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With its cowboys and explorers,
Wild West towns and gun fights,
the frontier holds a special place
in the American psyche. How
have historians interpreted this
iconic period of history?
manifest destiny A
philosophy that drove
territorial expansion
in nineteenth-century
America. It is the
expression of the
belief that the USA
was destined, by
God, to expand and
spread democracy and
capitalism across the
entire North American
continent. Manifest
destiny was also
driven by racism as
Native Americans were
perceived as racially
inferior, standing in
the way of American
progress.
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T

he American frontier describes a dramatic
and influential passage of American history.
In its most familiar form, it evokes pioneers
and columns of covered wagons snaking across the
plains, cowboys and cattle drives crossing open
ranges, Wild West towns and the gold rushes which
sustained them. This sequence of American history
captured the nation’s imagination.
The American frontier is not merely a historical
description of a time in the past but has become
a foundational American myth with a legacy still

observable in the USA of the twenty-first century.
Celebrated as a defining American experience, the
American frontier is also a contested idea, and the
implications of the narratives that have emerged
from it have been strongly challenged, certainly in
the second half of the twentieth century. This article
explores how the historical circumstances of the
American frontier have been differently interpreted
and how these interpretations frame and shape its
legacy.

Where and when was the frontier?
The American frontier is an immensely powerful,
potent and provocative idea for the USA. It is at the
very of core of what America means in terms of its
identity, character and institutions. It dramatises key
American concepts such as manifest destiny, which
describes the belief that American expansion was
inevitable, just and divinely ordained.
The American frontier has a range of connotations.
For some, the frontier is a moving line on a map. For
others, it is a region, containing the lands west of the
Mississippi River. For many, it frames a historical
period from, at its broadest, the early seventeenth
century to the turn of the twentieth century, and
describes the moving edge of European-American
settlement, the sweep of the American people across
the continent.
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More usually it refers to the years after the Louisiana
Land Purchase of 1803 and the exploration of that
vast territory. From this perspective, the frontier is
related to westward expansion, a process which was
integral to the USA in terms of its social, political
and economic development. In 1800 the boundary
of settlement extended from western New York State
through to Kentucky and Tennessee and south to
Georgia. By 1820 it had shifted westward to Ohio,
Indiana and Illinois in the north and Louisiana,
Alabama and Mississippi in the south. By 1860,
Texas and California were states and settlement had
reached its continental limit.

Civilisers or invaders?
This movement saw the land’s Indian inhabitants
giving way to white settlement. In the traditional
telling of this history, the settlers were civilisers;
brave pioneers settling the free lands of the frontier.
It would take a while for a counter-history to present
this process as one of conquest, a truer version of
history for the Indians who had populated these
lands for centuries.
That the former narrative of civilisation is
dominant can be explained by the way this history was
blended into myth and popular culture. Literature,
song and newspaper stories glorified the life and
exploits of explorers, fur trappers and pioneers. In
this version of history, the frontier represented the
peaceful settlement of the west. Manifest destiny
depicted the subjugation of native inhabitants and
the environment as progress, as civilising the savagery
of both the Indian and nature.
Traditional frontier narratives
depict the violence of western
expansion as necessary and good
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The morality of the gun
Consequently, though the history of the frontier
was often violent, the violence was necessary and
good. The morality of the gun and its importance in
terms of justice and peacekeeping would become a
fundamental American belief. For a long time, much
of the negative impact of westward expansion was
downplayed or ignored altogether in favour of the
unifying narrative, important for a young country, of
peaceful settlement and the heroic endeavours of the
pioneers. This was a story of shared accomplishment
and national celebration.

Louisiana Land Purchase
(1803) A deal between
America and France.
In the deal the USA
acquired approximately
827,000 square miles
of land west of the
Mississippi River for the
sum of $15,000,000. The
purchase doubled the
size of the nation.

