can of their economic and political 
statistics. When an eminent sociologist tried to map the 
sections psychologically he" 

But he remarked that In America the Idea of sections was frowned on, 

\ 27 Implied unfairness, and effused a sinister meaning. Turner dedicated 

much of his labor to prove the existence of sectionalism. Believing 

that Americans thought sectionalism unfair and sinister gave him some

thing to overcome, for If sectionalism existed as much as Turner asserted 

It did, his sectional hypothesis had little functional value and he had 

little to prove. He went beyond proving Its existence, suggesting 1n 

the 1920's (after the nation had gone through the centralizing effects 

of World War I, which Turner supported without qualification) that "part 

of our troubles could be met by a new organization; Instead of state and 

nation alone, we need an Intermediate grouping of states Into sections, 
28 

legally embodied and restrained." Though the statements of unfairness 

and a new organization came five years apart, they pointed up Turner's 

problem of remaining relevant. He had the unevlable task of proving that 

26. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Lecture: Univ. 
of Chicago 1916—June 5." Turner ended the paragraph so abruptly. 

27. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 45; 
"Sections and Nation," Significance of Sections, 326; "Draft on 
Sectionalism," Legacy, 48. 

28. FJT to Hartman, Jan. 5, 1926, Turner Papers of SHS of 
Wisconsin. Two years later (1928) Turner expected "concealed sectional 
realities" to "achieve formal recognition 1n an Intermediate between 
state and nation." 
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sectionalism existed, of holding back approval of an unlimited sectional

ism, and of all the while saying that 1t was a workable system. 

There was an advantage to instilling a particular Identity 

through sectionalism. If Turner got a "hearing" and the nation accepted 

his Idea, then sectionalism would be a fact historically, as well as 

contemporaneously. He accepted the "New School" functional1sm of history 

to that extent. 

Among the several Ideas which the Initiators of the New School 

advocated, one was that history be enlisted to help men make conscious 

social readjustment. Turner had this 1n common with the New School men, 

but whereas Turner was preoccupied with keeping the same political form, 

the New School men were not so preoccupied. The stress of the New School 

was pragmatic, concrete and scientific. The principal proponents of the 

New School were concerned about the social, physical, and mental welfare 

of persons, contrasting themselves to Scholastics' Ideas of the good, 

the true and the beautiful: the difference was between a concern over 

milk souring against endeavering to prove the Trinity. Furthermore, New 

School advocates deliberately opposed teaching history from a political 

perspective, stressing social and Intellectual forces instead. New 

School men were even more concerned than Turner, about the "common man" 

and present-mindedness of concrete social problems, but in contrast to 

29 Turner, they wanted to eliminate "anachronisms in our views." 

29. James Harvey Robinson, The New History: Essays Illustrating 
the Modern Historical Outlook (New York: Macmillan, 1931), 103. Also 
note 127-30, 149. C. A. Beard to FJT, March 13, 1919, HEH, TU Box 29. 
James Harvey Robinson to FJT, March-15, 1919; and March 31, 1919, HEH, 
TU Box 29. 
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Turner reversed the New School functional1sm 1n a way, for he 

used history to retain Ideals 1n contemporary situations Instead of 

solving social problems. He wrote this 1n different words to a cor

respondent: "My essays tend to select what was most significant and 

useful for later American democracy and Ideals, rather than to paint 1n 

detail either what was common to rural life 1n all parts of the country 
30 

or the special variations." The core of the sectional hypothesis was 

the same as 1n the frontier rationale, though developed to a more 

sophisticated level. In Turner's frontier hypothesis the core was 

"democracy" coming from contact with the wilderness. From the contact 

came "Individualism" and what Turner saw as Individual Ism's corollary, 

self-assertlveness. The romantic vision was of the frontiersman, the 

woodsman, or the hunter, moving bravely and ruggedly into the forest and 

subduing 1t. The other half of the equation was In the Individual's 

function 1n society—the corn husking, the quilting bee, the barn 
31 

raising, activities which called for voluntary communal action. The 

emphasis on either side of the equation was on an Individualism based on 

conquering the environment physically. An axiom of the Old West prior 

to, say, 1850, was that an Individual personally coped with nature and 
32 

was independent of a larger "machine." If such were true, the rule of 

30. FJT to Anna Mansfield Clark, Nov. 4, 1921, HEH, TU Box 31. 

31. FJT to A. F. Hooper, Feb. 10, 1922, HEH, TU-H Box 5. 

32. For a perceptive study of symbols and Ideas valuable to 
Americans before 1850 see John W. Ward, Andrew Jackson: Symbol for an 
Age (New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), first published 1n 1953. 
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"live and let live" which Turner accepted, was valuable. During the 

1920's this basis for social Intercourse and function was no longer 

tenable. In Turner's code there was a minimum stress on Intellectual 

self-control and on grappling with social problems. But the sense of 

struggle gave value to self-assertlveness. Because of the decline of 

the frontier, he transferred wilderness struggle to sectional struggle. 

Struggle with other men was for Turner, as for Thomas Jefferson, 

a fundamental factor of human nature. Thus Turner quoted Jefferson, 

"Seeing that an association of men who will not quarrel with one another 

1s a thing which never existed . . . seeing we must have somebody to 

quarrel with, I had rather keep our New England associates for that 
33 purpose than to see our bickerings transferred to others." Turner 

followed the quotation with the assertion that sectional self-

consclousness was likely to Increase. In fact, Turner Hoped the self-

consciousness would Increase, throwing 1n his own comment to encourage 

the development. This sectionalism would demand give and take on the 

part of all parties, both sections and Individuals residing within the 

sections. Each would resist the other to maintain Its own Interests and 

Identity. Yet all together would function In harmonious compromise. 

Turner selected a quotation to support his contention: "'No sectional 

Interest 1s strong enough, alone and unaided, to control the federal 

33. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 44. 
In almost every essay after the 1899 edition of the Frontier essay, 
sectionalism was advanced directly or indirectly. As a rationale for 
social cohesion, Turatr used the term "struggle." This usage was direct 
or Implied In "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?," Significance of Stations, 
294; "Sections and Nation," Significance of Sections, 316 and 337; 
"Lecture on Sectionalism," Legacy, 69. 
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government, and no major party can be formed with a fair prospect of 

domination 1n national politics which does not contain more or less In

congruous elements.1" Turner then reassured himself and his audience 

that the sectional hypothesis Instilled desirable characteristics. "With 

this I agree, and Indeed have long been on record to this effect. It 

emphasizes the need for tolerance, for cooperation, for mutual sacrifices 
34 

by the leaders of the various sections." 

The depth of Turner's need for a sense of struggle was not 

merely shown by his repetltlveness In plotting out sectionalism. His 

strong language also underscored his need, asserting that "the preserva

tion of the American peace 1s dependent upon an attitude of mind which 
35 accepts compromise and concession" between sections. The assertion 

was undoubtedly a truism, but It had virtually no kinship with a real 

possibility of America's fragmenting. The Farmer's Bloc contended with 

Eastern financial Interests In the 1920's, but there was not a great 

34. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 50. 

35. FJT to Hartman, Jan. 11, 1926, Turner Papers of SHS of 
Wisconsin. For an even more explicit argument of American sectionalism 
of the past and of the future see Frank L. Owsley, "The Fundamental 
Cause of the Civil Mar: Egocentric Sectionalism," Journal of Southern 
Historyt 7 (February 1941), 6-7. For a thorough coverage of Southern 
sectionalism see Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern 
Sectionalism, 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1948). An effective counter argument of the predominance of sectional
ism was William R. Taylor, Cavalier and Yankees the Old South and 
American National Character (New York: Brazlller, 1961). A variety of 
historical essays on regions and sections and Ideas on these two con
cepts were 1n Merrill Jensen, ed.t Regionalism in America (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1952). 
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likelihood of a reenactment of the C1v1l War during the 1920's. 

Furthermore, Turner strained hard to see 1n Woodrow Wilson's Federal 

Reserve Bank plan a "recognition of sectional differences In opposition 

to national consolidation." Striving to get the point across he used 

the bank structure for prediction: 1t was "an Important precedent for 

what may come to be a reorganization of the United States as a 

federation of sections, administratively and legislatively as well as at 

present culturally and under the concealed forms of sectional voting 1n 
37 Congresses and Conventions." 

Turner also took another perspective, one more abstract than 

several sections opposing each other, but a perspective which enabled 

him to better retain frontier values. In dividing the country Into two 

sections of agrarlanlsm and Industrialism Turner was able to have what 

he thought was a more solid grasp on frontier Ideals. The "service idea" 

and the "folks Idea," as well as "Individualism" were an Immediate part 

of the frontier rationale; the same ideas functioned 1n the agricultural 

community. The agricultural community was simply an advanced stage of 

the frontier. In a world quickly industrializing, Turner defended the 

agrarian section as long-lived and necessary. For Turner, a move away 

36. Turner was happy to see the development of the "farmer's 
bloc." FJT to Hooper, Feb. 10, 1922, HEH, TU-H Box 5. But Turner found 
that the farmer remained satisfied and he expected to see "some 
Illustrations of my 'sectionalism1 thesis before many moons" over Calvin 
Coolldge's farm policy. FJT to Hooper, Dec. 23, 1925, HEH, TU-H Box 6. 
For the politics of the period see Russel B. Nye, Midaeetern Progressive 
Politioa: A Historical Study of Ite Origins and Developmentt 1860-1950 
(East Lansing: Michigan State Collegiate Press, 1951), 310-358. 

37. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 14, folder marked "Draft revised, 
'Recent American Sectionalism,' Dec. 15, 1921." 
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from the frontier's type of Individualism was a move toward uniformity. 

Basing his defense on simple deduction, he accepted the problem he had 

by asserting that "the vast public domain, so far as 1t 1s suited to 
38 agriculture, 1s taken up." Turner argued that as the nation became 

more settled and more Industrialized, It needed to utilize vast agri

cultural areas for food supply. Saying nothing of the change 1n 

agricultural technology, he thought certain areas were naturally adapted 

to agriculture, and 1t was "unlikely that Industrial transformation will 
39 

flow across these regions." Holding comment on the "dominant tone" of 

an Industrial or agricultural future, he still assumed that "If the 

prediction be true . . . then there must remain In the United States 

large rural farming Interests and sections."^ Turner's lamenting the 

failure of the New England village and provincialism as a "melancholy 
41 commentary" was 1n keeping with his desire to retain agrarian values 

—that 1s, a rationale based on laiaaes faire economic Individualism. 

Calling an end to the frontier or agrarian land and using the end as the 

very predicate for perpetuation was the classic Turner wqy. Retention 

of the agrarian world and values was not simply for having a food supply; 

retention was an Intimate and Inward part of Turner's mind which he 

projected to his larger social world. If thinking of trout fishing 

38. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sectionst 34. 

39. "Lecture of Sectionalism," Legaay, 62. 

40. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 35. 

41. FJT to Hartman, Jan. 11, 1926, Turner Papers of SHS of 
Wisconsin. 
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conjured a healing vision, then retaining the agrarian Ideals assured 
i 

harmony In an Industrial world. 
i 

Another way Turner sought reassurance was by the usage of time 

1n his "historical craft." He thought the principal problem for America 

was the closing of the frontier, which engendered social and political 

problems. Because Turner related social problems to the closing as a 

cause, he was reluctant to truly accept the frontier as gone, really 

closed. Wanting to hold onto frontier values, Turner and many other 

Americans accepted his hypothesis as valid for forty years. Ironically, 

the hypothesis could be valid only after a reasonable demonstration of 

closing was made, but the main function of the hypothesis was really to 

keep the frontier opened. Turner's persistence to keep the frontier 

opened came out strongly 1n his tense usage: "At the same time the 
AO 

nation settles down to the conditions of an occupied land;" "until our 

own day the western factor has been very Important;" "now that the move

ment of the frontier 1s coming to an end;"*3 "but, In the long run, as 

America loses the mobility stimulated by the artificial and transient 
44 opportunities of free land." The tense Turner used revealed an effort 

to make past Ideals contemporary, to balance 1n his own day the values 
45 of the nineteenth century on a narrow margin. 

42. "Significance of Sections," Signifioanoe of Sections* 34-35. 

43. "Lecture on Sectionalism," Legacy, 52. 

44. "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?," Signifioanoe of Sectionst 
290. 

45. Avery Craven wrote In his Introduction to Turner's The 
United States * 1830-18501 vll, that "Professor Turner's chief weaknesses 
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Turner recognized that the frontier waa closing, but to accept 

the reality of Its being closed meant consequences too great for his 

stability. The eruptions like the tent-on-the-porch, and anxieties like 

the Incapacity of following relevant Ideas through, signified his limits. 

In place of the concrete present Turner offered hope 1n the future. 

Again Turner's sense of time was strongest after his Ideas of sectional

ism had taken form, around 1906. Against the "problem" of society 

enclosing "now," Turner offered what he hoped would hold 1t off: "there 

will be emphasized the sectional differences arising from unlike geo-
46 

graphic regions;" "varied and contrasting geographic regions ... 1s 

becoming the Important factor;"^ "sectionalism . . . will persist" (he 

added, "1f sectionalism persists at all"). Turner resisted what he 

sensed as enclosure, thinking of enclosure as parallel to uniformity, 

dreading that society be "leveled" to a mass. As he saw 1t, one of his 

great tasks lay 1n getting the Idea of sectionalism accepted 1n order to 

encourage differences, countering uniformity and giving a sense of open

ness and "freedom." 

laty In an uneven knowledge of the varied unity which made up and con
tributed to American life. In spite of widest research and experience, 
his native Middle West tended to furnish the materials from which he 
generalized. He recognized divergent qualities but his mind was so much 
a part of his own West that unconsciously he found, there, that which 
was typical. Furthermore, he shared the boundless optimism of the 
prairies and, regardless of the logic of facts and, sometimes, of minor 
conclusions, he Invariably ended on a rising note of faith 1n the future, 
not always justified." Turner's projection of the Middle West values to 
all sections and to the nation was fundamental to his psyche. His 
"optimism" usually foreboded his disillusionment. His "optimism" in a 
world beset by social problems was evidence of a deeper malaise. 

46. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections> 35. 

47. "Lecture on Sectionalism," Legacy, 52. 
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In the essay "Is Sectionalism Dying Awqy?" Turner displayed 

some of his more Intimate attitudes regarding sectionalism. He began 

maintaining that "a satisfactory discussion of whether American 

sectionalism Is dying away, demands Inquiry Into what sectionalism has 

been In this country, and what are Its bases; after this has been 
48 

attempted, prediction will find a ground to act." After "prediction 

will find a ground on which to act," Turner underscored the time 

difference by reminding his audience and himself of the "traditions of 

the historical craft." Because of the traditions he thought 1t better 

not to prophesy while assuming the historical mantle. In the text, how

ever, he used past, present, and future. At the end of the essay he put 

himself 1n the position of the ordinary man, not just a historian 

"divesting myself of the historical mantle, In order to venture upon the 

role of prophet." His divested assertions were little different from 

other historical statements in the text: sectionalism was. Is, and 

would be a reality. As "prophet" Turner was spying that he gave a more 

personal and subjective view than he did as historian. But these 

"personal" views were very close 1n thought and language to his formal 

history, a revelation of Turner's own subjective and Intimate tie to the 

sectional rationale, merging to a unity the "role of historian" and 

layman. 

48. "Is Sectionalism Dying Away?," Significance of Sections, 
313-314. 

49. Ibid. 
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Turner's Involvement with the past was thus both one of 

nostalgia and one of profession. In his shorter essays, which he wrote 

for more popular consumption, the nostalgia was more pervasive with a 

greater disparity between the tenses. In his longer studies, especially 

The United Statee 1820-1850, when he was more submerged 1n substantive ~ 

material, he stuck more to the past tense. He did not lose sight of the 

functional value of history, structuring the longer works to Instill 

sectionalism 1n his reader while retaining nationalism, but the confusion 

due to shifting tense In the shorter essays was not so pronounced In the 

longer essays. In the latter the confusion was due to a failure to 

Integrate the material. 

The United States 1830-1850 had a smattering of every type of 

history—political, social, labor, Intellectual, agricultural, economic, 

Industrial, religious, demographic, and urban. To synthesize alUtMs 

data to convey atmosphere and still to be concrete was a difficult task 

and Turner realized 1t.50 In his most cohesive study of a section, New 

England, Turner attempted to catch the atmosphere by a description of 

the area, noting the geography, the decline In agriculture and commerce, 

and the social and Intellectual life. The "blend of Individualism and 

social responsibility" of the Yankees Turner attributed to Calv1n1st1c 
51 conceptions. Another Inherent attribute of the New Englander was his 

52 — 
"Inventiveness," though Turner did not postulate 1nqu1s1t1veness as a 

50. FJT to Charles 0. Paulln, Nov. 20, 1928, HEH, TU Box 40. 

_51. The United States, 1820-1850, 41. 

52.- Ibid., 78. 
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natural human phenomenon. He partially succeeded 1n catching the atmo

sphere of various sections; however, the overlap of particular sectional 

qualities tended to defeat the very deflnlteness which Turner endeavored 

to establish. In considering the South Atlantic States and the South 

Central States he had a difficult problem, since the latter grew from the 

former and yet were a distinct section. By 1850 the two sections had 

grown together through the divisive Issue of slavery, splitting widely 

from the restjrf the nation. Still, the South Central area was of the 

Mississippi Valley, having at the same time several politicians repre

senting the whole Southern section. These politicians restrained the 

Southern section In their ambition to become national political leaders. 

Turner viewed the national political leaders as healing agents 

1n their efforts to mollify sections other than their own to win votes, 

while holding their own section. His Interest 1n individuals was 

primarily 1n the political figures, though briefly considering other 

1nd1v1duals--nove11sts, ministers, newspaper editors, and teachers-

snippets of biographical comment. He wrote of a few New England men, 

especially Daniel Webster and John Qulncy Adams, considered several 

persons from the North Atlantic States, and noted predominantly one from 

the South Atlantic States, Calhoun. However, from the South Central 

States came an Impressive slate, this being Mississippi Valley country-

Andrew Jackson, James K. Polk, Henry Clay, Zachary Taylor, Felix Grundy. 

Hugh Lawson White, John H. Eaton, John Bell, David Crockett, Robert J. 
53 

Walker, Jefferson Davis, John A. Quitman, and several more. 

53. The United States, 1830-1850, 230-244. 
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One of the main themes 1n his shorter essays was sectionalism 

opposing nationalism and nationalism through political parties bonding 

the sections. In The United States 1830-1850 Turner went to some pains 

to spell out just how the mechanism functioned, scanning the administra

tive policy under Jackson, Tyler, and Polk, and studying the legislative 

action. Turner succeeded 1n The United States 1830-1850 considering the 

mechanism at work by a play of Illustrative events. For instance, he 

worked well on the sectionally divisive issues such as the Maysville 

Road Veto or the Ordinance of Nullification. One of Turner's failures 

was in not completing his progressive description—nation, section, 

region, county, precinct, and so forth. In the name of democracy, his 

sectional system eschewed a real consideration of the fundamental units 

of society, the individuals. 

The smaller units of district or county, but not Individual, 

Turner picked up and generalized by way of maps. On one level, then, 

inferences drawn from vote counting and map reading held Turner's 

sectional hypothesis together as the political system held sectionalism 

together. Turner hoped to feed a mass of relevant material into a series 

of maps, combining the information with the narrative accounts of 

sections and nation to make sense. Overall were the political machi

nations—party activity~and sectional interest—with Turner believing this 

one stronger than that one, then reversing himself. His oscillation was 

attributable to historical changes; because of the difficulty reconciling 

the sectional division, he needed and the nationalism he supported. 
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One problem lay In assessing Congressional voting patterns. He 

noted that 

The vote on the third reading of the bill [1n Congress] affords 
opportunity for dissent; but after the completion of the measure, 
party discipline and party loyalty assert themselves and, In 
spite of discontent, usually furnish the necessary votes to pass 
the measure.54 

Party discipline did not, of course, 1n any way negate the fact of com

promise. If a measure over which there was much contention did pass by 

party, then the reverse was the case: more vigorous compromise took 

place, ending 1n passage by party. With a sudden change of mind, how

ever, Turner maintained on the same page that "final votes 1n Congress 

. . .  a r e  . . .  f a r  l e s s  f r e q u e n t l y  b y  p a r t i e s  t h a n  1 s  o r d i n a r i l y  
55 supposed." At times, In an effort to sustain his sectional rationale 

and the under pinning of the frontier rationale, he went further: "A 

study of votes In the federal House and Senate from the beginning of our 

national history reveals the fact that party voting has more often 

broken down than maintained Itself, on fundamental Issues; ... a 
56 persistent sectional pattern emerges." 

Probing to find a fundamental unit on which he could securely 

attach his logic, he reasoned In "The Significance of the Section" that 

54. "Sections and Nation," Signifioanoe of Seotione, 322. 

