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The closing of the Western frontier is a pivotal chapter in American history, symbolizing
the end of an era characterized by rapid territorial expansion, rugged individualism, and
the mythos of the frontier as a land of opportunity and adventure. This transformation was
not merely a geographic or political event but also deeply intertwined with shifts in
American philosophy and cultural ideals. As the frontier receded, certain philosophies
gained prominence, shaping national identity and societal values in profound ways. Among
these, one philosophy stands out as particularly influential in contributing to the "closing"
of the Western frontier: Transcendentalism.

This article explores how American philosophical doctrines, especially Transcendentalism,
played a significant role in shaping perceptions of the frontier, encouraging societal
reflection on expansion, individualism, and the American character. We will delve into the
philosophical underpinnings of this movement, its influence on American thought, and how
it contributed to the cultural shift away from frontier expansion towards a more
introspective and settled national identity.

---

The Historical Context of the Western Frontier's
Closure

Before understanding the philosophical influences, it’s essential to contextualize the
closing of the Western frontier. The 19th century was marked by relentless westward
expansion driven by the doctrine of Manifest Destiny—the belief that Americans were
divinely ordained to spread across the continent.

Key milestones include:
- The Louisiana Purchase (1803)
- The Lewis and Clark Expedition (1804-1806)
- The Oregon Trail migrations (1830s-1860s)
- The California Gold Rush (1848-1855)
- The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad (1869)

By the late 19th century, the frontier line was considered closed after the 1890 U.S.
Census declared that no clear frontier line remained, as the American frontier was fully
settled from coast to coast.

This period marked a transition from expansion-driven optimism to reflection on what this



territorial growth meant for American identity, values, and future directions.

---

American Philosophical Movements and Their
Role in Shaping the Frontier Narrative

During the 19th century, several philosophical movements influenced American society's
outlook:
- Transcendentalism
- Pragmatism
- Realism
- New Thought

Among these, Transcendentalism, emerging in the 1830s and 1840s, had a profound
impact on how Americans perceived their relationship with nature, individualism, and the
moral implications of expansion.

---

Understanding Transcendentalism: Core
Principles and Origins

Origins and Key Figures
Transcendentalism was a philosophical and literary movement rooted in New England,
with notable figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Margaret
Fuller, and Bronson Alcott. It grew as a reaction against the Rationalism of the
Enlightenment and the materialism of the Industrial Revolution.

Core Principles of Transcendentalism
- The Primacy of the Individual: Emphasis on personal intuition and conscience over
societal institutions.
- The Divinity of Nature: Nature as a reflection of the divine, fostering spiritual insight.
- Self-Reliance: Encouraging independence and individual moral strength.
- Spiritual Oversoul: The idea that all humans are connected through a universal spiritual
essence.
- Critique of Materialism and Conformity: Advocating for authentic living and moral
integrity over societal pressures.

---



Transcendentalism’s Influence on American
Views of the Frontier

Transcendentalism fundamentally challenged the frontier mythology by emphasizing
introspection, spiritual connection with nature, and moral individualism. Its influence can
be seen in several ways:

Reframing Nature as a Moral and Spiritual Ally
While frontier narratives often celebrated rugged individualism and conquest,
Transcendentalists viewed nature as a sacred sanctuary and a source of divine insight.
This perspective shifted the focus from conquering the land to understanding and
harmonizing with it.

Encouraging Reflection Over Expansion
As the frontier closed, the movement inspired Americans to look inward, emphasizing
personal growth and moral development rather than territorial acquisition. Thoreau’s
retreat to Walden Pond exemplifies this shift towards introspection.

Challenging the Myth of Manifest Destiny
Transcendentalists questioned the imperialistic and materialistic motives behind
expansion. Emerson’s essays critiqued the notion that progress was solely about territorial
growth, advocating instead for moral and spiritual progress.

