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Frederick Jackson Turner is stiU America's most beloved
historian. He was one of the first great professionals, a pioneer
as daring in his own field as those pioneers about whom he
wrote with such enthusiasm. No young historian can escape his
influence and no schoolchiid can evade the impact of his
scholarship on the writing of American history. In particular,
Turner's famous paper on the American frontier, presented in
Chicago in 1893, has continued to enthrall and influence
scholars for three-quarters of a century. His scholarship has
been significantly responsible for the unjustified neglect of the
Indian in American history.

The main points of Turner's 1893 presentation are well
known. He stressed the peculiar nature of American historical
development in what appeared to be a break with the germ
theory of American history. The frontier was the key to this
development, stimulating a westward movement that, for
Turner, explained the special characteristics of American
institutions and American character. Most importantly, the
frontier seemed to explain American democracy. Turner
contended that "the existence of an area of free land, its
continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement
westward, explain American development."'

Most historians can recite such famous passages from

I. Frederick Jackson Turner, "The Significance of the Frontier in American
History" March of America Facsimile Series no. 100 (Ann Aibor, Mich.: University
Microfilms, 1966), p. 199.
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memory, but ask them what Turner said about the American
Indian and their reaction will usually be sheer puzzlement.
Nevertheless, Turner did discuss native Americans that day in
Chicago, Indeed, he asserted that "the effect of the Indian
frontier as a consolidating agent in our history is important."^

One reason the historian would have difficulty answering
the question is that Turner connected the Indian so organically
with the subject of the "public domain."^ The Indian's
importance was his place in the frontier, for the frontier "begins
with the Indian and the hunter." Turner did, however, bow in
the general direction of a description of the effect of the
frontier's settlement on the Indian, noting the "disintegration
of savagery" and the effects, in particular, of the Indian trade
on the natives.'* "The trading post left the unarmed tribes at the
mercy of those who had purchased firearms" and thus "the
disintegrating forces of civihzation entered the wilderness.
Every river valley and Indian trail became a fissure in Indian
society." Primitive Indian life passed away with the advance of
each stage of the frontier, concluded Turner, "steadily
undermining Indian power by making the tribes ultimately
dependent on the whites."^

Turner's primary interest, however, was in the white
pioneers. While the trade with the Indians was important
because of its effect on the natives, its major significance to him
was that the trader was the "pathfinder of civilization," to be
followed by ranchers and farmers.^ In a passage of his most
glowing rhetoric. Turner gave his view of the frontier, putting
the Indian in what he perceived to be the Indian's proper place.
This passage embodies the essential elements of an outlook that

2. Ibid., p. 210.

3. Ibid,, p. 206.

4. Ibid., p. 207.

5. Ibid., p. 209.

6. Ibid., p. 207. These views on the fur trader and his effect on the Indian axe
consistent with those first outlined in Turner's doctoral disseitadon, Tlie Character
and Influence of the Indian Trade in Wisconsin, Johns Hopkins University Studies,
ser. 9, no. 11-12 (Nov.-Dec. 1891).
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did not change throughout his career and had not essentially
changed since his student days. "Stand at Cumberland Gap and
watch the procession of civilization marching single file—the
buffalo following the trail to the salt springs, the Indian, the
fur-trader and hunter, the cat tie-raiser, the pioneer farmer-and
the frontier has passed by.""^

This is a sufficient sample of what Turner said about the
Indian iji that famous paper. There is perhaps even more
importance in what he did not say, the imphcit rather than
explicit aspects of his view. This is to be the case throughout
Turner's writings. The implication of Turner's 1893 statement
on the frontier would seem to be that the Indian was not very
important. Perhaps this conclusion should be qualified to say
that Turner believed the Indian was important only insofar as
he contributed to the "environment" of the frontier-the
pioneer's environment.

In Turner's view the Indian was part of the landscape.
Indian culture had no real impact on the pioneer, if indeed
there was any such thing. Even Indian-white conflict was of
passing importance. The frontier was "the meeting place
between civilization and savagery," but this "savagery" was the
savagery of the "wilderness," not just the Indian.^ At first
glance, these statements might seem to indicate otherwise. "The
wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in
dress, industries, tools, modes of travel and thought. It takes
him from the railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe. It
strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in the
hunting sliirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of
the Cherokee and Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around
him. Before long he has gone to planting Indian com and
plowing with a sharp stick: he shouts the war cry and takes the
scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. In short, at the frontier, the
environment is at first too strong for the man."^

This statement is not an affirmation of-Indian infiuence on

7. Turner, Indian Trade in Wisconsin, p. 208.

8. Ibid.. p. 200.

9. Ibid., p. 201.
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pioneers, cultural or otherwise. Rather, it is the "environment,"
the "wilderness" and its "conditions" that dominated the
frontiersmen of European extraction, " l t" is what is significant,
an inanimate thing, a wild and unharnessed force that shaped
the immigrants. This subtle connection of the Indian with the
landscape occurs again and again in Turner's writings. Thus
treated, the Indian becomes much like the trees and the animals
of the frontier. The Indians do not constitute a significant
human society with cultural patterns of importance. They are
simply part of the inanimate (thougli strangely powerful)
"forces dominating the American character."'"