55. Ibid., 329. 

56. "Significance of Sections," Signifioanoe of Sections, 46. 
Turner had a clearer expression of this same phenomenon In The United 
Stateat 1830-1850t 380-381. 
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There Is, then, a sectionalism of the regions within the larger 
divisions, a sectionalism of minority areas sometimes protesting 
against the policies of the larger section 1n which they lie and 
finding more In common with similar regions outside of this 
section.57 

Regions within and outside of sections paralleled the breakdown Turner 

had Initially given, an overlap of section. He attempted to explain 1n 

a companion sentence: 

Not only the narrowness of normal party majorities, county by 
county over the nation, but also the existence, within each of 
the large sections, of smaller sections or regions which did 
not agree with the views of their sections as a whole, con
stituted a check both upon party despotism and upon sectional 
arrogance and exploitation of other sections.58 

In addition to regions within sections as a check, narrowness of normal 

party majorities raised the problem of the marginal voter, the voter who 

decided many elections. In another essay written much earlier. Turner 

had attempted to get out of just such a jungle. Under the lead 

"political sectionalism exhibits itself most obviously," he reasoned: 

1) The large sections as East, West, North, and Northeast, concealed 

"Interior divisions and needs further analysis."59 2) The objection to 

patterns by "congressional districts" (which grouped around sectional 

Interests Instead of party), was that frequently congressmen did "not 

fairly represent the mass of his constituents." This was true because 

of the large size of the districts and the frequency of "gerrymandering." 

57. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections3 49. 

58. Ibid., 46. 

59. "Geographical Influences 1n American Political History," 
Bulletin of the American Geographical Society3 46 (August 1914), 591-
595, reprinted 1n Significance of Sections, 184. 
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3) Presidential elections, when studied from the county (a state sub

division), appeared more promising to Turner. The smaller map revealed 

more clearly "geographical influence." Turner did not tell of the 

county situation, but he observed that "the county itself is too large 

an area to tell the whole story." 4) Precincts were the smallest 

ascertainable unit and of course the best for accuracy. The precinct 

study had not been done yet.^ 

There were other problems for any meaningful assessment. Turner 

probed further: 

Existence of a minority is concealed, though the vote may 
be close. Great political changes may occur where a mere 
plurality is the test, without materially altering the 
appearance of maps based on county unity, . . . Moreover 
parties are held together by combining various issues in 
order to hold dissenting elements, and by stating issues 
ambiguously; platform and candidate are also sometimes in
consistent. Thus the issue for which a geographical inter
pretation is sought may be confused, if the question is one 
of political opinion rather than of party habit.6! 

Frankly recognizing limitations such as the deceptiveness of marginal 
CO 

victory, Turner thought marginal victory made the appearance of control 

in a specific area by a black and white color code elusive. Close win

ning (which was frequent) meant greater influence and power for the 

60. "Geographical Influences," Significance of Sections, 184-
185. While Turner was doing much work on The United States, 1830-1850, 
he wrote of these very problems in a letter to Charles 0. Paul in, Nov. 
20, 1928, HEH, TU Box 40. 

61. "Geographical Influences," Significance of Sections, 185. 

62. "Geographical Sectionalism in American History," Annals of 
the Association of American Geographers, 16 (June 1926), 85-93, reprinted 
in Significance of Sections, 204. FJT to C. S. Boucher, May 30, 1919, 
HEH, TU Box 29. 
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"independent" voter, for the man who "thought" rather than the man who 
63 

merely went along by habit. The thinking man (unidentified) contrasted 

with the mass of American voters, who simply Inherited their "ideals" and 

voted like their grandfathers. Maintaining that significant patterns 

were determinable, Turner found that the "geographic Influence is most 

obvious where there is the strongest political inertia, and weakest 1n 

regions where the result is determined by reflection and conscious 

decision."^ A corollary of voting inertia! effect over a long period 

was that significant social Inferences could be drawn from voting 

patterns. 

Turner drew his generalizations from the mass of Inert, un

thinking men, yet maintained that the pattern established by that mass 

was significant and vital for historical social Interpretation. The 

procedure of drawing generalizations from percentage voting patterns con

trasted with his endeavor of moving from the largest political unit, the 

nation, to the smallest, the precinct. That 1s, Turner's logic moved 1n 

a direction toward the individual. Furthermore, he had to allow for the 

multitude of "Influences" on the voters in^hls inferences, neither 

knowing with any precision the Impact of particular or general Influences 

nor recognizing the mental construct of particular, Individual persons. 

Turner was 1n a labyrinth without Ariadne's string, and the only question 

63. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 49; 
"Is Sectionalism Dying Away?," Significance of Sections, 301. 

64. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 10, folder marked "Notes for a 
Talk on Political Maps, circa 1920," reprinted 1n Jacobs, Legacyt under 
the title "Democratic and Whig-Republican Areas in Presidential 
Elections," 76. 
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remaining was when he would meet the Minotaur. The most fundamental 

unit was, of course, the Individual who had specific reasons for thinking 

the way he did. Thinking his procedure, however confused, was valuable 

and valid, Turner Implied the necessity of Its continuation; projecting 

the sectional rationale Into the future did the same thing. .For Turner, 

putting an end to his historical procedure of social Inferences from vote 

counting would have meant ending the political process Itself 1n which he 

believed. He waited to see how the elections he participated 1n were a 
65 

"sectional reflex," while he justified the procedure historically. 

Both the procedure and the process were the heart and blood of Turner. 

Most strictly construed, the explicit emptiness—the numbers of non

thinking men—Turner believed in was closely aligned with the "democracy," 

the vacancy, of the frontier hypothesis: that is Turner's accepting the 

hypothesis—the vacant land out there which drew men onward and the 

effect of vacancy on men—opposed the understanding and conmunlcation 

with specific human beings under real social conditions. The West or the 

frontier did have Its profound effect; the Irony of Turner's historical 

focus was in utilizing "democracy" to counter democracy. Under democracy 

the mind of each individual was valuable for its contribution or po

tential contribution. But the contribution or potential contribution 

was minimal or non-existent unless a rationale for the whole Individual 

was advanced historically. Turner counted numbers and called them men, 

relating numbers to his own rationale which he needed vitally. 

65. FJT to Hooper, Nov. 16, 1922, HEH, TU Box H; FJT to Hooper, 
Dec. 19, 1922, HEH, TU Box H; FJT to F. W. Fetter, Oct. 11, 1924, HEH, 
TU Box 33. 
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Among all the problems Turner had 1n formulating the sectional 

rationale, the C1v1l War was among the most difficult. In his youth 

Turner had given both Southerners and Northerners their "meed and 

measure," with final sanctlflcation to the North because 1t "fought for 

right."66 At a more considered age he thought the West as a major factor 

of causing the war. Making the West a principal cause of the C1v1l War, 

however, was to Identify 1t with the most American and the best of 

political Institutions and methods. Turner dealt with this problem 1n 

his historical essays, attempting to justify his system of political 

parties 1n the face of catastrophic failure. His pattern of reasoning 

was 1n his own best tradition. He noted that the "Eastern and Western 

wings" of the national parties were able to adjust, compromise and 
67 bargain, holding these sections together. Between East and West there 

were divisive elements, the most Important being the extension of rail

roads leading to the West coast ports. Thus Turner maintained his 

typical pattern of sectional conflict which created the necessity of 

political parties, the tendency toward sectionalism being countered by 

the "elastic bands" of parties. Undoubtedly there was some basis for 

East-West conflict and political connection, but Turner also maintained 

that the great "elastic band" tied North and South. Under the stress of 

Intense problems the North-South bond had broken. Obviously sectionalism 

66. "Commonplace Book" Number 3, HEH, TU Vol. III. 

67. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 33. 
On cutting off the West as a negative cause, MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, 
folder marked "Lecture, Trinity College, Durham, N. C., 1916," reprinted 
1n Jacobs, Legacy, under the appropriate title, "Why Did Not the United 
States Become Another Europe?," 138. 
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had gotten out of hand, the C1v11 War serving as an object lesson. How

ever the war served as an object lesson, Turner could not avoid the 

conflict of "democracy" and the War both coming from the same source. 

When he came right down to the Issue he sidestepped. At one time he was 

inclined to gloss over the War and observe that the "almost solid, but 

patriotic, South" had returned and remained faithful to the Union. At 

another time he eschewed the issue and really damned the political 

system, thinking that 1f the "majority" of citizens 1n the North and 
go 

South had been polled they would not have favored the war. As still 

another he wrote "when North and South reproduced the conditions of 

Europe, they fought because conditions which had substituted peaceful 
eg 

sectional Interaction for International conflicts had broken down." 

In The United States, 1830-1850 he was closer to establishing a cause 

of the War, noting the effect of the plantation system on the minds of 

men. But even 1n this work he crossed the effect of the plantation 

system with a "Western quality,"—"youth," "bold spirit," and "direct 

action."70 Again, he did not delineate his generalization by an Illus

tration of a specific mind. 

Other problems 1n maintaining a sectional1zed nation to sustain 

frontier Ideals were in the North-South relationship. The ante-bellum 

68. "Sections and Nation," Significance of Sections, 319. 

69. "Lecture, Trinity College," Legacy, 138. 

70. The United States, 1830-1850, 244. The chapter on the 
South Central States came as close to accounting for a cause of the war 
as Turner ever did 1n substance. But then Turner did not have to 
actually confront the war Itself for he would have ended (had he 
finished) in 1850 more or less. 
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political exercises, the Missouri Compromise, the Compromise of 1850, 

and the Kansas-Nebraska Act, came under Turner's scrutiny. Before con

sidering these, Turner called attention to European International 

relationships to lend a perspective. Again, Turner unconsciously under

scored the Irony of his assertions because he generally thought European 

nations were a bad, vicious conglomerate. After all, the C1v1l Mar 

"reproduced the conditions of Europe." But he used European nations to 

illustrate some of the great American political events. Turner himself 

did not compare European nations;^ rather he declared that the reader 

must think in terms of "colonization," "spheres of Influence," and 

"hinterlands." He equated the American political compromises with Euro-
72 pean "diplomatic congresses," "ententes," and "alliances." Turner made 

these comparisons during the period he was attempting most fervently to 

get his Idea of sections accepted, and using European nations was his 

most radical Illustration. What he wanted to do was to advocate, Indeed 

create, sections, even at the cost of comparing the sections to rotten, . 

super-nationalistic Europe. Salvation, however, was at hand, for "there 

71. Turner's friend, Charles Homer Hasklns, labelled Turner's 
thesis "dogmatic" calling attention to the lack of real comparison. 
C. H. Hasklns to FJT, May 15, 1925, HEH, TU Box 34. E. E. Robinson took 
issue with Turner over the conflict 1n Turner's reasoning on "party 
responsibility" and sectionalism (one could not have such a sectionalism 
and nationalism thought Robinson). Robinson also disputed the disparity 
between the "league of sections" and the "League of Nations." E. E. 
Robinson to FJT, April 15, 1925, HEH, TU Box 34. 

72. "Sections and Nation," Significance of Sections, 319. 
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was a common legislative body, as well as national parties, which 
73 brought sections together." 

At various times Turner realized the multitude of factors he 

had to unify to come to any real and truthful historical understanding. 

The "influences" on any voter, even the unthinking, were manifold. What 

exactly triggered each of their minds was a good question. There were 

the nation, to say nothing of Europe, sections, states, counties, and 

precincts. Turner scanned geography, geology and psychology, customs, 

ideals, and leadership as well as corruption. There were corporations, 

trusts, cities, banks, newspapers, and the post-office. And there were 

74 agriculture, diplomacy, economics, literature, religion and the masses. 

Other factors were parties, the "stock from which voters sprang," as well 
75 as the community in which the voters lived. Further, there was public 

76 opinion, businesses, and popular traits. There was the Negro and the 

Jew, the Catholic and the frontier. Such a colossal conglomeration, even 

with some overlap, still left some influences unexplained.77 Turner 
78 called on "human geographers" to refine the problem. 

73. "Sections and Nation," Significance of Sections, 319. 

74. FJT to Becker, Feb. 13, 1926, BC, HEH, TU Box 35. 

75. "Significance of Sections," Significance of Sections, 48. 

76. "Lecture on Sectionalism," Legacy, 68. 

77. "Geographical Sectionalism," Significance of Sections, 193. 

78. Ibid.., 206. 
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At one time Turner made a distinction between himself as 
79 historian and himself as voter. Yet the two were one. The surface 

Information about Turner the voter was that he had twelve opportunities 
on 

to vote 1n Presidential elections—1888-1932. Of these twelve chances 

he wrote of voting eight times, five for the Democratic ticket and three 
81 for the Republican. Probably Turner voted Republican In the 1900 and 

1904 elections. Assuming that he did vote Republican 1n 1900 and 1904, 

Turner voted for the following candidates: 1896—McKlnley, 1900—McKlnley, 

1904—Roosevelt, 1908—Bryan, 1912—Wilson, 1916—Wilson, 1920—Cox, 

1924—Davis, 1928—Hoover, and by Intent 1n 1932—Hoover, an even split 

between the two parties. 

Turner proclaimed himself a liberal and 1n the best Crollan 
82 sense was a liberal. Turner believed 1n the American dream and "The 

Promise of American Life" as much as Herbert Croly did, the structure of 

79. FJT to Frank Wltson Fetter, Oct. 11, 1924, HEH, TU Box 33. 

80. This 1s counting 1932 even though Turner died 1n April, 
1932, before the November election. He was strong 1n his stated support 
of Hoover. 

81. 1896-MS: HEH, TU Box 57, Autobiographical data; rough 
notes," made around 1929. 1900-noth1ng. I904-noth1ng. 1908-FJT to 
William E. Dodd, Oct. 9, 1908, HEH, TU Box 11. 1912-FJT to C. M. Turner, 
Nov. 2, 1912, HEH, TU Box H; FJT to Hooper, [Nov. 1912], HEH, TU-H Box 
1, wherein Turner said that he was happy over the election. 1916-FJT to 
D. T. Main, [Nov. 1916], HEH, TU Box I. 1920-FJT to D. T. Main, Oct. 30, 
1920, HEH, TU Box I. 1924-FJT to E. E. Robinson, Dec. 12, 1924, HEH, TU 
Box 33. 1928-FJT to D. T. Main, Nov. 16, 1928, HEH, TU Box K. 1932-FJT 
to Marlon Sheldon, Feb. 9, 1932, HEH, TU Box 47. 

82. FJT to Hooper, Nov. 16, 1922, HEH, TU-H Box 5. FJT to 
Frank Wltson Fetter, Oct. 11, 1924, HEH, TU Box 33, 1n which Turner wrote 
that "I think more enduring progress will be made by the success of a 
major party working on liberal lines." Many of Turner's letters on 
political questions reflect a liberal attitude of the day. Especially 
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the frontier and sectional rationales framing Turner's belief. Part of 

the fulfillment of the dream was the belief that every American had some 

meaningful function 1n American life through voting and a personal stake 

1n economic Individualism. There was a great disparity between the 

belief and reality; true belief reassured the believer about the 

"democratic" philosophy and American goodness. Turner wanted to perpetu

ate the belief and thereby eschew the reality: the reality was that 

there was no rationale which enabled equality of Intellectual development. 

On the contrary, there was a rationale which hindered 1t. In other 

words, like the tent-on-the-porch and the frontier hypothesis with Its 

"out-thereness," the dream had little substance. 

In the face of environmental conditions and political reality 

Turner had two main tacks to Insure the perpetuation of the dream. Each 

tack had the frontier rationale for a starboard wind. First, Turner had 

a pattern of the liberal of the day. He showed this best in the 1908, 

1912, and 1920 elections. In the 1908 election he voted against William 

Howard Taft, the "conservative" President of liberal girth, because Taft 

was too much a peg 1n the "standpat" board. Turner simply would not abide 

the rigidity of "Cannon, Aldrich, Hopkins, Sherman" in the face of society-
83 

saving reform. In the 1912 election Turner kept 1n line with his 1908 

evaluation, maintaining that there was "less danger of real business 

noteworthy: FJT to W. E. Dodd, Oct. 9, 1908, HEH, TU Box 11. FJT to C. 
M. Turner, Oct. 18, 1912, HEH, TU Box H. FJT to John Main, March 31, 
1916, HEH, TU Box I. Turner was quite familiar with The Promise of 
American Life, FJT to Hooper, Jan. 2, 1911, HEH, TU-H Box 1. 

83. FJT to W. E. Dodd, Oct. 9, 1908, HEH, TU Box 11. 
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84 upheaval under" Roosevelt "than under Mr. Taft. In the same year 

Turner thought that one of the principal Issues was the fund raising for 

Roosevelt by the big money interests. Turner wanted "great business 
85 

combinations" preserved and controlled by the government, "distrusting" 

Woodrow Wilson'sTnclination to leave regulations of trusts to the states. 

On the other side Turner was skeptical that Southerner-Wilson would not 

"respond to the humanitarian demands regarding the cause of labor, and 
86 

reform." In the 1912 election Turner's fear of "Roosevelt's regulation 

of trusts, for trusts and by trusts' money" finally swung Turner to 
87 Wilson. Probably Turner's earlier friendship had something to do with 

it also. In the 1920 election Turner thought Harding a poor man, 1n-
88 experienced and weak. Furthermore, Turner maintained that the United 

States should get Into the League of Nations with reservations, believing 

generally that the United States was a good example for the world to 

follow. He thought James Cox had "made an able campaign and has over-
89 turned the conservatlvlsm of many Republicans who will vote for him." 

In these elections Turner's vote was predicated negatively, asserting 1n 

1908 that the Republicans "need to have the fear of the Lord put 1n their 

hearts and in that child-Uke faith" Turner was "convinced that" he 

84. FJT to Hooper, June 2, 1912, HEH, TU-H Box 1. 

85. FJT to Hooper, June 29, 1912, HEH, TU-H Box 1. 

86. FJT to C. M. Turner, Oct. 18, 1912, HEH, TU Box H. 

87. FJT to C. M. Turner, Nov. 2, 1912, HEH, TU Box H. 

88. FJT to D. T. Main, Oct. 30, 1920, HEH, TU Box I. 

89. Ibid. 
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"ought to help scare them by voting the Democratic ticket."**0 Early 1n 

the 1912 campaign Turner saw Bryan as "the best of the lot" and was glad 

he voted for Bryan 1n 1908.^ In 1896 when a vote for Bryan had meant 
Q9 

a little more Turner had voted for McKlnley, leaving 1n doubt that the 

1912 statement on Bryan was little more than a safe reflection. The 

"fear of the Lord put 1n their hearts" confirmed this. 

Second, 1n being given unattractive nominees all around or being 

under heavy pressure or both, Turner appeared eccentric and made light of 

the system he took so seriously. Part of his reaction to certain 

elections was for effect on his correspondents, part of it was from his 

frustration in having only the "available" man to vote for, and part of 

1t was to demonstrate that Turner really was his own captain. Turner 

would vote for whom he chose. In the 1916 election Turner was vexed by 

Charles Evan Hughes, the former Supreme Court Chief Justice and later 

Secretary of State to the Harding Aministration; Turner was also irri

tated by Woodrow Wilson, the Incumbent President. According to Turner, 

the politicians were making the German extremist leaders the "whole 

cheese." Though Turner expected to vote for Wilson, he thought he might 
93 

"vote for a Socialist or for John Doe." In 1924 Turner was even wilder 

when he thought that "I am seriously thinking of voting the I.W.W. straight 

90. FJT to W. E. Dodd, Oct. 9, 1908, HEH, TU Box 11. 

91. FJT to Hooper, June.29, 1912, HEH, TU-H Box 1. 

92. MS: HEH, TU Box 57, "Autobiographical data." 

93. FJT to Max Farrand, Oct. 13, 1916, HEH, TU Box 26. 
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94 ticket—if there is anything straight among them." Both the Socialist 

and the IWW were anathema in Turner's vocabulary; socialism meant level

ing tendencies and trouble. Using these parties even in half-jest to 

point up his own ambivalence underscored the problem of many of his 

fellow citizens, contemporaneously and historically. In several 

elections, then, Turner was not just dissatisfied, but also anxious. 

Still, he was willing to hold to the political system, it being the sub

stance of his mind. Indeed, he saw the political system as a means to 

retain the ideals and promote change just fast enough to keep one step 

ahead of revolution. Clearly, in Turner's mind, it was a system which 

put the welfare of the system in the first place and the benefit of indi

viduals in second place. Turner put it another way: "Docility of the 
95 masses and progress are not inconsistent." 

94. FJT to Hooper, March 1, 1924, HEH, TU-H Box 5. 

95. FJT to Hartman, Jan. 18, 1926, Turner Papers, SHS of 
Wisconsin. This attitude tied 1n with another Turner had: on one 
occasion he wrote to his wife that "I went to the theatre with Ames 
and heard Mary Mannering do a problem play that was very well presented; 
but very full of undllute misery and with no answer- Then we took the 
taste out of our minds by some Munich beer at the Rathskeller." FJT to 
C. M. Turner, April 21, 1910, HEH, TU Box G. 



CHAPTER 4 

PAUPERS AND PRESSURES: THE GENERALITIES OF SOCIETY 

"Looking over your very helpful study on American Political 
Parties [by E. E. Robinson] a day or so ago. I happened to 
note, on page 116, 1n the quotation from Harrison's letter, 
a difference between your version and my own. In yours 1t 
runs, 'We have also many recruits from the paupers of the 
times;' my own reads '. . . from the pressure of the times.1" 

Frederick Jackson Turner 

"Turner's Immersion in this stream of intellectual Influence 
had an unfortunate effect 1n committing him to certain 
archaic assumptions which hampered his approach to twentieth-
century social problems." 

