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The West and the American Character 

 
…From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual traits of profound 

importance. The works of travelers along each frontier from colonial days 
onward describe certain common traits, and these traits have, while softening 
down, still persisted as survivals in the place of their origin, even when a higher 
social organization succeeded. The result is that to the frontier the American 
intellect owes its striking characteristics. That coarseness and strength combined 
with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick 
to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic 
but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant 
individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and 

exuberance which comes with freedom⎯ these are traits of the frontier, or traits 
called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier. Since the days when 
the fleet of Columbus sailed into the waters of the New World, America has been 
another name for opportunity, and the people of the United States have taken 
their tone from the incessant expansion which has not only been open but has 
even been forced upon them.  
 

He would be a rash prophet who should assert that the expansive 
character of American life has now entirely ceased. Movement has been its 
dominant fact, and, unless this training has no effect upon a people, the 
American energy will continually demand a wider field for its exercise. But 
never again will such gifts of free land offer themselves. For a moment, at the 

Historical	  background:	  Though	  widely	  contested	  today,	  	  Frederick	  Jackson	  
Turner	  laid	  the	  academic	  foundation	  of	  Western	  history	  by	  arguing	  that	  the	  
frontier	  created	  a	  uniquely	  democratic	  and	  individualistic	  American	  character.	  	  
Turner	  lived	  his	  entire	  life	  in	  the	  United	  States	  and	  wrote	  extensively	  on	  topics	  
related	  to	  the	  American	  West.	  	  On	  the	  morning	  Turner	  presented	  the	  work	  below	  
he	  attended	  Buffalo	  Bill	  Cody’s	  “Wild	  West	  Show”	  outside	  of	  Chicago	  World	  Fair,	  
1893.	  	  	  
	   Many	  historians	  see	  Turner’s	  work	  as	  emblematic	  of	  “frontier	  anxiety”-‐	  a	  
uniquely	  American	  sense	  that	  with	  the	  closing	  of	  the	  frontier	  Americans	  also	  lost	  
something	  vital	  to	  their	  character	  and	  heritage.	  	  	  
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frontier, the bonds of custom are broken and unrestraint is triumphant. There is 
not tabula rasa. The stubborn American environment is there with its imperious 
summons to accept its conditions; the inherited ways of doing things are also 
there; and yet, in spite of environment, and in spite of custom, each frontier did 
indeed furnish a new field opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the 
past; and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its 
restraints and its ideas, and indifference to its lessons, have accompanied the 
frontier. What the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond of 
custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institutions and activities, 
that, and more, the ever retreating frontier has been to the United States directly, 
and to the nations of Europe more remotely. And now, four centuries 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 
of American history. 
 

-Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Frontier in American History 
(1893) 

 
1. As far as you can tell, what does Turner believe the significance of the 

frontier to be in American History? 
 
 
 
 

2. At the end of his argument, Turner says the closing of the frontier marks 
the end of the first chapter of American history.  How would Turner 
describe that chapter? 
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If between these two classes there be a clear and vital conflict of interest, 
all the factors are present which make a class struggle; but this struggle will lie 
dormant if the strong and capable members of the inferior class be permitted to 
leave that class and join the ranks of the superior class. The capitalist class and 
the working class have existed side by side and for a long time in the United 
States; but hitherto all the strong, energetic members of the working class have 
been able to rise out of their class and become owners of capital. They were 
enabled to do this because an undeveloped country with an expanding frontier 
gave equality of opportunity to all. In the almost lottery-like scramble for the 
ownership of vast un-owned natural resources, and in the exploitation of which 
there was little or no competition of capital, (the capital itself rising out of the 
exploitation), the capable, intelligent member of the working class found a field 
in which to use his brains to his own advancement. Instead of being discontented 
in direct ratio with his intelligence and ambitions, and of radiating amongst his 
fellows a spirit of revolt as capable as he was capable, he left them to their fate 
and carved his own way to a place in the superior class. 