Fostering a New American Identity
The philosophies promoted the idea that true American greatness lay in moral integrity,
individual conscience, and harmony with nature—values that supported a cultural
transition from frontier expansion to cultural and spiritual refinement.

---

The Impact of Transcendentalism on the
"Closing" of the Western Frontier

The influence of Transcendentalism contributed to a gradual shift in American societal
values during the late 19th century:

Emphasis on Inner Life Over Outer Conquest: As physical expansion slowed,
Americans began valuing personal development, education, and moral growth.



Environmental Consciousness: Recognition of nature’s sanctity led to early
conservation efforts and a desire to preserve the wilderness, reducing the aggressive
exploitation characteristic of frontier days.

Critique of Materialism: The movement’s disdain for material excess fostered a
more reflective, less expansionist ethos.

Intellectual and Cultural Shift: Literature, art, and philosophy increasingly
focused on individualism, nature, and spirituality, signaling a move away from
frontier mythology.

How Transcendentalism Facilitated the Transition

The philosophical underpinnings of Transcendentalism indirectly contributed to policies
and cultural attitudes that signaled the end of territorial expansion:
- It inspired conservation movements that aimed to protect remaining wilderness areas.
- It influenced educational reforms emphasizing moral and spiritual development over
conquest.
- It fostered a cultural introspection that prioritized internal growth over external
expansion.

---

Other Philosophies and Factors Contributing to
the Closure

While Transcendentalism played a significant role, it was part of a broader set of
influences:
- Pragmatism: Emphasized practical consequences and realistic approaches, which
tempered frontier optimism.
- Realism: Focused on depicting life and society as it was, leading to a more sober view of
expansion.
- Economic and Political Factors: Industrialization, urbanization, and political changes
shifted focus from territorial conquest to economic development and consolidation.

However, none of these had as profound an impact on the cultural and moral shift as
Transcendentalism’s emphasis on inner life and spiritual connection.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Legacy of
Transcendentalism in the Post-Frontier Era



The closing of the Western frontier marked not just a geographic milestone but also a
cultural and philosophical turning point in American history. Transcendentalism, with its
emphasis on individual conscience, spiritual harmony with nature, and moral
introspection, significantly contributed to this transition.

By encouraging Americans to reflect inwardly and appreciate the spiritual dimensions of
their environment, Transcendentalism helped shift the national identity from one rooted in
territorial expansion and conquest to one focused on moral growth, environmental
stewardship, and personal authenticity. Its influence endures today, underpinning modern
environmental movements, individualist philosophies, and cultural values that prioritize
inner development over outward conquest.

In understanding which American philosophy most contributed to the "closing" of the
Western frontier, Transcendentalism stands out as a transformative movement that
redefined what it meant to be American—moving from frontier pioneers to thoughtful
citizens attuned to the moral and spiritual dimensions of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did the American philosophy of Manifest Destiny
contribute to the closing of the Western frontier?
Manifest Destiny promoted the belief that Americans were destined to expand across the
continent, which justified westward expansion and ultimately led to the settlement and
closure of the frontier by integrating it into the national territory.

In what way did Pragmatism influence the American
approach to Western expansion and its completion?
Pragmatism emphasized practical outcomes and solutions, encouraging Americans to
focus on development, settlement, and economic growth in the West, thereby facilitating
its integration into the broader American society and contributing to its closure.

What role did the frontier ethos, rooted in American
individualism and self-reliance, play in closing the
Western frontier?
The frontier ethos fostered a culture of independence and resourcefulness, accelerating
settlement and development in the West, which eventually led to the region being fully
settled and no longer considered 'frontier.'

How did American Transcendentalism influence
attitudes toward the Western frontier and its eventual



closure?
Transcendentalism emphasized nature, self-discovery, and the spiritual benefits of
expansion, encouraging Americans to see the West as a land of opportunity, thus
motivating settlement that contributed to the frontier's closure.