Henry Nash Smith 

Turner noted more than a historical problem when he said that 

"the older writers on the subject, coming, like all wise men, from the 

E a s t ,  h a v e  l a r g e l y  r e s t r i c t e d  t h e i r  v i e w  t o  t h e  A t l a n t i c  c o a s t . H i s  

1889 review of Theodore Roosevelt's The Winning of the West opened with 
2 a similar assertion and with obvious delight for the young Turner. 

Turner had 1n mind the Idea of a new perspective, a fresh look, a new 

historical understanding. There had been commentators on the relation

ship between the buoyant and vigorous West and the more constant and 

conservative East. Turner recognized many such commentators. To him, 

1. "Problems 1n American History," Early Writingst 71. 

2. Review of The Winning of the Westt Dial, 71-73. 
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Thomas Hart Benton, Andrew Jackson, and Abraham Lincoln, and even Thomas 

Jefferson, were some of the Western men who went East and Illustrated the 

Western way 1n speech and life. Turner frequently used noteworthy 

politicians as examples. But the attitude suggested by "wise men from 

the East" set 1n sharp relief his personal view, for "wise men" at least 

slightly satirized those who took an Eastern viewpoint. Though he gave 

no concrete Indication at the time, he perhaps had some scholar like 

Herbert Baxter Adams 1n mind. On the other hand, the politicians who had 

"misunderstood" westerners were also "wise men." Rufus King, Alexander 

Hamilton, and Governor Alexander Spotswood were some of Turner's exam^ 

pies. Still, Turner spoke of "all" wise men, and when Turner himself 

became a wise man, then he had to sustain an ambiguity, for he was a wise 

Westerner with a Western rationale, a forest philosophy. 

Another level af the Irony 1n Turner's remark related to that 

which was Eastern In social approach, as opposed to that which was 

Western. He found that the Easterner not only held the money bags, but 

also thought of himself as almost naturally superior. Turner even wrote 

"Children of the Pioneers" to justify Westerners ranking 1n every area 

of American Hfe.^ "Children" was a veritable Who'a Who (a publication 

Turner relied heavily on) of successful persons born or reared 1n the 

West. Turner paid little heed to their ancestry, though he frequently 

mentioned 1t. He ranged from Henry Ford to Eugene Debs, from Adolphus 

Busch to William Jennings Bryan. The biggest problem for Turner (he 

admitted 11) was determining just who was Western—born or reared—with 

3. "The Children of the Pioneers," The Idle Review, 15 (July 
1926), 645-670. 
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barely a superficial probing. "Children" was ostensibly a response to 

a statistical study of "the ability of the entire country," by Senator 

Henry Cabot Lodge, politician, expansionist, and Brahmin. 

"Children" pointed up Turner's problem concerning the East-

West relationship and just what he thought of 1t. Thinking of the 

overall social psyche of one section or region did not mean that he 

eschewed thinking and commenting on that of another, however similar 

the one was to the other. Indeed, Turner himself oscillated between 

East and West, noting or positing the different characteristics of each 

milieu. Of course his Idea of sections Included more than just the East 

and the West, but these were the "base" sections. From these two and 

from their Inter-relationship he made deductions which he applied to 

other sections. Thus Turner had a very fundamental and simple standard 

by which to gauge each section, as well as the nation as a whole. To 

put 1t another way, Turner evaluated a section's collective character!cs 

and events 1n terms of the frontier rationale: the "folks Idea"—the 

Idea of community service—as weighted against the Idea of Individualism— 

the right of each Individual to rise unrestrictedly. Shortly before 

"Children" was published, Turner wrote to his friend Alice Forbes Hooper, 

daughter of rail tycoon Charles Perkins, that "we do need Individualism 

out here now: —the 'folks' Idea, the 'service for the community' slogan, 

i.e.t are crushing out the dissenter and the pioneer spirit and tending 
4 to reduce things to an average, I fear." Turner associated "individ

ualism," "dissenter," and "pioneer spirit" with a vague something that 

4. FJT to Hooper, March 8, 1926, HEH, TU-H Box 6. 
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existed as an Ideal. Historically he could accept the role of Eugene 

Debs; but as a contemporary, Debs was a trouble maker. History became 

an "area" in which Turner was able to retreat to vagueness. If the 

"pioneer spirit" was down in the West, Turner could cite the fall of the 

East also: "Perhaps the tendency isn't limited to the West. The East 

doesn't easily tolerate dissent from what 1t thinks are the fundamentals, 
5 either, does 1t?" Both had become too much one. 

The best balance between these two sides of society—the East 

and the West, the conservative and the innovative—derived, obviously for 

Turner, from frontier growth. He equivocated about germination, but it 

was merely a general indeclsiveness. More frequently, Turner maintained 
g 

continuity asserting that there was no such thing as tabula rasa. Not 

having the tabula rasa was similar to admitting the validity of the Euro

pean germ theory, but Turner hastily reassured himself that 1t was a 

matter of emphasis. Nor did he intend to exclude the East from the 

frontier hypothesis; his disciples frequently pointed out that the 

"influence" or feedback of frontier traits had significant effect on the 

East. Even some of Turner's critics noted that the principal capitalists 

and the greatest mobility were Eastern, not Western.^ Of course his 

5. FJT to Hooper, March 8, 1926, HEH, TU-H Box 6. 

6. "Significance of the Frontier," Significance of the Frontier, 
38. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Some Sociological 
Aspects of Am. History. Lake Forest Col., Lecture. 1895—April 13." 
Reprinted 1n Jacobs, Legacy, 167. "Western State-Making 1n the 
Revolutionary Era," American Historical Review, 1 (October 1895 and 
January 1896), 70-87 and 251-269. Reprinted in Significance of Sections3 
136. 

7. See Earl Pomeroy, "Toward a Reorientation of Western History: 
Continuity and Environment," Mississippi Valley Historical Reviews 41 
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disciples went further in defense and pointed out over and over that 

Turner was clearly cognizant of an East-West interrelationship. The 

East-West struggle (if either held the upper hand in economic control or 

cultural subversion) was carried on in terms of East to West and West to 

East. And by coupling the "safety-valve" theory with that particular 

aspect of "individualism," which he designated "the right to rise un

restrictedly," Turner logically covered the entire country. He was 

quite as concerned about Eastern attitudes and ways in relationship to 

the hypothesis as he was about the Western. His contradiction between 

tabula rasa and no tabula rasa was not that disparate, unless his 

expression was markedly inconsistent with concrete events. If there "was 

not tabula rasa" and therefore the blank mind did not exist for total new 

impression, continuity was a certainty. Turner's continuity made his 
O 

breaks--"democracy came stark and full from the forest" --in a constant 

historical pattern all the more a curiosity. 

But both the continuity and breaks in continuity raised another 

question: was there a relationship between Turner's perception of his 

contemporary West and East and his historical interpretation of Western 

and Eastern attitudes? In fact there was a relationship, and Turner was 

neither as equivocal, nor mercurial, in his attitude toward social 

(March 1955), 579-600, noting the pervasiveness of "Federalist" and 
"aristocratic" peonle in the West. In contrast to Turner, Pomeroy 
maintains that "the Westerner has been fundamentally imitator rather 
than innovator." 

8. "The Problem of the West," Atlantic Monthly} 78 (September 
1896), 289-297. Reprinted in Frontier in American History, 216. 
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situations or toward the derivation of democracy as many assumed. For 

Turner, caught in the dilemma of contemporary industrial society and 

past agrarian society, the use of evidence to support his position 

became important. 

On yet another level, the East-West consideration became quite 

personal for Turner. His cryptic assertion that "the older writers on 

the subject, coming, like all wise men, from the East, have largely 

restricted their view to the Atlantic coast," marked his sympathy with 

the West, and the point to ponder was how often Turner became a "wise 

man." Just what was his historical and personal understanding regarding 

this matter became a question, and he accented 1t himself when he wrote 

an early essay arguing that "Each age writes the history of the past 
Q 

anew with reference to the conditions uppermost in its own time." In 

the phrase "conditions uppermost" Turner Invested history with some 

functional value for himself and for his society. The statement alone 

weighted his attitude neither toward wise men nor Westerner, but after 

the Populist revolt had spent its full vigor, Turner wrote to Woodrow 

Wilson about going to Princeton, "What you say of the unhlstorical 

atmosphere of the West 1s undoubtedly true--at least Its history tends 

strongly to run into present politics!" Was Turner's greater Interest 

in the "present politics" of the frontier, the West, the custom breaker 

or the Western people? Turner tired of the "atmosphere of the West" 

and thought that "the new environment is really a very Important 

9. "The Significance of History," Early Writings, 52. 
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consideration, and I know I need it."''0 With the growth and decline 

of the Populist situation, Turner thought seriously of joining the 

Eastern wise men 1n their area. 

Critical and sympathic comments by historians about Turner's 

attitude toward Populists and the Populist movement were largely 

evaluative within the Turner myth itself. Either the Populists were a 

typical Western revolt against Eastern conservativlsm or they were of a 

new area adjusting to the larger acceptable_society. Either they were 

barbarians, ignorant and rude, or they were people giving an intelligent 

response, considering their background and problem. But Turner's 

attitude changed markedly. In fact his viewpoint varied to include both 

disciples' and critics' arguments for and against the Populists. Histo

rians mentioned only obliquely Turner's attitude toward the Populists 

during the Populists' more potent days, and none observed the dramatic 

change in Turner's perception after the populist revolt had been spent.^ 

10. FJT to Wilson, Dec. 3, 1896, HEH, TU Box 2. 

11. John D. Hicks, The Populist Revolt: A History of the 
Farmer's Alliance and the People's Party (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1931). Hicks thought the Populist revolt was a politi
cal response to an economic situation. Given Populist resources, Hicks 
held Populist action realistic. Richard Hofstader's The Age of Reform, 
from Bryan to FDR (New York: Knopf, 1955), focused on a general 
sectional-psyche. After a brief apology for the beneficial activity of 
the Populists, Hofstader theorized that the movement was one of nostalgia 
and fear of British, Eastern and Jewish conspiracy. He thought the 
psychological state was a response to the fear of industrial advance. 
Norman Pollack, The Populist Response to Industrial America: Midwestern 
Populist Thought (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962), found the 
Populists more radical and progressive than their labor contemporaries. 
In this book of sequential quotations he blamed labor to a great extent 
for the "revolt's" failure, and defined Populism further by its general 
humaneness with its Cuba Libre sympathy. Walter T. K. Nugent in The 
Tolerant Populists^ attempted to rectify Hofstader's "concensus" theory. 
Nugent's work is a study of exceptions to the nostalgia-conspiracy theory. 
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Generally, Turner's commentary on the Populists had three 

different tones. During the movement Itself, Turner was vehemently 

critical; when Populism was dead as a serious political entity, Turner 

praised the Populists with as much Intensity as his earlier vehemence; 

and after such oscillation Turner was more apologetic for the Westerners' 

Ignorance and at least sympathic to their "progressivism." In other 

words, he fitted Populism into a larger framework, one more understand

able for himself. In his "Significance of the Frontier" essay, Turner 

used the "Populist agitation" to illustrate a historical pattern: 

Many a state that now declines any connection with the tenets of 
the Populists Itself adhered to such Ideas 1n 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 footnote to this used somewhat more severe language: "I have 

refrained from dwelling on the lawless characteristics of the frontier 

because they are sufficiently well known. The gambler and desperado, 

the regulators of the Carolinas, and the vigilantes of Callfornias are 

Essentially Tolerant Populists has similar generalizations as the later 
ones of Turner. Twice Nugent noted the Turrierlan hypothesis as favor
able Interpretation of the Populists, 3 and 25. Cedrlc B. Cowing's 
Populists, Plunger8 and Progressives, a Social History of Stock and 
Commodity Speculationt 1890-1936 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1965), soundly demonstrated that the speculators and financeers 
were largely responsible for market control and price Instability. In 
The American Historian: A Social-Intellectual History of the Writing 
of the American Past (New York: Oxford, 1960), 193, Harvey Wish men
tioned Turner's attitude toward the Populists in 1893, but then he 
simply switched to Turner's general sympathy with the "debtor class." 
For a more current comment about Turner see John Higham, "The Old 
Frontier," The New York Review of Books, 10, (April 29, 1968), 10-14. 
Higham generally accepted that Turner was a proponent of "democracy." 
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types of that line of scum that the waves of advancing civilization 

12 bore before them." 

Turner's perception was piqued, undoubtedly, by the difficult 

times of the early 1890's. By 1893 the country was in the throes of 

an extended depression and there was considerable controversy over 

currency policy. The Populists had made Impressive political gains in 

1892, and the Homestead Strike of 1892 only Indicated the labor unrest 

which seethed throughout Industrial America. If hundreds of laborers 

fought with clubs and guns and succeeded 1n their design by these 

methods, then the masses would follow suit. There was 1n Homestead an 

element of anarchy. Henry Clay Frlck was not, 1n 1893, considered a 

financial anarchist who had succeeded, succeeded largely on the 

unequivocally Inhuman living conditions of his laborers. In success 

he transcended the fight to get mere sustenance and became par of 

the acceptable order. He was, Indubitably, a capitalist and "wise man" 

as opposed to debtor and laborer. Closer to home, Wisconsin was 

embroiled in political controversy, in which Turner's father had an 

immediate interest, if not an intimate hand. Robert M. LaFollette, 

then a rising young politician and recently returned from Washington 

and a Congressional seat, was getting a second wind to attack the 
13 corrupt and powerful political machine of Wisconsin. If LaFollette 

was institutional and acceptable in his approach, his design indicated 

12. "Significance of the Frontier," significance of the 
Frontier, 32-33. 

13. Robert M. LaFollette, LaFollette'8 Autobiobraphy: a 
Personal Narrative of Political Experiences (Madison: The Robert M. 
LaFollette Co., 1913), 80-85. 
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unrest on the Wisconsin front. Later Turner supported LaFollette 

for some time. To Turner's mind, however, the Populists were asso

ciated with the trouble-causing unrest. 

After 1894, the "terrible year," Turner still held the 

Populists in the same light. The Pullman Strike, the continuing 

depression, and the persisting drought, did not have the effect of 

altering his attitude. In a lecture he gave in 1895, he quoted himself 

from the 1893 address, "The recent Populist agitation. . . ." He 

reflected further on Wisconsin, as though he had taken a closer look 

at his home state, and added that with the social change a region 

changed political attitudes. For evidence he noted that Wisconsin at 

one time sympathized with the Grangers, and in 1895 had little to do 

14 with the Populists. There had been a marked advance. 

Turner criticized, adversely, the specific movement of the 

Populists, calling attention to their Western orientation. Even while 

criticizing in the "frontier" context he kept a historical perspective 

which was somewhat different. In an article written in 1895, while the 

agitating agrarians still had some force, Turner itemized the historical 

grievances of the Westerners--"disputed boundaries; uncertain land 

titles, inefficient organization of justice and military defense, due to 

the remoteness of the capital; the difficulty of paying taxes in specie; 
15 . . .and the control which the East retained in the legislatures.' 

14. "Some Sociological Aspects of American History," Leqacu, 
165-156. 

15. "Western State-Making," Significance of Sections, 136-137. 
A similar list of "grievances" was given in "The First Official Frontier 
of the Massachusetts Bay," Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 



117 

"Inefficient organization," "Control" by the East, and "uncertain titles" 

were complaints of some moment, if they were true. In historical per

spective Turner thought they were true. For a long time he had an 

idealistic notion that "the degraded tillers of the soil" toiled "that 
1 fi others might dreairi." And in 1882, in a conspicuous display of youthful 

enthusiasm, he burst out that "Our songs are the grand orations of the 

French Revolution, out of whose wild chords of dying groans, bursts of 

artillery, ceaseless beats of the guillotine and crash of falling thrones 

was constructed the grandest harmony that ever filled the ears of 

nations."^ Turner did retain the notion (at times it was subtle) that 

democracy resided in the masses which opposed minority rule. But the 

retention was on a general historical level, and it did not affect Turner 

during the Populist period. Further, it had little to do with any 

effective, or relevant, concern for contemporary social problems. 

The grand and buoyant thoughts Turner had of the French 

Revolution cropped up again and again. In Bacon's Revolution, Turner 

saw a Westerner seizing the torch of democracy and hurling it against 

the planter aristocracy. Bacon, thought Turner, was bent to "establish 

18 a real democracy." On New York's colonial frontier, he observed that 

Publications, 17 (Transactions 1913-1914), 250-71. Reprinted in 
Frontier in American History, 59-63, passim. 

16. "Significance of History," Early Writings, 48. 

17. In 1882 he wrote "Plea for the common people" in his 
"Commonplace book." "Plea" was in the "toiler" sympathy. The "French 
Revolution" was only more enthusiastic. HEH, TU Vol. III. 

18. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American History, 
301. In the same general period he noted a "belt of democratic territory. 
"Contributions of the West to American Democracy, "Atlantic Monthly, 91 
(January 1903), 83-96. Reprinted in Frontier in American History, 248. 
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"those which imposed feudal tenures and undemocratic restraints, and 
19 which exploited settlers, were certain to lose." In these frontiers

men was the "belligerent democracy," fighting Indians, occupying land, 
20 and opposing the East. Turner envisioned a muscular democracy of the 

frontiersman brand, 1n history. 

Shortly before the election of 1896 Turner withdrew 1n a general 

way his chastisement of the Populists. What was "scum and ignorance" 

called for greater understanding. The antagonism between East and West 

required "more than denunciation of dishonesty, ignorance, and boorlsh-

ness as fundamental Western traits." Furthermore, the Ideal of "economic 
21 equality" went "far to explain the unrest in the remote West to-day." 

By the fall of 1896 the Populists had fused with the Democratic Party 

and thus were taking a more acceptable means to solve their problems. 

Before the election, therefore, the Populists had Insured their ultimate 

end as an effective, independent party. Many 1n their own ranks thought 

their end as a party had come. 

The year eighteen hundred ninety-six was pivotal for anyone with 

an Interest in the Populist "principles" and the outcome of those 

principles, let alone the free silver Issue. Turner, of course, was no 

exception. But he underscored the Issue by his change 1n attitude. For 

_19. "The Old West," Wisconsin State Historical Society, 
Proceedingsj 56 (1908), 184-233. Reprinted in Frontier in American 
History t 82. 

20. "Contributions of the West," Frontier in American History3 
249. 

21. "Problem of the West," Frontier in American History, 209, 
211. 
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one thing, as he noted in some autobiographical data, he voted for 

McKinley in that election. The "radical" "Fightin1 Bob" LaFollette had 

also voted and campaigned for McKinley, but this did not identify Turner 

with LaFollette. LaFollette was a solid, vigorous, and determined party 

man. Even in 1912 LaFollette functioned within the party ranks, not 

22 outside them. Turner was no politician per se. Still, he gave his 

participation the perfect, almost the wise-man twist, recalling that 

after voting for McKinley, he rode a bicycle to Milwaukee to hear Bryan 

speak. 

The importance of the Populist issue for Turner's social 

philosonhy lay in how he related the concrete present to his historical 

perception. By and large he did not make any significant contemporary 

relationship. In 1897, however, after the Populists were nractically 

embalmed, Turner elevated these Westerners to a really high status. 

"The Populist is the American farmer who has kept in advance of the 

economic and social transformations that have overtaken those who re-

24 mained behind." "Advance" was economic and social and not merely in 

advance geographically. Recalling some fervent feeling for democracy, 

Turner changed from his earlier attitude to eulogizing: 

22. LaFollette, Autobiography, 127-128. See also Thomas 
C. Cochran, The Age of Enterprise: A Social History of Industrial 
America (New York: Macmillan, 1942), 291-292. LaFollette and McKinley 
had been friends from the time LaFollette first went to Congress 1n 
1884. 

23. MS: sheaf marked "Autobiographical data" in rough notes. 
Date given by cataloguer "c 1929." HEH, TU Box 57. ~ 

24. "Dominant Forces in Western Life," Atlantic Monthly, 79 
(April 1897), 433-443. Reprinted in Frontier in American Historyt 238. 
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If the voice of Mary Ellen Lease sounds raucous to the New 
England man to-day, while 1t 1s sweet music 1n the ears of 
the Kansas farmer, let him ponder the utterances of these 
frontier farmers 1n the days of the Revolution; and 1f he 
1s still doubtful of this spiritual kinship, let him read 25 
the words of the levelers and sectaries of Cromwell's army. 

Change for Turner, then, meant using history to ease his way and escape 

reality, not confront 1t. What was a human problem 1n his present world, 

he looked at only through a cloud. 