This kind of implication is further demonstrated by
Turner's utilization of the "free land" phrase, a term he used
almost interchangeably with "wilderness" and "frontier."'*
Too many writers have erroneously concluded that the use of
this term indicated Turner's ignorance of the monetary cost of
land. He did not mean that the land was unoccupied, for he
clearly understood that Indian peoples hved in many of the
areas. This phrase has also been interpreted as a theoretical
economic concept and, while there is some support for this, it is
difficult to find evidence in Turner's own writings for the view.
He never used the term with such precision. "Free land" to
Turner meant land there for the taking-land that could
(perhaps should and would) be appropriated for the use of
"civilization." Hence, the Indian, who could not prevent the
taking of the land, was essentially insignificant. His elimination
was not unlike the elimination of trees and wild animals.
Perhaps in a sense, "free land" was unoccupied land in tliat it
was land unoccupied by anything significant, anything
insurmountable. In that respect, for Turner, the Indian was not
really there.

This introduction to Turner and the Indian, as represented
in the 1893 presentation both in terms of statement and

10. Ibid.. p. 200.

11. A general scheme can be discerned in Turner's definition of the frontier. The
frontier was the line of development, the wilderness the area behind tbe line, and free
land the lure for tlie pioneer. However, these terms often served literary purposes
that did not ñt these deOnitions.
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implication, does not adequately explain the origin of this
outlook. In order to understand with greater clarity the
underlying nature of this outlook and its ramifications, the root
of Turner's thought—a world-view that is the foundation of his
scholarly work and logically leads him to the elimination of the
Indian as a significant factor in American history-must be
examined. An understanding of this world-view is essential to an
understanding of the place of the Indian in tlie writing of
American history.

Turner's world-view can be summarized as follows. To
understand the world, it is necessary to understand the process
of the evolution of civilization. Civilization develops
fundamentally in a series of stages, ranging from simplicity to
complexity. This is true of all societies, regardless of location.
America is an example of the evolution of civilization, differing
from Europe only in its stage of development and in the
availability of an unusually large frontier area, permitting a
repetition of the stages of development. This general stage and
the process of repetition on successive frontiers produce certain
identifiable variations in institutions and character in
comparison to those of Europe. Eventually, however, America
will become similar to Europe. In the American evolutionary
laboratory, development takes the form of a westward advance
into the wilderness, demonstrating the process at each
successive frontier. This advance is essentially inevitable. The
American Indian is at the savage stage of the development of
civilization and he is inevitably dominated by the advancing
civilization, even though civilized persons temporarily revert
during the frontier process. The Indian, due to his lower stage
of development, is occasionally a barrier to the advance of
civilization, but he is soon eliminated. Such an outcome is
inevitable in the process of societal evolution and the evidence
of American history clearly supports this conclusion.'^

Such is the essence of Turner's worid-view, with its
accompanying interpretations of America and the Indian.
Turner never articulated it in this form, although he used many

12. The words in italics are terms commonly used by Turner. The repetition of
these in his writings helps to trace the structure of the world-view.
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of the same words, and he was not always as consistent as this
would imply, especially when warring with his impulse to
romanticize American history as something unique. But it is
fundamentally there, informing his every act of scholarship. It is
this view, its structure and operation, that the Indian
perspective so clearly illuminates.

Such a thouglit structure rarely dominates a man
completely, although it did Turner more than some. Can it be
said then that Turner was unaware of the impact of the Indian
on American history? No, he was not unaware of tJie Indian,
even though his world-view tended to discount the impact of
the Indian as significant. There is, however, some conflicting
evidence. "The native populations have also been determining
factors in our development," wrote Frederick Jackson Turner
only one year before his much discussed appearance in
Chicago. '^ Three years later he noted that "the relation of the
whites to the Indians should receive scientific study."''^ His
strongest statement of this type was published in 1895 in the
midst of a typical discussion of the thrust of Americans into the
wilderness. "Obviously the outcome of this phenomenon will be
a resultant of three forces: the European germs; the native
races; and the physiography of the new continent. To neglect
any of these factors is to miss the truth." ^̂

This is an extraordinary statement, notable for its balance
and comprehension. A frontier hypothesis with this as its
fundamental held great promise for vitalizing the study of
American development. However, the second item, "the native
races," was destined for oblivion in the hands of its formulator.
The statement itself was an exception, a momentary flash in
Turner's writing and soon to be discarded. Ifideed, a few pages

13. Frederick Jackson Turner, Early Writings of Frederick Jackson Turner, comp.
Everett E. Edwards (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1938), p. 75. Article
originally published in yle^is (4 Nov. 1892).