Which American philosophical movement most
supported the justification for westward expansion and
the closure of the frontier?
Manifest Destiny, often rooted in American exceptionalism and a belief in divine
providence, was the primary philosophical movement that justified and supported
westward expansion, leading to the closure of the Western frontier.

Can the American philosophy of individualism be linked
to the rapid settlement and closure of the Western
frontier?
Yes, American individualism encouraged settlers to pursue personal success and
independence, motivating widespread migration to the West and accelerating its
settlement, which contributed to the frontier's closure.

Additional Resources
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The American West has long held a mythic place in the national consciousness—a symbol
of opportunity, rugged individualism, and unbounded possibility. Yet, by the early 20th
century, the once-expansive frontier was considered officially "closed," a milestone
marked by the Census Bureau's declaration in 1890 that the frontier line was no longer
discernible. This transition signified more than just the end of territorial expansion; it
reflected profound shifts in American philosophy, culture, and identity. Among the many
philosophical currents that influenced this transformation, one stands out as particularly
impactful: Pragmatism. This article explores how Pragmatism, with its emphasis on
practical consequences, scientific inquiry, and adaptable ethics, played a central role in
shaping American attitudes toward the frontier and ultimately contributing to its closure.

---

Understanding the Frontier and Its Philosophical Underpinnings

Before delving into the influence of specific philosophies, it’s essential to understand what
the "frontier" represented culturally and philosophically. The frontier was more than just a
geographic boundary; it embodied American ideals of individualism, self-reliance, and
progress. Historically, figures like Frederick Jackson Turner argued that the frontier was
vital in shaping the American character, fostering democracy, and encouraging innovation.



However, as the 19th century waned, the notion of an ever-expanding frontier began to
clash with new realities: the consolidation of territories, the rise of industrialization,
urbanization, and an increasingly interconnected nation. This shift required a new
philosophical outlook—one that could reconcile the end of frontier expansion with the
nation’s ongoing evolution.

---

The Rise of Pragmatism: An American Philosophical Response to the Frontier's Closure

Pragmatism emerged in the late 19th century as a distinctly American philosophical
movement, primarily through the works of Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and
John Dewey. This philosophy prioritized practical consequences and real-world
applications over abstract theorizing, emphasizing that ideas must be judged by their
usefulness and ability to solve problems.

How Pragmatism Influenced the Closure of the Frontier:

- Focus on Internal Development over External Expansion: Pragmatists believed that
societal progress was better achieved through internal reform rather than territorial
conquest. This shifted the American focus from expanding outward to innovating and
improving life within existing borders.
- Emphasis on Science and Inquiry: Pragmatism’s trust in scientific method and empirical
evidence encouraged policies and attitudes that prioritized technological advancement,
education, and scientific research—factors that diminished the need for frontier
expansion.
- Adaptability and Flexibility: The pragmatic worldview promoted adaptability in social,
political, and economic spheres, reducing the perceived necessity of pushing frontier
boundaries to sustain growth.

---

Pragmatism’s Philosophical Tenets and Their Impact on the American Mindset

1. Truth as a Process and Practical Utility

William James famously proposed that "truth is what works." This pragmatic view fostered
an attitude that valued progress through practical results rather than adherence to rigid
traditions or mythic notions of manifest destiny. As a result:

- The idea of Manifest Destiny, which justified westward expansion, gradually lost its
moral authority.
- Policies shifted toward consolidating existing territories, investing in infrastructure, and
fostering industrial growth.

2. Scientific Inquiry and Technological Optimism

Pragmatists championed empirical investigation and scientific progress, aligning with the
rapid technological advances of the era—railroads, telegraphs, urban infrastructure—that
made physical expansion less critical.



- The focus shifted from conquering new lands to developing resources and industries
within established regions.
- The scientific mindset fostered innovations that supported a mature, interconnected
society, reducing the allure of frontier adventure.