Turner's most widely accepted theme about the Populist movement 

which historians later accepted was established after the 1897 essay, 

"Dominant Forces in Western Life." Turner reiterated the theme with 

enough frequency to obscure his earlier and more relevant, if un

sympathetic, attitude. In retrospect, the Populist became the man of 
p/J 

the prairies who strove to sustain pioneer ideals. He and the Granger 

were the "prophets" of the reform movement in every political party, 
27 even Debs' socialism. The Populist, the advance man of prosperity and 

wisdom, became accepted as a Turner dictum. Concerning the agrarian 

social problem of the day, then, Turner was a conservative. He was 

25. "Dominant Forces," Frontier in American Historyt 240. 

26. "The Middle West," International Monthlyt 4 (December 1901), 
794-820. Reprinted 1n Frontier in American History, 155. 

27. "Pioneer Ideals and the State University," Indiana 
University Bulletin, 8 (June 15, 1910), 6-29. Reprinted 1n Frontier in 
American History, 281. In his presidential address to the American 
Historical Association, Turner called upon his audience to "read the 
platforms of the Greenback-Labor, the Granger and the Populist parties, 
. . . discredited and reprobated by the major parties of the time ..." 
"Social Forces In American History," American Historical Review, 16 
(January 1911), 217-233. Reprinted 1n Frontier in American History, 327. 
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conservative also regarding other social problems, but his post-Populist 

viewpoint was less vehement and more subtle. 

Turner's abrupt shift from denigration to praise of the Populists 

was followed by a change 1n stress of the frontier rationale. Not only 

did the sectional hypothesis begin to come to the fore In his mind, but 

Turner also began to see that democracy came from the forest. His change 

1n view was one of emphasis; 1t only became more radical. By the 

sectional rationale he hoped to lend stability and social cohesion to a 

society which he found at times overwhelmingly distressing. And second, 

the sectional hypothesis afforded a new technique by which to Interpret 

American history. At the same time, however, Turner boomed an antlphony 

to all his other Ideas. His followers picked up the refrain as the 

purest essence of Tumerlan thought. Others thought 1t some distant 

dogma. The need for order, for himself and for his nation, was an 

Imperative for Turner. The call he gave was to militant Americanism, for 

through nationalism all social wounds could be healed. The absolute ex

pression of Americanism was the logical extreme of his forest philosophy, 

and Turner did not shy from stating 1t. "This new democracy that cap

tured the country and destroyed the Ideals of statesman came from no 

theorist's dreams of the German forest. It came, stark and strong and 

full of life, from the American forest."**8 

This particular statement, written shortly before and published 

in September 1896, presaged Turner's eulogy for the Populists. The back

ground to his very extreme frontier philosophy went back, of course, to 

28. "Problem of the West," Frontier in American History, 216. 
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the seminal address, and even before. The frequency of "American*" 

"Americanism," or language which was synonymous to these words 1n the 

1893 essay, Indicated what Turner thought unique In his society. And to 

explain the uniqueness, he thought, a point of origin must be established. 

To Instill more firmly 1n the minds of his audience just what he meant, 

he observed that there was a break. "For a moment at the frontier the 
29 bonds of custom are broken, and unrestraint 1s triumphant." "For a 

moment custom Is broken" was simply a less extreme statement of total 

emergence from the American forest. And Turner knew 1t, for he followed 

with "there 1s not tabula rasa." He used this dialectic effectively, 

constantly noting that a break took place, but the established order re

mained. Implicit In the assertion of "breaking" followed by no tabula 

rasa was the same ambiguity of Turner's "wise men" declaration. The 

Important thing was not a lack of continuity, since such lack was con

spicuous when the extreme forest philosophy was quoted out of context. 

Rather the fundamental relevance of Turner's "breaking" was 1n the con-
30 text of his usage. His allegiance In any social crisis was with the 

established order, when there was any real choice; the wise men should 

prevail, Turner thought. His call for understanding before the full 

collapse of the Populist movement was a plea for unity around real 

29. "Significance of the Frontier," Frontier in Amrioan 
History, 37-38. 

30. Even the acutely perceptive William Appleman Williams 
missed the personal reason for Turner's expression, and Williams there
by missed the ambiguity which Turner was caught in and Turner's ultimate 
disillusionment with his own thought. See "The Frontier Thesis," 
Pacific Historical Review, 370-395, and The Contours of American History, 
the book on "The Age of Corporation Capitalism: 1882—." 
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"Americanism" and its "good" political system. It was not a sudden 

rallying to the Populist cause. For one thing the assertion remained 

on a vague level of generalization. In its extremity it reassured 

Turner of belief in some real democracy, as though a simple abstract 

statement could. But in Its absoluteness and failure to square with 

continuity and by Turner's more concrete action, it was a denial. 

The best perpetuator of stable America was, of course, conservative 

McKinley. After Turner's first total statement of the origin of 

American democracy, he repeated 1t again and again with little variation. 

Each time it punctuated his wise man position. The wise man theme 

became a variation of the tent-on-the-porch as industry engendered 

and Intensified social problems. 

Turner's attitude toward captains of industry and trusts caused 

him even greater difficulty in social assessment and "right" outlook. 

The problem was intimately Involved with his frontier philosophy. Not 

only had he been reared when the captains were heralded as heroes and 

men of genius, but those entrepreneurs represented the best who had 

achieved fortune under the dictum of "the right to rise unrestrictedly." 

They were the personification of innovation and control, both in one. 

As long as Turner held the frontier philosophy, his criticism had to be 

temporized to accept the policy and philosophy of the captains them

selves. Adjusting his thought to this acceptance was difficult. In 

other words, Turner constantly strove to reconcile his economic in

dividualism with social community, as he craved community life. His 

stress remained, however, on the individual functioning outside of 

society. Carnegie and Rockefeller were excellent examples. An apparent 
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break with the barons' economic Individualism and a gesture toward 

community came with Turner's "progressive" sympathies 1n the 1912 
31 campaign and election. Control of trusts was an Issue In the election, 

but all platforms advocated a perpetuation of economic Individualism 

whether through breaking or controlling of trusts. As a historian, 

Turner never formulated a rationale which promoted a real Individual 

Identity and at the same time encouraged community on a meaningful scale. 

For his own stability, he offered a nationalism based on the frontier 

philosophy—which was discontinuous—and he sustained some institutional 

features of democracy—wh1ch were continuous and supported a historical 

logic. 

The factors which contributed to economic prosperity and the 

easing of social tensions after the McMnley election were quite 

concrete, though hardly accidental. These contributed to growth of 

trusts, 1n number and size, to American domestic and foreign policy, and 

to a general Indifference by the people to governmental activity. Turner 

was amenable. The opportune change 1n climate 1n the wheat and corn belt, 

which facilitated abundant crops, and the great discoveries and exploita

tion of gold bearing ores 1n 1897 were very definable. At the same time 

Europe had poor crops, thus raising American exports, giving a favorable 

balance of trade. These made McKlnley "the advance agent of prosperity." 

Insofar as diplomatic polfcy and propaganda helped to coalesce Americans 

around a policy of Imperialism and colonialism, government determined a 

31. FJT to Hooper, June 2, 1912, HEH, TU-H Box 1. 
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course of action. The minds behind aggressive expansion were the fore

most apologists for a capitalistic economy: Alfred Thayer Mahan, the 

advocate of a strong navy and a close collaborator of Theodore 

Roosevelt's; Brooks Adams, undoubtedly the principal intellect in formu

lating the expansionist-capitalist rationale, which would provide social 

unity by continued employment and sale of surplus production abroad; 

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, who was persistently on 

guard against any encroachment on the lofty economic or social conserva-
32 tlves. Turner himself sympathized with the same general program, but 

undoubtedly he was not as conscious of it as an interlocking rationale 

as, say, was Brooks Adams. That is, Turner was not so intimately in

volved with business or government as Adams, and Turner's perception, 

while very similar to Adams', was not as well developed. 

The avant garde of economic imperialism extended their rationale 

to territorial expansion to protect American "interests," if necessary. 

And some of these men accepted as part of their policy internal social 

reform. But they were not connected with the reformers or radicals of 

the 1890's. Generally, the Populists did not advance an expansionist 

policy, though by 1898 many accepted (even if they were intellectually 

32. The most developed thesis of the American colonialist-
capitalist rationale is Williams' Contours. An earlier, though not so 
explicit, statement of this theme 1s In Cochran, The Age of Enterprise3 
202-210. A more popular Interpretation of the expansionist "vehicle" 
for American society 1s Tristam Coffin's The Armed Society; Militarism 
in Modern America (Baltimore: Penquin, 1964). In The American Business 
System: A Historical Perspective 1900-1955 (Cambridge: Harvard, 1957), 
8-10, Cochran states the tneme more clearly than in his earlier 
Enterprise. But he does not follow through and becomes rather an 
apologist in some ways for business. 
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subverted) the policy. William Jennings Bryan did not accept 1t at any 

time and based part of his 1900 campaign on an ant1-Imperial1st plank. 

The "early muckrakers" were much more concerned about Internal social 

degeneration and reform. Henry George, advocate of the single-tax, and 

Henry Demarest Lloyd, author of Wealth against Cormowealthj called 

attention to domestic situations. But, given the enormous change which 

had come about toward the end of the century, the men of the "upper 

class," who were also Intimately connected with government, carried the 

day. The change Involved the consolidation of capital, first 1n "pools" 

and subsequently 1n "trusts." It also came from the Increased savings 

by a growing middle class and the rumbling efforts of labor to get a 

greater share of profits. Though the Homestead and Pullman Strikes, and 

Eugene Debs' political and unionizing activity, were consplclous, they 

were negligible In real gains. These developments accented and brought 

underlying human problems to the consciousness of many. With the per

vasive spread of communications, 1n electricity, telegraph, telephone, 

-and press, the awareness of problems reached a currency which would not 

down. More than exercising a control over the citizens' minds 1n the 

name of patriotism and nationalism, the articulate spokesmen for capital 

justified their rationale to themselves in their political and economic 

literary exercises. Through the bureauracy they never lost control or 

power. Most Americans were willing to accept the decisions of the 

political powers; 1t was part of the system. 

Turner grasped the social situation, but he reflected his myopic 

perception 1n not considering the full consequences. His assertions re

vealed a pattern not unlike his approach to the Populist situation. In 
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1901 and 1902 the aggregate social problems took a more concrete and 

definable form; the Irony was that 1t happened 1n a period of relative 

prosperity. In 1901 the United States Steel Corporation was formed by 

the welding grip of J. Pierpont Morgan, the "gentleman financier." 

Morgan and some associates had begun to consolidate steel companies with 

a design to compete with and bring about the reasonable purchase of 

Andrew Carnegie's colossal combine. When Carnegie, 1n Europe, got word 

of Morgan's activity he hastened back to America and let the word out 

that he was just beginning large scale expansion. The effect of 

Carnegie's word was fruitful, for Carnegie. Morgan countered with an 

offer to buy at Carnegie's stipulated high price, Instead of his own 

hoped-for low price. U. S. Steel was capitalized at $1,402,846, 817., 

monopolized 45% of the Ingot market, and had an assessed valuation of 

$682,000,000.33 The Steel merger sharpened the cry over "trust's" 
O A 

invasion of democracy. Morgan's idea sought efficiency through co

operation, not competition; but cooperation meant control by a financial 

33. See also Harold U. Faulkner, The Decline of Laisaez Faires 
1897-1917 (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1951), 167. 

34. For a very readable account of the barons, see Steward 
Holbrook, The Age of Moguls (Garden City: Doubleday, 1954). Mathew 
Josephson The Robber Barons (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1934), 1s a 
seminal work. Frederick Lewis Allen's The Big Change: America Trans
forms Itself (New York: Harper Bros., 1952), 80-100 particularly, 
maintained that the growth of "economic colossi" was a threat to 
America's democratic way. 
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expert, not by an Industrial engineer. Neither John D. Rockefeller nor 

Carnegie were Industrial engineers by formal education, but they knew 

Immediately their respective businesses and promoted them. In contrast, 

Morgan dealt 1n the single commodity of capital and thought his central 

position entitled him to controlling prerogatives. Morgan was the fore

most representative of the "finance capitalists," but in his idea of 

economic Individualism he was akin to Carnegie and Rockerfeller. This 

accorded with Turner's thought, but there were other factors which 

pointed to the trust situation. 

Government Intervened to settle the coal strike of 1902. The 

action was 1n keeping with Roosevelt's Idea of government being mediator 

between capital and labor, expansion being the safety valve to lead away 

friction. Many Industrialists, however, scoffed at the efforts of 

Theodore Roosevelt in settling the dispute. They thought his mediation 

gave unwarranted recognition to labor, and thus Interferred with the 
35 right to contract. And though labor did not profit much by the arbi

tration conference, business leaders marked their notion of exclusive 

control by their comments. Labor carried the onus of anarchy, disorder 

and violence 1n Its attempts to achieve more liveable conditions. 

Generally, Turner held the same attitude toward labor as did other middle 

class Americans. There was no evidence that he personally knew the 

conditions under which laborers lived or worked. But neither side 1n the 

several labor-management disputes was free from anarchy, violence or dis

order. In this regard, each was equal 1n abuse and in attempting to 

35. Cochran, Age of Enterprise, 189. 
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justify Its action. It was-just that management, 1n Its capital and 

legal ownership of property, had the greater power to press against 

institutionalized government. Property, after all, had visibility and 

palpability and concreteness easily understood, and therefore stood 

sanctified 1n the eyes of middle class owners. 

Yet another situation developed which quickened a sense of 

general social malaise and excessive growth of big business. Ida Tarbell 

and Lincoln Steffens began their "muckraking" articles In the fall of 

1902 1n MoClure'Bj Tarbell on the Standard 011 monopoly and Steffens on 

corruption in the cities. As literature of exposure their work was 

not new. Not only was there a lengthy background to such work (Ray 

Stannard Baker claimed Jesus as the greatest of muckrakers)^ but 

Benjamin Orange Flower, editor of Arena3 had been exposing for some time. 

Muckrakers made a sweep of local, state and national practices 1n every 

area. Trusts, railroads, packinghouses, political bodies and political 

collusion, all of these came under their attack. Cosmopolitan3 McClure's 

and Everybody's, three of the leading muckraking magazines, were in

expensive compared to other contemporary magaiines and had a wide 

circulation. The overall attack was directed at reforming big business 

so that more Americans could partake in the "promise of American life." 

36. See C. C. Regire, The Era of Muckrakers (Gloucester, Mass.: 
Peter Smith, 1957), 94ff. Also Allen, Big Change3 98. 

37. Regier, Muckrakers, 49. 
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Turner did not comment about specific authors he had read. Nor 

did he make any direct comment about trusts until the matter had reached 

a currency which made it unavoidable. Though he had Indicated his own 

distress over American society by the sectional rationale, he still held 

to the simple frontier Idea for a solution to social problems. His atti

tude toward the individual's function 1n society remained unchanged. 

"The great geniuses that have built up the modern industrial concen-
38 tratlon were trained 1n the midst of democratic society." Turner 

pictured Carnegie as the young immigrant who came to the American West, 

asserted himself and "built up his fortunes through successive grades" 

until he dominated the Iron Industry. Though Turner termed the steel 

trust a "colossal achievement," he hesitated to stamp 1t absolutely 

democratically approved: the steel trust would "may be" have un

democratic tendencies, but Carnegie's "Triumphant Democracy" left no 
39 question about the author. Carnegie's endeavor was one of colossal 

take-and-g1ve. But "possibly" even the enormous trusts were themselves 

1n the direction of democracy. In this line of reasoning, Turner sided 

with the "socialistic writers." For instance, Edward Bellamy's Utopian 

Looking Backward dramatized a socialistic world with property owned by 

38. "Contributions of the West," Frontier in American History, 
266. 

39. Andrew Carnegie, Triumphant Democracy; or, Fifty Years' 
March of the Republic (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Doran & 
Company, 1933), first published 1886, and for a briefer statement of 
Carnegie's philosophy "Wealth," North American Review, 148 (June 1889), 
653-664, "The Gospel of Wealth," North American Review, 183 (November 
1906), 1096-1106. Carnegie favored a radical economic laioaez faire so 
each individual would assert and realize his "real" ability. To insure 
that the individual gave as much as he took from the community, Carnegie 
advocated a very heavy inheritance tax. 
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the state and run for the benefit of all the people. Bellamy's ideal 

society developed Into what 1t was through the extension of monopolies 

and the subsequent takeover by the state. In Looking Bachdard there was 

no great commotion about monopolies, and the monopolists of the novel's 

mid-twentieth century had relinquished their control with a great feeling 

of altruism. With such a "socialistic" perspective, Turner believed, "1t 

1s possible that the masters of Industry may prove to be not so much an 

Incipient aristocracy as the pathfinders for democracy 1n reducing the 

Industrial world to systematic consolidation suited to democratic con

trol."40 Thus Turner, like Bellamy and Ray Stannard Baker at this time, 

did not confront trusts, their social effect under the finance capital

ists, or their economic effect on the nation. 

Turner eventually and markedly changed his attitude regarding 

trusts, and, to a lesser extent, about labor. The muckrakers had opened 

eyes and had given some social perspective about trusts. Also effective 

was the activity of Robert LaFollette, who developed a case against cor

rupt politicians and corporations OIL solid empirical evidence and then 

pressed for remedial legislation. Turner, 1n Wisconsin at the time, was 

undoubtedly aware of the developing situation. The panic of 1907 put the 

trusts on 1ce. The depression, which was brought on by the trusts, was 

stopped by their leading member, J. Plerpont Morgan.4^ Even 1n salvation 

of the nation, the trusts demonstrated their power. In 1907 Turner 

40. Regier, Muckrakera, 53. 

41. See Faulkner, Decline of Laieeez Fairet 40-41. 
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changed his attitude toward trusts. He reflected this less by his vote, 

often meaningless, and more by an aside on a local political situation. 

Turner's friend, Max Farrand, opposed the Labor Union Party as well as 

the trust politicians 1n the San Francisco election. The electorate of 

San Francisco voted in a middle-of-the-road slate and Turner commented to 

Farrand that "The socialistic regime In the hands of its present friends 

could be somewhat Irksome, and while J. P. Morgan & Carnegie & 

Rockefeller, might make a gilded cage for learning and art, it would be 

42 a cage for all." The remarkable thing, of course, was not that Turner 

advocated the middle course, but rather that a Carnegie would come to 

symbolize a tyrannical force, however so mild. Carnegie had not changed 

that much 1n five years. By 1910 Turner had become a convert to control 

of trusts, as had some of the leading trust men themselves. Paralleling 

the switch, the Populist movement and Its forerunners, the Greenback and 

Granger movements, came 1n for higher praise: they were "appeals to 

government to prevent what the pioneer thought to be Invasions of pioneer 

democracy."^3 Governmental activity came to have a certain moral sanc

tion as being "worthwhile," but the moral sanction was more of an 

historical perspective than a personal commitment. Only a higher cause 

called such a commitment out of Turner, and in 1914 he had only a trace 

of 1t. In 1914 Turner maintained that the Populists saw themselves as 

functionaries within government, not as atomistic Individuals outside of 

1t. They advocated Income tax, postal-savings bank, Initiative 

42. FJT to Farrand, November 24, 1907, HEH, TU Box 9A. 

43. "Pioneer Ideals," Frontier in American History, 276. 
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referendum, and recall.^ They "revised the pioneer conception of 

government." Turner's change was 1n keeping with his wise man role. 

The change which Turner was undergoing was a key to the problem 

of his adjustment. Part of the problem was the mushrooming of his 

Industrial society, and an adjunct of it was 1n the growth of the 

h1storical_d1scipl1ne. He was keenly aware of the changing Industrial 

society and the need for adjustment and reform. But his awareness 

usually came only with a quickening of social problems—a crisis almost 

had to be reached before Turner would admit the desirability of effective 

action. And even in crisis, he was at times reluctant. The safety-

valve theory and the East-West conflict had a natural corollary in the 

class structure of society. Though not as effective an Intellectual as 

Marx, Turner had similarities to Marx 1n his acceptance of class struggle. 

In contrast to Marx,"however, Turner did not think of the ultimate elimi

nation of class struggle and a future millennium. Rather Turner thought 

that either the class struggle was of Indefinite and Infinite duration or 

that the millennium had already been reached and probably passed. To

ward class struggle he had an ambivalent attitude, which became clearly 

elaborated 1n the sectional rationale. Class struggle gave purpose to 

life and lent an Ironic social cohesion. Class conflict 1n Turner's 

argument was quite as illogical as 1n Marx'. When, however, classes be

came "alarmingly distinct" and Impending conflict Intense, Turner shied 

from recognizing any social healthiness 1n the struggle.45 

44. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American History,, 
305. 

45. "Pioneer Ideals," Frontier in Amerioan History t 280. 
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After four years of violent, pitched battles between capital 

and labor from 1910 to 1914, Turner called attention to some of these 

specifically. He noted that "we have seen law and order break down 1n 

the unmitigated collision of great aggregations of capital, with each 

other and with organized socialistic labor.The breakdown took place 

In the West of "free competition," and very much 1n Turner's soul. 