But the day of an expanding frontier, of a lottery-like scramble for the 
ownership of natural resources, and of the up-building of new industries, is past. 
Farthest West has been reached, and an immense volume of surplus capital 
roams for investment and nips in the bud the patient efforts of the embryo 
capitalist to rise through slow increment from small beginnings. The gateway of 
opportunity after opportunity has been closed, and closed for all time. 
Rockefeller has shut the door on oil, the American Tobacco Company on tobacco, 
and Carnegie on steel. After Carnegie came Morgan, who triple- locked the door. 

Historical	  background:	  Jack	  London	  was	  an	  early	  20th	  century	  American	  
journalist,	  novelist,	  and	  travel	  writer.	  	  In	  addition	  to	  writing	  and	  travelling	  the	  
world,	  London	  was	  an	  outspoken	  Socialist	  who	  gave	  numerous	  lectures	  and	  
wrote	  often	  on	  the	  subject.	  	  London	  differed	  from	  many	  travel	  writers	  of	  his	  time	  
in	  that	  he	  would	  regularly	  critique	  Euro-‐American	  imperialism	  and	  its	  effects	  on	  
indigenous	  people.	  	  
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These doors will not open again, and before them pause thousands of ambitious 
young men to read the placard: NO THOROUGH-FARE. 

-Jack London, The Class Struggle (1903) 
 
 

1. Compare and contrast London’s assessment of the significance of the 
frontier with Turner’s assessment.  Cite textual evidence to support your 
argument.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How might authorship and context impact their interpretations of the 
significance of the frontier?   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
…. He [the cowboy] is at peace with himself because his work allows free 
play to the strongest instincts of man.  Unlike so man other men, he has not to 

Historical	  background:	  J.B.	  Priestley	  was	  a	  British	  travel	  writer	  and	  champion	  
of	  economic	  reform.	  	  In	  addition	  to	  publishing	  numerous	  accounts	  of	  his	  global	  
travels	  he	  also	  wrote	  on	  poverty	  in	  depression-‐era	  England.	  	  Frustrated	  with	  a	  
deteriorating	  global	  system,	  the	  rise	  of	  fascism,	  the	  decline	  of	  economic	  
opportunity	  and	  troubled	  by	  his	  own	  career,	  Priestly	  travelled	  to	  Arizona	  in	  the	  
late	  1930s	  where	  he	  wrote	  what	  would	  be	  become	  Midnight	  in	  the	  Desert.	  	  	  
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pretend to be a short-sighted, deaf cripple all day to earn his living, and then 
to try and catch up with himself as a vital human being during the short 
hours of leisure allotted to him.  His work is not without danger, and he is 
sustained by a sense of this, knowing that he has a certain fundamental 
dignity… 
 
 … Cheap melodrama, whether in fiction, plays, or films, soon claimed that 
legend; yet there always remains faint gleam of Homeric poetry, not in the 
monotonous and incredible fable of very good men and very bad men and 
doll-like heroines, but in the enduring image they give us of a man riding in 
the wilderness of desert and mountain, the solitary heroic figure.  Here is one 
who seems to have escaped the economic slavery and universal degradation 
of our time; who does not compete except with charging animals and the 
hostile elements; who is seen as the strong free male, careless and smiling and 
bronzed, that essential male for whom all women have tenderness. He is a 
man of our world who has contrived to life his live in an epic simplicity 
impossible to the rest of us, caught in a bewildering tangle of interests and 
loyalties.   
 

-J.B. Priestley, Midnight on the Desert (1937) 
 

1. Writing decades after London and Turner, would Priestley agree with 
either of their predictions about the significance of the “closing” of the 
frontier?  Use textual evidence to support your answer. 

 
 
 
 
 

2. How do you think Priestley’s context, both in upbringing and time/place, 
impacted his thoughts on the American cowboy? 
 

 



The	  West	  and	  the	  American	  Character:	  	  Set	  B	  

 
In the space below, write one-to-two paragraphs on the following prompt:  
Characterize the perception of the Western American character as viewed by 
native-born and international travellers.   
   
A complete and thorough answer will attend to change over time, context, and 
authorship.   
 

 