14. Frederick Jackson Turner, "The West as a Field for Historical ^Widy," Annual
Report of the American Historical Association 1 (I896):285.

15. Frederick Jackson Turner, Frederick Jackson Turner's Legacy: Unpublished
Writings in American History, cd. Wilbur R. Jacobs (San Marino, Calif.: Huntington
Library, 1965), p. 158. Article originally published in 1895.
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later in the same article, he unconsciously laid the foundation
for this, and the world-view had its effect. In designating areas
of sociological study. Turner spoke of societal evolution and
westward expansion in a framework that necessarily excluded
the Indian. A view so centered on evolutionary development by
definition could not be long concerned with the conflict or
interaction of two civilizations, Indian and white. Nor could a
conception so centered on westward movement support more
complex bilateral analysis. AU this was couched in the
remarkable rhetoric of which Turner was the master. "As
successive terminal moraines result from successive glaciations,
or as successive shore hnes mark a receding lake, so each
frontier of American expansion left behind it traces which
persisted in the character of the people." Turner went on to
exclaim that "America has been another name for
opportunity," and he extolled "the expansive character of
American life" and nearly deified "the West." In phrase after
sweeping phrase this prophet of the frontier proclaimed the
"Western advance," or, in an even sharper figure, "the Western
march."'6

How could the Indian survive this rhetorical onslauglit? He
could no more do so than he could survive the military assaults
that were part of the "Western march." Both the logic and the
rhetoric effectively negated the earlier emphasis on "the native
races." As expected, the Indian was not to be mentioned in the
rousing climax of the essay. This revealing article of 1895 is
typical of the pattern inherent in Turner's hypothesis, a pattern
of conflict between the hypothesis and the Indian that
permeates the 1893 essay as well. The world-view, by its own
logic, effectively excluded the Indian from serious study. That
logic said that the Indian was a savage, doomed to extinction by
a more developed civilization that was marching inexorably
westward. It conflicted directly with the statement about the
significance of "the native races" and the dissonance would
have to be resolved. Occasional statements otherwise might be
made, but the world-view was more powerfully conceived than
any of them, and eventually even these statements would be
discarded.

16. Ibid., pp. 166-67.
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In order to clarify this pattern and its roots, a closer
examination of the world-view and its origins is necessary.
Then the working out of the pattern in Turner's wrifing career
will be evident.'"^ In so doing, there is no intent here to trace
the long-term impact of thinkers who preceded Turner. Others
have already done that adequately.'^ The concern here is with
the mind of Turner, especially its conscious thought structure,
and its somewhat more unconscious effects on his treatment of
the Indian.

Social Darwinism is central to any discussion of Turner's
works. That is not surprising in view of the fact that his
maturation as a scholar came at the apex of popular acceptance
of the ideas of Herbert Spencer and William Graham Sumner. It
was very near the turn of the century that Sumner was
contending that "the milhonaires are a product of natural
selection," and such ideas certainly were not novel to Turner.'''
At the age of twenty-two he was talking about "a new system
of nature" that demanded "a new theory of society."^'^ In his
commonplace book he enthusiastically predicted that "new
poets will read a lesson from Spencer & Darwin and sing Man
and Nature."^'

17. Much has been said about Turner's writing problems, especially his difficulty in
writing complete volumes. It should be noted that, in a literary sense, Turner had no
problems. He had the ability to write a pungent phrase with ease and in this sense had
enormouswriting skill.He did, however, have some dilTiculty completing projects.

18. Still very useful for this purpose is Herman C. Nixon's article, "Precursors of
Turner in the Interpretation of the American Frontier,"5oui/i/íf/fl/i/íc Quarterly 28
(l929):83-98.

19. William Graham Sumner, Essays of William Graham Sumner, ed. Albert Keller
and Maurice Davie, 2 vols. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1911), 2:172.

20. Wilbur R. Jacobs, The Historical World of Frederick Jackson Turner: With
Selections From His Correspondence (New Haven, Conn.; Yale University Press,
1968), p. 10.