Certainly the Cripple Creek and Butte wars were not the beginning of 

such bloodshed, but 1n contrast to other such battles, they came at a 

time when society generally thought them socially unwholesome. Class 

difference was thought too wide and Intense. Confronted with these 

Issues, Turner took recourse to his millennium for mental sustenance and 

reassurance, looking for the good times of frontier give-and-take and the 

safety-valve. To a graduating class 1n Seattle he reminisced of an 

experience he had a short while before. A man on the train "explained 

his feelings" of his love for Seattle because "1t took me from the 

slums." The man burst forth: "I love it, I love 1t!" And continued 

the man, "If I were a multimillionaire I would charter freight cars and 

carry away from the crowded tenements and noisome alleys of the eastern 

cities and the Old World the tolling masses, and let them loose 1n our 

vast forests. . . !" At the end of the stirring monologue, Turner re

called that "my heart was stirred by his words and by the whirling spaces 
47 of woods and peaks through which we passed." 

46. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American Hiatoryt 
298. See Graham Adams, Jr., The Age of Industrial Violence, 1900-191S 
(New York: Columbia, 1966), for a thorough coverage of the crisis. 

47. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American History> 
298-299. 
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"Woods and peaks" were Turner's "spiritual" answer to temporal, 

economic human needs; the same was true of the safety-valve. For Turner 

personally, the beauty of the forest was to wash the distaste of the scum 

away. In the city, Munich beer accomplished much the same thing. The 

valve, especially for Turner, was an escape valve from facing human 

problems, or 1t was avoiding Inexorable problems. The vigorous, self-

assertive person had left the slums and relieved the population and wage 
48 

tension 1n the East. Turner thought the steel king and oil baron the 
49 epitome of the frontier's self-assertive man; the laborer was one of 

the common men and Ironically of the democratic mass. Turner's most dif

ficult question was why offer the safety-valve as a real alternative when 

1n fact he thought 1t was gone? The safety-valve became, like the Popu

lists, a feature of Turner's historical millennium. Regardless how much 

release the safety-valve had given 1n the past—and undoubtedly 1t did 

give some—there remained grave social problems which were not confronted 

contemporaneously, or by Turner historically. The safety-valve was to 

48. Invariably Turner used the East-Uest struggle as synomynous 
with class struggle. Some Instances of his use of the conflict, using 
the term "class" were: "Contributions of the West," Frontier in American 
Histoiy, 263; "Problem of the West," Frontier in Amerioan History, 218; 
"The West and American Ideals," Frontier in Amerioan History, 294-295; 
"Middle Western Pioneer Democracy," Minnesota History Bulletint 3 (August 
1920), 393-414. Reprinted 1n Frontier in Amerioan History, 339. 
"Sections and Nation," Signifioanoe of Sectionst 338; "The Old West," 
Frontier in Amerioan Historyt 110, 121; "First Official Frontier of 
Massachusetts Bay," Frontier in American History. 62; MS: folder marked 
"Liberty and the New Nationalism, 1867-1917," HEH, File Drawer 10, dated 
1922. 

49. "Social Forces 1n American History," Frontier in American 
History, 318. 
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Turner, what thV/'peaks" were to Cripple Creek. And 1n this sense, the 
-O 50 

safety-valve became part of his wise-man role, a conservative role. 

Of interest to Turner was another social phenomenon which oc

curred in the Far West. Pressures of every sort reached a climax 1n the 

arid regions of America. In an area where there was little or no water, 

irrigation was a necessity, and Irrigation demanded cooperation as well 

as capital. The Far Western regions required more funds than most Indi

viduals could muster. The only alternative available was government fund

ing, since the ordinary farmer did not have the capital and the "self-made" 

industrial captain was not Interested 1n such speculation. Turner did 

not correlate the arid land situation directly with earlier Populists' 

needs. But he did think the "physiographic province Itself decreed that 

the destiny of this new frontier should be social rather than 1nd1v-

dual."^ He did not qualify about "unrestricted rise" or the "folks 

Ideal," and there was no assertion of balancing individual against 

society. The person functioning 1n the arid area was a social being, 

though the cause was environmental to the exclusion of human determi

nation. The simple statement became more Involved when Turner understood 

the extent of the governmental undertaking. Not only did government put 

50. As any sensitive person, Turner had empathy with the poor 
and paupers. He pitied poor people 1n the cold during the coal rationing 
1n World War I. FJT to Mae Turner, Dec. 30, 1917, HEH, TU Box I. And 
after seeing a play of "undllute misery," he and his friends hastened to 
the "Rathskeller" to wash out the "taste" with beer. FJT to Mae Turner, 
April 21, 1910, HEH, TU Box G. 

51. "Contributions of the West," Frontier in American History3 
258. This was written 1n the same article which praised the Industrial 
entrepreneurs as the epitome of democracy. 



137 

up the capital, but 1t also built gigantic dams, harvested timber, mined 

coal, quarried rock, searched for and supplied the best seed, analyzed 

the soil, and told the farmer what to plant. The farmer of arid land 
* * 52 had to be both a "capitalist and the protege of the government.1 And 

though he did not say 1t, the farmer of arid land had to be a small 

captain of Industry. Turner cast his own doubts on this Western develop-
53 ment when he equated the government activity with "paternalism.' 

Arid land farmers were quite removed from Turner's Immediate 

view, but a more serious and close social problem was Immigration. For 

the most part, Turner's attitude was that generally accepted by many 

Americans, 1n addition to professional people.^ His natlvlsm was con

sistent with his fear of European mores and political ways, and he had 

an especial dread of "European catholic Immigrants" for they of all were 
55 the least American. Turner used his attack on Europe and Europeans 

not only to define American nationality, but also to directly condemn 

Europeans. His most heated condemnation was against the "dull brains of 

52. "Pioneer Ideals," Frontier in American Historyt 278. 

53. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American 
History, 298. 

54. See John Hlgham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of the 
American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New Brunswick, N. J.: Rutgers University 
Press, 1955), 165-182. 

55. MS: folder marked "It would be a pity 1f the US lost her 
isolation from Europe--," HEH, File Drawer 15; Fulmer Mood has dated 
this document 1918, with a question mark. 
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56 great masses of these unfortunates from southern and eastern Europe." 

Turner's Identity with "the democracy," the common man or with the 

propertied class, was not as clear as 1n the case of the Populists. He 

simply saw the early twentieth century waves of Immigrants as an Inter

ference 1n the healthy balance between capital and labor. Cheap and 

condescending labor tended to emphasize class distinctions to the point 

of conflict, Instead of enabling the normal, beneficial struggle of give 

and take. In other words Immigration, especially massive Immigration, 
57 

threw the frontier rationale off balanced scales. Turner's failure 

was 1n not recognizing that capital did have a "sympathy" with the Im

migrants, even 1f the sympathy was 1n consideration of a human piece of 
58 machinery. Capital consistently opposed Immigration restriction, 

knowing that the power of labor's hand would Increase with stoppage. 

For the same reason labor consistently advocated restriction 1f not 

stoppage. 

56. "Pioneer Ideals," Frontier in American History, 277. 
Hlgham noted that Anglo-Saxon racism was used as a base for "national 
greatness," Strangerst 9. Generally Turner's nationalism was American 
and not modified by Anglo-Saxonlsm, as such. 

57. "Social Forces 1n American History," Frontier in American 
History, 316. Historians generally agree with this assessment. See 
Faulkner, Decline of Laiaaez Faire, 20-21, and Cochran, The Age of 
Enterprise, Chapter II, especially pages 230-231. In this chapter 
Cochran noted that "Labor trouble, therefore, represented merely one 
aspect of the broader conflict between social-democratic theory and the 
Ideal of free business enterprise," 248. 

58. "Pioneer Ideals," Frontier in American History, 277. 

59. Earlier labor unions and leaders supported free, voluntary 
Immigration, see Strangers, 49-50. By the 1890's labor took the 
reverse tack, Ibid., 70-72. 
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Turner's attitude toward immigrants was not one of racism. By 

and large he did not think of south-east Europeans as a racial group, as 

much as a lot of Ignorant and dirty nationals. Even for them he held 

out hope of integration into the "pioneer democratic Ideals." To Turner 

even the American Negro was merely the "negro problem." At the time 

there were no ominous overtones associated with a particular race 

"problem," and he did not elaborate what he meant. Nor did he confront 

the issue or offer any proposal for an alternative. With the Influx of 

Jews, however, Into Eastern schools from 1919 to 1922, Turner had to take 

a stand. President Lowell of Harvard was abrupt and unequivocal 1n his 

decision for a percentage quota of Jews into America's oldest college. 

Turner suggested temporizing Lowell's staunchness, though Turner sympa

thized with Lowell and the Jewish problem. In good humor, yet with a 

touch of seriousness, Turner wrote to his wife that she should be thank

ful for having such good "Yankee neighbors."®0 

In regard to race, Turner's equivocation between "democracy" and 

the established order came with his perception of a more momentous 

situation. Rarely had he truly sided with the "common man," whatever he 

meant by that, and he had invariably held a sympathlc course with the 

established order. He categorically opposed the Populists, endorsed 

anti-trust activity after 1t was an accepted and popular Issue, generally 

opposed labor's position, and was typical of the general attitude on Im

migration. On most specific issues, then, Turner was the wise man; and 

60. FJT to Mae Turner, [May 23, 1922], HEH, TU Box J. For a 
general coverage of this situation see Strangerw, 278. 
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on the frontier matter and historical problems he was rather the 

democrat. "Democracy" and "Individualism," obverse sides of a coin for 

Turner, were possible for him when fused by the essence of Americanism. 

A confluence of class and race gave Turner his deepest challenge, 

the two terms becoming representative of one mass of people. The con

fluence caused one of the greatest gaps 1n his thinking. The problem 

became world wide for Turner, with emphasis on American superiority. 

In his "Alarm1sts-Cr1t1c1sm" folder, the stress was nation-wide.®^ The 

question that entered Turner's mind over the increase in population was 

the concomitant increase in class and racial tension. There was some 

Ineluctable march to population rise and class, racial and national 

tensions. Turner recognized it. With the rise in population, 

especially of the lower classes, what was society to do to preserve It

self and to preserve Its Ideals? Turner thought that the more "cultured 

and prosperous classes" carried forward the "gains of civilization." 

But these same peoples also had the smallest families, as they were the 

first to practice birth control and limit their families to a supportable 

size. On the other hand there were the "poor and Ignorant" whose fe

cundity was more than ample, except 1n the slums where the death rate 

kept check. Given the situation and the increase in numbers, the likeli

hood of a downfall of the "best classes" and an emergence of an "Inferior 

race" was Imminent. By most of Turner's reasoning the middle class was 

the superior class, and he marked that class off for special note: "What 

61. MS: folder marked "Alarmists-Criticism, Birth Control," 
HEH, File Drawer 10. 
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of the plain people--'middle class morality'—honest, natural, moral, 

substantial, reachable by the doctrine; but should they respond?"®^ 

These were not to be confused with the masses. He did not say whether 

he meant his "doctrine" of Americanism or a broadly based eugenics 

program. But he did see the trend of racial mixture—1n context this 

reads class or race mixture—as deterioration and the Increase of popu

lation calling for "revolutionized" action. After examining the matter, 

he found "breeding for the fit; sterilization of the unfit—selection," 

simply "not workable." And thus, again, Turner never consciously con

fronted the real problem and never consciously offered a real alternative. 

He had an "Enlightenment man's" confidence 1n education, but 

even education was to perpetuate the pioneer Ideals. The educational 

system, and the university 1n particular, stood apart from the community 

at large, for Turner. He had little doubt of the university's role to 

enlighten "citizens . . . able to think for themselves, governed not by 

ignorance, by prejudice or by impulse, but by knowledge and reason and 

h1gh-m1ndedness, the State Universities will safeguard democracy."®^ 

But Turner had a very special Idea of what he meant by "thinking for 

62. MS: folder marked "Alarmists-Criticism, Birth Control," 
HEH, File Drawer 10, and FJT to Farrand, Feb. 13, 1919, HEH, TU Box 29. 
Turner noted the necessity of extending "pioneer ideals" amongst the 
"Bourgoiaie." 

63. "Pioneer Ideals," Frontier in American History, 285; "The 
West in American Ideals," Frontier in American History, 310; MS: folder 
marked "Turner: 'The University of the Future,' talk to alumni: 1897?" 
an alumni dinner speech. Reprinted in Jacobs' Legaou, 198. In a half 
jovial mood Turner once wrote to his wife about Freshman hazing: "which 
Is bad for the hazers, but sometimes not unmixed with moral uplift to the 
hazee." FJT to C. M. Turner, Sept. 29, 1906, HEH, TU Box 6. 
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themselves," for he would have America "preserve and entrench" 

democratic ideals: and by democratic Ideals he meant the frontier 
64 rationale, freighted as it was with economic Icdssea faire. Ever-

conscious of the highmindedness, Turner wanted to keep the university as 

a section within a nation. It was to be a walled enclosure, having a 

community of Its own, apart from the larger society. This was necessary, 

unfortunately, because of the democracy itself, which "will wish to level 

the University down to Its own Ideals." Indeed, Turner noted 1n one of 

his more conservative moods that "1f the State University of tomorrow 1s 
65 to be representative of the ideals of the masses, Its day 1s done." 

Since he served on administrative committees, his watchfulness was keener 

than 1f he were merely a faculty member. He was particularly Involved 1n 

athletic regulation, and he saw public patronage of football games as 
gg 

little more than an Invasion of Philistines. To him, the football 

problem was of great Importance. Certainly, he thought, here was «vi-

dence of democratic deterioration. The job of public schools was to 

train Its students for "good citizenship."®^ 

Turner did one thing to give both individualism and social 

consciousness a relevance and balance 1n the Industrial world. The 

64. MS: folder marked "Madison notes, 'Defense of graduate 
work, Investigation and research.'" HEH, TU Box 54. In this Turner 
asserted that "we must either break our large Fr & Soph classes Into 
groups—of English Colleges of a University, where their Immaturity of 
mind and moral judgements may receive proper personal influence. ..." 

65. "University of the Future," Jacobs' legacy, 198. 

66. Turner Papers, SHS of Wisconsin, University of Wisconsin, 
"Alumni Banquet Speech," January 31, 1906. 

67. "Significance of History," Early Writings, 58. 
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irony was that Turner used his method on a living colleague, but only 

superficially and occasionally on historical figures. In "Dr. Von 

Hoist's History of the United States" Turner was forward and penetrating 
CO 

1n assessing Von Hoist's perception. "Von Hoist" was Turner at his 

best and most concrete. In other writings and to much lesser extent, 

Turner analyzed the cause of personal actions and thought 1n the social 
£Q 

lives of Jefferson, Jackson, Calhoun, and Francis Parkman. Even with 

these Turner did not probe deeply to understand the reasons for and the 

consequences of their thought and action. More frequently Turner did 

not generalize through the names and minds of specific men, rather merely 

raised his Ideas to sectional or national generalization. The "general" 

atmosphere of the East was markedly different from his own West, but 

rarely nailed down by human examples. Populists, Immigrants, Jews, 

Negroes, farmers of arid lands, citizens of the slums, as well as 

university students and faculty, had reasons for their actions and 

thoughts. Had Turner considered the motives behind their Individual 

actions, he would have prescribed more realistically. He hesitated to 

sustain a historical perspective by a study of the social philosophy of 

Individuals, since 1t ran counter to his own forest philosophy—the "out-

thereness" of the West. His philosophy was not predicated on Individu

alism and a technique to enable students to understand Individual make-up 

68. MS: folder marked "Essay on History of U. S. by Von Hoist, 
189-," HEH, TU File Drawer 15, reprinted in Jacobs, Legacy, 85-104. 

69. Jefferson, "Contributions of the West," Frontier in 
American Historyt 250; Jackson, Ibid., 252-253; Calhoun, Rise of the Neu 
West, 134-135 and The United. States 1830-1850, 188-189; Parkman, "Ohio 
Valley 1n American History," Frontier in Amerioan History, 163. 
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through a historical perspective; rather his forest philosophy was a 

"complex": first of vote counting, then sectional concensus, and 

"Influences" of multitudes of factors—communications, manufactures, and 

terrain, etc.. Always Turner got back to the voting process, giving 1t 

primary emphasis. The social function of the Individual crept Into 

Turner's works rarely. 

"Von Hoist" was one of these Infrequent occasions, 1n contrast 

to, say, "Children of the Pioneers." In "Von Hoist" Turner demonstrated 

his perception of psychological determination which he hesitated to 

admit consciously. In other words, on occasion Turner conceded determi

nation of a personal mentality. Perhaps for Turner Americans were 

generally excepted, for they were by some Western circumstance free—with 

corollaries 1n Manifest Destiny and the "white man's burden." But 

Hermann Eduard von Hoist was a German of aristocratic sympathies, who 

"transferred his home to the American democracy." The act of transfer 

when contrasted to Von Hoist's unsympathetic criticism of "the democracy" 

irritated Turner. Especially aggravating was Von Hoist's concentration 

on the Civil War, one of the larger flaws 1n the democracy which Turner 

and many of his disciples frequently avoided. Turner thought the C1v1l 

War experience called for a sympathetic hand, one who understood state 

particularism as well as American nationalism. Von Hoist was obviously 

short-sighted. Turner enumerated the reasons why: 1) Von Hoist, the 

foreigner, formed his Impressions in America during the nadir of American 

politics and society—the Whiskey Ring, the Tweed Ring, the Credit 

Mobller, Star Route funds, etc. 2) He studied in the distinctive New 
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York environment and Its unique Tammany Hall. 3) He was a Prussian who 

left America to write his history when the C1v1l War was just ended and 

America was in some nationalistic fervency. Therefore Von Hoist was not 

only predisposed by his Pruss1an-ness to see a unit, a governmental 

central control, but Turner thought it was largely a fact during Von 

Hoist's first stay 1n America. 4) Von Hoist's European experience was 
70 Europe 1n a "plenum" and therefore more centralized. In each of these, 

Turner's perception was clear. Though Turner did not want to probe 

further a living person's nature and the reason for that person's 

thoughts and actions, he was not irritated or indignant over Von Hoist's 

background as such. For Turner 1t was simply different from his own. 

What did pique Turner was Von Hoist's comment about the "democracy." 

That Turner took personally and reacted to 1n his own dogmatic way. 

70. "Von Hoist," Jacobs, Legaay, 88-89. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE WORLD: TURNER AND WORLD SOCIETY 

"For modem war has ceased to draw any logical distinction 
between combatant and non-combatant; every human carries 
his share of the load, and the armed forces are merely the 
cutting edge of national power as the American frontiers
man was the cutting edge of European civilizations feder
ated 1n an American union and advancing upon the continent. 

Frederic Logan Paxson 

* * * * * * *  

Turner had a longing for community which he emphasized 1n his 

frontier hypothesis by calling for a re-inst1tut1on of the "barn raising," 

the "corn husking," and the "quilting bee." All of these were evidences 

of the simple and peaceful effort to overcome physical problems through 

community. Most Importantly, thought Turner, these social experiences 

were "voluntary" actions. On a wider application the same principle 

might lead to national community. Through Identification with the 

section, each person could retain some unique sectional characteristics 

and at the same time might enter a voluntary action of national give and 

take 1n the political arena. Turner's construction enabled him to have 

frontier Individualism (that Is, a limited material or economic indi

vidualism) with national community--!argely predicated on the same 

philosophy. For him, the frontier was productive of "democracy" and his 

democracy carried the mark of economic free enterprise. There were 

146 
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several things-which vitiated his Idea of an actual reality of an 

Individuality, which was more of a distant vision than an Immediate 

hypothesis or working rationale. He attempted to bring a functioning 

logic to his sectional Idea, developing the theoretical exercise through 

the discipline of history. 

He failed 1n this attempt. Even with the multiple hypothesis 

Turner could not cover all the "areas" at once and at the same time bring 

them to some meaningful relationship. In these cases he resorted to a 

deua ex maohina of history by accident, of hoping for favorable turns 1n 

the political or social arena, or asserting a faith 1n the goodness of 

men. His conservatlvlsm belled the last as a real alternative, while 

the other two were simply Inconsistent with Turner's frequent thought of 

himself as a "scientific" historian. Undoubtedly Turner's faith 1n men 

applied only to white men, and probably only to men Inside the pale of 

the Nordic-Anglo-Saxon "race." Certainly Turner blanched at the 

"democratic mass" and usually considered non-Americans a caste below 

Americans. There were, 1n fact, so many exceptions to those who carried 

forward the "Ideals" that Turner's society was truly an affair of the 

elite. Turner's frontier conception, then, did not "level the society 

down." Rather 1t was a "democratic society" which functioned with an 

Implicit order and control under "leadership.1* His frontier as a 

democracy which promoted political, economic, and social equality of 

each individual member of the society—was of the mlllenial past; 1t 

was rarely, 1f ever, a solid, physical reality for Individuals 1n the 

Immediate present. He used history to create some illusion of community, 
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not to bring human understanding toward solutions of present social 

problems. Elections did much the same thing for the Turnerfan conception, 

justifying an outlet for the psychic energy of the masses and Instilling 

the feeling that each member was a participant 1n government. Turner, of 

course, attempted to justify this as a reality, but his Inmost thoughts 

belled the Idea that free enterprise and the American political system 

afforded an Involving democracy. 

Turner's perennial battle was to sustain a sense of community 

within his rationale, which had a persistent tendency to fragmentation. 