Becoming American
There are other, related, interpretations of the American
frontier. It has been presented as a transformative
experience, a process of Americanisation undergone
by immigrants wherein interaction with the primitive
conditions of the frontier strip them of their old
world culture and identity and replace them with
American qualities and values such as individualism,
self-reliance, democracy and equality.
For many Americans, then, the American frontier
is a triumphant and heroic story of man conquering
the wilderness, bringing order to nature and building
a civilisation. In this mode, it is a context for stories
about the creation of communities out of disparate
cultures and peoples, the birth of the American
nation. Settlement and violence become positive
forces.

A mask
For others, though, the American frontier is a screen
or a mask, obscuring a darker history of conquest
and colonisation; a story of bloody massacres and
repression fraught with racism and even genocide.
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One thing is common to all of these perspectives:
the American frontier represents something
quintessentially American. The writing of the history
of the American frontier is fascinating. From the
very beginning it has been presented as something
beyond history.

The frontier thesis
On the evening of 12 July 1893, a young history
professor from the University of Wisconsin, Frederick
Jackson Turner, delivered a lecture to a gathering of
the American Historical Association. This meeting
was taking place in Chicago, on the site of the World’s
Colombian Exposition, a grand event to celebrate the
400th anniversary of the discovery of the New World
by Christopher Columbus, one of the founding myths
of the nation. That evening, Turner would deliver
a lecture which would form the basis of another
founding myth, one that would dominate US culture
and politics throughout the twentieth century and
which continues to be relevant today.

Creating a myth
Like ‘Old Glory,’ the
frontier represents
something
quintessentially
American
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The lecture was titled ‘The significance of the frontier
in American history.’ The lecture, and the essay that
followed, offered the frontier as not simply an element
of American history but as the explanation for the
very concept of American-ness. The ‘frontier thesis’ as

it became known, directly challenged the established
views of American civilisation that understood
European contexts to be the most important formative
influences on American development. Turner argued
that the American frontier, not European traditions,
had driven the democracy, the individualism
and the nationalism he celebrated in American
society.
In perhaps the most direct statement of this concept
in the essay, Turner asserted that ‘the existence of an
area of free land, its continuous recession and the
advance of American settlement westward explain
American development.’ It is important to note
that Turner’s frontier thesis is not history in any
conventional sense, but a series of symbols and
structures which offer an explanation of history. Or
to put it another way, Turner was creating a myth.

After the frontier
This is especially important because Turner was
delivering his thesis at the point at which the frontier
had ‘closed’. How would America continue to develop
without it? The essay notes pessimistically that the
sweep of the frontier across the continent had come
to an end. The census of 1890 provided a clear
indication that there was now a line of scattered
settlements stretching across the previously open
spaces of the west.
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Former US president
George W. Bush, whose
style and rhetoric often
invoked America’s
frontier past

The final sentence of Turner’s essay stated the
significance he saw in the frontier’s passing:

‘ 

And now, four centuries from the discovery of
America, at the end of a hundred years of life
under the Constitution, the frontier has gone,
and with its going has closed the first period in
American history.

• Why has the frontier held such an enduring
fascination for Americans?

’

However, by turning history into myth, Turner
provided a way for the frontier to live on in the
popular imagination. His version of the frontier
would go in and out of fashion, but it would be some
decades before a concerted effort would be made to
revise Turner’s narrative.