21. Turner, Turner's Legacy, p. 9. Social Darwinism was widely popular in
America and Europe in the late nineteenth century. In an attempt to apply Charles
Darwin's biological theories to the social affairs of men, this less than scientific
approach fastened on the ideas of "natural selection" and "survival of the fittest."
According to the Social Darwinists, rich men were rich and poor men were poor
because that was nature's way-some were fit and others unfit. In American history,
such a philosophy dictated that Indians were unfit and Europeans were fit and
naturally selected to forward the cause of civilization. Social Darwinism could thus
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Turner's published works give clear evidence of a
commitment to a form of Darwinism. In examining American
political institutions, he rejected the idea that they had been
simply borrowed. In language of unmistakable origins and
perfectly fitted to the frontier hypothesis, he called American
democracy "a history of the evolution and adaptation of organs
in response to changed environment, a history of the origin of
new political species, "^^

This evolutionary emphasis blended nicely for Turner with
other ideas prominent in the late nineteenth century.
"Historians have accepted the doctrine of Herder," Turner
noted, that "Society grows." He praised the work of Comte
similarly, contending that "Society is an organism."^^ This
concept blended with the idea of progress, still so vital at the
turn of the century. The evolutionary process of generating ever
higher life forms was, for Turner, a glorious affirmation of
progress. It fit with the notion that society, particularly
American society, was going upward and onward to a grand
destiny. Therefore, "the all-embracing problem in our history is
the description and explanation of the progress of this
society."^"

Turner's evolutionary process was never very clearly
defined. Its main organization revolved around what he
designated as "stages of growth" or "stages of social
development."^^ In America Turner found such stages

sanction all kinds of brutal actions by the fit against the unfit and explain it all as
perfectly natural.

22. Frederick Jackson Turner, "The Problem of the West," Frontier<nidSection:
Selected Essays (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.; Prentice-Hall, 1961), pp. 63-64. Article
originally published in Atlantic Monthly 78 (Sept. 1896):289-97.

23. Turner, Early Writings, p. 52. Article originally pubhshed in Proceedings of the
Stale Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1893.

24. Frederick Jackson Turner, 77¡e Significance of Sections in American History
(New York: Henry HoU and Co., 1932), p. 8. Article originally published in Congress
of Arts and Sciences, Universal Exposition. St. Louis. 1904, vol. 2 (New York:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1906).

25. Albert B. Hart, ed.. The American Nation: A History, vol. 14, Frederick
Jackson Turner, Rise of the New West, 1819-1829 (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1906). 14;88-89.
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represented by a fairly definite set of actors beginning with the
hunter, followed by the trader (the "pathfinder" of
civilization), ranchers, farmers, manufacturers, and urban
dwellers. This is the record of "social evolution."^^

Special emphasis needs to be placed on the fact that Turner
saw this as a universal process, applying to all societies and not
just America. On numerous occasions Turner complained, with
justice, that his work was not understood in this respect. He was
always interested in the "processes of American history" he
wrote to Cari Becker, not just a geographic area.^^ This was a
process common to all societies, with local variations. "What
the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond of
custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institutions
and activities, that ever retreating Great West has been to the
eastern United States."^^ Most scholars have, with some justice,
looked on such statements as a glorification of the West. But
another perspective puts them in the context of the
glorification of the process of civilization wherever it occurs, a
much more fundamental consideration. Hence, according to
Turner, to understand America was to understand all human
societies. America, due especially to its stage of development
and to its catalyst (the frontier) that caused the repetition of
stages, was a perfect laboratory for this study.

AH this raises serious questions about the commonly
accepted view that Turner really broke with the germ tlieory
favored by the Institutional School of historians. ^' It is true
that Turner registered some frustration with their approach,

26. Turner, "Significance of the Frontier," p. 207. Fulmer Mood credits Richard
T. Ely with passing the idea of stages on to Turner. See Mood's article in the
Transactions of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1937-1942 34 (1943): 305.

27. Frederick Jackson Turner to Carl Becker, Cambridge, 21 Jan. 1911, in Jacobs,
Turner's World, p. 134.

28. Turner, £'flr/v Writings, p. 83.

29. The Institutional School of liistorians became prominent in the last two
decades of the nineteenth century, beginning with the work of Herbert Baxter Adams
at Johns Hopkins University. The Institutionalisls hypothesized that American
history was essentially the story of European "germs" developing in an American
environment. Tbese germs were seen to be primarily political institutions borrowed
from Europe, Great Britain in particular. The emphasis was placed on America's debt
to European institutions. Tumer, a student of Adams, did question this emphasis.
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Progress in South Dakota, painted by New York artist, Edwin Howland
Blashfield. The mural was hung in the governor's conference room
in the Capitol in ¡910. The subject of a recent controversy, the
painting portrays South Dakota as a beautiful woinan with the figure
of Hope floating over her and pointing forward. Indians are shown
clinging to her garments and attempting to hold her back, but she
moves forward overcoming them with the aid of trappers and settlers.
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especially in his famed dig about the "American forest" being
more important than that of ancient Germany. ^° However, it is
probable that part of this was his being upset with the
stodginess of the style and the temperament of the
Institutionalists. It is not surprising to find a bit of sectional and
generational conflict between a young, western scholar and the
older, eastern Institutionalists. But intellectually, his main
concern was their emphasis, not the fundamental concept of the
germ theory.