3. Educational and Democratic Reforms

John Dewey’s pragmatism emphasized education as a tool for democratic participation and
societal improvement.

- Education systems evolved to prepare citizens for complex, interconnected urban
environments rather than frontier life.
- Democratic ideals were reinforced through civic engagement and social reforms,
diminishing reliance on frontier mythology as a source of national identity.

---

Pragmatism vs. Other Philosophies in Shaping the Frontier's Closure

While pragmatism played a significant role, it is important to compare its influence with
other philosophies:

- Transcendentalism: Emphasized individual intuition and spiritual connection with nature,
inspiring early frontier explorers and settlers. Its influence waned as industrialization and
scientific rationalism took precedence.
- Manifest Destiny: A political ideology rooted in divine providence and national destiny,
directly motivating expansion. Its decline coincided with pragmatic emphasis on internal
development and the realities of modern geopolitics.
- Social Darwinism: Justified competition and consolidation of power, but often at odds
with pragmatic ideals of social reform and scientific inquiry.

In sum, while these philosophies contributed to shaping American attitudes, Pragmatism’s
focus on practical problem-solving, scientific progress, and societal adaptation aligned
most closely with the realities of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, helping to shift
national priorities away from territorial conquest toward internal growth.

---

The Cultural and Political Consequences of Pragmatic Influence

The pragmatic shift in American philosophy had tangible effects:

- Urbanization and Industrialization: Emphasizing innovation over expansion spurred the
growth of cities and industries, making the frontier less relevant as a symbol of
opportunity.
- Policy and Legislation: Pragmatism’s influence was reflected in policies promoting
education, scientific research, and technological development—factors that rendered
territorial expansion unnecessary.
- National Identity: The emphasis on internal progress helped forge a modern American
identity rooted in innovation, democracy, and scientific rationalism, rather than mythic
frontier heroism.



---

The Enduring Legacy: How Pragmatism Continues to Shape America

Even today, the legacy of Pragmatism persists in American culture and policy:

- Innovation-driven economy
- Focus on education and scientific research
- Emphasis on practical solutions in politics and social reform

The philosophical foundations laid by Pragmatists helped transform the American
landscape from a land of frontier adventure to a nation defined by internal development
and technological mastery.

---

Conclusion

The "closing" of the Western frontier was not merely a geographic or political milestone; it
was a profound cultural and philosophical transformation. Among the various ideas that
influenced this shift, Pragmatism most significantly contributed to the change in American
attitudes from expansionism to internal progress. Its core principles—valuing practical
results, scientific inquiry, and societal adaptability—aligned with the era's economic
realities and technological advancements, steering the nation away from the mythic
frontier and toward a modern, industrialized identity.

By emphasizing practical solutions over mythic narratives, Pragmatism helped redefine
what it meant to be American in the 20th century. As the frontier closed, the American
psyche shifted from one of outward conquest to inward innovation—a transition that
continues to shape the nation’s trajectory today.

Which American Philosophy Most Contributed To The Closing
Of The Western Frontier

Which American Philosophy Most Contributed To The Closing Of The Western Frontier

Related Articles
How Did The Scientists Determine Rna And Proteins Were Not The Transforming Factor?
Find An Ordered Pair (x, Y) That Is A Solution To The Equation.4x-y=3(x, Y) = (_, _)
The Driving Force Within The Earths Mantle That Drives Volcanic Activity Is _______.

Back to Home

https://sip.evo9x.com/ma07/which-american-philosophy-most-contributed-to-the-closing-of-the-western-frontier.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma07/which-american-philosophy-most-contributed-to-the-closing-of-the-western-frontier.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma07/how-did-the-scientists-determine-rna-and-proteins-were-not-the-transforming-factor.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma07/find-an-ordered-pair-x-y-that-is-a-solution-to-the-equation-4x-y-3-x-y.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma07/the-driving-force-within-the-earths-mantle-that-drives-volcanic-activity-is.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com