New western history
In the autumn of 1989, Patricia Nelson Limerick, a
historian at the University of Colorado, was wavering
about the title she had chosen for a symposium.
Should it be ‘Trails: toward a new western history’; or
rather should the ‘toward’ be removed, which would
mean announcing the existence of a new approach to
the frontier. Limerick wrote to participants to solicit
their views and when the conference was convened,
several speakers referred to the new western history
in their presentations.
Giving an indication of just how ingrained Turner’s
version of the frontier was, articles appeared in a
variety of news outlets in reaction to the symposium’s
theme. For example, The Arizona Republic ran the
headline: ‘Why can’t the revisionists simply leave our
myths alone?’ However, the new western historians
held as their specific purpose the revision of Turner’s
view of the frontier and they aimed to reveal
what lay behind the myths which had emerged
from it.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/historyreview
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Points for discussion
• Why have Native Americans often been marginal
to frontier history?
• Is the frontier still a relevant concept today?
Inclusivity
New western history had a number of broad principles.
It rejected the vagueness of moving frontiers in favour
of the physical, geographical west. It rejected the west
as a process in favour of the west as a place. New
western history no longer understood 1890 as end of
the frontier. It chose instead to emphasise continuities
from the earliest invasion, conquest and colonisation
right through to the present day.
Most distinctively, new western history narratives
would be more inclusive. The new western historians
were re-telling frontier history from the point of
view of the oppressed, the colonised and conquered.
They wanted to speak for the interests of women,
minorities and the environment. Limerick stated that
the new western historians intended to ‘break free
of the old model of “progress” and “improvement”,
and face up to the possibility that some roads of
western development led directly to failure and
injury’. In direct challenge to the special place held
by Turner’s vision of the frontier, the new western
history, Limerick argues

‘

…makes it clear that in western American
history, heroism and villainy, virtue and vice, and
nobility and shoddiness appear in roughly the
same proportions as they appear in any other
subject of human history.

 ’

27

27/07/2018 20:06

Critical history
New western histor y was, then, revisionist,
antagonistic, and quite ready to take on the traditional
history of the frontier. The historical record of the
frontier was being interrogated as it had never been
before. No longer was the story of the frontier one
of triumphant heroism. The new western historians
were producing critical histories that saw the frontier
as synonymous with violent conquest, in ethnic,
cultural and environmental terms.
For historians in the Turner mould, adult white
males were the sole focus and their story was a
celebration of democracy and progress. For new
western historians, this Turnerian history masked
and repressed the truth. Central to the mission of
the new western history was a deliberate shift in
perspective that meant histories of the frontier would
be told from the bottom up, from the point of view
of the marginalised, silenced and ignored.
Despite the strength of their critique of Turner
and the diligence of their research, unearthing more
realistic and harrowing depictions of the frontier,
the traditional narrative continues. The new western
historians have brought a more balanced view but
they have been unable to entirely remove Turner’s
mythic frontier.

Conclusion
The legacy of America’s frontier past can be felt today.
Its resonances can be observed in contemporary
US politics and culture. The continued presence of
the western in film, television and video games is
an obvious example. Less obviously, think about
President Bush’s choice of a Wild West ‘wanted dead
or alive’ poster to illustrate how he would pursue al
Qaeda after 9/11. Or listen to President Obama’s press
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conference after Osama bin Laden’s assassination,
where he described the killing as ‘justice done.’ Even
more recently, consider presidential candidate Trump’s
presentation of himself as the man who would ‘clean
up’ Washington, the loner of exceptional skills who can
sweep away the corrupt. Consider too the language used
by the pro-gun lobby, the National Rifle Association,
who celebrate the ‘good man with a gun’ as an almost
sacred American figure. America’s frontier past, then,
remains a vital element of the nation’s present.
Stephen McVeigh is associate professor in war
and society at Swansea University. He is the
author of The American Western (2007), The
Films of James Cameron (2011) and Men After
War (2013).

Using this article

in your exam

exam
focus

How could this article be useful in your exam?
The value of Stephen McVeigh’s article lies in how it highlights myth making in history and how myths should
become ‘contested ideas.’ Note how he explains the historical myth of western expansion as first propounded by
Jackson Turner before knocking this down by making reference to the latest research titled ‘new western history.’
You should always be prepared to question whether stories or narratives can be supported empirically (with
solid factual evidence). However, even where it is apparent that myths do exist this does not necessarily detract
from their value — myths often tell us much about the values, attitudes and beliefs of the perpetrators and their
supporters.
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