He feared (Irrationally) "leveling" to the cost of cohesion. His most 

constant effort was to sustain community on a national level, the broad

est social group with which Turner had Identity until World War I. But 

even his nationalism was illusory, as he tried to found it on sections 

and the frontier hypothesis. A corollary to Turner's internal national 

structure was the United States' position and posture 1n the world— 

quite simply, as American society had various counties and sections to 

make the whole nation, so the world had nations and continents which 

constituted its whole. Somewhere Turner's unit, the United States, 

fitted 1n. Occasionally he had second thoughts as to the American place, 

historically and socially. He probed this doubt in a question he posed: 

"Is the history of the New World an Interlude, or Interruption to the 

history of the world?"1 Any Interlude had its Interrupting aspects and 

any Interruption had features which gave pause. Turner toyed with the 

1. MS: HEH, File Drawer 10, folder marked "Strategy of 
Saturated Earth." Materials used Indicate the date of this was 1923. 
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question as an aside, though he asked it seriously. He did think, how

ever, that his country was unique and that Its "democracy" was the best 

form of government. 

Part of American distinctiveness was the sheer distance from 

the Old World. Most important, of course, was the matter of vacant land 

and abundant resources, for these factors encouraged a self-sufficiency 

and a qualified isolation from the world. America was an entity to her

self and apart from the world: the New World was an Interlude unless 

other countries were watching her performance; then the New World had 

more serious ramifications. On the obverse side, with the Immediate or 

future interaction between societies, the New World was more of an Inter

ruption than Interlude. It became, or was becoming, part of the whole. 

Turner clearly thought a multiple Interaction (social, intellectual, 

economic, political, etc.) took place between societies, between the Old 

and New World. But he never wanted to relinquish American nationality 

to participation in world community. He used "Interlude" to suggest 

separateness and "Interruption" to suggest the effect of American insti

tutions on Old World Institutions. But any distinction by Turner was 

necessarily vague and arbitrary. In other words, Turner's America had a 

"mission." "Interruption" meant making the world safe for "democracy," 

regardless of the point in time 1t took place: any step 1n time or place 

toward American democracy was a good act, event, or thought. Inter

ruption was an external phenomenon—any consequence of American being or 

action. Interruption could be American military action or cultural 

effect on other nations, such as "democratic" America making Europe more 



democratic. "Interlude" was on one level an Internal phenomenon—any 

static attitude reached by America. Interlude could be the frontier and 

Its corresponding Ideals, something apart from the rest of the world. 

Insofar as other countries became like America, they shared 1n the Inter

lude or apartness from the rest of the world. Interlude 1n this sense 

had a static, conservative tone. 

Since Turner associated the frontier hypothesis with the very 

core of Americanism, 1t was natural for him to transfer his esteem for 

America itself to the marginal Amer1can-ness of other societies and 

nations. They were good or bad by Turner's standard. The more difficult 

task for Turner was holding his faith 1n the rationale and pride in the 

nation, while the "frontier was closing," the hypothesis crumbling, and 

unrest rankling internally. The question Turner essentially asked was 

how to achieve and maintain some meaningful community, commensurate with 

the extension of his own identity. In other words, Turner strove for 

national community after he came to some personal understanding of the 

nature and function of America. When his understanding extended beyond 

America, his striving for some form of community encompassed the area of 

his comprehension. Thus what was once hemispherical 1n perception, after 

World War I became global. He was not limited at all in his Idea of 

range, but his consciousness of real, existing, and contemporary 

countries changed. Turner always thought that to write history, the 

historian had to scrutinize every pressure that come to bear on the 

person, event, or situation under consideration. But the historical 

study, of say 1891, was an academic problem, and it did not carry the 
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same consciousness of meaning as that of 1922. Turner's very clear 

assertion that "our present life Interlocked with the events of all the 
2 world" 1n 1891, was a far cry from viewing the New World as Interlude 

or Interruption to the history of the world 1n 1922. Once 1n his 

consciousness, this extension of his Identity was Impossible to halt. 

At one time 1t was a western community and a corresponding frontier 

rationale; at another 1t was a national community and a corresponding 

sectional rationale. After World War l it was the world community and 

the American-model rationale. 

The phenomenon of Turner's Identity with a heightened conscious

ness of the world was more Involved than an extension matching American 

Interests, conquests, or missions. The extension of Identity had certain 

features which absolved the United States of any sort of blame. To have 

doubts of his social construct which was his very preachment, was tanta

mount to jarring his own Intellectual stability. Turner's faith was so 

strong that doubts often became like saving prayer, contrary events like 

reassurances. Thus 1f there were an obvious social malaise and breakdown 

of American society Into disorder and violence, Turner did not make a 

perceptive study of why a particular person behaved as he did. He either 

went to history for a non-relevant example of the commonness of the 

event—to justify Its existence 1n his good society—or he found an 

external means to remedy the difficulty. He was not so blind, generally, 

as to blame Internal problems of the United States on other countries, 

2. "The Significance of History," Early Writingst 63. 
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but he construed the presence of other countries a threat to American 

security. Whether the threat were real or Imagined did not matter so 

much as convincing himself and his countrymen that 1t was real. 

Turner made the correspondence between the external threat and 

rejuvenating "democracy" very clear. In coupling the two he simply 

maintained that one way to sustain democracy was by coping with the 

threat to American sovereignty. An Instance of this was the occupation 

by United States troops of Vera Cruz, Mexico, 1n 1914, on the pretext of 

saving national honor. The American ship USS Dolphin had docked at 

Tamplco, and some of her crew had gone on shore leave and entered a 

restricted area. They were arrested, detained for awhile, and then re

leased with apologies by the responsible Mexican officer. Wilson took 

umbrage. For one thing he did not like the morality of the Mexican head 

of State, V1ctor1ano Huerta. Huerta had come to power by ooup d'etat 

and assassination. For another, Huerta would not do Wilson's bidding. 

On April 20, 1914, President Wilson went before Congress and asked power 
3 to "obtain redress" from the Mexican government, by force 1f necessary. 

But 1n any case, Mexico was racked by Internal fighting and was on the 

verge of breaking Into revolution. Venustlano Carranza was massing a 

considerable force 1n the northern provinces, with the aid of Pancho 

Villa. Zapata showed noteworthy strength 1n the south. Wilson, on the 

recommendation of his Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan (who had 

learned that a German ammunition supply ship was to dock there and supply 

3. See Arthur S. Link, Woodrou Wilson and the Progressive Era, 
1900-1917 (New York: Harper, 1954), Chapter 5. 
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Huerta's army), did not hesitate to occupy Vera Cruz. On April 22, 1914, 

American troops occupied the city, but in early May, Argentina, Brazil, 

and Chile, offered their good offices to mediate the dispute. Wilson 

4 accepted. 

About this Mexican-American relationship, Turner insisted on 

American generosity. "Once more," he noted, "alien national interests 

lie threatening at our borders," but he added to the threat that "we no 

longer appeal to the Monroe Doctrine and send our armies of frontiers

men to settle our concerns off-hand." Due to the departing of the old 

order a change had come about and "we take council with European nations 

and with the sisterhood of South America, and propose a remedy of social 

5 
reorganization in place of imperious will and force." Turner did not 

consider internal difficulties of either country. The United States had, 

however, just come through four years of bloody labor-capital strife, and 

in 1914 was going further into a depression which began the previous 

year. Later in the same essay Turner came back to the subject, and he 

exhorted his audience to 

recall the conditions of the foreign relations along our 
borders, the dangers that wait us if we fail to unite in 
the solution of our domestic problems. Let us recall those 
internal evidences of the destruction of our old social order. 

4. See Link, Woodrou Wilson and the Progressive Era, Chapter 5. 
Turner, a keen observer-diplomatist, suggested that if Wilson "has to 
go into Mexico City" he should "have it requested by some other American 
powers." FJT to Caroline May Turner, March 6, 1915, HOI, TU Box I. 

5. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American History, 
295-296. Later Turner maintained that the US policy was not strong 
enough. FJT to E. E. Robinson, January 19, 1918, HEH, TU Box 27, a copy 
made from the Widener Memorial Library. 
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If we take to heart this warning, we shall do well also to . 
recount our historic Ideals, to take stock of those purposes, 
and fundamental assumptions that have gone to make the 
American spirit and the meaning of America in. world history.6 

Turner thought the Mexican policy of the United States had "good effect 

upon public opinion."^ The Ideals Turner had 1n mind were of the 

frontier hypothesis, of giving and getting 1n the spirit of American com

munal harmony based on petty free enterprise. Though there was no real 

threat from the fragmented Mexican government to the American nation, 

Turner used 1t as an Instrument to his desired end. 

The growth of nationalism paralleled, more or less, Turner's 

perception of the closing frontier, a progressive phenomenon. The great 

task, of course, was to perpetuate frontier ideals. By 1900, after the 

Spanish-American Mar and American conquest, America had come Into her 

own as a world, emp1re-bu1ld1ng power. As 1n the Mexican-American 

relationship later, Turner first perceived this type of Interrelationship 

when America had a completed Identity and began to extend her Interests 

beyond her boundaries. By the end of 1902, Turner spelled out the 

relationships between Internal and external activity. "First, there 1s 

the exhaustion of the supply of free land and the closing of the movement 

of Western advance as an effective factor 1n American development." He 

noted secondly that "there has been such a concentration of capital 1n 

the control of fundamental Industries. ..." And "a third phenomenon 

connected with the two just mentioned 1s the expansion of the United 

6. "The West and American Ideals," Frontier in American 
Hietory, 306. 

7. FJT to E. E. Robinson, January 19, 1918, HEH, TU Box 27. 
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States politically and commercially Into lands beyond the seas." On the 

third Item Turner spelled out what he thought America's Imperial designs 

were, historically and contemporaneously. The first twenty-five years 

of the nation's life was spent avoiding European entanglements. After 

the Convention of 1818 with Britain, America turned her energies West. 

With the West gone 1n the 1890's and with the desire to retain Western 

mentality came a "revolution." The Insular empire of Spain was destroyed, 
O 

and "we are beginning to consider the relations of democracy and empire." 

Turner left no doubt as to the "interrupting" direction of his 

country. He noted that, with the other factors, the consolidation of 

"Industrial strength has given us a striking power against the commerce 

of Europe that 1s already producing consternation in the Old World." 

One Item remained. "Political parties of the United States now tend to 
g 

divide on issues that Involve the question of Socialism." To Turner, 

the most striking example of socialistic activity was the outcome of the 

1896 election, and with 1t the ascendency of social problems. He thought 

the consolidation of capital and expansion and the ascendency of social 

problems closely related. Thus, Turner followed the belligerent and 

enthusiastic Theodore Roosevelt, who had castigated anyone of "lukewarm 

patriotism" not willing to further "American Interests" 1n foreign 

8. "Contributions of the West," Frontier in Amerioan History, 
244-247; MS: HEH, File Drawer 15, from a folder marked "History of the 
West, Summer, 1902." The thesis of 1898-1902 being a momentous pivotal 
period 1n American foreign relations 1s most clearly expressed by 
Williams, The Contours of Amerioan History3 346-370, 376-384. 

9. "Contributions of the West," Frontier in Amerioan History, 
244-247. 
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policy. Roosevelt meant an aggressive foreign policy;^0 Turner meant 

the same thing, but linked it more explicitly to an "empire of 

democracy," Internally and externally. 

Turner thought the heartland of the empire was the Mississippi 

Valley or vacant land, the ultimate source of "democracy." The formal 

beginning lay in the first years of the American nation. He had, then, 

a primary Interest 1n the Mississippi Valley because of the conjunction 

of time and place. That the struggle over the Valley engendered 

nationalism and demanded precedent-setting policy by government officials 

was no coincidence for Turner. The Valley was the well-spring of 

American destiny, Turner thought. It "called forth" some of the greatest 

decisions by Washington and Jefferson. Turner was fortunate 1n having 

access to some of the most valuable papers dealing with the period from 

which to draw and add to his own assumptions. The Draper Collection was 

at the State Historical Society in Madison, and Turner researched 1t 

well..^ His research, on which he based some of his principal writings, 

focused on the diplomatic and military struggle for the Mississippi 

Valley. 

10. Turner quoted a long passage from Roosevelt's The winning 
of the West in a review. TR had berated the "cowardly Infamy" of 
Jefferson and Madison 1n "not exacting full revenge" for the destruction 
of the capital 1n the War of 1812. Turner took TR to task for using 
history as "the Text for a sermon to a stiff necked generation." Review 
of Roosevelt's The Winning of the West, American Historical Review, 2 
(October 1896), 175. 

11. Some of the Draper Collection that Turner edited was: 
"[Cl^rk-Genet Correspondence]: Selections from the Draper Collection 1n 
the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, to Elucidate the Proposed 
French Expedition under George Rogers Clark against Louisiana 1n the 
Years 1793-94," American Historical Association, Annual Report, 1896, 1 
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There were international Implications 1n Turner's mind of the 

history of the Valley. Turner's perception of the struggle for the 

Valley reflected a change 1n his attitude to adjust to the contemporary 

role of America in the community of nations—a community Turner gave 

only qualified approval at any time. For the several of his attitudes, 

then, Turner was able to cite historical precedent. In fact, he reviewed 

and reiterated the same material, but drew some different moral from 1t 

for each reconsideration. 

The Valley struggle became vital to his present-mindedness only 

after he had second thoughts of the frontier hypothesis1 limited base 

for nationalism and after he had developed the sectional rationale 

(Ironically, with Its Increased sense of national Isolation). In other 

words, in the research stage of Turner's study, the historical view was 

of the nation attempting to consolidate or envelop a large land mass, 

the title to which was questionable. The same thing was true 1n a later 

stage, when he did most of his Initial writing on the subject. But 1n 

the later stage Turner had the natural awareness of America-the-empire-

builder anlT a* Rooseveltian sense of UnltecTStates' world role. The 

second phase was a contemplation of this role. In a way, there was a 

parallel between Turner's research and written work and the early 

(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1897), 930-1107. "Carondelet 
on the Defense of Louisiana, 1794," Amerioan Hietorioal Review, 2 (April 
1897), 474-505. "The Mangourlt Correspondence in Respect to Genet's 
Projected Attack upon the Floridas, 1793-94," American Historical 
Association, Annual Report, 1897, 2 (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1898), 569-679. "Jefferson to George Rogers Clark, 1783," 
American Historical Review, 3 (July 1898), 672-673. "George Rogers 
Clark and the Kaskaskla Campaign, 1777-1778," Amerioan Historical Review, 
8 (April 1903), 491-506. 
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nation's activity: both were acquisitive. Once the ground was laid, 

both looked outward—Turner to the United States of the early 1900's 

having something to offer the world society, and the nation of the 

early national period to the West and to more European contention. 

Turner's later work on the Valley struggle came out inexorably as the 

United States moved Into World War I. 

From the first study Turner made of the Mississippi Valley he 

wrote of America's historical sense of destiny. To Turner, there was 

slight doubt that destiny sprang from the land and inevitably led men 

onward—as the fruit from the earth demanded men to eat. Thus, 1n the 

early period, original nationality or race had little to do with 

conscious action once a person stood on North American soil. The over-

riding factor was vacant land or the wilderness which set destiny. For 

example, in a single opening sentence, Turner cast the Rrench 1n a mold 

from which neither French nor Turner had recourse. "The water systems 

of the St. Lawrence, the Great Lakes, and the Mississippi Interlace with 

each other and form a labyrinth that drew the French fur traders and 

Jesuit missionaries onward." "This determined the destiny of New 
12 France." The role of the French was most Important to Turner, for 1t 

was they who offered the greatest resistance. They were, however, but 

one people to send explorers and missionaries. The British did that and 

more by way of founding colonies for economic and religious reasons. 

The Spanish had been forerunners 1n the colonial effort, but they were 

of a lesser concern to Turner 1n studies of early America. 

12. "The Rise and Fall of New France," The Chautauquan, 24 
(December 1896), 298. 
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Turner thought of the clash between French and English as 

Inevitable and one of necessity—the "English civilization proclaimed 
13 war against the French ideals." The nature of things was for European 

powers to fight. Shifting only slightly from his view of Inevitability, 

Turner portrayed the action of Citizen Genet as part of "the same 

enthusiastic crusade for liberty" that motivated the French revolutlon-
14 ary armies 1n Europe. But Genet, as Indeed the entire French colonial 

effort, was pitted against George Washington, the "prophet of a new era 
15 for the West." In maintaining some semblance of disinterestedness 

between the two cultures, Turner took a leaf from Francis Parkman, who 

respected the French and Indians but knew they had to give way to the 

superior civilization. Still, Turner, like Parkman, emphasized the 
i 

"destiny of the United States."^® In his early consideration of the 

struggle for the Mississippi Valley, then, Turner developed only a 

cursory thesis of nations dying. The English, masters of the sea and 

alliance-making, were a people to game with. The Spanish held much the 

same role In the 1790's that they did 1n 1898: a decaying empire from 

which to take the approaches of the "great river—a struggle that 1s not 

13. "Rise and Fall" Chautauquan, 298. 

14. "The Origin of Genet's Projected Attack on Louisiana and 
the Florldas," American Historical Review, 4 (July 1898), 650-671. 
Reprinted 1n Significance of Sections, 52. 

s 

15. "Rise and Fall," Chautauquant 298. Turner noted a similar 
sense of destiny 1n "it has been for the Interest of national government 
to legislate 1n the interest of the West." "Western State Making," 
Significance of Sectionss 138. 

16. Genet's Projected Attack," Significance of Seatiomt 52. 
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yet ended.Since France was the most persistent power to oppose the 

destiny, Turner's greatest Interest lay 1n the French opposition. 

With the United States' breaking the last remnants of the 

Spanish empire, Turner projected an Increased concern with world affairs. 

In his later study of the Valley struggle, he was similarly preoccupied 

with several nations contending over a valuable area. Turner took his 

first research, added to 1t, and went more thoroughly Into the Inter

national conflict. The material Turner researched was available regard

less of the United States' contemporary International undertakings. The 

only necessary connection between Turner's historical perception of the 

Involved Valley struggle and his consciousness of 1904 to 1910 was one 

of Identity-expansion to America's new "destiny." Thus, the Importance 

of the Louisiana Purchase, the culmination of the struggle, became 

clearer "as the nation goes on to fulfill Its destiny on the Pacific and 

In South America." The Louisiana Purchase, thought Turner, was the 

"turning-point 1n the events that fixed our position as the arbiter of 
18 the New World." The contest Itself was Important to Turner because 1t 

gave a clear hindsight to the selfish ministrations of European nations, 

and 1t showed the advantage of a neutralist America. 

Each of the three main contenders for the trans-Allegheny West-

Britain, France, and the United States—maintained that 1t had some title 

to the region. By the Treaty of 1763, ending the Seven Years War between 

Britain and France, France gave up her claims east of the Mississippi to 

. _ _ 17. "Genet's Projected Attack," Significance of Sections, 85. 

18. "The Diplomatic Contest for the Mississippi Valley," 
Atlantic Monthly, 93 (May 1904), 676. 
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England. And in the victory of the Americans over the British in the 

Revolutionary War, America fell heir to these lands. But France 

countered that British cession to America was illegal, for Spain had 

retained rights extending from the Alleghenies to the Mississippi. 

Turner recognized the basis for the French counter, for in 1781 Congress 

had accepted the guidance "of France to the terms of peace." Further

more, Spain had acquired Florida from England and held Louisiana, which 

included the mouth of the Mississippi River. In the Old Southwest, 

Spain controlled the Indians. Though decrepit and little more than a 

diplomatic pawn between England and France, Spain still had enough energy 

to intrigue and perpetuate her empire. All three of the European powers 

endeavored to enlist the frontiersmen—of dubious citizenship--to their 

side, and each at one time or another reportedly had much Western 

19 support. 

The diplomatic situation became involved and confusing enough to 

dispel Turner of any illusions of Europeans' ways. For instance, during 

the Nootka Sound Affair, England was to descend on New Orleans, and 

20 
France was "left free to attack Spanish America." Both would not have 

19. In his first complete essay on the struggle for the Valley, 
"Diplomatic Contest," Turner thought the frontiersmen "preferred" the 
Union, but their own interests came first. Ibid.., 678, 680. In 
"Western State-Making," as in most of Turner's essays, the West as an 
area had the greatest "nationalizing tendencies." 

20. "The Policy of France toward the Mississippi Valley in the 
Period of Washington and Adams," American Historical Review3 11 (January 
1905), 249-279. Reprinted in Significance of Sections, 151; "Intro
duction" to the "Seventh Report of Historical Manuscripts Commission." 
"Correspondence of the French Ministers to the United States, 1791-1797," 
ed. F. J. Turner, Annual Report of the American Historical Association 
for the Year 1903 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1904), 10. 
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done the same thing at the same time. Early in the game France was 

willing to ally with America and Britain to divide Spanish America, but 

as the Revolution intensified Britain and Spain allied against France. 