There was a strong element of evolutionary thought in
Institutional scholarship, and this Turner never rejected.
Furthermore, he never denied the European origins of the
"germs" that were planted in the American environment. He
simply wanted to shift attention to the environment. Even in
the famous 1893 essay he said that "our early history is the
study of European germs developing in an American
environment." •*' On another occasion, he noted that "the
germs of our political institutions have been traced to old
Teutonic roots," and "our history is only to be understood as a
growth from European history under the new conditions of the
New World." ^̂  In his 1892 essay on "Problems in American
History," which contained his first full-blown statement of the
frontier hypothesis. Turner wrote that "the subject is at bottom
the study of European germs developing in an American
environment. But little has been done toward investigating the
piirt played by the environment." •*•*

This is clearly a different emphasis but not a break with the
Institutional School. The extent of the revolt was exaggerated
by those who analyzed Turner's writings. '^^ The Indian
perspective makes all this much more evident. Turner especially

30. Turner, Turner's Legacy, p. 100.

31. Turner, "Significance of the Frontier." p. 201.

32. Turner, Early Writings, p. 64.

33. Ibid., p. 74.

34. In the 1893 essay Turner spoke of the Atlantic Coast as a "frontier of
Europe." Critics have mis.sed this. See Turner, "SignificLince of the I'rontier," p. 201.
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did not question the Institutional School in one matter
fundamental to the discussion of the Indian—the Anglo-Saxon
roots of "civilization." He never had any quarrel with the
Institutionahsts' glorification of the Anglo-Germanic heritage.
Indeed, given his view of the evolution of societies, he believed
that America's experience proved it. Turner was a nationalist, it
is true, but he was also preeminently a Western man in terms of
his commitment to Western civihzation. According to Wilbur
Jacobs, who has worked much in Turner's private papers, the
germ theory is a notion Turner "never really abandoned."-'^

The imphcations of the evolutionary portion of Turner's
world-view for the Indian can be examined, aithougli he did not
state them explicitly. The Indian was at the "hunter stage" of
the evolutionary process, the bottom rung of the ladder. Indians
were "primitive peoples" whom the more highly developed
Europeans would deal with as part of the American
"wilderness." Thus, the Europeans "are compelled to adjust old
institutions to their new environment; to create new institutions
to meet new conditions; to evolve new ideas of hfe and new
ethnic and social types by contact under these conditions; to
rise steadily through successive stages of economic, pohtical,
and social development to a highly organized civilization."^^
Against these already far advanced peoples, the primitive
Indians would have no chance. These were tlie evolutionary
stages of development for society in America, stages which, "in
the old world, lie remote from the historian" and stages in
which the Indian could not participate.

The word civilization needs some special attention. Frontier
is the word so commonly associated with Turner, but his
writings would be better understood if he were more often
associated with the term he used more consistently,
civilization. It is a key concept in his worid-view and crucial to
the understanding of his treatment of the Indian. A problem
with Turner's writings is that he rarely defined his terms. In the
case of civilization, he evidently had good reason to believe that
his audience would understand what he meant by the word. A

35. Turner, Turner's Legacy, p. 17.

36. Turner, Significance of Sections, p. 56.
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commonly accepted defmition at that time (and even now) was
that a civilized society is a complex one, "highly organized."^"^
It was widely accepted that a civilized society is hterate and
technological, giving clear evidence of its civilization in highly
tangible, materialistic ways. Turner's definition would have
differed little from this.

It is appropriate to say what the term did not mean to
Turner. It did not refer to social and cultural traditions that
cotild exist apart from the more materialistic criterion of
civilization. It could not include an oral, less materiahstic, less
individualistic culture, which was defined more in terms of
values and accepted patterns of behavior that in tangible goods.
In short. Turner's .criteria for civilization gave him no basis for
even considering native Americans. Indians to him were only
"men of the stone age" who were pitted against a "tide of
civilization that was to sweep them away."^« The fur traders
were, therefore, not mere American opportunists seeking
financial reward. In this scheme, they became the agents of a
higher order, "undermining the Indian society and paving the
way for the entrance of civihzation."^^

TIÛS is a strong concept, measurably reinforced by Turner's
description of this tide of civilization as a westward movement
in America. Civilization "advanced," thereby "cutting into the
forest, pushing back the Indian, and steadily widening the area
of civilization in its rear." **" The pioneers were a "westward
marching army," and "inexorable advance" of the forces of
civilization. '" Turner's constant use of the westward march
figure gave strong reinforcement to a view that already
effectively excluded serious study of the Indian. Any
consideration of Indian mfiuence would have spoiled the

37. Ibid.

38. Turner, Rise of the New West, 14:119. '

39. Ibid., p. 114.

40. Ibid., p. 67.

41. Turner, "The West and American ïdeals," Frontier and Section, p. 108. Article
originally published in Washington Historical Quarterly 5 (Oct. l914):243-57.
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perfect symmetry of this thought structure. The structure was
firm vertically (the stages of evolution) and horizontally (the
westward march of civilization), and both perspectives pushed
the Indian out of the intellectual scene.

This westward predisposition was greatly strengthened by
one of Turner's favorite sources, the census reports and the
populations maps that came with them. It was a census report
that Turner referred to in his opening remarks in Chicago in
1893. In 1924 at the end of his career, he could still be found
waving an 1820 census map and saying to his students:
"Looking back over my work as a university teacher, which
ends this year, I find that the central interest of my study has
been that of these maps of population advance. Not as a student
of a region, but of a process. From caveman to the occupation
of the planet."*^ It is fitting that Turner would use such a map
as a symbol for the basis of his world-view. The examination of
such maps reveals why they struck Tumer with such force.
They were a graphic reaffirmation of his world-view. These
maps seem to show, when perused superficially, a "population
advance" from east to west, a "westward march" that was
exhilarat ingly obvious to this western-bom scholar.
Significantly, these maps did not show one population
group—Indians not taxed—or, most of the Indians in the
country. Rather than visualizing a bilateral scene. Tumer saw
maps portraying a unilateral process, with Indian resistance
graphically minimized. Of course he knew Indians were there,
but the maps subtly reaffirmed their unimportance. Ironically,
it was not until 1924 that Indians were made citizens, the very
year that Turner retired, and the maps were not changed until
citizenship was granted. ''^

The maps reinforced one other rather obvious aspect of
Turner's conception. The westward advance was, essentially,
inevitable. Turner seems never to have entertained the question
of whether it could or should have gone in any other way. In
part, this is due to the simple fact that the historian must

42. Tumer, Turner's Legacy, p. 83.

43. See the Census Reports of the United States, beginning with the first census ¡n
1790.
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describe what did happen, and certainly the white man did
effectively defeat the Indian. But for Turner, the process of
displacement seemed to be in the nature of things. It was a
logical outcome of his evolutionary scheme, both in its vertical
and horizontal aspects. Therefore, there was no need for futile
emotionalizing over the intensively human drama played out on
the frontier. "As they rested their clearings from the woods and
from the savages who surrounded them," Turner's pioneers
were fulfilling a great destiny inherent in the nature of the
universe. **"

This fatalism in Turner's writings could be traced to a power
orientation that affiicts most historians. History writing tends,
like newspaper reporting, to deal more easily with winners
rather than losers. Historians are normally much impressed with
power and the playing out of clashes of power that are justly
seen as crucial to the understanding of human history. The
losers of any great confiict are obviously to some degree the
pawns of the more powerful victors. Once the clash is over,
there is a further tendency to view the outcome as inevitable in
retrospect.

There is, fortunately, more to history than this. There is an
added dimension ihat makes historical causation more
mysterious than clashes of power alone demonstrate. In a sense
Greece conquered Rome culturally and intellectually while
losing militarily. The same thing happened to the people from
the north who descended on Rome. The American conquest of
Japan in World War II was militarily decisive, but the result of
cultural conflict and interaction may yet produce something
unexpected.

Few historians have found such a process enacted in
America between Indians and whites, and therefore, Frederick
Turner has some distinguished company. However, much of the
necessary research has not been done because of the
power-oriented assumptions of American historians. Clearly, in
retrospect, the Indians were going to be beaten by a
combination of superior numbers and fire power. That seemed

44. Frederick Jackson Turner. The United States. ¡830-1850 (New York: W.W.
Norton & Co., 1935), p. 21. Note, once again, the characteristic joining of the Indian
with the landscape in this passage.
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evident to a historian like Tumer, who saw that the plains
Indians "were soon eliminated as a serious factor."^^ It was a
small step, given his evolutionary view of society and his
definition of civilization, for Tumer to move from a reporting
of the facts to their sanctification with an aura of inevitability.
It was equally easy to then eliminate the Indian as "a serious
factor" in every other way once he was eliminated miUtarily. At
the time Turner wrote, it seemed abundantly evident that
Indian resistance was gone for good, for the last serious fighting
had taken place when Tumer was a child. Beyond all this,
however, the outcome was inevitable because that was the way
society evolved-the strong defeating the weak, the fittest
peoples and cultures surviving over the unfit. Once again, the
evidence of American history seemed to confirm Turner's
worid-view.