By 1793 and the arrival of Citizen Genet, France was intent on a larger 

design. France wanted possession, through retrocession if possible, of 

Louisiana to bolster her West Indies colonies. Also, she wanted control 

of the Mississippi with its east bank for a lever to maintain her al

liance with the United States. Genet set about his program with 

candidness to Jefferson, thinking Jefferson sympathic to French dominance 

of Louisiana. When Washington responded coolly and Jefferson held to 

America's national interest, Genet went on his own and exceeded his mis

sion but not French design, Turner maintained. Genet authorized and 

helped arm filibusters to take Florida from the north and New Orleans by 

the Mississippi. Finally, thinking that he had overwhelming support of 

the American people, he went below the Presidential authority of 

Washington and appealed to the American people. After Jay's Treaty 

between the United States and Britain, favoring Britain over France and 

21 Spain, the last two combined. The treaty uniting Spain to France did 

not fulfill French expectations of getting Louisiana. France only got 

Santo Domingo. Spain, meanwhile, feared an attack on Louisiana by Britain 

22 and the United States, "which, after Jay's Treaty, seemed probable." 

To pacify America and put herself 1n a better position to cope 

with French pressure, Spain concluded Pinckney's Treaty with the United 

21. "Policy of France," Significance of Sectionst 164. 

22. "Correspondence of French Ministers," Annual Report, 11. 
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States. Thereby Spain withdrew from the east bank of the Mississippi 

and gave the right of navigation to frontiersmen. France then attempted 

to thwart Jay's Treaty by lobbying against appropriations for its 

initiation by supporting a Republican for the 1796 Presidency, and 

falling in the latter, by planning a military attack on Spanish forts. 

Adet, the French minister to the United States in 1796, sent General 

Victor Collet to reconnoitre Spanish defenses. On his way, Collot 

learned of a British military plot. The United States' Senator Blount, 

of Tennessee, fearful of French seizure of his property, aided the 

British and lost his seat in the Senate through censure. Spain and 

England were at war in 1796, and in 1797 France and the United States 

broke off relations. England approached the United States about "revo

lutionizing" the Spanish colonies, but John Adams held firm against it. 

With the manuevering of Tallyrand and rise of Napoleon, France reduced 

Spain to vassalage, and in 1801 the retrocession of Louisiana to France 

was finalized. Sale to the United States followed in 1803. 

Turner reduced all the manipulating skillfully, and he kept 

three important themes before his readers: 1) The diplomatic hands of 

Washington and Jefferson (Hamilton was hardly mentioned) were steadier 

and superior to their European counterparts. 2) The frontiersmen were 

courted and counted by each power, including the United States. But 

there were no economic or political determinants to sway these men in the 

Union. Rather they had a natural disposition to be with the Union, if 

it fulfilled their needs. Blount was not the only person to protect his 

own interests. General George Rogers Clark, Judge Sebastian, and General 
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James Wilkinson were also noteworthy names. Many of the Easterners were 

not even citizens. 3) Most Importantly, the contest was for the entire 

Valley—from the Alleghenles to the trans-M1ss1ss1pp1 West—and not just 

the Louisiana Territory. France particularly had designs on the trans-

Allegheny area. Turner's essay on "The Diplomatic Contest for the 

Mississippi Valley" underscored the Importance of the themes for the 

author. First, an alliance with one European power would have, Turner 

thought, "plunged us 1n the state system of the Old World." Jefferson's 

adroit diplomatic play foreshadowed "our need of a doctrine of balance 

of power in the New World,--a germ of the Monroe Doctrine." Though a 

real balance of power would have meant the European state system, for 

Turner 1t meant American predominance 1n the New World. He needed to 

portray the Founding Fathers as peaceful, firm, skillful, and ready to 

fight for the country's Integrity and interests, and as opposed to the 
23 selfish Interests of the European nations. Second, by asserting that 

the frontiersmen might have been "under the protection of some European 

flag ... as the history of Canada Illustrates," Turner emphasized the 

demand of the nation to legislate 1n the interest of the West. American 

statesmen argued that their title extended to the Mississippi. There 

was no question that 1t Included Tennessee and Kentucky, and France 

especially fomented filibusters amongst Westerners 1n those states. 

23. "Diplomatic Contest," Atlantic Monthly, 680-683; the "germ 
of the Monroe Doctrine" was also 1n "The Place of the Ohio Valley in 
American History," an address given before the Ohio Valley Historical 
Association, October 1909. Printed 1n Ohio Archaeological and Historical 
Quarterly, 20 (January 1911), 32-47. Reprinted In The Frontier in 
American History, 168. 
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24 French policy elicited firm response. Turner persisted in his third 

theme most strongly and frequently. The "real question" was who would 

gain the trans-Allegheny region, for a European power "might have arisen," 

thereby "checking, If not preventing, the destiny of the United States as 

the arbiter of North America and the protector of an American system for 

the New World. 

After the Roosevelt colonial policy had time to settle and 

"dollar diplomacy" had become an accepted instrument of American foreign 

affairs, Turner again raised the role of the Mississippi Valley. This 

was not simply in the context of the well-spring of "democracy." Turner 

reviewed the diplomatic contest as before and then posed leading 

questions. These questions were of Turner's later thinking of the Valley 

essays, fitting into the Interlude-interruption theme. Turner was still 

contemplating and awaited more momentous action to change his attitude. 

He did not, however, answer the questions directly. "Has the Mississippi 

Valley a permanent contribution to make to American society, or is it to 

be adjusted into a type characteristically Eastern and European?" Turner 

followed the first question with another, making American "Interruption" 

of world history seem imminent. "In other words, has the United States 

itself an original contribution to make to the history of society?" His 

answer was by way of an eulogy of the Valley history, how it had en

gendered vigorous men and democratic Ideals—the most weighted word in 

24. "Diplomatic Contest," Atlantic Monthly, 680. 

25. "Policy of France," Significance of Sections, 182. 
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the Turnerlan lexicon. America decidedly had something to offer the 
pc 

world. For him, the Valley ideals were not merely an offering to 

world society, but were a "contribution" which had been made and in fact 

were in some part already received. Thus Turner's identity-extension 

carried outward in two ways. It followed whatever American interests 

were at stake. Also, wherever American culture had touched—by nationals 

visiting the United States and returning home or by American persons or 

Ideas contacting other cultures—it left a democratizing tendency. The 
27 Girondist, Brissot, was a historical example of the first. Turner's 

contrasting the unity of the United States against the particularization 

of the several European nations, his advocacy of the Monroe Doctrine in 

his hemisphere, and his belief in American manifest destiny in the 
28 Pacific, exemplified the second. Turner's identity extended to much 

of the Western world, South America, and a large part of the Pacific 

area. But his need for his Ideals was so strong and his faith 1n them 

so abiding, that he could only conceive of the world in his own light. 

His rationale did not rise above the frontier hypothesis and Its simple 

corollaries of mobility and petty capitalism. It did not afford a basis 

26. "The Significance of the Mississippi Valley 1n American 
History," an' address given before the Mississippi Valley Historical 
Association, May 1910-. Printed 1n Mississippi Valley Historical 
Association, Proceedings, 3 (1909-1910), 159-84. Reprinted 1n The 
Frontier in American History, 202. 

27. "Genet's Projected Attack," Significance of Sections, 58-59. 

28. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Lecture: 
History of the West, Summer, 1902," 21. 
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for understanding other cultures or persons. As any section was good or 

bad by the values of the frontier rationale, so also was any nation or 

continent of the world good or bad by the same values. As in the case of 

the Mexican-Ainerican imbroglio, however, what was externally "threatening" 

and bad could be used for internal unifying and rejuvenating the good. 

Another attitude of Turner's "Valley thought," which broadened 

as time went on, was one of American non-alliance. Turner posed a 

question which did much to explain this toward America's role during and 

after World War I. lie asked, "Could the United States work out under 

free competition in the presence of abundant natural resources and in

spired by democratic ideals a type of society that would be a model for 
29 the world." Turner's involvement in World War I was pivotal to his 

social philosophy. For a long time he was a neutralist, but his personal 
30 letters showed an anti-German bias. He wanted to stay out of the war, 

not as an isolationist to simply keep the country out, but because of his 

own doubt of the American role and in order to sustain the great bastion 

29. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder entitled "Lecture: 
University of Chicago, 1916—June 5." Turner listed right below the 
question: 

~ "The Promise of American Life 
"Original sin and the garden of Eden 
"Back to Europe?" 

30. FJT to A. F. Hooper, June 1, 1915, HEH, TU-H Box 3. Turner 
thought relations with Germany might go "to the extreme." FJT to Dorothy 
Main (Turner's daughter), March 26, 1916, HEH, TU Box I, he cancelled his 
subscription to LaFollette's to "ease my feelings" about LaFollette's 
vote "sacrificing our rights on the sea." FJT to A. F. Hooper, May 2, 
1916, HEH, TU-H Box 3, tells of writing Senator Husting of Wisconsin 
"congratulating him on his bold resistance to German pressure." By 
February 2, 1917 (FJT to A. F. Hooper, HEH, TU-H Box 3), Turner was ready 
to fight or "bear the stigma of servitude." 
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31 of "democracy" for the rest of the world to look to. Turner not only 

made the statement of the American "model(N but also he caught himself 

In an agonizing contradiction calling attention to the loss of American 

"optimistic faith" and to America's loss of potency "to affect the 
32 civilization of the world." Even while he became more vehemently anti-

German (still criticizing British policy), he publlcally held a 

neutralist line. 

On March 26, 1916, he wrote that he had cancelled his sub

scription to LaFollette'e Magazine—LaFollette had voted "1n favor of 
33 

sacrificing our rights on the ocean." And on March 26, 1916, Turner 

wrote to his friend and colleague, Andrew McLaughlin, a historian at the 

University of Chicago,"of a Washington birthday address about "Why Did 

not the United States Become Another Europe?"3^ By 1916 the conflict of 

European nations had lived up to Turner's grimmest expectations, and 

America was Involved, making loans, supplying munitions and grain, and 

carrying on a domestic dialogue about American entry. "Another Europe?" 

evidenced at once Turner's hesitancy and his sense of Immediacy of the 

general situation. He was reluctant over American entry, doubtful of her 

capability to sustain her own "hope," and aware of America the paradigm. 

31. FJT to Hooper, June 1, 1915, HEH, TU-H Box 3. 

32. "Lecture: University of Chicago," Drawer 15. 

33. FJT to Dorothy Main, March 26,.1916, HEH, TU Box I. 

34. FJT to Andrew McLaughlin, March 26, 1916, HEH, TU Box 26, 
Xerox copy from the University of Chicago Archives. 
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The sense of urgency Turner achieved was, 1n part, by framing his theme 

as a question; it necessitated an answer. The questions Turner asked 

became somewhat of a leit motifs each time requiring an answer, Implied 

or spelled out. Turner was not at all sure of himself iri answering the 

questions, and his doubtfulness only heightened his sense of Immediacy 

over America's dilemma. 

He set the tone of the entire essay 1n responding to the initial 

and title question, "To no one did such an outcome [a Europeanized 

America] seem more clearly possible than to George Washington, the Father 

of his country. To no generation of Americans before ourselves has the 
35 

dreadful significance of such an outcome been so evident." It was not 

a direct answer, but 1t qualified a dreadfulness. The next set of 

questions came midway 1n the essay: "Have we, Indeed, run an altogether 

different course from Europe? Is there 1n our history no counterpart of 
36 

International relations?" The United States appeared to Turner a world 

within a world. His apparent isolationist attitude came out as he noted 

the tendency to "break down American Isolation" and in asserting that 
37 

"it would be a pity If the US lost her Isolation from Europe." In each 

case he modified his stance by first remarking that America would not be 
38 swept into the European "maelstrom" on "European terms" and by second 

35. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Lecture, Trlnty 
College, Durham, N. C., 1916." Reprinted in Jacobs' Legacyt 117. 

36. Ibid. , Jacobs, Legaays 133. 

37. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "It would be a 
pitty if the US lost her Isolation from Europe—" Fulmer Mood dated the 
document "1918?." The language and attitude only fit 1916. 

38. "Lecture, Trlnty College," Legacy, 124. 
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39 calling on the old world to come to us "and follow our practices." 

The last set of six questions were virtually positive statements of 

Turner's own thought. Implicit in each was a resounding Turnerlan answer, 

which left his audience with little recourse. One was representative of 

all six: "Does it [American success] not offer opportunities for high 

Ideals, for self-sacrifice, for competition in service to humanity, as 

effective as the opportunity afforded by the rivalry of force, the bloody 

competition of warring nations."40 The more direct answer to these 

questions was, however, in a re-argument of the Valley essays, the 

sectional hypothesis, and the addition of admonitions by Jefferson, John 

Quincy Adams, and Andrew Jackson. Each cautioned against too strong 

sectionalism. On the same point, the expansionist policies of these men 

became a blessing because such policies further removed European 

"influence" from American flanks. Turner's doubt ran as deeply as his 

hope; his hope ran abreast of his fear. He went beyond the ambiguity 

within these questions. He was not "sure that European intrigue, and 

war for empire may not be extended into this Hew World and draw the 

41 United States, in effect, into the European system." The situation 

was parallel to Washington's plight, and Turner pleaded for Washington's 

wisdom to "be our guide. 

39. "It would be a pity," Drawer 15. 

40. "Lecture, Trinty College," Legacy, 140. 

41. Ibid., 124. 

42. Ibid., 132. 
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At the time of writing "Another Europe?" America was to remain 

a model, ready to make a contribution, but not entangle herself. Such a 

judgment had not been of moment 1n his earlier work. Turner gradually 

changed. By February, 1917, he had slowly come to accept American entry 

Into the war as a necessity. Though Turner was "not naturally a fighting 

man," American pride had been hurt.43 Further, Germany jeopardized 

American treasure In the Atlantic, 1n the "underdeveloped countries of 

the New World," and 1n the Pacific, 1f Germany became stronger and Japan 

sided with her.44 Still, Turner trod between the "bull-headedly 

extreme" of Theodore Roosevelt and the "Infinite patience" of Woodrow 

Wilson. 

More Important than the external policy as such was the trans

formation of America because of the war effort. The situation was 

similar to the Mexican-American relationship 1n 1914 and 1915. Turner 

gave an Intense emotionalism to this aspect of America's participation. 

American endeavor to save "barbaric" Europe was not merely for European 

salvation. It was to renew optimism and faith 1n American Ideals—to 

re-1nst111 a sense of social unity. Even before the United States 

entered the war Turner was excited about the stirring patriotism. "I 

think I do see," he effervesced, "a spirit of sacrifice for national ends 

rising. I hope so! It's the thing we need, a substitute for religion!"4® 

43. FJT to Hooper, February 2, 1917, HEH, TU-H Box 3; and FJT to 
Hooper, March 21, 1917, HEH,TU-H Box 3. 

44. FJT to Hooper, February 5, 1917, HEH, TU-H Box 3. 

45. FJT to Hooper, March 21, 1917, HEH, TU-H Box 3. 
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The sense of community through patriotism became so strong for Turner 

and his fear of not having 1t fulfilled so intense, that he wished the 

war to continue rather than have 1t stop. It was a war for the benefit 

of his own country, a people "torn themselves by Internal differences." 

Only four months Into the war, Turner warned that 1f 1t stopped before 

winter, "we shall be worse off than ever, 1n some ways,—undisciplined, 

unpurlfled by suffering, quarrelling as to the cause of defeat, or vain

glorious over victory."46 Turner left little doubt that he thought the 

war would, and should, re-1nst1tut1onal1ze the frontier rationale. He 

had a passion to Join the fighting men.^ He gave examples of men who 

were remade. One Instance was of a rich boy who became disciplined and 
48 developed "character." ° And Turner thought that those who did not pull 

1n harness to the "larger good" and national Interests would face the 

"Book of Judgement" of history. They would be judged "narrow" and 

"selfish" 1n the memory of the people. For Turner history became a 
49 vengeful God. In Turner's mind there was not an explicit separation 

46. FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, July 24, 1917, HEH, TU Box I. 
In a letter to his daughter two months before he displayed a similar 
feeling: "Things look rather like a long hard pull for the American 
people. But that way lies character, boon of sacrifice—If we have the 
courage and persistence to see 1t through." FJT to Dorothy Main, May 23, 
1917, HEH, TU Box I. 

47. FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, July 9, 1917; to Dorothy Main, 
April 18, 1917; to Dorthy Main, [September 1917], HEH, TU Box I. 

48. FJT to Hooper, October 13, 1917, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 

49. "Middle Western Pioneer Democracy," an address delivered at 
the dedication of the building of the State Historical Society of 
Minnesota, May 11. 1918, first printed 1n The Frontier of American 
History, 339, 348. 
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on the one hand of reassuring unity or nationalism which the war en

gendered, and on the other of the frontier rationale or the "historical 

IdealsT of the United States." In fact, to Turner they were so Inter-
/ 

locked in his mind that they were one, for H1n that ideal and example 
50 lies medicine for healing of the nations." In the middle of the war, -

then, America remained the "model" and ready to "contribute"; Turner's 

America was not isolationist. 

During the war Turner had but one moment of glory 1n the "heat 

of the fray," and after that he stayed at Harvard, taught his courses 

a n d  h e l p e d  o u t  o n  t h e  " W a r  a i m s  c o u r s e  1 n  E u r o p e a n  h i s t o r y . E a r l y  1 n  

the war he went to Washington to serve on the National Board for 

Historical Service. When there but briefly, he had an inspiration and 

wrote to Carl Becker of how the historical discipline could be used. 

Turner remarked to Becker that European historians were charged with a 

sensitivity of International relations and that at a moment's notice 

they made history pass into "present action." Turner thought American 

-historians should have like design, to make "adjustments of old to new." 

He proposed a three- point program for Implementation. First, that the 

Board supply background Information on Impending news events. Turner 

maintained that the Board knew of certain events which would transpire 

so many days or weeks 1n the future. He suggested that the Board notify 

a standing seminary of the background information needed to supplement 

50. "Middle Western Pioneer Democracy," The Frontier in 
American History, 336. 

51. FJT to Dorothy Main, [January-October 1918], HEM, TU Box I. 
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the news event. The seminary would submit to the Board an article on 

ten days' notice. The second point was part of the first. The article 

written would be reaty to submit to the press when the related event 

occurred, and thus, the public would be familiarized with relevant 

aspects of history. It was to make the public aware of "American 

tendencies and Ideals." This part of the program showed how far Turner 

wanted to go to use history for his ends. Since he thought the Board 

had little to do with the third point, he left the third more opened 

than the first two. He simply called for research which would help on 
52 the "problem of world reconstruction." In the context of his own 

thought "world reconstruction" unquestionably followed the "American 

model." But the Board work did not last long, for Turner wrote to his 

wife from Cambridge two months later that "since I can't fight, and am 

not needed to save the country in the government's service, I guess the 

best thing I can do 1s to try to do n\y regular job and support iny 
53 

family!" If America were an Interlude, apart from the Old World, In 

World War I she certainly became an Interruption—as an "Associate" not 

as a sharing Ally. 

52. FJT to Carl Becker, May 11, 1917, BC, HEH, TU Box 27; MS: 
HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Topics PROPOSED by the Inquiry," 
[1917? 1918?], dated by Mood, probably April or May 1917. In a letter 
to Max Farrand, Turner proposed utilizing history 1n much the same way. 
FJT to Farrand, February 13, 1919, HEH, TU Box 29;' Turner had previous 
government experience on the "Committee on the Documentary Historical 
Publications of the United States Government." J. F. Jameson to FJT, 
March 6, 1908, Turner Papers, SHS of Wisconsin. 

53. FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, July 9, 1917, TU Box I. In 
October the following year he remarked to his friend Alice Forbes Hooper 
that he was "nearly a fifth wheel" with very few students. FJT to 
Hooper, October 9, 1918, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 
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War planning was but one side of the social engineering that 

Turner was concerned with. The social reorganization was largely an 

Internal affair for Turner during the war, and Its corollary, rejuvenated 

democracy, was to satisfy Turner's deep spiritual need. The threat of 

German Imperialism was utilized to engender unity. After the Armistice 

and after the threat was gone, the emphasis shifted to a hazy-balance 

between external and Internal affairs. Turner embarked on a attitude of 

drift, apprehensively looking aside at social revolution. He foresaw 

difficulties ahead and became ambivalent about his sense of hope. In a 

sardonic but perceptive comment to a friend, Turner Indicated some doubt 

of the general American willingness to save the world or of the world to 

be saved. On November 5, 1918, the day of the off-year elections which 

repudiated Wilson, Turner remarked that the boys he was teaching had a 

great faith 1n the coming world "Congress11 to be "disinterested, un

selfish, democratic," and 1n contrast to the Napoleonic Congress, to 

"give peace to our world." The undertone of Turner's assertion was that 

he did not believe the Congress' capability himself. He capped the as

sertion with a perfect twist, "In this they are all W11son1ans rather 
54 than Henry Cabot Lodges—and yet they would probably vote for HCL." 

They would, 1n other words, be of beneficent heart and mind but would 

want to refrain from active world participation. Turner thought It a 

"pity" that "the World can't learn a better way,"55 but he knowingly 

54. FJT to Hooper, November 5, 1918, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 

55. FJT to Hooper, April 4, 1919, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 
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harbored his American "model." Lash at Lodge as he did, Turner remained 

at one with his students. 