Given Tumer's essentially evolutionary view of society, his
concept of civilization and its inevitable westward movement, it
is clear that there was little room for serious consideration of
the Indian in his thought structure. Does this mean that Tumer
was a racist, permanently assigning the Indian to a position of
inferiority in the human family? For historians writing in the
1970s, this question seems to be necessary in a way that it was
not in Tumer's day. Racism is a loaded, emotional word that
should be used very carefully. Certainly, there was no shortage
of genuinely racist ideas during the era of Jim Crow and the
"white man's burden." Such notions obviously had some
impact on other historians such as William A. Dunning and
Ulrich B. Phillips, the latter a close Tumer associate. There was
plenty of racial theory around and there is clear evidence of
Tumer's present-mindedness. The historian's task, in Turner's
view, was "to enable the present age to understand itself by
understanding its development from the past.'"*^

An attempt to tie Turner to a racist, anti-Indian outlook

45. Turner, Significance of Sections, p. 237. Ajticte originally published in World's
Work. 1926.

46. Tumer, Early Writings, pp. 52-53. Dunning and Phillips wrote strongly
prosouthem historical works that reñected an anti-Negro bias on the subjects of
slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction.

Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Frederick Jackson Turner 401

could be based on his praise of the writings of Theodore
Roosevelt. Roosevelt was not a racial equalitarian, despite his
famous dinner invitation to Booker T. Washington. Roosevelt
was even more rabid about Indians. Yet, Turner spoke highly of
Roosevelt's writing on the subject. In reviewing the fourth
volume of Roosevelt's Winning of the West, Turner adversely
criticized the book in a number of respects.'''^ It is significant,
however, that he had praise for Roosevelt's handling of one
subject-the Indian-pioneer relations. Turner found that
Roosevelt handled this subject in "a courageous and virile way
that enables the reader to correct the well-intentioned, but not
altogether well-founded, criticisms of the Indian relations of the
nation by Eastern writers."^^

What kind of book was Turner commending in this
manner? It was, by any standard, strongly anti-Indian. It
detailed the "cruelties and depredations of the savages," their
"effrontery," their "treachery," and their "duphcity."'^^
Roosevelt felt there could be no doubt that "it was the Indians
and not the whites who were habitually the aggressors and
wrongdoers."^** These "wild savages"^^ were guilty of
"countless deeds of rapine and murder," " and they were the
beneficiaries of "extreme and. . . foolish benevolence of
purpose on the part of the government."^^ Roosevelt then
summarized a view of American history not dissonant with the
Turnerian concepts. "The Indian warfare in the Territory during
these years deserves some study because it was typical of what
occurred elsewhere. It illustrates forcibly the fact that under the

47. Theodore Roosevelt, The Winning of the West, vol. 4 (New York and London:
G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1896).

48. Frederick Jackson Turner, "Review of Winning of the West" American
Historical Review 2 (Oct. 1896):171.

49. Roosevelt, Winning of the West, p. 23.

50. Ibid., p. 121.

51. Ibid., p. 316.

52. Ibid., p. 145.

53. Ibid., p. 316.
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actual conditions of settlement wars were inevitable; for if it is
admitted that the land of the Indians had to be taken and that
the continent had to be settled by white men, it must be further
admitted that the settlement could not have taken place save
after war."^** Such statements of inevitability and emotional
anti-Indian sentiment must be what Turner found to be written
in a "courageous and virile way."

But is this really racism on Turner's part? That conclusion is
difficult to embrace fully. Turner's praise of Roosevelt cannot
be excused, but it must be corroborated with similar writings of
his own, and that proves difficult. If racism is defined as a
primarily emotional designation of another race as permanently
inferior to the designator, the mantle will not fit Frederick
Jackson Turner.

Turner seems to have been somewhat amused with a friend
who so violently disliked Indians that he did not want an Indian
guide for a fishing trip. ^̂  Racism was a much too personal and
emotional attitude for Turner to consciously embrace, and it
was much too negative for his essentially sunny disposition.
Intellectually, he preferred to deal in abstract, impersonal forces
rather than in personal, subjective ones. Also, if Turner is
studied in the context of a time that produced men like
Roosevelt and Josiah Strong, it becomes clearer that Turner was
indeed very moderate on racial questions, in part, it must be
added, because he was not very concerned about them.

More importantly, the logic of Turner's thought was not so
much racial as evolutionary, and this put the Indian at a
different stage of development, not necessarily at a permanently
inferior position. Turner's evolutionary process was fluid and
progressive, hierarchical only in the sense that stoppage of the
process at any given moment would flnd the Indian in an
inferior status. Questions could be raised about his tendency to
find the frontier such a marvelous catalyst for the evolution of
white pioneers while it had done nothing of the sort for the
Indian in thousands of years. But this is more explainable by

54. Ibid., p. 121.

55. Turner to Max I-arrand, Madison, 27 Sept. 1908, in Jacobs, Turner's World, p.
42.
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inconsistency than racism and even more logical when it is
remembered that Turner's pioneers were not savage, hut only
temporarily reverted to savagery.

Of course. Turner's line of reasoning arrives at very much
the same place as the more emotional racist one, while traveling;
a different route. However, to superficially label Turner as racist
will not help in the understanding of the subtleties of the
intellectual development of American historians in regard to the
Indian. While his thought brought no discomfort to the
purveyors of race hatred and while he helped unmeaningly to
justify the subjugation of the savage by the civilized, that was
not his intent.

Beyond these essentially logical roots of Turner's thought,
there is something more amorphous-indeed it relates to the
above discussion of racism. This is the temperament of the man.
Such characteristics are difficult to analyze at a distance, but
they cannot be separated from the man's thought nor from his
often mentioned feehngs for nationalism and for the acceptance
of the agrarian myth.^* This temperament not only reinforced
basic ideas but it also had its own special effect on Turner's
treatment of the Indian.

The most identifiable personal characteristic of Turner's
temperament, as seen in his writings, is his optimism. While his
optimistic view of the worid was shaken somewhat around
Worid War I, his hopeful outlook never underwent the kind of
disintegration that characterized so many of his fellow
intellectuals, and he was the most optimistic of scholars in his
formative years. One of the most intoxicafing things about his
1893 pronouncement (and accounting for much of its impact)
was its bright and buoyant view of American history. The
testimony of former students indicates that Turner was this
kind of man, a teacher whose enthusiasm for his subject was
genuinely infectious. It was this temperament that made it so

56. ITiese are items deserving more space. They pre.sent problems in the framework
of this study. Turner was certainly a nationalist, but his universal world-view is more
important to the focu.s of this paper. Also il, to a degree, dilutes his nationalism. As
for the agrarian myth, it requires a tradng backward in American tradition that goes
outside the scope of this paper. Of course, in this it would be difficult to improve on
Henry Nash Smiüi's study, Vie Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and
Myth (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 195Ü).
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easy for Turner to write of "an optimistic ajid creative
nation" ^̂  and of pioneers who "became enthusiastically
optimistic and confident" and had "faith . . . in the worth and
possibility of the common man." ^̂  Such pioneers mirrored his
own image, and his faith in them is an accurate refiection of his
own unending faith in man. "It is a wonderful chapter," he
exulted, "this final rush of American energy upon the remaining
wilderness." ^̂

In a temperament of such optimism, what place could the
less savory aspects of American history have? In particular,
what could be the place of Indian-white relations and their
accompanying tragedies? The reader will search in vain for even
occasional evocations of human anguish in Turner's pages.
Turner need not have become saccharin in his description of
frontier events. Perhaps he had become disenchanted with the
many sentimental accounts of "noble savages" and "hardy
pioneers" that had proliferated the nineteenth century writings.
But there was a story to be told in scholarly terms, and his
optimistic temperament, in league with his tight evolutionary
logic, simply would not permit it.

Another characteristic complimented this optimism and this
was the scholar's passion for orderliness. The buoyancy of the
frontier hypothesis and its evolutionary logic already made for a
formidable structure. Add to this the fact that Turner's ideas
changed so Uttle over the decades. He slowly but surely cleaned
out the untidy details that cluttered the comers of the edifice.
The Indian was such a detail. Already excess to the theory of
evolution, already representing a distasteful note in an
otherwise glorious story, the Indian's presence seemed
unappropriate and irritating. He represented a threat to the
purity of the westward movement conception and a dissonance
in the otherwise happy music of the progress of civilization. The

57. Turner. 1830-1850, p. 591.

58. Ibid., p. 21.

59. Turner, "Social Forces in American }\\?.lOTy," Frontier and Sections, p. 155.
Article originally publisbed in American Historical Review 16 (Jan. 1911), pp.
217-33.
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encumbrance had to be removed, much as it had been removed
by the white frontiersmen.

Hence, Tumer's historical perception of the Indian's role
dimmed as the years passed. This was more than merely the
lapse of time away from the era of Indian conflict, although
that was a factor. Tiiough he used Indians as guides and wrote
of seeing Winnebago Indians in and around his childhood home
in Portage, Wisconsin, there is no evidence that Turner knew
Indians intimately or ever had an Indian friend. "Indians came
in to the stores to buy paints and trinkets and sell furs," he
noted in a revealing passage. "Their Indian ponies and dogs were
familiar street scenes."*» He seemed to see them more as
curiosities than as people. Perhaps Turner failed to actually
perceive Indians as having reahty and substance, particularly
when he met them in the context of American historical
situations. In his writings they became again "street scenes," of
little more importance than they were to a boy in Portage,
Wisconsin.

60. Joseph Scbafer. ed., and O. Lawrence Bumette, Jr., comp., Wisconsin Witness
to Tumer: A Collection of Essays on the Historian and the Thesis {Madison: State
Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1961), p. 65.
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