By the end of the war Turner unquestionably had an expanded 

identity. He thought and commented with marked sensitivity about the 

world social organization and of its far flung areas. His friend, 

Charles Homer Haskins, was a member of the Peace Mission to Versaille, 

and the Versaille Convention focused attention on world society. Turner 
56 followed Haskins* work. Of particular concern to Turner was the 

population explosion and development of Russia. Each of these concerns 

related back to his war-time attitude. His extension of consciousness 

stemmed from his own mental evolution to accept the war as a necessity 

and to accept the end to which he had dedicated the war itself. Once 

part of his mentality, Turner had no recourse but to express himself in 

the context of his changed identity. He recognized the broader conscious

ness, but he did not ever understand that he had in fact mentally changed, 

changed beyond any capacity for himself willfully to reverse his mind. 

An equalizing of foreign and domestic social pressures caused 

an ambivalence in Turner's perception and a shift from fear of "German 

imperialism" to "Russian social revolution." As the "Maoht" had come to 

symbolize German authoritarianism, so the "Bolshev1k1" came to symbolize 
r 7 

social revolution, or, as Turner put it with singular present-

mlndedness, "All the time the real question Isn't imperialism, but social 

56. FJT to Hooper, April 4, 1919, HEH, TU-H Box 4. Turner wrote 
to Hooper that Mrs. Charles Homer Haskins asked that nothing her husband 
wrote of Versaille be repeated. FJT to Hooper, December 31, 1918, HEH, 
TU-H Box 4. 

57. FJT to Dorothy Main, November 14, 1918, HEH, TU Box I. 
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revolution."58 He looked on the early March Revolution 1n Russia with 

some equanimity and did not believe 1t would change the trend 1n 

revolutions.59 But as revolutionary ardor Increased 1n America by 

arithmetic proportions, the fear by many Americans grew In geometric 

ratio.60 With the Red Scare background and his own world perspective, 

Turner pondered whether the American laborer would "support an armed 

police by the US to prevent" the union of Russia and Germany 1n social 

revolution. Turner adamantly opposed direct action1" to social 

problems, thinking any change should be slow. The fact was, however, 

he dally saw unrest 1n his own country and a rising force outside 1t. 

Turner did not probe the cause of foreign turmoil, he only feared It. 

In the United States dynamic change was taking place. The tremendous 

Impact of the war on the economy and the abrupt severance of the defense 

budget shortly after the Armistice called for perceptive action.®^ The 

wide gap 1n American civil rights while the country was fighting to save 
62 the world for democracy created tension. The general Intensity of 

fighting for Ideals pervaded the country, and the psychic-mass phenomena 

58. FJT to Hooper, October 9, 1919, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 

59. FJT to Hooper, November 21, 1917, HEH, TU-H Box 3. 

60. See R. K. Murray, Red Soarej A Study in National Hysteria, 
1919-1920 (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minn. Press, 1955). 

61. See George Soule, Prosperity Decade: From War to Depres
sion, 1917-1929 (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1947), Chapters 
1 and 2. 

62. See H. C. Peterson and Gilbert C. Fite. Opponents of War, 
1917-1929 (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1947), Chapters 1 and 
2. 



of defending "Ideals" did not merely apply to Turner's Ideals.6^ But 

Into this general situation Turner recognized that "perhaps a new society 
A 

must be bom 1n the Old and New World."64 He was bound by his old way of 

thinking, even while admitting as much as he did. Not only did he fall 

to offer a functional rationale for Ms post-war mentality, but he also 

attempted to reject his greater change and go back to "the frontier 

'raising'—construction by mutual efforts, toleration and good humor, 

the best historical device I can see."6® 

Turner was not directly disillusioned with the American dream. 

He still believed that a person could "rise unrestrictedly," by self-

assertion and that the rationale was a viable means to sustain community. 

Eventually he became disillusioned enough to give a serious thought to 

stepping out of the ordinary American community. One of the moves 1n his 

d1s1llust1onment was with the American death of the Versailles Treaty. 
66 

Turner had given Wilson his "warm" support, ^and both Wilson and Turner 

thought that the Treaty would be ratified—Wilson as 1t stood. Turner 

with reservations. The disputes at the Versallle Conference had been so 

nationalistic and the "Unholy Alliance" (the 1rreconc11ab1es) so Immove

able, that even 1n supporting the League Turner added a bitter touch. It 

63. See F1te, Opponents of Wart and Fred A. Shannon, A History 
of the Socialist Party in Americas a History (New York: Macmillan, 1955), 
320. 

64. FJT to W. E. Dodd, May 26, 1920, HEH, TU Box 30. 

65. FJT to Hooper, October 19, 1919, HEH, TU-H Box 4. 

66. FJT to Dodd, May 26, 1920, HEH, TU Box 30. 
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would be ratified, he thought, "about the time the United States 1s 

again called 1n to sustain Western European civilization with blood and 

money on the same old basis as before."6^ In the following year, 1921, 

Turner conceded that the United States had lost her grip on the "imagi

nations" of European leaders. He passed the blame not only from himself 

but also from his country, reverting to his pre-World War I position 

that Europe should have "solicited" America for a solution. America 

should not have offered a solution. After all, "the dream was, and 1s, 

too good for the world of Eurbpe," and he also thought 1t too good for 
68 

the Lodges and their like. But 1n passing the blame he passed the 

reality of self-assertion. Turner was mired 1n the drift that he had 

wanted himself, his country* and the world to avoid. He questioned 1f 

democracy had been made safe for America or America made safe for 

democracy. He thought the same questions applied to Europe and found a 

"danger of logic & an American solution of European problems."69 Finally 

he came to think that American entry "perhaps" would have solved the 

problem, but "perhaps we might merely have caught the pest, or found our

selves a cordially hated nurse or doctor by the whole body of Invalids!"^0 

In the "doctor" role Turner articulated another attitude, with 

little change 1n direction from his earlier thought but a difference In 

67. FJT to Hooper, January 16, 1920; July 29, 1920, HEH, TU-H 
Box 5. 

68. FJT to Dodd, February 19, 1921, HEH, TU Box 31. 

69. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 10, folder marked "Liberty and the 
New Nationalism, 1876-1917," dated 1922. 

70. FJT to Hooper, December 19, 1922, HEH, TU-H Box 5. 
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geographic and demographic breadth. In a short, post-war address on 

Washington, Turner modified his previous Inferred counsel of "no 

entangling alliances" from Washington's wisdom, and portrayed Washington 

as the flexible man of the moment. Washington was not bound by one 

policy or another, but was an "Innovator." The change 1n Turner's atti

tude came on the acceptance of the Washington Conference of 1922, at 

which time he proclaimed that "We are no longer feeble, we are no longer 

Isolated, the world 1s not Washington's world."^ Turner was only re

peating his perception of a world wide society, but again he held to 

America the paradigm for 1n America's "fundamental Ideals" were the 
72 "medicine for a sick world." 

Turner carried his Valley thesis forward In the sectional hypo

thesis 1n the 'Twenties. There was little added to the post-War essays 

on sections. His pre-War sectional essays related to his perceived 

world of the United States vie a vie Europe. The post-War essays on the 

same subject related American sectionalism to Europe, and by mention to 
73 the League of Nations. An American-league pattern required Inter* 

national political parties.^ Turner's published works of the 'Twenties 
• 

71. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, "Washington the Nationalist," 
1n an envelope laid In a folder marked "Notes for an address on 
Waslngton's Birth. Boston, Feb. 22, 1923." Reprinted In Jacobs, Legacy, 
147. 

72. Ibid., 148. 

73. "Significance of the Sections," Signifioanoe of Sections, 
51. 

74. FJT to E. E. Robinson, April 22, 1925, HEH, TU Box 34. 
Robinson had taken Turner to task for the "unsoundness" of the parallel. 
EER to FJT, April 15, 1925, HEH, TU Box 34. 
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offered little new to an understanding of his social philosophy. One 

Interesting aside, however, Indicated how narrowly Turner was tied to his 

Ideals. He quoted Bertrand Russell, that 

1f Europe 1s to survive, 1t will have to develop a central 
government controlling Its International relations. If It 
cannot do this, 1t will become, and will deserve to become 
the slave of the United States. . . .The time when the history 
of the world was made In Europe 1s past. America and Russia 
are the great Independent powers of the present day. 

Turner commented about Russell's Idea: 

These words are, of course, the utterance of a socialist and 
Internationalist and of a writer, who with a strange European 
blindness, 1s alarmed at the prospect of America's becoming 
the next great Imperialistic power and mistress of the world. 
But they show the contrast between European and American 
experience.75 

Turner's response was of course. Inconsistent with his Idea of the 

American model. 

The more significant work was unpublished and revealed Turner's 

concern with population growth on a world wide basis. He read such works 

as Sir Hal ford John Macklnder's Democratic Ideals and Reality, Theodore 

L. Stoddard's The Rising Tide of Color, Edward M. East's Mankind at the 

Crossroads, Griffith Taylor "The Distribution of Future White Settlement," 

Charles K. Leith's Economic Aspects of Geology, and Bertrand Russell's 

Prospects of Industrial CivilizationWorld War I alone had propelled 

Turner to a consciousness of world crisis. He made 1t very clear that 

75. "Sections and Nation," Significance of Sections, 321. In 
"Diplomatic Contest" Atlantic Monthly, 683, Turner found Jefferson's 
argument "amusing" that 1t would be safer for Spain to have the United 
States for the colonies' neighbor than England, because Jefferson main
tained that "conquest Is not In our principles, and is Inconsistent with 
our government." 

76. MS: "Strategy of a Saturated Earth," HEH, TU File Drawer 15. 
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his concern was American and global, that only a world-state was con

ceivable as "demonstrated by [the] late war." From the several books he 

took a great deal of statistical data. He broke it down to see what 

were the relationship of different parts of the earth. With the 

"solidarity of mankind resulting from industrial and mechanical 

inventions," Turner studied "strategy," which Important land mass and 

race would dominate. In a study of world lands, Turner summarized the 

notion of the Heartland (the vast Siberian Interior) and the Satellites. 

Mackinder pictured the several continents around the Heartland as Satel

lites and held that whosoever controlled the Heartland controlled the 

earth. Turner took this as a serious challenge and argued with it. 

America had "no barbarous Heartland (but it has M1d West-cut off from 

ocean trade & rebellions)," America had "her wealth & ideals," and 

Turner thought America had "an outer line of defense for the children of 

light vs. Heartlands organized from Germany to Japan.Was, he asked, 

"the United States Ring or Satellite?" 

But there remained what Turner began with, the ineluctable 

Increase of population, vacant land versus people. What was the satura

tion point and when would it be reached? were questions Turner wanted to 

answer. Equally important was the accelerated birthrate of "lower 

78 
civilizations" and the lowering birthrate of "higher civilizations." 

77. MS: "Strategy of a Saturated Earth," HEM, TU File Drawer 
15. Turner's lectures for History of the West of the same period had 
similar information in them. MS: HEH, TU Box 55, "'An Outline and 
Notes for a Lecture on the History of the West,' Cambridge, Mass. 1924." 

78. MS: "Strategy of a Saturated Earth." 
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The rational control for these problems was "birth control" and 

"eugenics," but noting the sociologists he had read, Turner thought the 

more "probable" of solutions were: 1) "drift until pressure," 2) an "era 

of war," 3) a "friendly comet or [the] chemists bomb," or 4) "doing late 

what might have been done in time?"79 [finding a means to confront real 

individual problems?]. Under such a sentence of life or death Turner's 

overwhelming fear was about the outcome of American ideals "individualism" 

and "democracy." This in fact was Turner's great burden, causing him to 

become disillusioned with the world he created about himself. The dia

lectic between his Ideals and population growth rendered him impotent. 

A similar dialectic, on a national scale, was between holding onto the 

frontier Ideals and the frontier closing. The demands of this dialectic 

caused Turner to end his "strategy for a saturated earth" study abruptly, 

and as a matter of necessity: 

But 1f our population is not a new problem, 1t is a problem 
that has acquired new meaning in our time. The studies which 
men have made of the causes of our World Mar, and particularly 
the studies which had to be made of the food supply of the 
earth in the course of that war and of its aftermath, have led 
to a multitude of books and monographs on this subject. 
Mai thus, an English clergyman 

By the time Turner became sharply conscious of world society, he 

80 
was nearing retirement. In retirement he hoped to "be able to write" 

and to "clean up a lot of stuff that ought to be written up before I am 

79. MS: HEH, TU File Drawer 15, folder marked "Notes for Shop 
Talk Lecture, 1923 Dec. 13." 

80. FJT to Arthur H. Buffington, November 6, 1923, HEH, TU 
Box 32. 
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81 much older and more worn out In the harness." But before he was able 

to get down to serious writing. Turner had to provide for himself and his 

wife. Because of the drastic cut he had to take 1n salary (from $9,000 
82  ̂ -

to $3,000), Turner sought part-time teaching. Me got a job In Logan, 

Utah, at the Utah Agricultural College. Though he was there hardly a 

month, the Mormon community went to Turner's heart. Here, once more, he 

was "tempted to take to the mountains and forget history and education 
83 

for the rest of my life!" The scenery was beautiful and the people had 

fine "spiritual faces." Later Turner went to the Huntington Library, 

and there he loved the climate, scenery and had great affection for his 

associates. But the Mormon community was different, for 1t was an 

environment that Turner longed for. His acceptance of the Mormon com

munity—"I am a Mormon In everything but revelation* —was serious and a 

reflection on his Hfe-long effort to justify his rationale. The Mormon 

society filled In what his own society lacked, a social cohesion with "a 
OA 

most loveable, sincere, sound clean population." He left no doubt that 

the small, agrarian community life of Cache Valley, Utah, was socially 

valuable and reassuring. Not a Mormon by faith, he found that 

81. FJT to W. E. Dodd, November 15, 1922, HEH, TU Box 31. 

82. FJT to Dorothy Main, January 26, 1923, HEH, TU Box J. 
Turner pampered his wife who had rather expensive tastes. Turner re
marked In 1923 that the "salary of $8,000. hasn't permitted any savings." 
In 1923 this was supplemented by $1,000. from Radcllffe teaching. FJT 
to E. E. Robinson, November 22, 1923, HEH, TU Box 32 and FJT to 
President Peterson of Utah Agricultural College, November 6, 1923, HEH, 
TU Box 32. 

83. FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, [June 25, 1924], HEH, TU Box J. 

84. FJT to Caroline Mae Turner, June 29, 1924, HEH, TU Box J. 
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"pragmatically . . . 1t works." "Anyone Interested 1n sane community 
oc 

life ought to see this civilization." Turner's need for comnunlty was 

quickened by Ms disturbing consciousness of the world crisis. Indeed, 

he stopped short when faced with the consequences of Mai thus* law, 

Increasing population, and his own rationale. For Turner, then. Cache 

Valley was a physical reality which reassured him and his rationale. It 

was the "sane comnunlty." But 1t was a community 1n the wilderness, not 

1n the world; 1t was an Interlude, and Its day of Interruption would 

come, as Turner knew that America's had come. Rather than change his 

rationale, so basic to his mental equanimity, he plotted where the 
86 

struggles for the world's land and resources would take place. Turner 

figured that America would conquer and provide an Interlude, a reassuring 

tent-on-the-porch situation would be reached. 

85. FJT to Hartman, January 18, 1926, Turner Papers, SHS of 
Wisconsin. 

86. MS: "Strategy of a Saturated Earth." 



CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

"Yet how Insignificant any locality seems today, when 
practically all are plunged Into the same calamity, when 
the resources of all are concentrated 1n one struggle. 
Races and breeds, nationalities and castes are merged 
together on the same battle-field. Their similarities of 
plight and object dominate their differences, the protec
tive barriers each erected to preserve that distinctiveness 
so dear to human nature seem leveled, and history has 
become world history. Men thrown thus physically Into the 
maelstrom find themselves Intellectually also torn from 
their safe anchorages and adrift they know not where. What 
does the Individual count for, what the locality, what the 
past?" 

Carl Russell F1sh 

* * * * * * *  

During the time that Turner and his Ideas were coming Into vogue, 

America was shifting from a nation of local communities and provincial 

Identities to an urban-Indus trial country of corporate pressures-

governmental and Industrial. The social consequence of this situation 

was a decrease of personal relationships and an Increase of centralized, 

bureaucratic control within corporate Industry and government. Eventu

ally the same pattern dominated the labor movement. The development of 

this form of social structure was not planned and given direction by any 

real policy for Internal or external American affairs; rather 1t was _ 

social evolution by drift. It 1s not too much to say that the evolution 

was to a great degree a direct outgrowth of the political system and the 
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laiaeez faire economic system of the nineteenth century. The Industrial 

engineers who carved their businesses from American natural resources 

and who molded their Industrial combines through acumen and ferocity 

gave way to the "finance capitalists" who endeavored to further consoli

date Industries through financial control. The finance capitalists did 

not have the same personal Interest In particular factories or Industrial 

branches that their predecessors did. In neither was the predominant 

Interest human welfare. The predecessors' primary Interest was self-

aggrandizement. Under the license of efficiency they monopolized and 

manipulated entire Industries, accumulated Incomprehensible fortunes, 

and constructed Incongruous multi-million dollar mansions. 

The capital irony of Turner's thinking was that laiasea faire 

capitalism and party politics cut directly across his own most funda

mental needs, that 1s, rewarding personal relationships and communitarian 

society. He persisted 1n a search for these during his lifetime. In 

his youth he had both 1n Portage, a blissful time for Turner. Through

out his academic career he had personal relationships which were reward

ing to both himself and his students. He was unquestionably an 

exceptional teacher and was able to give energy and latitudes to his 

students that he was unable to give-or receive 1n any other endeavor. 

But 1f the system which Turner grew up 1n and which he accepted as bed

rock of his frontier rationale was at one time viable, by the 1890's the 

viability was near dead. For Turner's communitarian needs there was 

little satisfying 1n the system, or lack of system. 

Yet Turner accepted the policy of drift as long as he could; he 

accepted and advocated a continuation of the frontier principles, and 
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what he conceived of as "freedom." Turner had hardly completed the 

frontier rationale--the underpinning of his thought for his entire life— 

when he enunciated the sectional rationale. The sectional rationale was 

to serve a multitude of purposes for him, and, he hoped, for the nation. 

In empire-building America it was to give a unity to Americans, at the 

same time perpetuating the frontier ideals of "Individualism" and "give-

and-take." It was almost as if Turner thought that once a social 

rationale could be described geographically, it would become of the soil, 

concrete, and therefore serviceable for all Americans. The sectional 

concept was to renew the sense of struggle among Americans (one section 

against another or the others) and it was to add "individual" values to 

the political system. Turner deluded himself into thinking that the 

sectional rationale would cut across the bureaucratic structure which 

had grown on American society by the early 1900's. In fact, just the 

reverse happened. Agrarian ideals were not sustained, nor did they 

return. Not able to cope with the bureaucracy which billowed up to un

foreseen size, Turner finally went along with governmental control over 

industry, which simply compounded the issue. But at no time did Turner 

really advocate democracy or recognize the "common man"—that advocacy 

and recognition was reserved for history and the "frontier." Failing to 

recognize that each individual was uncommon, Turner accepted centraliza

tion and impersonalization with the assurance that it would keep the 

"better class" 1n control. Turner was able to sustain this incredibly 

wide inconsistency between individuality and centralized, indifferent 

business-private and public-- by a repetitious intoning of the frontier 
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Ideals. He simply had to convince himself, and re-conv1nce himself. In 

the process he convinced many others. 

Though his attitudes altered substantially because of the change 

1n his environment, he attempted to adjust the environment to his atti

tude Instead of the reverse. He might just as well have attempted to 

put the ocean 1n a cup. Turner's effort to make the world heel to his 

language evidenced his delusion as much as anything* He truly thought 

that he was selecting what was most valuable and significant for later 

generations; 1t was, he believed, his major contribution as a historian. 

For him, the United States, with her cherished frontier Ideals and 

political system, was to be a model for all other nations to look to. 

American entry Into World War I was 1n keeping with America the model, 

for not only would America fight to make the world safe for democracy, 

but also America would rejuvenate democracy Internally. This attitude 

of Turner's demonstrated that he unconsciously understood that the 

frontier Ideals were moribund, 1f not dead. However, he never consciously 

admitted 1t. In World War I, there would be, thought Turner, one 

gigantic and magnificent effort at patriotic give and take. Just as he 

had formulated the sectional rationale and a corresponding national 

Identity, In World War I Turner developed the American-model rationale 

and an Identity which extended to the world. When the model failed he 

attempted to repudiate the Identity and became a disillusioned man. 

From that time his mind atrophied. His feverish nationalism was a costly 

and hazardous vestment; his Individuality suffered 1n ratio to his 

patriotic fever. Added to this disillusionment was the economic extrav

agance and political indifference of the 1920's. The '20's were not 
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different 1n kind from previous American decades; rather the '20's 

varied 1n degree only, punctuating the high point 1n American rhetoric 

during Turner's life time: World War I. Turner's response* as 1n the 

Great Depression, was to cling more fervently to his frontier Ideals. 
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